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      Chapter 1: An Eerie Premonition


      Saint-Noel Academy was closing for the summer holidays, and many students had begun their journeys home. Mia was no exception. She was currently sitting in her carriage as it made its bumpy way toward Tearmoon. On the road and with time to spare, she decided to take out her blood-stained diary and revisit its contents. It had been a long time since she’d touched the book, and as she flipped it open she held onto the hope that its final pages would reveal a different future.


      “Well, that’s... not surprising, I suppose.”


      She leaned back in her seat and let out a discouraged sigh. The diary still concluded with her execution at the guillotine, and the overarching structure of her story remained the same. There was a famine, followed by a revolution, which sealed the fate of the imperial line. Of course, there were some changes. Whereas the masses had been uniformly critical of the imperial family in the previous timeline, the updated diary described the rise of a voluntary militia composed mostly of residents from the Newmoon District. Their loyalty lay not with the imperial family as a whole but with Mia herself, and they came directly to her aid. While their numbers were small, they fought in concert with the imperial guards and dealt some significant blows to the revolutionary army. Furthermore, there were a considerable number of people in Tearmoon who called for Mia to be spared. Though the degree to which these voices mattered was unclear, the circumstances of Mia’s captivity did indeed see some improvement. Rather than an underground dungeon cell, she was held in a room in the castle and, at the head chef’s kind plea, was supplied with reasonable food for her meals. The day before her execution, they even cooked her a feast for her final dinner, as evidenced by an entry in her diary that specifically described the event. She’d taken care to mention that the ambermoon tomato stew was a particularly exquisite piece of work. That alone attested to its quality.


      There was also Sion, whose attitude had changed as well. At the behest of his attendant, he added his own voice to those opposing Mia’s execution.


      On the other hand, her actions had caused some things to turn out for the worse. Anne, for example, suffered a far more tragic fate. A bold but failed attempt to rescue Mia resulted in the breakup of her family and with Anne herself being arrested as a criminal. Then there was Abel, who mounted his own daring rescue. Moving covertly, he managed to infiltrate Tearmoon’s border, only to be discovered before he reached Mia. He fought his captors tooth and nail, carving a bloody path toward the castle before expiring on its very steps. In his wake was the grisly sight of the countless bodies that had stood in his way. As a result, relations with the Kingdom of Remno suffered, plunging Tearmoon into even further hardship.


      “That... certainly wasn’t an enjoyable read.”


      The sentences describing the news of Abel’s death were written in a weak, unsteady script that betrayed the writer’s shock. Many of the words on the page were smeared, suggesting that they had gotten wet. Sweat, perhaps, from dread of the event’s implications. Or maybe...


      Despite these subtle differences, however, her end remained the same.


      The famine seems like it’s not as bad as before, but...


      It looked like food shortage was still the primary cause of the revolution. The food she’d instructed Ludwig to stockpile had provided some relief, but it couldn’t stop the famine from occurring. Ultimately, they still wouldn’t save up enough food.


      And then there’s the conflict with the minority tribe near the border.


      The diary described a regional conflict with the Lulus, a tribe of sylvan people. This might have happened in the previous timeline as well, but Mia had almost no recollection of it. At the time she’d had no interest in the issue, so she still had no idea what had caused it. What she now understood, however, was why it had led to bad things for her.


      The Lulus... Tiona’s attendant came from that tribe.


      Liora Lulu, as her name suggests, was born into the Lulu people. If something awful happened to her tribe, and Mia happened to be implicated in it, it was no stretch to imagine that Tiona would hate her for it. In fact, the diary even spelled out that this event was what fractured their relationship. On the other hand, it suggested that if Mia was able to do something about this one issue, she could maybe avoid turning Tiona into her enemy.


      I have to admit, all those crops the Rudolvons produce are looking pretty appealing. If I could somehow get on their good side and convince them to fork over some food, it’ll do wonders for the impending shortage.


      That supply alone wasn’t going to solve the famine, but it could significantly improve their situation.


      Anyway, moving on... Hm, this part intrigues me too.


      Mia’s eyes were drawn to the section describing the event that triggered the revolution — the abduction of Outland Count Rudolvon. According to the diary, seeing that his people were starving, the outcount gave out his own stores to feed them. The subsequent surge in his popularity vexed the emperor, who ordered the outcount’s abduction in a fit of envy. This angered the masses, who rose up in protest, thereby sparking the flames of revolution.


      This incident was unchanged from the previous timeline, but Mia couldn’t shake the feeling that something seemed... off. Admittedly, her father the emperor was no saint, and the questionable dealings of cash and coin that so often accompanied high office could surely be traced back to him as frequently as any other noble. However, she had some serious doubts about whether he would be that envious of some noble who happened to get popular.


      I just can’t imagine Father caring about something like that. The only thing he’s interested in is trying to get me to think he’s cool.


      He’d go as far as to start a war if his darling daughter asked him to do so, but he was otherwise a rather innocuous man. Granted, the degree to which he catered to her bordered on lunacy and she really wished he’d cut it out sometimes, but that was a princess problem. Mostly, he was just a harmless fellow who didn’t do much. Which, considering the crown on his head, was arguably a pretty big problem, but at least he wasn’t an actively bad person. An annoying one, perhaps, but not a malevolent one.


      Something about this incident doesn’t feel right... It doesn’t seem like something Father would do.


      She tried to keep reading, but doubt lingered in her mind. It clung to her thoughts like tar, dark and viscous and utterly unpleasant. It sank down slowly, oozing past her chest and into the pit of her stomach, where it congealed into a sense of deep uneasiness. It was as if it were all intentional... As if someone had fabricated this incident to purposefully incite revolution... Or indeed, as if it were willed by God, and the invisible hand of fate were pushing the empire toward its ruin. The ominous premonition churned uncomfortably in her stomach before rising up into her throat. This dreadful sensation defied description, but if one had to put words to it...


      “Ugh... I feel sick...”


      ...It would be cartsickness. Indeed, all that reading she’d been doing in the bobbing carriage had made her feel terribly nauseated.


      “A-Anne... Ugh... Anne... I feel sick...” she whimpered as she sought the help of her loyal maid, who was currently sitting out in the driver’s box because Mia had requested some alone time to read her diary.


      Anne soon appeared at the carriage door, where she discovered a teary-eyed Mia who’d rolled herself up into a ball on her seat. The sight was utterly incongruous with the image of the wise princess who was so respected by her peers at Saint-Noel. Fortunately, they weren’t there to see.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Princess Mia... Reaches Peak Mental Performance


      Five days had passed since Mia’s return to the empire.


      “...I’m exhausted.”


      From the endless rounds of greetings she had to exchange with her father and his higher-ranking nobles to the commemorative party she’d had to attend upon her return, she’d been swamped since arriving back in Tearmoon. Princesses of mighty empires did not, in fact, spend their days idle. They were busy people.


      “I already miss school. It was so relaxing there.”


      She’d barely been here a week, and already she wanted to go back. Just as she was fondly recalling her carefree days in Saint-Noel, her loyal subject Ludwig appeared before her.


      “It brings me great pleasure to welcome you back, Your Highness, and I am overjoyed to see that you have returned safely,” he said, his face expressing none of the emotions he referred to. The hint of a scowl he wore was a familiar sight — so much so that it almost felt nostalgic.


      “I, too, am glad to see you well, Ludwig.”


      After a quick exchange of greetings, Ludwig began to brief Mia on the developments that had occurred in the empire during her absence.


      “It’s still not enough...” she said with a sigh after he finished his report.


      “I agree that the food reserves are less than ideal, but, Your Highness, I must stress that further stockpiling of grains poses a significant risk of wastage.”


      Mia’s concern over the empire’s provisions was one thing that Ludwig simply couldn’t comprehend. The quantity she’d instructed him to stockpile was so great that it would only make sense if they were preparing for a famine the scale and severity of which the empire had never seen before. There would be enough food to keep Tearmoon fed even if harvests were completely decimated for years. No matter how he thought about it, this seemed excessive. If anything, financial collapse seemed like a far more realistic and pressing concern. After all, maintaining provisions was the process of keeping crops in storage, where they’d remain unused. If nothing happened, then the money spent on their production would have gone to waste. Furthermore, upkeep wasn’t free; it cost money to keep food stored.


      These were issues that Mia couldn’t be unaware of, and yet, she still maintained her stance.


      “Your Highness, let me first say that I trust you and I have faith in your judgment. Therefore, while I cannot profess support for your position, should you wish for increased provisions, then I shall see to it that they are increased. However, we will still need a way to explain this decision to the nobles.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I have already given official notice that all Tearmoon nobles are to curb spending and reduce waste. To then declare that we are increasing stored provisions may very well invite criticism that you yourself are causing waste.”


      “You raise a good point. They certainly are experts at finding fault in others.”


      From Mia’s viewpoint, increasing provisions was obviously the right thing to do. After all, she knew for certain that a widespread famine was going to happen in a few years. The frustrating part was that despite knowing they didn’t have enough food stocked up, she had no way of explaining why they needed more. She sighed.


      “It seems like we need to change our angle of approach,” she said, quickly shaking her head as though she were clearing her thoughts. “Ludwig, you said that you trust me, right? If so, then please proceed under the assumption that there will be a serious famine in a few years time.”


      His eyes narrowed at her statement.


      “Do you mean to say that I am to prepare not for a possible famine, but an inevitable one?”


      “Correct. And assuming there will be a famine, I have another question for you. If we can’t save up enough food by the time it strikes, then what should we do?”


      “Well, normally, we’d have no choice but to use merchants to bring food in from afar.”


      Even Mia knew that much, but...


      “That won’t do. Using merchants to that extent would ruin our finances. Nothing is as expensive as food during a famine, correct?”


      “There’s little we can do about that. Price increases when demand outstrips supply. It’s natural for something to cost more when more people want it.”


      “We have to limit that, though...”


      Or they’d reach a point where a bag of wheat could purchase an entire castle. She knew this was possible; she’d lived it. And it had been hell.


      The only way to avoid getting taken advantage of by merchants is to stockpile more food, but...


      That wasn’t an option. At the same time, the chances of increasing supply was similarly slim. Almost all the crops here were going to be wiped out completely. They could increase the amount of farmland in Tearmoon by ten, and it still wouldn’t be enough. It would also be extremely inefficient.


      Hmph! This is all so terribly unfair! It’s not like all the food in the whole world is gone!


      Now, to what might be the surprise of some, Mia did not, in fact, spend all her days at school lazing around. Sure, friends and romance had occupied a good deal of her time, but she did actually get some learning done as well. One day, when she was doing some research on famines, she realized that she’d misunderstood how it all worked.


      Famines were not caused by a deficiency in the absolute quantity of food available. They occurred due to impediments in the transport of food. It wasn’t a supply problem; it was a distribution problem. People went hungry not because the food was gone, but because the food couldn’t get to them. That was why the business model of bringing food into areas of famine and selling it at a high price could exist in the first place...


      “Ah! I’ve got it!” she said, leaping to her feet.


      The sudden motion made Ludwig flinch, but she paid him no mind, for in a flash of inspiration she had just come up with a very good idea. If they could somehow purchase food from merchants at a low price during the famine, then all their problems would be solved. How could they do this, you ask? Why...


      Mate’s rates! It’s all about mate’s rates!


      Mia’s very good idea was basically just being a sleazy friend and asking for discounts — hardly something that required a muse of fire to think up.


      “Mate’s rates, you say... I see...”


      For some reason, though, Ludwig fell silent as he contemplated her words. After a while, he looked up and in a voice filled with admiration said, “That’s... a brilliant idea.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Talking Business


      Chloe’s father, Marco Forkroad, was a capable merchant who’d started his business from scratch and built it into a vast company. With his sharp business acumen and level-headed judgment, he was a prominent and respected figure among his fellow merchants. Despite his impressive accomplishments as a merchant, however, he’d chosen to send his daughter to Saint-Noel Academy instead of training her to take over the family business. His reasoning was simple: he wanted his daughter to have the best possible future. He’d wanted her to be educated in the best teaching environment the continent had to offer, and — being well aware of her shyness — had hoped she’d make some friends there as well. Of course, if said friends just so happened to be members of the gentry, then all the better. He was, after all, a consummate businessman and he wasn’t above getting chummy with a few wealthy nobles through his daughter’s connections.


      That was how merchants functioned. They had a keen eye for profit, they never passed up an opportunity to make money, and they operated under the principle: “All is fish that comes to the net.” For him, a business negotiation was a battle of wits where each side tried everything they could to maximize their gains. There was always a winner and a loser. Having lived in the world of commerce for most of his life, his motto was: “Take advantage of every opportunity that presents itself, and make everything into an opportunity.”


      Yet, even he hadn’t expected his daughter to befriend the princess of a vast empire.


      My dear daughter, becoming friends with the princess is nice and all, but next time... Maybe try for someone a little less heart attack inducing...


      Despite his reservations, he’d nevertheless decided to pay a visit to Tearmoon. For one, to pass up such a sudden stroke of good fortune ran counter to his merchant’s motto. More importantly, though, he wanted a chance to meet the first friend his daughter had ever made. It just so happened that he had a deal to close nearby too, so the timing worked out perfectly. After submitting a request for an audience with Princess Mia, he’d proceeded to look for lodging nearby, figuring someone known as the Great Sage of the empire would doubtless be a very busy person and require him to wait a while for her response. Instead...


      So much for waiting... Marco thought as he stepped into the audience chamber. I was prepared to hunker down for a good fortnight or so. Who’d have thought she’d agree to see me almost immediately?


      He regarded the young girl before him, taking in the cheerful smile she wore and — just as Chloe had mentioned — the sparks of intelligence in her eyes. Slowly but surely, it began to sink in that he was looking at Mia Luna Tearmoon, the Princess of the Tearmoon Empire.


      “I am most honored to have been granted an audience with you, Your Highness,” he said in a tone of utmost respect. “I am Chloe’s father, Marco Forkroad. I am the owner of a merchant company, but I have been granted the title of Knight.”


      “Welcome, Sir Marco Forkroad. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I hope Chloe is doing well?”


      “Very well, yes. She speaks fondly of your kindness and consideration...”


      They exchanged a few more pleasantries before Mia fell into a contemplative silence. Then she said in a quiet voice, “By the way, Sir Marco, I have a question for you. Would it be possible for you to ferry some goods from across the sea?”


      “Huh? Oh, why yes, it’s certainly possible. My company owns a great many merchant ships. Should you have need of them, we’d be happy to assist you...” Sensing that a business opportunity was afoot, Marco put on his best salesman smile. “What kind of goods does Your Highness have in mind? Spices, perhaps? Or some exotic rugs? The ones from overseas are of excellent quality and quite popular amongst the empire’s nobility—”


      “I want wheat.”


      “Huh?”


      He stared at Mia for a while, trying to comprehend the words that had just come out of her mouth. She was asking him to ferry wheat into Tearmoon from across the sea. To a merchant, the idea seemed nothing short of ludicrous. Why ferry wheat from overseas when it was right there? Both the empire and its neighboring kingdoms grew their own wheat. There was no need, never mind any discernible benefit, to put it on a boat and transporting it across a long distance.


      Business in a nutshell was about buying from places that had things and going to places that didn’t have those things to sell them at a higher price. If there was a famine or something, he might stand to turn a profit from a boatload of foreign wheat, but there was no way he was going to make money that way during normal times. He doubted he could even recoup the shipping costs. After all, who was going to pay extra for wheat? They could just go buy it from their local store. It wasn’t like foreign wheat had any special properties, and it seemed unlikely that a trip across the sea was going to make it taste any better.


      The idea was bizarre enough as-is, but Mia proceeded to add an addendum to her proposal that made his eyes widen further.


      “Also, there is one condition: the price must be decided beforehand with a guarantee to honor it, no matter what happens after.”


      “By which, you mean...”


      “Even if a famine occurs, increases to the price will not be permitted.”


      “That’s—”


      The princess’s proposal was as baffling as it was outrageous. The addition of such a condition to the deal would mean there was nothing in it for his company. While he could see that the empire would stand to gain by securing a stable source of food in the case of a famine, Forkroad & Co. would derive no benefit from the arrangement.


      That’s so ridiculously one-sided—


      Marco paused, his train of thought interrupted by a sudden recollection of how his daughter had spoken of Mia. Chloe’s voice echoed in his mind, describing the princess as a person who would never use her power to force others to do things her way. If that was the case, then there had to be some deeper meaning behind her ostensibly unreasonable proposal...


      Is this... a test? Am I being tested?


      A chill ran up his spine and he felt a drop of cold sweat roll down his back. It’d been so subtle — insidious, almost — that he hadn’t realized what the princess was pulling him into until he already had one foot through the metaphorical door. But now he knew, and he could feel the familiar tension in the air that had previously eluded him. This was the negotiation table, and they were talking business.


      There’s more to this, there has to be. And the question now is whether or not I can figure out what it is. This is how she’s going to decide if I’m someone worth doing business with.


      He needed to think. What was it about this proposal that would make him want to sign on? What hidden boon did it offer? Just then, he heard Mia’s voice.


      “Oh, I forgot to mention...” she said in a tone that sounded suspiciously like one employed by a teacher in the presence of a slightly slow pupil, “I will always purchase at least a minimum amount agreed upon in advance.”


      Fixed purchases at a fixed price... and the price would remain unchanged no matter what happened, famine or...


      No famine. Which means...


      Marco turned over the puzzle of Mia’s proposal in his mind, twisting and turning it along with the hints she’d offered until the pieces all clicked together and he arrived at a conclusion.


      It’ll be a product that... isn’t affected by market fluctuations?


      He turned the idea over a few times and evaluated its pros and cons — the same way he always did when faced with a new proposition. As a merchant, the process was by now second nature. The mental thunderclap of shock that followed, however, was considerably less routine.


      “If I am to transport it from overseas,” he said after collecting his thoughts. “I will have to set the price higher than is usual. Has Your Highness considered this issue?”


      He thought he’d figured out what the princess had in mind, but he wanted confirmation. Her answer to this question would provide just that. Mia didn’t respond, though. Instead, the young official standing behind her walked over and handed him a piece of parchment.


      “These are the details of the contract,” said Ludwig.


      Marco read through its contents and let out a pensive sigh.


      This is... a fascinating price point, he thought as he mused over the implications.


      Mia, meanwhile, was bubbling with satisfaction over getting to buy her wheat for cheap. Indeed, she’d offered what she thought was a very good price — for her, that is. Unbeknownst to Mia, however, her definition of “cheap” was horribly skewed compared to most people. After all, her point of reference was the famine itself, during which prices had gone crazy and a bag of wheat had been worth a castle.


      So what did her price look like to a normal pair of eyes, then?


      Even factoring in the transportation costs incurred by long distances, this is still on the higher side of things. With a price like this, as long as my expenses don’t go through the roof unexpectedly, I’ll be making a steady profit.


      Marco understood Mia’s proposal to be a mutually-beneficial arrangement. In exchange for paying him a premium when things were fine, he would help her out during times of hardship. She was, in essence, presenting an arrangement very similar in concept to something that had yet to exist in this world: insurance.


      But wait... There’s still more to it...


      The gears of his capable merchant mind continued to turn, and he happened upon another important corollary of this proposal. It was, in fact, the most significant merit to taking part in Mia’s plan... He realized that it would lead to the continued maintenance of supply chains.


      Consider the following question: why does the price of food rise during famines to begin with? Of course, the imbalance between supply and demand was a factor, but even if its effects were removed, the price of wheat would still have to go up. Why? Because the cost of acquiring it goes up.


      Suppose he tried to import wheat from overseas. Having never traded in wheat before, Forkroad & Co. would have to start by actually finding and talking to foreign wheat farmers. Then they’d have to figure out how to move the wheat. What kind of vessels were necessary? What did they have to watch out for during transport? Maybe wheat wouldn’t be too complicated to handle, but getting bags of it safely across the sea still required plenty of know-how. They’d have to hire people with knowledge and experience. Building a supply chain from the ground up was a costly task. It took a significant commitment of both money and energy to create a flow of goods where there had been none before.


      Now, what if there already was one? What if... a previously established flow of goods, however paltry it might be, still remained? Surely it would be easier to widen a small stream than to revive a dry one?


      If I can maintain the distribution channels... If I can just keep things flowing... then whenever a famine strikes, I’ll be able to bring in shipments of food faster, smoother, and at a lower cost than anyone else.


      The barrier to maintaining those distribution channels was, again, cost. A business model that only profited during times of famine was irrational to sustain. Anyone looking to make money would — with very good reason — choose to abandon these channels during times of good harvest.


      And what Princess Mia is proposing... is that she’ll foot the bill for that overhead cost.


      It was a distribution system that provided a two-way guarantee: Forkroad profited when times were good, and his company guaranteed a supply of food to the empire when times were bad. Furthermore, even after delivering on its promise to the empire, the system would still be able to sell food to needy areas earlier than rival companies.


      By God... She’s building a system to protect her people from famine while simultaneously ensuring that her negotiating partner benefits as well... What in the...


      Despite her short stature, Marco couldn’t help but feel like he stood in the presence of a giant. For a time he stared at the princess, his gaze infused with a deep sense of awe.


      Chloe... My dear daughter, who in the world is this princess you have befriended?


      A long, poignant sigh escaped his lips, and he lowered his head.


      “Forkroad & Co. accepts the listed conditions and would be honored to enter into this contract with Your Highness.”


      The young princess beamed at him in response.
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      Truly, Her Highness’s genius knows no bounds...


      Ludwig glanced from the bowing Marco to Mia, pondering what further goals she had in mind. When she’d mentioned “mate’s rates,” it was as if she’d lit for him a fire in the darkness. He saw what she saw and understood the true meaning behind her words.


      By lowering herself... By effectively staining her own image, she gave the gentry a motive they could live with.


      Telling nobles to reduce wasteful spending so “people don’t go hungry” was going to result in nothing but vehement opposition. Ideals meant nothing to these people. They couldn’t care less about the death and suffering of the masses. The gentry had no interest nor desire in pursuing a selfless cause; high-minded principles weren’t going to be well-received by their ilk.


      What if, however, it was framed as a form of nepotism? That this was all about helping out a friend? That was something these people understood very well. They partook in such activities constantly. Of course, their opinions of the princess were not going to improve after seeing her engage in the exact kind of unscrupulous dealings she’d been faulting them for, but that level of hypocrisy would be tolerated as just the arrogance of the emperor and his kin. As a matter of fact, a certain amount of hypocritical selfishness from the imperial family was widely regarded by nobles as both normal and acceptable.


      Wait, but this is Her Highness we’re talking about... What if...


      Although Ludwig was confident that he’d done good work while Mia had been away at school, he was nevertheless aware that he might have pulled on the reins a touch too hard. Was it not possible, then, that Mia shared his sentiment and sought to send the message that they were easing up a little? By actively engaging in a nepotistic act, she was demonstrating the degree to which she would tolerate cronyism and partiality.


      Politics was about more than just waving the flag of virtue. Honesty alone was not going to get things done. There had to be carrots, and there had to be sticks, and each had to be used accordingly to keep the ass from throwing a tantrum.


      The scope of her wisdom defies all reason... How much farther does she see? How many more moves does she have planned? Ludwig let out a trembling breath. May I never need to glimpse the inner workings of her mind, lest its infinite complexity shatter my fragile psyche.


      It hardly needs to be said, but if anything in Mia’s mind was going to shatter his psyche, it was its sheer emptiness.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Unicorn Hairpin


      A week after closing the deal with Chloe’s father, Mia went to the Newmoon District to inspect the situation in the infamous slums of the imperial capital. The visit was Mia’s own idea, and her sudden proposal had forced Ludwig to hastily put together a small escort of imperial guards. Having been pulled from their regular duties without any prior warning, a couple of the newer guards were grumbling to each other under their breath as they gathered for their assignment.


      “I swear, Her Highness can be a real pain in the ass sometimes. Like, seriously, the slums? That place is a shithole. Why does she want to go there, of all places?”


      “Yeah, I don’t get what there is to see. Unless you just want to watch crime happen, of course. Oh, I guess she wants to go take a look at that hospital she built. Makes it seem less like a popularity stunt, probably. You have to give her some points for giving enough of a damn to actually bother. That’s the Great Sage of the Empire for you.”


      Considering that heads would roll if anything happened to the princess, the guards would much rather have her stay in the castle and mind her own business. It was a lot easier to protect someone who didn’t go looking for trouble. The complaining soldiers were admonished, however, by one of the veteran guards who’d accompanied Mia on her first trip to the Newmoon District.


      “Hey, quit grumbling, you rookies. And show the princess some respect. I know what you think of them nobles, and you’re not wrong, but Her Highness is... different. She’s not like them. There’ll be no badmouthing her under my watch, got it?”


      The veteran guard turned and gazed off into the distance, remembering his first encounter with the princess. In her he saw the courage to step boldly toward wherever duty led, even if it meant entering places where crime ran rampant. He saw in her the compassion to help the children of the street, running her hand through their dirty hair and picking them up despite their sullied clothes. And he saw in her the wisdom to build a hospital in a poor district that so desperately needed it. In other words, his opinion of Mia had suffered the same hyperinflation that Ludwig’s had.


      Then, as if on cue, Mia arrived on the scene.


      “Good day everyone. I very much appreciate your timely arrival on such short notice.”


      She watched as the guards, who’d been caught slightly by surprise, rushed to arrange themselves and stand at attention. The sight of their orderly formation brought a warm smile to her lips. During the revolution, almost every last one of the imperial guards had stood with her until the bitter end. To this day, she remained rather fond of this loyal group of knights. Figuring it couldn’t hurt to further strengthen their bond, she decided to reward them.


      With a smile, of course. Money cost... well, money, and smiles were free.


      Questionable motivations aside, her smile proved to be extremely effective at boosting morale, as evidenced by the newfound sparkle in the eyes of a number of the younger guards. After all, Mia was reasonably charming. Nobody was going to be writing songs about her peerless beauty for ages to come or anything, but between “passable” and “good-looking,” three out of five assessors would probably consider her the latter. Plus, her status as the princess of a mighty empire might serve to bias their evaluations in her favor.


      On top of that, she also happened to be wearing riding gear today, which featured a blouse worn over a pair of shorts. For the guards, whose image of noble fashion involved cumbersome dresses and way too much jewelry, Mia’s sporty look was a breath of fresh air. Coupled with her friendly, disarming smile, it was hardly surprising that a few hearts were sent aflutter.


      “Let us be on our way then.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Highness!”


      Flanked by her extra peppy retinue of guards, Mia headed out of the castle.




      “My, this place certainly feels a little different.”


      Immediately upon entering the district, Mia noticed that the atmosphere had changed. There were more people out on the streets and there seemed to be more smiles on the faces of passersby. The foul stench that had permeated the area had waned, and the whole place just generally felt less... unwelcoming.


      “The hospital is now in operation. I’ve also doubled their rations. There are fewer deaths in the streets. Slowly but surely, life is returning to the district.”


      Survival was at the top of everyone’s priority list in life, and when it was threatened, everything else — like hygiene, for example — took a backseat. No one was going to bother with showering and laundry if they weren’t sure whether they were going to live to see the next sunrise. Humans are a resilient lot, though, and while poverty had stalled their other priorities, it had not erased them. Funnily enough, as soon as death stopped looming on the horizon, people’s attention immediately turned to the next items on the list, one of which was the cleanliness of their surroundings. At first, the staff members that had been assigned to the hospital were the only ones who had volunteered their time to clean the streets. Gradually, however, the practice began to spread to the locals. If the upward trajectory of the area continued, it could very well become an important district of Lunatear one day. Being part of the capital city, the land in the district was valuable and could be put to use in a variety of ways.


      The imperial capital had no shortage of people, and comfortable, spacious places to stay were always at a premium. Ludwig, who’d seen the potential in the Newmoon District to alleviate this issue, had arranged for a new inn to be built at one end of the district and staffed it with local residents. By creating employment opportunities in the places that were stable enough, he got money flowing through the area. Once the inn was established, merchants would start flocking to it to build new businesses. Rather than leaving the gangrenous district to fester and die, he’d revitalized it with an infusion of capital into its circulation.


      After listening to Ludwig’s report, Mia nodded in satisfaction. “I see. That’s most pleasing to hear.”


      Just then, they heard a voice from afar.


      “Ah! Your Highness!”


      They turned to find that it belonged to a young boy who had been playing in the streets with his friends. He jumped to his feet and ran toward them.


      “Hey, kid! Stop right there!”


      The guards tensed immediately, and a couple of them quickly flanked Mia, their hands on their sword hilts. Mia, though, regarded the boy with a curious frown.


      “Hm... Oh my, I remember. Aren’t you the...”


      She waved back the guards and looked the boy over. The last time she’d seen him he’d been lying in the street, all skin and bones and barely breathing. He was still a little on the scrawny side, but there was now at least some meat on his frame. His skin had a healthy tone, and his eyes glowed with life.


      “Are you getting enough to eat these days?”


      “Mmhm! Thanks to you, Your Highness!” the boy said with a sprightly nod. “Thank you!”


      Then, he smiled, took something out of his pocket, and handed it to Mia.


      “What might this be?”


      “A present! Because you helped me!”


      It was a white hairpin.


      “My. How gracious of you. Hm...” She studied the hairpin, intrigued by how its surface had a prismatic luster that changed in color as she turned it in her hand. “What is it?”


      “It’s a unicorn hairpin!”


      “A unicorn?! My!”


      She held it up and stared, her eyes even wider than before. The way it glistened was indeed unlike anything she’d seen before. The more she looked at it, the more it seemed like it had been cut from the horn of one of the mythical steeds.


      The boy watched her for a few seconds before breaking into a fit of giggles.


      “It’s made from a tree that grows in my hometown. Where I’m from, we call it a ‘unicorn hairpin.’”


      “Is it now?” She studied it for a little longer. “This really is quite lovely.”


      Delighted by the pin’s unique beauty, she happily pushed it into her hair. Then, she turned to the boy and said with a smile, “Thank you. It’s a wonderful present.”


      The boy’s cheeks reddened, and he ran off without another word.


      “It’s his mother’s keepsake, you know?”


      “Hm?”


      Mia turned to find the priest she’d met last time standing beside her. The man ran the only orphanage in the area.


      “My, Father, how long it has been since we last met.”


      She curtsied politely using the lower hem of her shorts in place of a dress.


      “Come, come. This way please,” he said as he led her into the church.


      Upon entering the priest’s room, she found it was as frugally decorated as before and there was a general dearth of furniture.


      “I’m very sorry that I can offer only such meager hospitality. You’ve been exceedingly generous in your support, but we’ve been so busy that we couldn’t find the time to fix up the place,” he said with an embarrassed grimace.


      Mia looked around. The room was indeed unchanged. However, she remembered seeing a number of repairs done to the walls of the church and orphanage on her way here. Aesthetics notwithstanding, the buildings were certainly in much better shape. At the very least, they didn’t have to worry about drafts anymore.


      Leaving his own room for last, I see. It is so very like him to do that.


      Not everyone who worked in the slums was of unimpeachable character. There were always people who came with the aim of filling their own coffers with the Empire’s money. This priest was not one of those people. Despite receiving the relief funds that Ludwig had authorized, he remained committed to his stance of helping the disadvantaged. Faced with the Father’s saintly integrity, Mia felt a wave of admiration rise up in her chest.


      Before it sank back down with the exchange that followed.


      “Ah, Your Highness,” said the priest, as if he’d suddenly recalled something that had definitely not been on his mind previously. “I heard that you became friends with the Lady Saint...”


      “Lady Saint? Oh, you mean Miss Rafina. Yes, we have indeed become friends.”


      Not that she’d ever meant to be... But she refrained from mentioning that.


      I mean, she’s just so scary... Ughh...


      Meanwhile, Rafina seemed to have taken quite a liking to Mia and, despite being an object of utter terror for her, continued to write Mia letters during the summer holiday. It wasn’t like Mia could just ignore them either, as social custom required her to write back.


      Ugh, I hate this! It’s so stressful! If I write something bad, it might make her hate me. And that would be a complete disaster!


      The thought left her feeling miserable, and she sighed in frustration. Conversely, the priest perked up.


      “Really? Goodness! So the rumors are true!” he said, eyes sparkling with excitement.


      For someone who belonged to the Central Orthodox Church, like him, Rafina was a literal idol. Hearing that Mia was friends with such a lofty icon of the church was understandably exciting, but...


      Something didn’t feel right.


      Is it just me... or is that the reaction of an idol fan?


      By which she meant not the idol of religious worship, but the kind that gets up on a stage and twirls around. She thought back to the time she went to the amphitheater to watch a show by a particularly popular actress. Something about the way a bunch of guests had crowded around her and kept flailing their arms up and down reminded her of the priest...


      “Um, if it’s not too much trouble, Your Highness, the next time you see her, could you... ask her for a signature?”


      I was right, damn it! He is a fan!


      The priest handed her a portrait of Rafina, which she accepted with a look of utter disgust, before giving her a bunch of detailed instructions such as how he’d like his own name to be included in the signature.


      The portrait was one of many that had been commissioned in the Holy Principality of Belluga when Rafina was born. Mia could almost imagine the duke calling in a bunch of artists and having them all draw portraits of his newborn daughter, before gleefully handing them out to anyone and everyone who cared to receive them. After all, she was no stranger to overly affectionate fathers, and the duke’s behavior was suspiciously reminiscent of how the emperor behaved around her.


      Miss Rafina doesn’t have it easy either, does she...


      She felt a slight twinge of pity for the duke’s daughter. Then she turned her attention back to the priest she’d lost all respect for, and pulled their conversation back from its delightful digression.


      “Ahem. Now, Father, I believe you were saying something about how this hairpin was a keepsake?”


      “Ah, yes, yes. Of course,” replied the priest, who seemed like he’d been on the verge of launching into a passionate speech about why Rafina was the best and why everyone should love her. With a slow nod, he settled back down and reverted to the humble director of the church and orphanage.


      “That boy’s mother was born into one of the small tribes that live in the forested regions near the empire’s border. As I understand it, she met a man from another tribe and went on to have his child. This led to a fight between her and her parents. In the end, she took her newborn and left her home for the imperial capital. Unfortunately, the child grew sick at a young age and died shortly thereafter.”


      As soon as Mia heard the words “small tribes” and “near the empire’s border,” she felt a dreadful chill run up her spine. The portentous words of her diary resurfaced in her mind, and she knew with an instinctive certainty that she was already standing knee-deep in her own grave.


      “...W-Would that small tribe happen to be known as the Lulus?”
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