
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: Front Image1]
  

  
    [image: Front Image2]
  

  
    [image: characters1]
  

  
    [image: characters2]
  

  
    [image: Front Image3]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Color Illustrations


    	Characters


    	Map


    	Part 2: The Lodestar Girl III 

    
      	Prologue: Bel and Her Small Piece of Happiness I


      	Chapter 1: To Be or Not To Be...


      	Chapter 2: Anne’s Resolve


      	Chapter 3: The Last Friend


      	Chapter 4: Princess Mia...Reaches a Peak! (In Her Opinion)


      	Chapter 5: Follow the Glowing Blue Path


      	Chapter 6: Anne...Discourses About (Her Version of) The Great Sage of the Empire


      	Chapter 7: Mia’s Roots


      	Chapter 8: Princess Mia...Inflates Her Status


      	Chapter 9: Best Friend


      	Chapter 10: “I’ll Be Right Back,” Said Esmeralda Before Disappearing


      	Chapter 11: Princess Mia...Is Pulled Along


      	Chapter 12: The Great Hero of the Open Sea, Princess Mia, Lets Out a Fierce Roar!


      	Chapter 13: Loyalties (Read: Kinks) Come in All Shapes and Sizes


      	Epilogue: Prelude to Battle


      	Side Chapter: Bel and Her Small Piece of Happiness II

    



    	Part 3: A New Oath Between the Moon and Stars I 

    
      	Prologue: Ludwig...Soars!


      	Chapter 1: Weight Loss Occurs! ...To the Princess Mia Chronicles


      	Chapter 2: Miabel...Introduces Her Grandmother to a Friend!


      	Chapter 3: Princess Mia, Embodiment of Truth


      	Chapter 4: The Expiration Date of That Grudge


      	Chapter 5: Chicken Tactics


      	Chapter 6: A Challenge from the Fair Daughter of the Red Moon


      	Chapter 7: Princess Mia...Picks Up the Gauntlet!


      	Chapter 8: Mia the Acrobat


      	Chapter 9: Princess Mia...Becomes Wind


      	Chapter 10: Princess Mia...Will Not Rest Until She Has Her Revenge!


      	Chapter 11: Even If the Flames of Her Passion Burn to the Bone...


      	Chapter 12: The Pegasus Princess Struggles


      	Chapter 13: Princess Mia...Cheers! For the Horse, That Is...


      	Chapter 14: Good News! Malong’s Respect for Mia Grows Even Further


      	Chapter 15: The Brand Her Soul Carries


      	Chapter 16: Princess Mia...Turns On God Mode


      	Chapter 17: Princess Mia Is a Sheep in Wolf’s— Nay, Horse’s Clothing!


      	Chapter 18: The Mystery of Life and an Odd Déjà Vu


      	Chapter 19: A Horse as Red as the Setting Sun


      	Chapter 20: Princess Mia Will Stay True to Herself, No Matter the Situation


      	Chapter 21: Premonition of Bumpiness


      	Chapter 22: It Is I, Mia Luna Seamoon!


      	Chapter 23: The Moment of Truth Is Upon Us! Their Hearts Become One! ...Maybe?


      	Chapter 24: Romance Mode Engaged! All Systems Are Go!


      	Chapter 25: Of Inflations and Influencers


      	Side Chapter: Bel and Her Small Piece of Happiness III


      	Mia’s Ballroom Dance Club


      	Mia’s Diary of Island Incidents

    



    	Afterword


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  


  Landmarks


  
    	Color Illustrations


    	Table of Contents

  



  
    
      Part 2: The Lodestar Girl III


      Prologue: Bel and Her Small Piece of Happiness I


      It was a summer that Princess Mia Luna Tearmoon would not soon forget. On invitation from Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon, the proud Etoiler whose father was one of the empire’s Four Dukes, she went on a cruise, which turned out to be quite the adventure. After a night on an uninhabited island spent sheltering from a sudden storm, Mia and her friends found themselves separated from their ship. Then, after a second night, they woke up with one of their members missing...




      At that, Elise Littstein put down her pen and pursed her lips.


      “Hm... To be honest, I don’t know about this...”


      She was currently in the process of consolidating all the stories that her sister, Anne, had told her, and phew, they were something else. Next, Mia’s group would venture underground and encounter the vengeful ghosts of cultists which, through Mia’s heroic efforts, they’d manage to fend off. After that, they would do battle with a colossal man-eating fish before successfully pulling off a daring escape. Which all made for gripping content, but...


      “Isn’t this a bit too...exaggerated? I mean, I don’t doubt that Mia would, theoretically, have the guts to stare down vengeful ghost-cultists and the brains to subdue them, but claiming she’d performed a literal exorcism is a little much. Same goes for this big fish she fought. It just...strains credulity.”


      Her sister had claimed the thing was the size of two Emerald Stars, but Elise found it difficult to believe that a fish could be twice as big as a ship.


      “She must have been scared to death when it happened. The shock alone was probably enough to mess with her memories... I’d say this colossal man-eating fish was at most the size of one Emerald Star. Especially considering how Mia apparently punched it into submission. Anything bigger would be, well...not really punchable.”


      Elise considered herself a strict nonfiction writer. As a scribe of truth, she deemed it important to avoid exaggeration as much as possible and relay only that which was rooted in fact. To that end...


      “I do want to include every last detail of her incredible feats, but hyperbolic reporting will only hurt my credibility as a writer. My accounts need to be authentic and trustworthy. For this part, it’s probably best to play it safe and include only the more plausible events... I think I’ll make the battle with the colossal man-eating fish the main story and reframe everything else around that...”


      “Mother Elise? What are you doing?”


      A voice, young and sweet, roused her from her thoughts. She turned to the speaker.


      “Oh, Bel, you’re up already? Good morning.”


      Before her stood a young girl with beautiful hair the color of white gold. Her features were deeply reminiscent of those of the late Great Sage of the Empire. The girl, Miabel, pattered over to Elise, and regarded the pen on the desk with a curious expression.


      “Are you writing about grandmother?”


      “Yes, I am. It’s my job to make sure future generations will know what she accomplished.”


      She almost added “and to protect you,” but swallowed the words at the last minute. So many had already perished doing the same. Miabel’s mother... The loyal soldiers of the Princess Guard... It seemed unnecessarily cruel to remind the poor girl that Elise herself might follow in their footsteps, so she kept the thought to herself.


      Still, one of these days, I have to tell her. She has to...be ready. The enemy is close. Too close...


      “Which part are you writing about now?” asked Miabel, getting on her tippy toes to rest her chin on the desk and examine the words on the page.


      Elise gently stroked her head, smiling at her endearing behavior.


      “Right now, I’m writing about the summer she went to a deserted island.”


      The gesture would have been unthinkable during normal times. Miabel was of imperial blood. She was to be served and revered. The regal sphere of her head was definitely not something a commoner like Elise should dare to intrude upon with her hand. But these weren’t normal times, and Elise did so both frequently and without hesitation. Mostly, it was to give Miabel a loving pat, but sometimes, it was to hold her in place for a scolding. Elise didn’t enjoy the latter, but she did it anyway. That had been the arrangement, originally established by Mia’s loyal subjects, Ludwig and Anne.


      “Miss Bel has lost so much. First, her mother. Then the rest of her family. Everyone who should be giving her the love that she needs is gone...and that’s just too much for a child...”


      Their voices echoed in her head as she affectionately ran her hand through the girl’s hair. She always treated Miabel with respect, but she made sure to temper it with occasional admonishment. That had been their compromise—to afford Miabel not a servant’s deference but the honest love of a parent. Elise followed their example. She was well aware that she had to be more than a simple retainer to Miabel, for blind loyalty could never replace what she’d lost. Furthermore, she knew that Mia Luna Tearmoon—the Great Sage of the Empire she’d loved so dearly—had not been one to be bound by the rules of polite society. It was clear how Mia would have wanted her granddaughter to be raised. Anne knew it, Ludwig knew it, and Elise knew it too. What Miabel needed was every last drop of Elise’s honest, unconditional love.


      Which she gave willingly.


      “Apparently, Mia was caught in a storm, and she was stuck spending a few days on this island. One night, her friend Lady Esmeralda Etoile Greenmoon disappeared, so...”




      Her eyes scrunched into narrow crescents of pleasure, Bel enjoyed the sensation of Elise’s hand running gently along her head while she waited for Anne to bring hot milk. This was a precious time—a profound moment of happiness that she would come to treasure above all else.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: To Be or Not To Be...


      “Esmeralda is...gone?”


      Nina’s only response was to nod. She could offer no other details. Apparently, everyone had gone out to search as best they could, but Esmeralda was nowhere to be found.


      “Hm...”


      Faced with this mystery, the mind of Great Detective Mia instantly logicked out a few possible explanations:




      (1) The events of the day left Esmeralda feeling like the odd one out, so she threw a hissy fit and ran away from home. Cave. Whatever.


      (2) She couldn’t resist the Call To Adventure™ and decided to explore the mysterious island.


      (3) She got hungry and went looking for something tasty to eat.




      Frankly, all three are equally likely... Or maybe it’s because of some even stupider reason that defies all logic...


      Mia shook her head and sighed.


      “Ugh, I swear, that girl...”


      “She might have gone to the spring by herself. Perhaps for a morning bath, or for a drink of water...” suggested a nervous Nina.


      Mia nodded.


      “Hm, good point... She does seem like the kind of person who’d claim that a glass of ice cold spring water, fresh from the source, is the only way to start the day... Let’s hurry and go take a look around the spring then.”


      “Hold on.” Sion put up an arresting hand. “There’s no point in all of us going together. Keithwood, could you head down to the beach? Keep your eyes on the sea and cover as much of the shoreline as you can.”


      “You’re thinking she might have gone to see if the Emerald Star is back, I presume? Got it.”


      “That and pirates. In the unlikely event that they have a ship somewhere around here, she might have mistaken it for the Emerald Star and gotten herself kidnapped.”


      Sion’s comment jogged Mia’s memory.


      That reminds me... They mentioned that this cave might be man-made.


      In that case, it was entirely possible that pirates had been using it as a hideout.


      “Unless she’s intentionally refusing to come back, we should assume that she’s being held against her will. By people who either were already here or are newly arrived by sea. It doesn’t seem too likely at the moment, but we should be on guard just in case. Better safe than sorry. Nina, I’d like you to come with me. As for you, Abel...”


      “I’m joining the search party too, of course,” Mia declared. “I’ll go the other way, the one opposite the spring, and search that side.”


      As the resident survival expert—self-appointed, obviously—this was her time to shine. She turned to Anne.


      “Anne, I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to stay here. If Esmeralda comes back, make sure you keep her from running off again.”


      “Understood. I’ll do what I can to prepare food for everyone as well.”


      Fortunately, they still had some greens left from Mia’s foraging trip. She’d hauled back a small mountain, having given no thought to portions or practicality, but it was a boon for them now. More importantly, they’d all received the Keithwood Seal of Edibleness.


      “In that case, you’ll want to remove the nodes on those stems just like we did yesterday, and...”


      While Nina was giving Anne a quick refresher, Keithwood headed out.


      “Miss Anne, I’m sorry that we’ll be leaving you here by yourself. If anyone strange shows up, just hide. Don’t confront them,” advised Sion.


      With this, he and Nina departed as well, and after them the last pair—Mia and Abel—prepared to leave as well.


      “All right, time for me to go too, Anne.”


      “Please be careful out there, milady.”


      After exchanging a quick farewell, Mia followed Abel out of the cavern. Walking in the opposite direction from the spring, they were headed for the place she’d previously explored with Keithwood. They soon entered the forest, following small winding trails left by animals that wove through the branches. Protruding tree roots made for an uneven path, which was made worse by the water-logged soil. On multiple occasions Mia almost lost her balance, but she managed to stay upright and plodded on.


      “It looks like it rained again during the night. Watch your step, Mia.”


      He extended a hand to her, which she promptly grasped with a smile.


      “Always the gentleman. Thank you, Abel.”


      “I-It’s nothing. Th-The ground’s pretty muddy. I don’t want you to slip, that’s all,” he said, his eyes drifting in every direction except hers. “There sure has been a lot of rain this year, hasn’t there?”


      As she watched him take a sudden interest in the sky, she remembered that there was something important she had to tell him. Well, “remembered” might not be the right word, since she’d never really forgotten. She’d simply put it off. Lately though, it had frequently occupied her thoughts.


      She’d been wondering whether she should tell Abel about her knowledge of the future. What would he think of her if she confided in him the truth of her foresight? His trust, especially, was extremely important. She had to make him believe her so he could prepare for what was coming. However she went about it, there was no room for error. The stakes were high, and her stomach filled with butterflies every time she considered attempting it. As a result, she’d never been able to broach the topic. Time, however, was running out. She made up her mind.


      “There certainly is. By the way, Abel, there’s something I’d like to tell you. I already spoke to Keithwood about it, but I think you should know too. Very soon, there’s going to be a serious famine,” she said, purposefully choosing a mild, matter-of-fact delivery.


      She honestly couldn’t care less about what might happen to Sunkland, but Remno worried her. The recent incident with the revolution was certainly cause for personal concern, but it was also Abel’s homeland. If possible, she’d like to see the kingdom remain peaceful. So she adopted a dispassionate tone, hoping to minimize the shock of her words by speaking them as if they were well-established facts.


      At first, Abel looked at her with surprise.


      “Seriously? Are you sure about that?”


      “Of course. I can’t show you any definitive proof, but—”


      Before she could explain further, Abel said with a gentle smile, “Never mind. If you say it is so, then it is. I believe you.”


      And that was that. He trusted her so easily that she ended up looking like the one who had just been hit with a bombshell revelation.


      “You— What? Huh? You believe me?”


      “Yes. Once we manage to get off this island, I’ll go talk to some people I trust. I’ll mention it to my father too. He might not believe me, but given how this summer is turning out, some people will.”


      “Ah. Well, that’s good, but... Um, why?”


      He shrugged helplessly as she stared at him in disbelief.


      “You have no reason to deceive me. Besides, even if the famine doesn’t happen, it’s still you saying it will. Whatever happens, even if it’s just out of honest concern, I trust your motives.”


      “I... But... Uh...”


      His earnest eyes robbed her of words. There was no logic to his trust. He hadn’t reasoned his way to believing her. He simply did, because it was her. She was delighted. And touched. And a dozen other things. They were so overwhelming that her brain simply gave up on expressing any of them, leaving her with only a blank stare.


      “Anyway, let’s keep moving.”


      He pulled her ahead, their hands still clasped. His reddened ears suggested the vulnerable nature of his words had caught up with him too. The realization allowed Mia to retrieve some semblance of her composure.


      M-Moons! I can’t believe him! He’s just...so direct sometimes! It’s too much! But he’s so dreamy when he’s like that...


      Mia was having another one of her moments, in which her mind was filled with flowers and rainbows and smiling Abels. She spent the rest of the walk savoring her inner delight, stopping only when the underbrush abruptly gave way to the rocky ground she’d seen yesterday. Patches of brown earth could be glimpsed through the countless cracks that ran along the craggy surface, and the area seemed very difficult to walk across.


      “She...couldn’t possibly have gone past here, could she?” asked Abel as he regarded the unfriendly terrain.


      “You’re right. It looks very dangerous, and she’d probably have no reason to do so. It’d be a waste of her time and energy...which is exactly why she’d march across this rocky mess! Because she’s Esmeralda!”


      In Mia’s eyes, Esmeralda was the kind of person who, if given instructions by a superior—her parents, for example—would obey them religiously, but if told something by someone she deemed equal or, god forbid, below her, she’d be overcome by an irresistible urge to do the exact opposite. Put simply, she was a real handful.


      I swear, that girl has the most annoying personality...


      It bears mentioning that Mia also had a tendency to reach for mushrooms that she was explicitly told to keep her hands away from, but alas, people’s flaws are often apparent to everyone except themselves. Mia and Esmeralda were, in fact, quite similar.


      “I should have warned her myself last night... Maybe letting Keithwood do it was a mistake.”


      She’d figured Esmeralda would be more accepting of advice if it came from a handsome young man. Clearly, she’d been wrong.


      “Anyway, let’s keep going. I don’t know what it’s like up ahead though, so be careful.”


      She led the way, taking a step onto the rocky terrain. With almost comedic immediacy, she felt something shift underfoot. There was a loud, crumbling noise, and she looked down just in time to see the earth open up like a gaping maw.


      “...Eh?”


      That was all she could utter before the void swallowed her whole.


      Ah, feeling of weightlessness, I’ve missed you, she thought in a moment of crisis-induced pre-panic composure. We really need to get together more often. When was the last time we saw each other? The river, I think? Right, tha— Wait, if I’m falling right now...and it’s not a river down there...aren’t I dead?


      “Mia!”


      She heard Abel’s frantic shout. An instant later, a pair of arms wrapped themselves around her and pulled her into a tight embrace.


      “Eeek! A-Abel?!” she yelped, realizing that Abel had thrown himself into the hole to protect her. With her face pressed against his chest, she closed her eyes and thought, Well, out of all the possible situations that result in my death, this is a pretty decent one to be in!


      Not the most productive thought.


      Hmm... To be or not to be, that is the question...


      She pondered the pseudo-philosophical topic, gauging whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of an outrageously painful but still fortunate landing, or to take arms—such strong, manly arms—against a sea of troubles, and by opposing them further across her body, end them.


      All the while, she just kept on falling.
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      Chapter 2: Anne’s Resolve


      “That takes care of that, and then...” Anne looked around. Her shoulders fell, and she let out a deep sigh. “I...guess I’m done.”


      Having finished preparing the last of the greens according to Nina’s instructions, she no longer had any more work to do. She’d never imagined she’d be left alone on an uninhabited island. Wholly unprepared for this scenario, she had no idea what she was supposed to do now.


      “I wish milady was here. That way I could at least keep busy. There’s so much I could do for her...”


      Their current environment was a harsh one, and she desperately wished she could perform some preemptive care routines to shield Mia’s hair and skin from the elements. In fact, it had taken all of her restraint to keep from fussing over them constantly. When it came to maintaining Mia’s beauty, Anne spared no hassle.


      “I do wonder, though... Where in the world did Lady Esmeralda go?”


      Personally, she wasn’t particularly fond of Esmeralda, but she certainly wished no harm on her either. Malice just wasn’t in Anne’s nature, and she honestly hoped that they’d find her safe and sound—all the more so because even Mia, despite her frequent grumbling, still treated Esmeralda as a friend. The girl’s whereabouts were, therefore, a cause of concern for her.


      “...Could she really have just wandered into the forest?”


      But there was one question that Anne had been mulling over ever since they’d discovered that Esmeralda was gone.


      “I mean, it’s Lady Esmeralda... Could she even have left this cave on her own?”


      Everyone had just assumed offhand that she’d gone out of the cave.


      “She didn’t really seem like the type to be brave enough to wander around in a forest by herself...” she murmured pensively.


      Recklessness and boldness went hand in hand. After all, a certain amount of courage was needed before one could engage in a rash act. Even if Esmeralda had thrown a tantrum and stormed out, would she have headed into the forest? Alone? At night? Did she really have the guts?


      “If it was milady, maybe...but her? I just can’t see her doing something like that.”


      Mia could be a bit of a chicken sometimes, but when push came to shove, she definitely had the courage to step forward into darkness, no matter how scary it seemed. Or so Anne believed, anyway. The truth was another matter. What she didn’t believe, however, was in Esmeralda’s ability to do the same, which necessarily led to one conclusion...


      If she was nowhere to be found, but she hadn’t left the cave, then...


      “She must still be in here somewhere...”


      The first thought that came to Anne was that Esmeralda was hiding, secretly watching everyone lose their heads over her disappearance and having a jolly ol’ time. It fit the image of the stuck-up noble girl so well, in fact, that Anne was almost sure she was right and felt a wave of honest irritation roll through her. A thorough search of the premises, however, revealed no snickering Esmeraldas.


      “She really isn’t here then...”


      She looked again for good measure, examining every nook and cranny near the entrance, but to no avail. It wasn’t a difficult search either. While the cave opened up a little past the initial opening, there were few places that could hide a person. Figuring Esmeralda must have gone outside, she was just about to give up when another thought occurred to her.


      “Could she...have gone deeper into the cave? And gotten stuck there?”


      Things began to fit together in her mind as if she’d happened upon a missing piece of a puzzle. Instead of venturing outside into the darkness of the forest, wandering further into the cavern where everyone slept seemed more plausible. The latter was technically still the same place, offering a sense of security.


      “She was told not to go any deeper in...but wanting to do the opposite of what you’re told is apparently a thing for high-ranking nobles...”


      Anne was well aware that there were people of principle and integrity among the aristocracy, but the term “nobility” nevertheless conjured up images of brazenly conceited lords and ladies who paid no heed to the advice of others. Deciding to explore the cavern’s depths by herself in a fit of haughty indignation sounded exactly like the kind of foolhardy thing someone like Esmeralda would do.


      “Either way, Mia and the others are already looking for her outside...”


      Waiting here alone was by no means a pointless task, but it felt so...passive. Driven by a desire to be useful—to do something, anything, but sit around and wait while everyone else was out scouring the island—she squared her shoulders and stared at the entrance for a few seconds before finally whispering, “I can’t be twiddling my thumbs while they’re all out there looking for her.”


      Resolve hardened within, and she launched into action. As a precaution, she scratched a message into the soil in case Esmeralda actually made her way back here. It would also let Mia and the others know where she was when they returned.


      “Also, I’ll need a light source if I’m going deeper into the cave...”


      She quickly trekked down to the beach where they’d set up the smoke signals and took the remainder of the thick branches that had been used to perch the cooking pot above the fire. Using a length of ivy she found in the forest, she tied a couple of them together into a bundle, then stuffed dry leaves and thinner twigs with more resin into one end. The ivy had been too thick to use as a fishing line, but it came in handy for keeping bundles of wood together. Soon, she had herself a makeshift torch.


      “Now, all I have to do is light it...”


      She hadn’t expected much, figuring it’d be fine as long as it produced some light, but her improvised creation turned out well, burning with a strong, steady flame. With the torch in hand, she returned to the cave. As she stepped into its deeper recesses, however, its glow suddenly seemed a lot weaker and less reassuring than before. The wavering light from the meager flame was all but swallowed up by the overwhelming darkness. Her grip tightened around her torch, but she pressed forward.


      “She’s milady’s friend...” she reminded herself. “I have to look for her...”




      The inside of the cavern was winding and uneven, filled with twists and turns and slopes of all sizes. There were passages so small she had to crawl to get through. There were also spaces so large she couldn’t touch the ceiling even if she jumped. Eventually, she came to an area with stalactites hanging down like icicles. The path forward narrowed, and she couldn’t tell where it led.


      “It looks like it’s downhill though... If I go down there, I probably won’t be able to get back up...”


      Before her was a steep incline descending into the bowels of the earth. Looking down, she found nothing but darkness. Figuring this was as far as she could go, she turned back. And then immediately spun back around, her eyes having caught a glimpse of something strange during the initial turn. There, near the top of the incline, hanging just close enough to reach if she stretched out her arm, was half a stalactite, its exposed cross-section suggesting the lower end had broken off.


      “This...”


      She leaned forward a little and examined the broken end. There were plenty of similar rock formations nearby, but only this one had lost its tip. The missing fragment was nowhere to be seen on the ground.


      “This looks like it was in the perfect spot to hold on to... If someone grabbed it and tried to...”


      She imagined herself leaning forward further to peer down the slope.


      “Oh no... If she fell from here... I need to let everyone know.”


      Just as she was about to turn back, there was a deafening crack, followed by the sound of tumbling rocks.


      “Waaaaaah!”


      She screamed and squatted down, bracing as she threw her hands over her head. No impact came. After a few seconds of silence, she gingerly looked up, shielding her nose and mouth from the dust with her sleeve. As she picked up her torch and raised it again, she found that the path she’d taken to come here was now blocked by a wall of rock.


      “Oh no...”


      She gulped. A flurry of thoughts sped through her mind. She was stuck here. She might never get out. She could die here. She would never see her family again. But one thought stood out more than all the others.


      Milady... I won’t be able to serve her anymore... She’s done so much for me, and I haven’t even begun to repay her...


      Her vision blurred with tears.


      “Milady... Mia...”


      The words left her as a pleading whisper.


      “Mia...”


      She spoke her mistress’s name like a prayer. Then, she stopped, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep, trembling breath.


      “I need to calm down... I’m Princess Mia’s personal maid.”


      Mia had said that she was her right hand and confidant. If she had even the slightest intention of living up to that claim, she couldn’t afford to give up so easily. Mia’s right hand wouldn’t sit here and cry to herself. It would stain the name of the Great Sage of the Empire.


      “And more importantly...it would be an insult to all of Mia’s hard work.”


      She brandished her torch again, pointing it forward. Its light shone not upon the solid footing of the tunnel behind her, but down the slope into the waiting darkness.


      “I’ve come all this way... I might as well keep going.”


      It was too early to give up and cry. She’d have plenty of time to do that at the end, when her life was flashing before her eyes.


      “Wait for me, milady... I’ll find my way back...”


      With that quiet whisper of resolve, she began sliding down the slope.




      Little did Anne know, the cause of the cave-in was none other than her dear mistress.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Last Friend


      Now, for a change of pace, let us go back to Saint-Noel Academy.


      While Grandmother Mia, Mother Anne, and even Mr. Ludwig were off fighting their own valiant battles, what do you think Miabel was up to?


      “Aaah... It’s just as I thought. This is a dream. It has to be. I’m so happy here that it’s actually a little scary...”


      She was having the time of her life. Carpe-ing the heck out of that diem, so to speak. How much diem was she carpe-ing, you ask? Well, about a sweet morning pancake and a nightly cup of hot chocolate’s worth each day, every day. Plus all the stuff in between. Of course, since school life consisted of more than just pancakes and hot chocolate, and she possessed a smidge more diligence than Mia, she got a good amount of exercise in every day as well going for long walks through the beautiful campus, short runs along the lakeshore, and even jumping in for a swim from time to time. It was, in fact, the ideal example of a healthy, balanced student lifestyle.


      Granted, this was all because she’d been forced to stay at school during the summer break, and that was itself the result of her dismal academic performance, making her somewhat less suitable as a model of exemplary student behavior. But with Lynsha keeping a close eye on her, she was kept from descending into abject unproductivity. After all, “being able to do a pretty decent job so long as they tried hard” was a defining feature of Mia’s bloodline. While their steps tended to be slow and of occasionally dubious directionality, they nevertheless maintained a steady pace forward.


      And that was why today, like she had all the other days, Bel went to the library. With the summer break in full swing, it was almost empty inside. The only ones present were Bel, Lynsha, and the librarian. After plopping herself down on her favorite windowside seat, Bel pushed her arms high into the air and stretched before deflating onto the desk like a leaking balloon. With eyes closed, her breathing promptly began slipping into the slow rhythm of slumber.


      “Milady... I thought you came here to study.”


      Lynsha, sitting across from her mistress, was not particularly amused. She eyed Bel admonishingly as she picked up one of the books she’d brought for herself. While Bel was studying, Lynsha had intended to do some studying of her own. She was quite eager to, in fact. Her brother being the way he was, somebody in her family had to pick up the respectability slack.


      “Aha ha, I was just playing around, Miss Lynsha. You don’t have to stare at me like that. It’s sort of scary.” Bel smiled and waved her hands dismissively. Lynsha didn’t bite.


      “You’re going to finish all your homework today before leaving, got it? And don’t try to run away. I’ve got my eyes on you.”


      With a groan, Bel flattened herself onto the desk again. She peeked through drooping eyelids at the small mountain of homework.


      “Aaah... I’m...so happy here...”


      A small but genuine smile spread across her lips.




      After about an hour of honest studying, Bel began wandering through the library. They’d agreed that once she finished all her work, she could spend the rest of the time reading. Having been raised by an author, being around books made Bel feel at home. For most of her life, she’d known only a world of rampant book burning, so the sheer wealth of volumes in Saint-Noel’s library was a breathtaking sight to behold. Walking amongst its stacks, she felt like she was in heaven.


      “So many choices... I wonder what I should read today? I really like illustrated books about animals. Maybe I’ll read one of those. Oh, but the ones with pictures of cute-looking plants are good too...”


      “Hey, you. Would you happen to be that girl who’s close to Princess Mia?”


      A voice called out to her as she was looking through the book spines on a shelf. Puzzled, she turned around to find a girl staring at her with intent interest. The girl was about her age. She had soft, wavy hair that glowed gold and beautiful gray eyes that made her look like a doll. With a sweet, flowerlike smile, she waited for Bel to answer.


      “Um... Yes, I think?” Bel answered with a curious tilt of her head. “Grand— I mean, Miss Mia is someone I look up to and respect a lot.”


      “Hm? What was that? Grand?”


      Frowning, the girl put a finger to her chin and tilted her head. Her hair fluttered with the motion, releasing a floral fragrance that quickly reached Bel’s nose. It smelled really good, so good that Bel started to feel her mind going blank.


      “Oh well. Whatever. Recently, you’re always here in the library studying. Aren’t you going home for the summer?”


      “Mm hm. It’s a little embarrassing to admit, but my grades on the exam before the break were bad, so I have to stay...”


      “Huh. Really. You actually care about all that?” The girl snickered. “It doesn’t actually matter, you know. But whatever floats your boat.”


      Bel scratched her head, puzzled by this response.


      “Anyway, would you like to be Rina’s friend?” she asked with a cute smile and big, round eyes.


      “Who?”


      “Hm? Oh, I mean me. It’s my name. I’m Rina.”


      She took a step back, held her skirt, and performed a curtsy. Bel caught a brief but striking glimpse of the skin on her legs in the process. It was startlingly white. Dreadfully, even. Almost sickly.


      “Citrina Etoile Yellowmoon. Nice to make your acquaintance. I’m a first year student like you, Miabel.” She smiled that sweet smile again. “All my best friends call me Rina though, so I’d love it if you called me Rina too.”


      “I see. Okay, Rina. In that case, you can call me Bel.”


      Bel returned the curtsy in kind.


      “Tee hee, wonderful. Please be kind to Rina, okay, Bel?” she chirped.


      The thing that stood out to Bel the most about the girl was her smile. She really did have such a sweet smile.
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