
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: Front Image1]
  

  
    [image: Front Image2]
  

  
    [image: Front Image3]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Color Illustrations


    	Map


    	Part 1: The Princess and the Guillotine 

    
      	Chapter 1: Starting at the Guillotine


      	Chapter 2: Things Mia Hates and Voices from the Past


      	Chapter 3: Reunion


      	Chapter 4: The Loyal Maid


      	Chapter 5: An Adorable Way to Show Loyalty


      	Chapter 6: Princess Mia... Gets Off Her Butt


      	Chapter 7: Princess Mia... Puts on a Smug Grin


      	Chapter 8: The Greatest Ally


      	Chapter 9: Prediction/Bloody Diary


      	Chapter 10: Lunatear’s Shadow


      	Chapter 11: A Great Leader Bestowed Upon Us by the Heavens (Note: A Terrible Misunderstanding)


      	Chapter 12: The Stench of a Plague


      	Chapter 13: The Secret of the Hairpin


      	Chapter 14: Tea Party


      	Chapter 15: Princess Mia... Attains Enlightenment


      	Chapter 16: The Unfinished Novel


      	Chapter 17: The Princess Chronicles of Saint Mia


      	Chapter 18: A Winter Day’s Promise


      	Chapter 19: To New Lands


      	Chapter 20: Squandering Sweat and Blood


      	Chapter 21: Princess Mia... Sows the Seeds


      	Chapter 22: Princess Mia used Verbal Assault! Tiona... Regained Health?!


      	Chapter 23: The Cast Assembles...


      	Chapter 24: Girls Talk


      	Chapter 25: The Secret to Beauty


      	Chapter 26: The Daughter of the Duke of Belluga


      	Chapter 27: An Army Ten Thousand Strong


      	Chapter 28: Wisdom and Strategist and Council of Love


      	Chapter 29: Operation Handkerchief Drop


      	Chapter 30: A Ray of Light


      	Chapter 31: Princess Mia... Appears in All Her Glory


      	Chapter 32: Saint, Schemer, or Seductress?


      	Chapter 33: Natural Beauty


      	Chapter 34: Mia’s Forte


      	Chapter 35: Shall We Dance?


      	Chapter 36: Cool Kindness


      	Chapter 37: A Maid Behind the Scenes


      	Chapter 38: A Maid Behind the Scenes — Outcome


      	Chapter 39: Princess Mia... Hits Peak Mental Performance!


      	Chapter 40: The First Friend!


      	Chapter 41: Classes Begin!


      	Chapter 42: Princess Mia Tries Joining a Club


      	Chapter 43: Horseback Panic


      	Chapter 44: A Subtle Misunderstanding


      	Chapter 45: Princess Mia is No Loner


      	Chapter 46: Book Buddies


      	Chapter 47: Lunchbox Arrangements


      	Chapter 48: Anne’s Ingenious Idea


      	Chapter 49: Princess Mia... Hits Peak Mental Performance! (2)


      	Chapter 50: Keithwood Also Hits Peak Mental Performance!


      	Chapter 51: Keithwood’s Culinary Class


      	Chapter 52: Princess Mia... Feels Her Heart Flutter!


      	Chapter 53: Behold! The Horse-Shaped Sandwich!


      	Chapter 54: The Swordsmanship Tournament: Abel’s Battle


      	Chapter 55: A Lunch Adventure... You Can Cry, Keithwood


      	Chapter 56: The Swordsmanship Tournament 2: Grand Finals


      	Chapter 57: The True Essence of Princess Mia — Keithwood’s Delusion


      	Chapter 58: The Swordsmanship Tournament 3: Promise of a Rematch


      	Chapter 59: The Dreams and Memories of a Cold-Stricken Mia


      	Short Story: Princess Mia... Finds Friendship Through Mutual (Mis-?)Understanding


      	Mia’s Diary

    



    	Afterword


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  


  Landmarks


  
    	Table of Contents

  



  
    
      Chapter 1: Starting at the Guillotine


      The sky was soaked in the crimson light of the setting sun that glared angrily from the horizon onto the Grand Square of the Imperial City. At the center of this famed square loomed a guillotine, its crude and rusty blade dripping red.


      The sole Princess of the Tearmoon Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, stood before the deadly instrument and gazed blankly at her surroundings. Voices assaulted her ears, sharp and relentless. They were full of fury and malice, attacking and condemning her with words that cut deep into her heart.


      “...How? How did it come to this?”


      Why, she wondered, did she — Princess of the proud Tearmoon Empire — have to suffer such a terrible fate? Was it because when she was told there was no bread, she laughed and said to let them eat meat? Was it because when her advances had been rebuffed, she’d vented her frustration by slapping her rival, the daughter of a poor noble? Was it because when she was brought a dish that contained ambermoon tomatoes, which are disgusting, she’d fired the cook on the spot?


      She continued to ponder the matter — ostensibly oblivious to the fact that she’d pretty much answered her own question — as she looked at the masses of people and the hatred that filled their expressions.


      At the front of the crowd was a young man who, with his silver hair and refined air, cut a striking figure as he gave instructions to the surrounding soldiers. He was Sion Sol Sunkland, Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Sunkland. To his side stood a young girl of equal presence. Known as the Saint of Tearmoon, she was the daughter of a poor noble who ruled a remote domain near the edge of the empire. With Sion’s help, she had started a revolution to save the people from their suffering. She was Tiona Rudolvon, whose own scorn had once ignited the flames of Mia’s hatred... But now, those flames had sputtered and died, leaving nothing but ashes of emptiness and resignation.


      “How... did it come to this...”


      The same words trickled weakly from Mia’s lips. Soon enough, a soldier walked up behind her and forced her to her knees. She looked up and saw her hands being forced against the semi-circles carved into a coarse plank of wood. Then the top half was slammed down to keep its condemned captive in place. The crude surface bit into her skin, leaving painful splinters.


      “How... did it come to this...”


      The third utterance of her question was met with a reply.


      “It’s for the sake of the empire. Now, be a good princess and die.”


      She looked up to find the soldier who’d brought her here looking down at her, his eyes cold and hostile. They were eyes that wished for her death. Something seized her from the inside. A chill of terror ran up her spine, but it failed to find her head. The heavy blade of iron had already fallen.


      There was a dull thump, and the world began to spin...


      A well-used diary, the only personal article she had been allowed, fell to the ground. Slowly, its tattered pages began to turn the color of the blood-red sky.


      Thus did Mia Luna Tearmoon die.




      That was how the dream went.


      “Hyaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      Mia screamed. It was a scream that was a tad lacking in the refinement that would befit a princess of the empire.


      “M-M-M-My head! My head my head my head my heaaaaaad!”


      She frantically patted her own head, checking every angle and surface to make sure it was all there. And then she checked again. Just to be sure.


      I-It’s there! I’m fine. I’m all right.


      Next, she nervously looked down at her body. The stiff, ragged cloth that had covered her was nowhere to be found, instead replaced by a lavish nightgown made of a fine material that was lovely to touch. It was soft, comfy, and almost excessively frilly. Her skin, once marred by scars big and small, was again smooth and unblemished. She held up her hands. They were smaller than they’d been in her... dream.


      As though they belonged to a child...


      Still feeling rather heavy in the head, she slowly got out of bed and walked in front of the full length mirror. When she peered into it, her blue eyes went wide with surprise. Her argent hair was neatly trimmed to shoulder length, and her cheeks glowed with the faint pink of health. The girl looking back at her was the spitting image of her when she was just eleven or twelve. Back then, the empire yet boasted an affluence and prosperity that was nearly unmatched in all the continent...


      How terribly strange. I recall being twenty years old...


      She frowned.


      I was seventeen when they caught me trying to escape... and confined me to a dungeon for three years... and...


      Memories of those torturous days resurfaced one after another. She remembered the anguish. The crying. She recalled the sensation of the dungeon’s stiff stone floor and the cold dampness of her blanket. The sudden flashbacks were bewildering. She felt confused, but more than that, she felt deeply relieved.


      “...O-Oh ho ho. H-How terribly obvious.” She giggled loudly to herself, as if she was trying to laugh off the nightmare. “N-None of that ever happened. How could it? What a silly dream. Childish in every way. And how silly of me to have had it.”


      She kept laughing and laughing, so desperate to fill the room with something other than silence that she didn’t realize one, very simple, fact: real children don’t think of their nightmares as childish. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw something near her pillow.


      “...Oh?”


      She frowned curiously at the odd object. Upon closer inspection, she found it to be an old diary. In fact, it was her diary. She recognized the cover. It was the one she’d been using since she was ten. For some reason though, it looked much older than that. Its pages were aged and ragged and... Why was it covered in dark stains?


      It looked exactly like the diary she saw in her dream right before waking up. She reached out a trembling hand and touched the discolored book.
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      Slowly, ever so slowly, she flipped open the cover to reveal a page soaked through in something dark and red. It was filled from top to bottom with bitter scribblings that matched her dream word for word. They described her long and harrowing experience in vivid detail, from her agony in the dungeon to her terror of the guillotine.


      “Hyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      Mia screamed again. Then, her eyes rolling back, she fainted on the bed right then and there.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Things Mia Hates and Voices from the Past


      Even after regaining consciousness, Mia continued to lie in bed, her limbs splayed sloppily across its surface.


      “I feel... terribly ill.”


      She had no appetite, and her lunch remained untouched. Her mind was occupied by the nightmare. She wanted to believe it was a nightmare. However, the vivid intensity of the memories and the existence of the bloody diary suggested otherwise.


      “Ugh...”


      She groaned and rolled from one side of the bed to the other. Then, she groaned again and rolled back. All the while, she kept thinking and thinking. She thought long and hard.


      For a whole thirty minutes.


      “I feel... terribly hungry.”


      Her stomach growled. Barely an hour had passed since she’d turned down lunch.


      “Ah-hah,” she said with a dainty clap. “I remember hearing that sweets are good for thinking about things.”


      Having had what was undoubtedly an excellent idea, her face lit up as she quickly hopped off the bed and scampered out the door.




      The emperor’s family, Mia included, lived in a castle known as the Whitemoon Palace. Its halls were adorned with green, gold, and white moonstone, while lavish ornaments lined the walls. She walked through it, taking in the sights. It was an empire at the peak of its opulence, but, she knew, on the brink of decline.


      Eventually, she came to one of the castle’s four dining rooms, the White Night Dining Hall. In the large room was a man; he gave her a puzzled look.


      “Why, if it isn’t Princess Mia. What might I do for you, Your Highness?”


      He was a bear of a man with a thick, fluffy beard. Mia’s eyes widened a little in surprise as she recognized him immediately.


      I do recall... that this man is the head chef whom I fired.


      On the day of her fourteenth birthday, she’d fired the head chef who kept bringing her vegetables that she hated.


      “That would be two years from now...”


      “Um, pardon me?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing much. I feel hungry, so I would like to have some snacks prepared. Some moonberry pie would be marvelous.”


      The head cook frowned and shook his head.


      “I beg your pardon, but I cannot bring Your Highness snacks so close to lunch.”


      There was a nostalgic ring to his words that made Mia smile in spite of herself. It occurred to her that he was the only one who ever refused her wishes like this. The chef who replaced him simply cooked whatever Mia ordered. And in the end, that got boring. Getting her way each and every time was, after a while, tedious.


      “Ah, well, if so, the leftovers from lunch will be fine. Would you be so kind as to bring those please?”


      “Huh?”


      For some reason, the head chef stared at her in shock.


      “Yes?”


      “Uh, nothing. Pardon me. I shall bring them right away.”


      Before long, an assortment of food was brought before her. There was some bread that gave off a sweet, subtle aroma; a stew made with a generous amount of seasonal vegetables; a long piece of marinated rouge salmon; and a fruit bowl.


      “Ah, how wonderfully nostalgic,” she said as she gazed down the table of food.


      In particular, the vegetable stew caught her eye. She felt a wry smile creep across her lips as she dug her spoon in. There they were, mixed in with all the other ingredients. The ambermoon tomatoes that she hated.


      I could never stand their sourness.


      She held up her spoon and regarded the chunk of ambermoon tomato on it.


      I must say though, this does look somewhat appetizing.


      Just then, a memory flashed, bringing back to her the food she’d been forced to eat in the dungeon. She remembered the bread; stale, moldy, and so hard that it hurt her teeth. It had tasted like sand in her mouth. Time and again, her throat would close up, refusing to swallow another bite. At times, they would bring her stew. It was always murky and gray, but the reason why remained a mystery to her. The only things that passed for vegetables in it were grassy weeds, which were deeply unpalatable. She didn’t mind the taste though, she really didn’t, she just wished it didn’t make her stomach hurt for days on end. While she’d heard about the ongoing famine and how it left people with nothing to eat, she’d come to believe that her treatment was the result of spite rather than necessity. She even had proof; after hearing that she hated ambermoon tomatoes, there were days when they had fed her nothing but.


      How terribly unpleasant that was...


      She could still recall how raw it smelled when they’d held it up to her nose. And when they forced her mouth open and pushed it down her throat, she’d retched from its sour bitterness. She shivered. The memory gave her goosebumps.


      Pulling herself out those thoughts, she returned her gaze to the ambermoon tomato on her spoon.


      Compared to the ones back then, this seems to almost glow...


      She’d intended to leave it uneaten, but curiosity got the better of her and she put the piece in her mouth. Immediately, her eyes snapped open.


      “Chef! Someone summon the chef! Now!”


      The maid she’d shouted at jumped and asked in a trembling voice, “Y-Your Highness? Is something the matter?”


      “Just bring the head chef here!”


      The head chef, having heard the sudden commotion, quickly appeared.


      “Was something... not to Your Highness’s liking?” he said with a nervous smile. His cheek twitched a little.


      “What... is this?”


      Mia held her spoon up to the head chef’s nose. On it was a piece of ambermoon tomato.


      “Well, this is... a stew... made with seasonal vegetables...”


      The way his eyes wandered suggested he was feigning ignorance. Mia, however, was having none of it.


      “Allow me to rephrase. What,” she said, pushing the spoon even closer toward the chef’s face, “is this vegetable?”


      The chef was a good deal taller than Mia, so she had to stand on her tiptoes and stretch her arm upward to properly brandish the item in question. At first, he simply stared at the spoon. Eventually, the realization that Mia was not backing off deflated him. He hung his head and said in a defeated tone, “I believe... it is an ambermoon tomato, Your Highness.”


      The maids around him cast worried glances his way.


      “Never! This... This is an ambermoon tomato?”


      She stared in disbelief at the object on her spoon. Her hand shook a little as she slowly brought it to her mouth. There was a mild sweetness hidden within its tangy but refreshing taste. Stewed to just the right softness, it melted on her tongue and left behind only its exquisite flavor, which lingered in her mouth.


      Something stirred in her.


      She brought another spoonful of stew to her mouth, and then another, her motions slow and trance-like. Memories came flooding back. She remembered the acerbity, the raw bitterness. But none of it was there. Each gulp was a piquant juxtaposition of past and present — of recollection and reality. She reached for the bread and took a small bite. A soft aroma, sweet and fresh, filled her nose. For a moment, the whole world seemed to come to a stop with a transfixing silence. Then, a trembling sigh escaped her lips, and the spell was broken.


      “Was bread... always this soft?”


      Something hit the table with a gentle spatter. She blinked and looked down. A spot was wet. Only then did she notice the tears running down her cheeks.


      “Y-Your Highness! What seems to be the matter? Is there a problem with my cooking?” asked the head chef, panic evident in his voice.


      Mia turned to him to respond, but with her cheeks full of food, she produced little more than a series of indecipherable noises. Furthermore, she choked on a piece in the process and went red in the face as she wildly flailed her limbs about. Only after exhibiting copious amounts of unprincess-like behavior, along with one of her equally panicked maids bringing her water, did the commotion finally cease.


      “That was most satisfying, chef. Your skills are commendable.”


      She smiled at the head chef, who was fidgeting nervously.


      “I am greatly honored, Your Highness. However, as the stew today was cooked with the intention of bringing out the natural flavor of its ingredients, I cannot in good faith take credit for its palatability.”


      “Oh? Is that so? But, hm... Take for example, then, the ambermoon tomato. Did it not have a more pungent flavor? I do remember it being rather disagreeable,” she said, recalling the ones she was forced to eat in the dungeon. Those were hard, bitter, and sometimes literally rotten. They were absolutely terrible.


      “Ah, well...” The head chef smiled as he rubbed his chin. “Cooked improperly, ambermoon tomatoes can indeed end up tasting as Your Highness describes. However, these have been stewed for three days straight. So long as the right amount of heat is used, they can be prepared by just about anyone.”


      “My, how curious. If they are such trouble to prepare though, can we not simply avoid eating them altogether...?”


      “Absolutely not. That would put the health of Your Highness at risk. For us servants, ensuring the nutrition of the royal family is as important a duty as any.”


      The head chef pressed his hand to his chest and gave a deep bow. Mia had always taken such shows of deference for granted, assuming it was the natural way of things. It wasn’t though. Not at all. After the revolution brought about the empire’s downfall and her own personal ruin, almost no one showed her even a morsel of concern, much less deference. She knew this now and allowed her lips to curl up into a tender smile.


      “How terribly considerate of you. Know that I am most grateful for your efforts.”


      “...Huh?”


      Hearing honest gratitude from Mia left the head chef in a state of absolute shock. With his mouth agape, he took a few unsteady steps backward, reeling from the impact of what he’d just heard. Never did he imagine he’d receive such kind words from the willful princess.


      ...At this point, it shouldn’t be very hard to infer the way Mia usually behaved.


      The chef stared at Mia with the kind of wide-eyed bewilderment usually reserved for feats of apparent magic where, for example, a person somehow flew thirty feet into the air. After multiple blinks of disbelief, he finally managed a reply.


      “I-I’m... I’m honored, Your Highness.”


      It wasn’t much, but it was something. He scratched his chin as if the praise left him abashed, and added, “O-Of course, it might simply be an issue of cost... These foods prepared today were of the finest quality and would cost about a month’s pay for common folk.”


      “My, is that so?”


      Talks of cost and price never made much sense to Mia. Having been utterly spoiled in her upbringing, she’d lived a life of luxury wherein a simple glance from her was enough to have her every wish fulfilled. She neither knew nor cared about how much her meals and lifestyle cost, or how much money a commoner made in a month. As a result, it would be natural for her to ignore the head chef’s comment.


      But she didn’t.


      Do you have any idea how much it costs to feed you royals?


      An accusatory voice echoed in her mind. She jumped a little and looked around.


      Wh-What in the moons?! Who was...


      The voice, however, sounded familiar. It was someone from her memory...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Reunion


      “...Who in the world was that, I wonder?”


      After her meal, Mia went to the salon in the Aerial Garden. The Aerial Garden was, despite its name, not actually floating in the air. It sat atop the Whitemoon Palace and was constructed on a part of the roof that protruded outwards. The garden itself, filled with beautiful flowers gathered from throughout the empire, was more than impressive enough to entertain foreign royal guests.


      Mia spent some time wandering the garden, enjoying the abundant sights and fragrances. Unfortunately, her walk failed to clear her mind, and she continued to wrestle with the nagging sensation that she was forgetting something important. Its identity, however, seemed to be shrouded by a veil of fog, and her attempts to grasp it proved unfruitful.


      “...Ah-hah! I know the problem. It would appear that I require more sweets. Maids! Bring me some sweets, would you?”


      Feeling a need to make up for the sweets that she was cruelly denied earlier, she clapped her hands. Soon after seating herself at a table in the corner of the garden, a young maid hastily approached her with a tray. When Mia saw the item it carried, her eyes went wide with excitement.


      C-Could it be? Th-That’s...


      It was a cake. A layer of cream covered its body, which was further topped by a generous pile of fresh strawberries. It was, in short, a shortcake. There was nothing special about it. And yet...


      C-Cake?! Oh, how terribly long it has been since I’ve had cake!


      Her days in the dungeon went without saying, but even before her capture, the empire’s financial troubles had long since deprived her of any chance to eat cake. Naturally, the sight of one sent her into a fit of excitement, and she might have gotten up and done a twirl had the maid not said, “H-Here you go, Your Highneeeeak?!”


      The young maid’s feet left the ground, and her body, led by the cake, soared through the open air. Mia’s jaw dropped as she watched the cake fly right past her face. Then, so did the maid. With nothing to stop them, both maid and cake followed the same trajectory: toward the ground. They landed together with a gruesome splat, and the cake was no more, reduced to a large white stain on the maid’s uniform. This disastrous occurrence left Mia speechless.


      “For the love of— Miss Anne! What in the world are you doing?!” An older maid who’d witnessed the sequence of events rushed over. “My sincerest apologies, Your Highness. Are you all right?”


      It took her a few seconds, but Mia quickly snapped out of her bewilderment and smiled.


      “Quite. I am fine, thank you very much.”


      Normally, she would have screamed her displeasure at the maid right away. In fact, had this been the Mia of the past, she’d doubtlessly be in the process of doing so already. Fortunately, her experiences in the dungeon had changed her, imparting a kindness as deep as the deepest of cake trays and as broad as the broadest of teacups.


      In other words, she’d learned some tolerance. Not enough to be seen as a reasonable person by any means, but perhaps enough to relieve her of her “selfish” title. This was an undeniable sign of maturity. Indeed, to mature is to be human. No matter the pace — be it slower than a turtle or, heck, a snail — Mia stepped ever forward on the path toward maturity! Thus, even after the calamitous case of the compressed cake, Mia still wore a smile! It was strained, but it was still a smile!


      “No matter. If you would simply bring me another cake, all will be fine,” she said to ease the mood before going even further and asking, “More importantly, is the poor girl there all right?”


      She could even spare some consideration for her maids! Also, she figured there was no point making a fuss when they could just bring her another—


      “I’m terribly sorry, Your Highness, but that was the only cake we had for today...”


      “You! On your knees, now!”


      And just like that, she snapped. Faced with the fact that her only cake had been ruined, Mia’s newfound tolerance lasted little longer than an ember in the rain. Make no mistake, cake was serious business! Especially when it had been years since she’d had any. Between good sense and cake, cake won every single time.


      “M-My cake... How dare you do this to... You! Look at me!”


      “Yeeek!”


      The young maid trembled in fear as Mia angrily stomped her foot. With nervous, jerky motions, she pushed herself to her knees and looked up, revealing the face of a girl a few years older than Mia. She was in her mid-teens, and her red hair was coated in fresh cream. A few faint freckles dotted her nose, and her round blue eyes glistened with tears. She wasn’t gorgeously good-looking, but there was a youthful charm to her features. Regardless, she lacked the dignified aura of nobility; hers was a plain sort of prettiness common to village girls.


      “Why, you are...”


      Upon seeing the girl’s face, a scene resurfaced in Mia’s mind. It was a memory from the worst day of her life — the day of her execution. At the time, she’d been alone in her dungeon, awaiting the inevitable coming of that fateful, fatal moment.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Loyal Maid


      In a dark and chilly recess of the underground dungeon, Mia sat alone in her cell with her knees against her chest, awaiting her time. Three whole years had passed since she’d been confined to the dungeon. The scores of servants who had buzzed about her, catering to her every whim, were now all but gone. During the first few weeks, a few had come to see her, but their visits ended as soon as they realized she would never reclaim the throne. And so did Mia’s long bout of loneliness begin... with a few exceptions.


      “Your Highness, I’ve come to see to your hair.”


      The young maid with red hair, Anne, bowed politely toward the guard before stepping into the cell. Though Mia was already numb to it, the inside of her cell was no pleasant place. A foul odor, no better than the worst of the slums, hung thick in the air. Anne, however, paid it no mind and lowered herself behind Mia without batting an eye. She then produced a comb she’d been keeping in her breast pocket and ran it through Mia’s blackened hair. Having gone unwashed for days on end, the hair resisted Anne’s handling. Nevertheless, stroke after diligent stroke, the young maid brought the unruly strands in line.


      “I’m sorry for my clumsiness, Your Highness. I was never very good with the comb...”


      “...Why?” A quiet whisper escaped Mia’s unmoving form. “Why do you still devote yourself to me?”


      Ever since Mia’s capture, Anne kept coming to see her in the dungeon, never waiting more than a day or two between visits. Sometimes she would bring snacks. Other times, she would come with water and a washcloth. Knowing Mia couldn’t bathe, she would wash her as best she could and tidy up her clothes. Day after day, week after week, she came, her loyalty unfaltering.


      Mia never understood why. She was the emperor’s daughter. As such, there were doubtless a number of people who stood to profit by being around her. In fact, that likely described most of the people in her vicinity. Anne, however, was not one of those people. The young maid had, if anything, suffered as a result of her proximity to Mia and her famous selfishness.


      To be clear, Mia was no tyrant. It was, of course, true that when Anne committed a blunder, she’d give the maid a mouthful. When she was angry enough, it’d turn into a handful, or a footful, or sometimes even a headful.


      It occurred to Mia at this point that headbutts might have been behavior that was a tad unbefitting her status.


      Nevertheless, she never went any further than that. She’d never taken to the whip or ordered a nearby soldier to “show this fool the blade!” After all, those all seemed to hurt a lot, and Mia wasn’t a fan of things that hurt.


      Still, she wasn’t a good princess either. Not by any measure. No one — a small niche of fetishists notwithstanding — took joy in being abused. They therefore had no reason to like a princess who behaved as such, much less to devote themselves to her even after her fall. And yet, here was Anne. What drove her here? Was she one of the aforementioned fetishists? Certainly not. Then why?


      “I’ve never done anything for you... Never treated you especially well. If anything...”


      “Yes, you beat me quite often. There were a few times when you kicked me too, I think?” said Anne with a fond smile. “But did you know, Your Highness? Your kicks, they never hurt one bit.”


      “Eh? They didn’t?”


      “Not at all. Compared to the fights I’d have with my little brother?” Anne giggled. “I barely felt them.”


      She paused for a moment. A pensive silence passed between them. Then, she continued again.


      “The reason I keep looking after Your Highness is actually quite simple. I just couldn’t leave you alone. That’s it.”


      Mia looked at her maid to find her smiling so, so gently


      Their moment of calm was broken by a storm of footsteps. Soldiers descended upon the cell to bring her to the guillotine. Before she was taken away, Mia turned toward Anne. She bowed deeply, keeping her head down as she spoke.


      “I can do nothing for you right now, Anne, but to say thank you. I hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me. Forgive the foolish princess who repaid your unfailing loyalty with nothing but cheap words of gratitude.”


      The next instant, Mia felt herself enveloped by a tender warmth.


      “Your Highness, I pray that the gods will smile upon you. May you go with their blessing.”


      When she realized that Anne had put her arms around her, Mia’s eyes brimmed with tears. Not once since her capture had she been embraced. The warmth and kindness flowing out of Anne seeped into her heart, filling it with joy... but also regret. The fact that she could do nothing to repay this faithful maid’s kindness left a deep scar of remorse in Mia’s soul. She held her hands to her chest, pressing against the deep ache inside, as she made her way toward the guillotine.




      “I remember now...”


      Mia walked over to Anne, who was currently profusely apologizing with her head against the ground, and quietly knelt down beside her.


      “Your Highness, you’ll get cream on your dress—”


      “Silence!”


      Mia sharply rebuked the older maid before gently lifting Anne up by the shoulders.


      “Miss Anne, please rise.”


      “I-I-I’m so sorry, Your Highness...”


      “It’s all right. I’m not angry,” said Mia, breaking into a kind smile. “Now, on your feet please. Are you sure you’re not hurt anywhere?”
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      “Y-Yes. Um, thank you. Very much.”


      Anne’s eyes spun wildly with bewilderment as she was pulled up. Mia’s, however, were perfectly steady. She looked straight at the maid.


      “Now... I can finally repay you for your loyalty.”


      Then, she straightened her posture and declared in a formal tone, “Let it be known that henceforth, you shall be my personal maid-in-waiting. You are to serve me exclusively and shall be responsible for all my daily affairs.”


      “...Wha?”


      “Y-Your Highness?!”


      The onlooking maids immediately burst into commotion.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: An Adorable Way to Show Loyalty


      The appointment of a personal maid-in-waiting to the princess was no small matter. It was a prestigious position and the ultimate goal of almost every maid who worked in the palace. Under no circumstances would this position be filled by a commoner. It was given to the second or third daughters of prominent nobility almost as a rule. Most importantly, the position came with a handsome stipend that was almost twice that of the average maid. For Anne, who was not only new but also low-born, her pay almost tripled. The announcement shocked every single maid who heard it, and for good reason; not only was Anne a nobody, she wasn’t even an especially good maid and was known for being more than a little scatterbrained. Such a sudden promotion might very well attract the unified hostility of all the other maids. Nevertheless, Mia proudly and cheerfully announced it.


      “From now on Anne will be my personal maid, putting her directly under my protection. I trust you all take my meaning?”


      With that, Mia snuffed out any chance of Anne becoming the target of disgruntled harassment. She had, in effect, reminded everyone of her power and reputation. As the selfish princess, she had done exactly what she was known for — gotten her own way. Every maid present had seen plenty of their peers being fired at the princess’s whim, and they all understood the dangers of defying her. None were willing to take that risk.


      “Um, Miss Anne, about the things we said before...”


      From this day onward, the relationship between Anne and the senior maids changed drastically. Not only did the random bullying cease, they became exceedingly friendly, often helping her out when she blundered. The sudden change in attitude was unsettling.


      I mean, I’m paid more and everything is great, but...


      Not knowing why this had happened made her very uneasy. The fact that it was Mia, who was known to fire servants on a whim, made it that much worse. Being treated so well for no apparent reason was, to be honest, a little scary. In the end, rather than suffer further anxiety, Anne worked up the courage to confront Mia and ask her directly.


      “Um, Your Highness, why are you so nice to me?”


      That day, Mia was seated in her bedside chair reading a battered old diary. Anne had no idea what was so interesting about it, but lately, Mia spent a lot of time engrossed in the book.


      Maybe it’s the diary of someone famous...


      Roused by Anne’s question, Mia looked up from her book and gave her a sweet smile. “I’m simply repaying you for your loyalty.”


      Her answer left Anne even more confused.


      “Um, have I done something for Your Highness before?”


      “No, and you need not. I know you to be deeply loyal, and I am repaying you for your devotion. That is all. This matter is not to be discussed any further.”


      I’m pretty sure I’m not that loyal, though!


      Anne barely managed to hold in her frustration. She didn’t come to the Whitemoon Palace to dedicate her life in loyal servitude to the imperial family. What did she come for, then? Simple: money. What else?
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