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      Chapter 1: A Request from King Yuhal


      “Huh? You want me to join you in the Thanksharvest Dance?”


      Mia frowned, caught off guard by the sudden proposition. She’d been lounging in the guestroom of Perujin Agricultural Country’s renowned cake-shaped castle, and figured that given her exploits last night—successfully navigating King Yuhal’s dinner party and triumphing over the wealthy merchant Shalloak—she’d solved all her problems for the time being and earned some time off. This assumption was proven wrong when Princess Rania showed up and immediately asked, “Princess Mia, would you be willing to join me in the Thanksharvest Dance?”


      The abruptness of the request and the graveness of her expression puzzled Mia.


      “But isn’t that something only Perujin princesses are allowed to do?”


      As far as Mia knew, the dance was supposed to be a divine ritual performed by Perujin princesses to offer thanks to the heavens on behalf of their people.


      “Normally, yes, but this time we have something called the Visitant’s Dance that’s performed to welcome eminent guests to our country.”


      “Hmm...”


      Mia crossed her arms in thought. I suppose as the princess of a powerful neighboring empire, I’d classify as an eminent guest...


      She did fit the bill.


      “But it’s a participatory thing, right? I don’t know the dance, so I’m not sure if I’ll be able to keep up.”


      “You’ll be fine. The dance steps are the ones you helped me with that one time.”


      “Oh, now that you mention it, I do remember that.”


      Knowing that dancing was Mia’s (only) forte, Rania had once asked her for help. Every year, Rania had to perform the Thanksharvest Dance during the festival, but her sense of rhythm was spectacularly bad. The process of teaching her, Mia remembered, had been particularly grueling.


      “Besides, you managed to get here earlier than planned, so you can take your time learning the steps.”


      There was still a week until the day of the performance, so she certainly wouldn’t lack practice time.


      “Hm... Well, in that case, I suppose it’s fine...”


      Since dancing was her (again, only) forte, she wasn’t particularly worried about learning the choreography. Tatiana had also been prodding her to get more exercise.


      I’ll probably end up eating a lot through this festival, so I’ll need to work it off somehow. This dance practice might actually be just the thing I need.


      “Oh, by the way, Rania,” she said as another thought came to her. “Can I bring Bel? I won’t ask for her to be included during the real thing, but could she at least practice with us?”


      Bel was no slouch either when it came to the amount of face-stuffing she’d done since arriving in Perujin. Prescriptive exercise was necessary lest she end up like Shalloak.


      “I don’t see why not. Bel’s...a relative of yours, I believe?”


      “Yes, she’s my gr— Erm, sister.”


      Rania, who took her verbal stumble for a hesitant but honest reply, gave her the kind of sympathetic nod of understanding usually reserved for leaving awkward familial implications unsaid.


      “Understood. Since she’s a member of the imperial family, it might even be okay for her to participate in the actual performance. It’s said that in the old days, the Visitant’s Dance used to be performed by ten people or so. We’ll have her practice with us. Then, if she’s okay with it...she can join us in the real thing.”


      “Huh? Are you talking about me, Miss Mia?” asked Bel, sitting up from her hammock with a start.


      The hammock, fastened to two poles in the center of the room, swayed with her motion.


      “Eeek!”


      She promptly tumbled off the wobbling fabric.




      The previous night, after returning from Shalloak’s treatment room, Mia had found Bel snoozing comfortably in the gently rocking embrace of a hammock.


      “No more, Miss Mia... I can’t eat anymore...”


      The pleased grin on her face along with her mumbled comment made clear what kind of dream she was having. The hem of her pajamas was upturned, revealing her belly button.


      “I swear, this girl...” Mia shook her head. “She really needs to remember she’s technically the princess of a great empire. This is not at all presentable...”


      Mia, for the record, actually had pretty good sleeping posture. Her personal sleep-vice was the fact that every so often, she’d simply take leave of her bed at night. This happened most frequently after exposure to ghost stories, after which she’d be discovered in Anne’s bed in the morning.


      She pulled Bel’s pajamas back over her tummy and mumbled, “I’ll never figure out who this girl took after...” As she did, she realized that said tummy was, in fact, quite round!


      “I’ve never eaten...anything so tasty... Ehe hee... I can keep eating this forever...”


      As if on cue, Bel chimed in with her sleep-mumbling. Mia suddenly felt like she was looking into a mirror. This girl was, like herself, a victim of the same dreadfully mellifluous curse—the curse of infinite appetite when faced with delicious food—that would be an endless blight on their future health. Fortunately, Mia now knew how to fight against its corrupting influence. The answer was exercise! And maintaining a routine lifestyle!


      “I need to get Bel to exercise more...”




      Bel’s rotund belly had filled Mia with a new sense of purpose, which was why Rania’s proposal was nothing short of a godsend.


      “Bel,” Mia said, “for every piece of delicious food you eat, you need to work it off through exercise. You’re coming with me to dance practice.”


      Bel hopped to her feet and straightened her back. “Understood, Grand— Miss Mia! If you want me to practice, then that’s what I’ll do.”


      She was a good girl.


      “Oh, but we only have a few days left before the performance, so I’ll have to cut down on my study time with Professor Ludwig...”


      A cheeky little rascal, but still a good girl.


      “No, I don’t think you should do that. It’s for your own good.”


      Bel groaned. “Oooh, Miss Mia... You’re always so mean...”


      She promptly launched into a misty-eyed, whimpering fit. Mia regarded the performative weeping and sighed.


      The sheer audacity of this girl, I swear... She’s a natural-born seductress. If it were father, she’d have him wrapped around her finger. It’s scary to imagine what she’ll be like in the future... thought Mia, not quite sure whether she was supposed to feel proud or concerned.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Princess Mia...Throws Herself into Dancing!


      After agreeing to Rania’s request, Mia promptly began practicing the Thanksharvest Dance. Perujin dances involved holding a paddle-like instrument—wooden clappers called “naruko”—in each hand and rhythmically rattling them as part of the choreography. This was no problem for Mia, who ultimately managed to emulate the routine she was shown almost perfectly. There was an entrancing beauty to her fluid, graceful movements that made it seem as if she’d been performing this dance all her life. While she was undoubtedly a good dancer to begin with, the sheer mastery she displayed was the result of hard work—a lot of it.


      What convinced her to work so hard, you ask? Well...




      “We’ll have you do a simplified version of the dance,” said Rania, “since the full version is pretty complicated.”


      This act of thoughtfulness was turned down by Mia, who replied, “My, you don’t need to worry about that. I’m fine doing the full version.”


      She didn’t want to say that, but behind her was Bel, who’d looked up at her with wide, expectant eyes and said, “Oh, I can’t wait to see Grand— Miss Mia dance!”


      The earnest admiration of her granddaughter stroked her ego just enough to push the words out of her mouth before her brain had a chance to step in. She even managed to add, “Oho ho, then prepare to be amazed, because my dancing will be breathtaking!”


      Her brain was really out for lunch.


      Having openly declared that she was going to wow her audience, failure was no longer an option. Lacking the nerve to wing it on the stage, she succumbed to her inner chicken and decided to play it safe. So, she practiced and practiced. Then, she practiced some more. All the while, she was tormented by nightly nightmares of badly blundering on stage. Nevertheless, she put in the time. After all, Mia believed in winning through sheer numbers. Sheer number of hours, that is, be it studying or practicing. As a result, she managed to develop the muscle memory necessary to master the choreography, after which she proceeded to use this newfound competence to instruct Bel.


      “Hold on, Bel. That part doesn’t go like that. It’s more like a whoomph kind of thing, and then you go whoosh with the spin, and then just shooo to a stop.”


      Her incomprehensibly virtuosic instruction was, however, interrupted by a visitor.


      “Hello, Princess Mia. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


      “My, Chloe. I had no idea you were here too.” The sight of her dear book buddy brought a smile to Mia’s lips. She’d missed her. “I must say,” she added with a curious tilt of her head, “I didn’t expect you to show up with Tatiana. It’s not every day I see the two of you together.”


      Tatiana, who’d been taking care of Shalloak the past few days, also appeared. She should have still been with him, in fact, so what was she doing here?


      “Mr. Cornrogue said he wanted to speak with father, so...” said Chloe, worry evident in her expression as she looked at the ground.


      “It’ll be okay,” Mia said with a gentle smile that quickly turned smug. “I already had a word with him. Right, Tatiana?”


      “Yes. Ever since speaking with Her Highness, Master Shalloak has changed. He’s become a completely different person.”


      Mia’s conversation with Shalloak did indeed mark the day his intractable disposition vanished, leaving behind a far meeker individual. Part of the reason was undoubtedly his commitment to resting his ailing body, but she figured she deserved most of the credit.


      Oho ho, and it’s all thanks to me. I broke that man for his own good. He should be glad I was willing to play the villain for him.


      “Not to mention... Tatiana’s been whipping up medicines for him to take.”


      Mia grinned deviously.


      Tatiana’s no slouch herself, is she? Not only is she forcing Shalloak to shape up and get healthier, she’s even fixing his personality. She did say she was giving him medicines to thin his blood, after all. Smoothing a man by smoothing his blood... What a cunning method. The girl knows what she’s doing!


      People whose blood was thick and viscous were touchy and hot-tempered. This was common sense to Mia, who was a firm believer in the (pseudo)science of blood-based temperance.


      “That’s why there’s no need to worry. He probably won’t do anything unpleasant,” she said, figuring he probably wanted to apologize.


      Little did she know, the conversation would go much, much further than a simple apology.




      “Lord almighty, Shalloak. Look at you. This must’ve been quite the ordeal,” said a shocked Marco as he walked into Shalloak Cornrogue’s treatment room.


      “Ah, Marco. You came. I’d have liked to greet the head of Forkroad & Co. with a tad more dignity, but...”


      Shalloak grimaced, the expression emphasizing the slightly haggard lines on his face. At the same time, he seemed more at peace, as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders.


      “All the business deals I was planning to do here have also gone up in smoke. I’ve truly hit rock-bottom.”


      “You seem rather cheerful for a man at rock-bottom.”


      “Well, you know... A brush with death changes a man. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately.” He met Marco’s gaze. “I’ve wronged you, Marco. If you can find it in yourself to forgive me, then I beg you to accept my apology.”


      Marco widened his eyes, astonished by both the apology and its sincerity. It truly is as if he’s a different man... So much so that it’s frankly uncanny.


      He smiled with resignation and shrugged. “It was all just business. There’s no need for you to apologize. I am curious, though... What brought about the sudden change of heart? Was it Her Highness?”


      “I...suppose it was. You could say she opened my eyes. To the kind of death that lay at the end of a life lived for nothing but money, and the regret I’d feel if I did that.” Shalloak lowered his gaze. “It...scared me, and I panicked. Can you imagine that? A grown man, panicking because of what a young girl told him. But here we are. I still feel the panic, and it compels me to do something...”


      “I see...” Marco widened his eyes again, astonished anew by the confession. The Shalloak he knew was famous for his aggressive, profit-focused approach to business. That Shalloak was nowhere to be seen, and it was all the doing of Mia Luna Tearmoon...


      No wonder Chloe changed so much... No, it’s not just her. I have as well...


      Ever since he’d heard about Mia’s Bread-Cake Declaration and how it—in his mind, at least—would lay the foundation for a grand vision of ridding the whole continent of famine, the idea stayed with him. Before he knew it, he’d started thinking of ways for him to contribute to the project. Wasn’t this, he would wonder, his chance to truly make use of his merchanting know-how?


      “Hm? Is something the matter?”


      “Oh, no, no. I was just thinking...” Marco’s expression grew pensive. “In that case, Shalloak, I have a rather timely proposal for you. Now, I haven’t heard anything from Her Highness, so this is entirely speculation on my part, but I believe she’s going to...”




      And so, Perujin’s Thanksharvest Festival began in earnest, setting the stage for a myriad of intercrossing motives and ambitions to come to fruition.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Dance of Dawn


      Perujin’s Thanksharvest Festival was a grand event that began in the early evening and lasted through the night. In the middle of the capital, Auro Ardea, was the town square, where an offering altar had been built. It was here that the offering of first wheat was performed—a lively ceremony that was ritual and feast all rolled into one. A portion of the year’s earliest batch of harvested wheat, which had been put aside for this very purpose, would be placed upon the altar. This signaled the official start of the festival.


      With the celebration under way, Mia was...


      “Aaah, this tahkoe is such a marvel. I had no idea a spicy tang went so well with mushrooms! I mean, mushrooms are plenty delicious when eaten by themselves, but when you combine them with other ingredients, they really bring out a lot of extra flavor. Such fascinating stuff, mushrooms. There’s so much more to know about them.”


      She took another bite and all but shuddered at the sheer deliciousness. The thin bread wrapping housed a generous bundle of crisp, leafy greens dabbed with a reddish sauce that provided the spicy kick. Complementing them were Mia’s favorite food—mushrooms. The softness of the bread contrasted perfectly with the vegetables’ crunchy texture, both of which were further enhanced by the chewiness of the mushrooms. The trio of flavors delighted her taste buds.


      “Oh, it’s so good! What a wonder that Perujin had such an excellent harvest. I won’t get to enjoy any of this back home, so I’d better eat as much as I can right now. I need to burn their flavor into my memory.”


      Just as the thought of losing access to Perujin food began to make her consider scheduling yearly trips here, Rania’s lady attendant showed up.


      “Princess Mia, it’s about time, if you please...”


      “Hm, then it’s our time to shine! Come on, Bel!”


      Mia rose boldly to her feet. An aura of confidence radiated from her. Having consumed a great deal of delicious mushroom dishes, she was raring to go.


      The sheer amount of wonderful food I got to enjoy here definitely calls for a proper expression of gratitude. I need to thank the divine power that allowed such delicious mushrooms to be harvested, as well as the people of Perujin for turning them into so many tasty dishes. This dance is the perfect opportunity for me to show my appreciation!


      She walked into a building, where she received the clothing she would wear as a visitant. It was an odd set of garments. The top was a single piece of fabric that wrapped around the body and was tightened with a sash, while the bottom resembled trousers with very wide legs. She’d never seen anything like it.


      Anne promptly began to help her change into them, only to find the process more confusing than she’d expected.


      “Um... I think this part goes like this? Wait... Huh?”


      “Take your time, Anne. It’s unfamiliar clothing, after all. It’s only natural we’d have trouble figuring it out.”


      “Yes, but still, I’m sorry it’s taking so long... I’ll go ask someone from Perujin for help.”


      Anne darted off, soon returning with Rania’s attendant in tow. With the additional help, she steadily deciphered the donning process and straightened out Mia’s appearance. There was no tension to her movements, nor any of the fretful anxiousness she’d displayed when pressured by a desire to become more like Tatiana. The inferiority complex-laden Anne was gone, replaced by her usual, diligent self using her usual, diligent approach to learning a new skill. Eventually, she took a step back and nodded to herself, clearly satisfied by her handiwork.


      “All right, I’m done. You’re good to go, milady.”


      Seeing that Anne had gotten back into her stride, Mia let out a deep breath and replied with a smile, “Thank you, Anne. Off I go.”




      As the festival ramped up toward its climax, it reached a brief lull—like the calm before a storm—while the princesses stepped backstage to prepare for the dance. The merry chatter of the feasters, the volume amplified by the abundant alcohol present, waned in anticipation of the coming peak. For a short moment, silence fell over the festival.


      “Your Majesty...”


      Yuhal, who was taking a quiet sip of his drink, turned at the mention of his address.


      “Hm? You are...a subject of Princess Mia, I believe?”


      “Yes. My name is Ludwig Hewitt. I work at Tearmoon’s Golden Moon Ministry,” said Ludwig as he kneeled. “Forgive my intrusion, but may I be so bold as to ask for a moment of your time?”


      His deferential attitude was well warranted. Normally, it would be an act of great impudence for a mere minister like him to speak unprompted to the king.


      “Be at ease. It is a night of festivities. Tonight, king and subjects celebrate as one, for we give thanks to the Lord. Before the power of the Lord, we are all but equal mortals. Speak your mind.”


      “Thank you. Your Majesty is most generous,” said Ludwig as he respectfully seated himself beside Yuhal. A few seconds later, he continued in a quiet voice. “If it’s possible, Your Majesty, I’d like to know your reason for permitting Her Highness to participate in the Thanksharvest Dance.”


      Yuhal didn’t immediately respond. He simply swirled the drink in his cup, seeming neither surprised nor offended by the question. Eventually, he replied in an equally soft voice.


      “It was...simply a whim. No reason in particular...”


      “Was it to set up a staged debut?” pressed Ludwig, all but overriding the king’s answer.


      Yuhal raised an eyebrow at the sharpness of the question before grinning.


      “Oho. So you already figured it out. I see that the princess’s chief vassals earn their keep.”


      Seeing that his question was received favorably, Ludwig continued to probe.


      “I can see how introducing Her Highness to the Perujin people in this manner would leave an impactful impression, but why do so? This is something that will deeply affect the future of both our nations. What moved you to this decision?”


      Instead of answering, Yuhal posed a question of his own. “Tell me, Ludwig. Are you aware of what happened at Saint-Noel Academy’s entrance ceremony?”


      He was, of course. Word of Mia’s Bread-Cake Declaration had long reached Ludwig’s ears, and he’d already extrapolated the vision it was ostensibly building toward.


      “I am, and if I’m to imagine a framework through which that declaration can come to life... It would be a massive border-spanning anti-famine organization that operates throughout the continent.”


      “Correct. And such an organization would require a base of operations. A location for its headquarters. Furthermore, its operations would require agricultural expertise as well as food provisions that can be quickly transported. It seems to me...that Perujin is in a perfect position to nominate itself for this role.”


      And that was the full scope of King Yuhal’s vision for the future of his country. At the same time...


      “Perujin has no intention to place our trust in the empire itself. However, we are willing to trust Princess Mia as an individual and shall spare no effort to help her achieve her grand vision. Having her leave a lasting impression on my people...is my first step in laying the groundwork for this endeavor.”


      ...It was also his answer to himself. As the king of a people who’d built a castle in the shape of a cake, this was the future he felt they deserved. That was why he extended an invitation for Mia to participate in such a momentous event.


      “Excuse us, but might we join in on this conversation? The topic greatly interests us as well.”


      Hearing a new voice, he turned to find the approaching figures of two eminently accomplished merchants—Shalloak Cornrogue and Marco Forkroad.


      “Ah, Mr. Cornrogue. Has your health improved?”


      “Enough to get me on my feet, and that’s good enough. I can hardly afford to be sleeping during such a pivotal time.”


      Clack! Cla-clack!


      The shrill sound of wood hitting wood dampened the noise of the crowd.


      “Ah, it’s starting. We can save this talk for later. For now, let us show our performers the respect they deserve.”




      Thus, the princesses began their dance. The performance would prove to be a historic event, referred to by later generations as the dance that brought Perujin dawn.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Perujin Dawn —Where the Cake-Shaped Castle Leads—


      Clack! Cla-clack!


      It sundered the silence.


      Clack! Cla-clack!


      It shook the night air.


      Clack! Clack! Cla-clack!


      The dance began.




      The fire-lit altar glowed in the square, the flickering light of its wind-blown flames dancing along with the princesses they illuminated.


      Arshia and Rania twirled gracefully around the altar like wheat swaying in the autumn breeze, their faces blurred behind a thin, fluttering veil. Their well-practiced motions flowed like silk, drawing fond smiles from the gathered onlookers.


      “Remember how Rania’s dancing last year was still a little, you know...? Look how much she’s grown.”


      “She really has. I’m so proud of her...”


      Audience discourse unfolded with the tone of proud parents watching their growing children perform. Year after year, they gathered here and witnessed the same sight. So familiar were they with the scene of the two sisters dancing round and round the altar that it had become a symbol of the season, offering a sense of comfort and nostalgia through its unchanging nature.


      This year, however, things were different.


      Clack-clack! Cla-clack! Cla-clack!


      An unfamiliar rhythm greeted their ears. Then, as if responding to the unusual cadence, a third set of wooden clappers sounded in the darkness.


      Clack! Cla-clack!


      Everyone who looked toward the source of the sound was left speechless by what they saw. Soon, all eyes were fixed on the new figure and her striking attire. Dressed in the clothing of visitants, which was made to resemble the garments worn by travelers from places far to the east, she all but demanded attention. Her long, draping sleeves of sky-blue fabric were adorned with gold thread sewed in the shape of wheat. Circling her waist was a brilliant sash embroidered on which was a sequence of shapes depicting the life of a fruit from sprout to harvest.


      What shocked them the most, though, was the person wearing the clothes. Her platinum blonde hair left no doubt even from afar. It was the famed princess Mia Luna Tearmoon herself. Behind her stood someone they assumed was her attendant. Or perhaps her relative—the adorable young girl did have the same hair color as her, after all. Slowly, the two of them walked in perfect sync with the rhythm toward the altar.


      “Oh, so it’s the guests from Tearmoon who’ll be doing the Visitant’s Dance this time,” remarked someone in the crowd, the offhand tone representing the attitude of the crowd at large. They all knew what to expect—at least, they thought they did.


      Right in front of their unsuspecting eyes, Mia exploded into motion.


      As soon as she reached the altar, she switched up her rhythm. The steady andante that represented peace and stillness suddenly transformed into a vigorous allegro with the furious intensity of a burst of lightning. The new rhythm, fast and passionate, radiated unbridled delight.


      The Visitant’s Dance was rooted in an ancient tradition that existed before the founding of Perujin. Once upon a time, the farmers who lived on this land had been long tormented by the difficulty of tilling its arid soil. Then, a traveler told them of the existence of more fertile lands and led them there. The dance was meant to express the delight, excitement, and gratitude of the people at the time. Its swift tempo and rhythmic intensity were too difficult for Bel, so the routine naturally centered around Mia, whose exceptional dance skills allowed her to perform with panache.


      I sure hope we’ll have a great harvest next year too. And have lots of delicious mushrooms grow. Oh, and wheat. We need wheat for cake, after all. Fruits too, of course, and please let them be sweet and tasty.


      The alignment of her personal desire with the choreographic theme lent an authenticity to her dance, enhancing its artistic expressiveness. She threw her hands up, the motion sudden but graceful, allowing her long, billowing sleeves to trail them in a slower, flowing arc. Before the sleeves fell, she quickly spun in a half-circle to wrap them around her body, only to come to an abrupt stop before reversing her rotation.


      The fluid interplay of kinetic beauty and statuesque stillness was synergistic, allowing the dynamism of the former to accentuate the beauty of her silhouette in the latter. Then, she sundered the calm once again, breaking into her next sequence. Gentle steps and twirls swiftly built to fiery flourishes. She kicked her leg up high. As she brought it back down with a thump, her other leg propelled her into a small jump. Landing in a pirouette, she held a pose and sounded her wooden clappers.


      Cla-clack!


      So passionate, so impeccable was her dance that it left the spectators transfixed, staring with wonder-filled eyes as if they were witnessing something divine. This was not the first time they’d seen the Visitant’s Dance. Never, however, had they seen it done with such sincerity, such zeal! Prior guests had all given half-hearted efforts, their simplified routine more a show of participation than a performance. And that had been fine. No one had ever expected otherwise.


      But this princess did not choose to settle for fine. She matched—in some cases surpassed—the emotion and energy of her Perujin counterparts. Through Mia, the sacred dance was truly brought to life, fully realizing its function as a holy prayer celebrating and giving thanks for the Perujin people’s harvest.


      Mushrooms, mushrooms, oh delicious, delicious mushrooms. Cakes and fruits and lots of tahkoes. May I have the chance to enjoy it all again with everyone next year!


      On and on she danced with the holy(?) prayer in her heart. As she did, Rania approached, dancing with equal vigor. They parted, then neared again, repeating the cycle in concert like a pair of skylarks going about their eponymous game. The sight of their shared smiles evoked a communal memory of a day not long ago...when the two princesses walked up the golden slope hand in hand. They’d walked as one. Now, they danced as one. The Tearmoon princess had paid them the greatest possible degree of homage. So, they returned her enthusiasm in kind.


      The crowd went wild. The spectacle of the dance, coupled with the joy of a good harvest and further magnified by the stirring memory of that day at the slope, brought the audience’s energy to unprecedented heights. The sheer excitement in the air was entirely incomparable to any other year they could remember.


      Eventually, the dance drew to a close. Amidst the unending cheers of the crowd, King Yuhal stepped forward at the perfect time for maximum dramatic effect.


      “Now, let us give thanks for the year’s harvest. Praise the Lord for this generous gift!” he declared in a booming voice before the altar.
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