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      Part 2: The Lodestar Girl


      Prologue: With That Proud Name Held Close to Your Heart!


      A lone girl ran amongst the desolate ruins of the place that was once her home. Once hailed as “The City Graced by the Moon” for its enchanting beauty, the imperial capital was now a smoldering shadow of its former self. Ravaged time and again by the horrors of war, it lay barren and wasted. Scattered debris served as the skyline of a lawless land. Vaguely humanoid dried-out husks littered the streets. Once they were people. Now they were not even corpses. The crumbling cityscape looked bleaker than even the Newmoon District of old. For those who remained there, it was no slum; it was a wilderness of brick and stone.


      Which was why the sight of a young girl being pursued by a group of armed men failed to move any residents to action. She ran and ran, breaths coming in ragged gasps. Her argent hair yearned to be washed; blackened by soot and sweat, it had lost its platinum luster. Mud dotted her cheeks, the dark smears in sharp contrast with her pallid skin. Her thin shoulders rose and fell laboriously as she struggled to draw enough breath to supply what few muscles remained on her emaciated frame.


      Still, she kept going, forcing her legs to take step after agonizing step as she looked backward again and again at her pursuers with the desperate, terrified energy of prey trying to escape death. She ran until the dull ache of fatigue turned into the burning pain of depletion, and then she ran some more. On and on she went; the sorrow, the fear, and the fire in her lungs and limbs blurring into a shapeless mass of agony that threatened to crush her heart. Then, it happened — her strength failed her; she stumbled and tripped.


      “Ah—”


      She hit the ground hard, and the object she’d been clutching slid away from her across the uneven road. It was an old book. Having been condemned to the fiery fate of biblioclasm, few copies remained in the world. Inscribed across its cover was the title, “Princess Mia Chronicles.” She crawled hastily toward it.


      “...Mother Elise.”


      The girl recalled the gentle smile of its deceased author, who’d raised her as her own daughter.


      “Listen, Bel. What’s written in this book is the truth, and it’s a truth that you must know — about your grandmother, and what kind of person she was... No matter how many falsehoods the world tries to bury it with, you alone need to know what really happened...”


      So said the younger of her two foster mothers before giving her an affectionate pat on the head.


      “Mother Anne...”


      The girl named Bel recalled the tender embrace of another person, who’d given her unconditional love and support.


      “Go, dear. Go, and hold that proud name close to your heart. Her blood flows through you. You can’t die here. Go! Run!”


      So said the older of her foster mothers before pulling her into a hug, her smile as warm as the blood streaming down her chest.


      They were the faces of the people Bel loved. Kind, compassionate faces, which she’d never see again.


      “Auntie Tiona... Auntie Chloe... Mr. Ludwig... Uncle Dion...”


      Everyone was gone. Everyone who’d shown her kindness had died... to protect her. Before they had, however, they’d all spoken the same words — some with regret, others with a bitter smile. But without fail, they’d all said the same thing.


      “If only she were still alive... It wouldn’t have turned out this way...”


      Were that saintly lady of boundless compassion, the Great Sage of the Empire, still amongst them, the empire... and the world... would surely have avoided this terrible fate. This she, extolled by everyone Bel knew, was absent in her own memories. All she could recall was the vague sense of a gentle disposition. This was why all her knowledge about the revered figure came from books.


      She was undoubtedly a person who’d earned her title, and the Great Sage of the Empire was many things. As a saint, she was a paragon of compassion and benevolence; as a princess, she was the savior of her nation. After a certain point, it had become taboo to speak of her or the imperial family. Even so, when the moon was low and ears were sparse, people would speak of her in hushed voices, their faces blossoming into fond smiles at every repetition of her name.


      That filled Bel with pride. The thought that the same blood flowed through her veins was like a shining beacon in her heart.


      “Finally give up, kid?”


      A gruff voice pulled her out of the tender world of past memories and dropped her back into reality. She looked up to find a man in crude leather armor. He wore a predatory smile.


      “Look, we don’t wanna do this either, but that bounty on your head is just too fat to pass up. Don’t take it personally, all right?”


      Beside him, another man drew the sword at his waist.


      “Get up. You’re coming with us. Oh, and just so you know, you’re wanted dead or alive, so I’ll just kill you if you try to run. The gallows or my sword. Pick your poison.”


      “Gotta say though, this kid’s so filthy I can’t even tell if she’s the right one. Where’s that wanted poster... Hey, kid, what’s your name? And you’d better tell the truth...”


      His menacing aura enveloped her like the tendrils of some deep sea horror. Fear filled her heart, and she trembled.


      Mother... I’m scared... I’m so scared.


      She pressed the book she held even more tightly against her chest.


      Help me... Grandmother...


      Just then, the voices of those she loved echoed faintly in her head.


      “Hold that proud name close to your heart... and go! May you live... far and wide... Tell them... about her...”


      Suddenly, she remembered — what it meant, who she was, and what she’d inherited. The blood coursing through her veins was passed down to her by the one who stood as a symbol of hope for her people. It struck her like a bolt of lightning, resuscitating a torrent of emotions that pushed against her chest. The trembling of her body didn’t stop, but it changed character. Gone was the oppressing weight of fear, it was replaced by the rising tension of defiance. The raging storm within her pushed her to her feet. She fixed the men with a gaze of silent intensity, her blue eyes filled with pure, radiant resolve.


      “Stand down, insolent knaves!”


      Pride straightened her back and steadied her voice. Standing with her held head high, she managed to cut an imposing, though diminutive, figure. Determined to conduct herself in a manner befitting a descendant of the Great Sage of the Empire, she unwittingly radiated an aura of gravitas that wholly eclipsed what the real thing had ever been capable of. Then, she declared aloud that proud name she bore.


      “My name is Miabel! Miabel Luna Tearmoon! She who inherits the noble blood of the Saint and Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon!”


      All of a sudden, there was a burst of blinding light. The book she held to her chest flipped open, and words rose from its pages. They floated in the air, sheathed in a golden glow, before unraveling into gilded strands that wound themselves around her body.


      “Ah— Huh? What?”


      She stared in shock as she was lifted into the air. The next instant, both strands and girl vanished without a trace.




      ...Thus did the sands of time shift their flow.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Great Sage of the Empire and Her Spring Break of Elegance


      The titular Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, was currently enjoying her spring break in a most elegant fashion. In her room in the female dormitory of Saint-Noel Academy, she was elegantly sprawled across her enormous bed. Every so often, she would elegantly roll from one side to the other, going all the way until she was at the very edge. Then, as if to flaunt its sheer size, she would roll — again, elegantly — back in the other direction. For a bit of variety, she would occasionally rotate herself and roll — repeat after me, elegantly — lengthwise instead of side to side. Sometimes, she would even hug her pillow and roll it with her.


      “Ahh! I’m so bored,” she whined as she idled her time away elegantly.


      Elegantly was, of course, a euphemism for like a lazy degenerate.


      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. She had intended to spend her spring break in the empire indulging in all sorts of fun activities until school started. Circumstances, however, had confined her to Saint-Noel. After departing safely from the Kingdom of Remno, rather than stopping over at home, she’d gone straight back to Saint-Noel, where she remained until the winter holidays. That turned out to be a very bad idea. Her extended absence from the empire meant that when she did actually return, she was greeted by a teary-eyed and excessively hug-prone Emperor.


      “Ohhh! Mia! My dear daughter Mia! What in the moons have you been doing out there?! And why haven’t you come back home sooner?!”


      After thoroughly assaulting her personal space, he inflicted upon her a cruel and unusual punishment for her recklessness. It was the kind of deeply humiliating penalty that dealt a devastating blow to her pride. Specifically...


      “Until next winter, you are to call me Dad. No other forms of address shall be permitted.”


      Cruel and unusual indeed.


      “Y-You can’t! Th-That’s— But, Father!”


      “Dad, I said! Dad! I’m not going to respond to anything else!”


      The light faded from Mia’s eyes as she watched her dear father turn his face away with a pouty hmph. For a long time, she stood there like a ceramic doll, her expression devoid of life. Eventually, the full implications of her situation dawned on her, and she pressed her fingers to her temples.


      Ugh, I feel a headache coming on.


      She later discovered that things only got worse after she abided by his decree. Exuberant that his dear daughter was finally calling him “Dad,” the Emperor started paying her visits with increasing frequency, which she found to be profoundly annoying. Mia, you see, was at that age where she didn’t get along very well with her parents — her previous life notwithstanding.


      As for the others who were implicated in the Remno incident, they all got off scot-free. No charges were pressed against Ludwig, Dion, Tiona, or Anne. Instead, they were commended for trying their best to protect the rampaging Mia as she dragged them along on her crazy adventure. At least, that was how she decided to frame their involvement. Anything even remotely close to the truth would end with their heads rolling, so she didn’t have much choice. Still, she couldn’t help but feel a little peeved by the fact that she was the only one who had to suffer a penalty.


      After a thoroughly disagreeable winter vacation, Mia returned to school determined to stay the hell away from home until the decree became null and void. When spring rolled around, she deliberately stayed at Saint-Noel in order to avoid another trip to the empire. Which felt great for all of two days before boredom started to sink in.


      “Ahhh, I’m so terribly bored. There’s nothing to do. Chloe’s not here. Abel’s not here either...”


      The friends she usually spent her time with were all absent from the academy. Rafina was still here, of course, but she wasn’t exactly that kind of friend; while Mia was willing to attend any gatherings Rafina invited her to, she didn’t feel like seeking the girl out otherwise. As a result, her activities were limited to strolling with Anne around the island town sampling the various sweets on offer, occasional horse-back riding, and overdosing on sleep.


      In other words, she lived the life of a self-indulgent layabout.




      “Milady...”


      Anne stepped into the room and, upon witnessing the awful sight of her egregiously indolent mistress, responded with... neither disappointment nor disgust. Instead, she gazed at Mia with a tender expression, as though she were looking at an adorable little sister.


      Lately, Anne had come to a realization — Mia was not particularly fond of studying. Having helped her study for her finals just a few days ago, Anne had seen firsthand how hard she had to work to learn the material. She had watched Mia, tears of frustration in her eyes, desperately scribble down notes as she combed through textbooks. In the end, she was rewarded for her efforts by placing among the top twenty in her grade. For reference, there were only about eighty students in her grade, but still, being in the top quarter was a brilliant achievement for Mia that would have been wholly unthinkable in the previous timeline. The cause of her desperation was, of course, the classic culprit — procrastination. After neglecting to study properly until the finals were upon her, she crammed her heart out and was now totally spent. The rebound lethargy on display reminded Anne of her younger sisters, and she couldn’t help but smile fondly at the sight.


      I see that studying for tests really isn’t Mia’s forte.


      Despite this new discovery, Anne’s respect for Mia didn’t waver in the slightest. In fact...


      She’s barely older than my little sisters... but those tiny shoulders of hers are saddled with so much responsibility...


      ...Her reverence for Mia only deepened. There was something stirring to the knowledge that her dear mistress’s wisdom was not a natural gift but the result of honest effort, and she was capsized by a wave of emotion.


      That’s why... I have to make sure I do everything I can to support her.


      Quietly, she made her new school year’s resolution.


      When she can afford to unwind, I need to help her relax, and when it’s time to shape up, I need to get tough on her. She’s the kind of person who will understand as long as I explain myself properly, so I need to think about what things I can do to lighten her load.


      Unbeknownst to Mia, her maid-in-waiting was about to become her manager as well.


      Seeing as it was spring break, Anne had every intention of letting Mia lounge around to her heart’s content, but that wouldn’t do for today.


      “Milady,” she said as she approached the bed.


      One of Mia’s eyelids lifted slowly in a lazy acknowledgment.


      “Mmmmm... Anne. Nice timing... Would you mind sitting down and singing a lullaby for—”


      “My deepest apologies, milady, but you may wish to reconsider your nap. Miss Rafina has invited you to her afternoon tea party.”


      “My? Miss Rafina? But didn’t I just attend one yesterday—”


      “According to the invitation, Prince Abel will be arriving today, so she hoped you would join them for the afternoon.”


      “My! Is that so?” Mia’s other eye snapped open as well, and her expression brightened immediately. She sat up in her bed, and her voice lost its sleepy drawl. “I thought he was coming back later. Oh, could it be that he heard I’m staying at the academy, so he came back early for me?”


      Anne watched fondly as Mia morphed from lazy bed-roller to the capable princess she knew and loved.


      “Anne, pick out a dress for me! There’s no time to lose!”


      The Great Sage of the Empire had returned in all her commanding glory — from the neck up, at least. The rest of her was clothed in wrinkly pajamas that had endured significant abuse.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Princess Mia Experiences Romance Overload!


      After hopping off her bed, Mia immediately got down to business. Her first destination was... the bath, of course.


      “Ahhhh, it really is wonderful to be able to take a bath whenever I want!”


      For those who are interested, as a bath aficionado, Mia’s morning routine began with a beeline to the tub. Taking a hot bath after waking certainly had the effect of improving circulation, and it was a habit that enjoyed widespread approval in Saint-Noel, but Mia’s baths were something else.


      “Mmmmm... I can feel the heat soaking into me... It’s making me sort of sleepy...” she mumbled as she considered returning to her bed for a second wind — of napping, that is.


      Mia’s baths were not just baths; they were exercises in hedonism.


      Ultimately, she abandoned the notion and quickly dried herself off. Despite a truncated application of her usual treatment routine, her skin and hair had retained their usual luster. After donning a freshly-cleaned dress and accessorizing to maximize her charm, she made her way to Rafina’s chamber.


      “Ah, Mia, you’re here.”


      “Greetings, Miss Rafina. Thank you for inviting me to this tea party.”


      She tugged at her skirt and performed an elegant curtsy at the door before stepping into the room.


      “Hey, Mia. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you.”


      “My! Abel, you’re already here!”


      “I just got here, actually. And you... are especially beautiful today,” he said with a bright smile that immediately reddened her cheeks.


      “M-M-My! Abel! When did you become such a smooth talker? You shouldn’t say things like that to girls too often, you know? It’ll make you look like a womanizer!” she replied, trying her best to keep her cool.


      Abel, however, looked hurt.


      “I... didn’t think you saw me that way. I wouldn’t say that to anyone else. Only you, because I honestly think so.”


      This, while ostensibly a reasonable clarification of his intent, was effectively the follow-up right hook to his opening left jab, and it knocked the sense right out of her for a good few seconds. She stared at him in a daze as an amorous sigh escaped her lips. Inside her head, she was experiencing full-on romance overload, and her overheated brain struggled to string simple thoughts together.


      Wh-Wh-What is his deal? Sweet moons, Abel! A-Are you innocent or an imbecile? You can’t just say stuff like that in public!


      She was brought back to her senses by the sound of someone politely clearing his throat.


      “Ahem. Princess Mia... I would greatly appreciate it if you would refrain from overtly ignoring my master.”


      “Keithwood! You came as well? Then... Oh, Sion, you’re here too.”


      Sion’s shoulders visibly sagged at her remark. He turned to his attendant.


      “...Keithwood, I’ve never had any desire to win the affections of women. If anything, they were always the ones to approach me, and I always found their advances a tad vexing. But tell me... was that the folly of a young man, blind to his own privilege? I thought myself a decent person, but strip away the fame and fortune, and what remains? Is it but a sad creature deserving of such scorn?”


      The sight of the crestfallen Sion was too much for her guilty conscience to bear, and she hurried to comfort him.


      “O-Oh, please, Sion. Don’t take it so seriously. It was just a joke. Of course I wanted to see you too. I’m glad that you’re doing well.”


      At that, Sion immediately looked up, his despondent frown replaced by a smug grin.


      “Ah, good. Because I was joking as well.”


      “Wha—?!”


      “It’s good to know that we were mutually facetious. I wished to see you too, and I’m equally glad that you’re doing well. Also...” His grin deepened. “I see that you’re still as gullible— Ahem, good-natured as ever, Mia.”


      “What?!”


      Mia’s face reddened again, but this time, it was in anger overload.


      Th-This little brat! I swear he’s gotten even meaner than before! Is it because of the kick? I bet it is! He’s still holding a grudge against me for kicking his smug little butt!


      She was about to fiercely rebuke him when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Looking over, she found Abel wearing a thoroughly puzzled frown.
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      “What do you mean, Prince Sion? That good-naturedness is exactly why she’s so beautiful.”


      “...Eh?”


      Abel’s sweet words hit her like an uppercut and robbed her of her voice again. Her cheeks grew redder than they’d ever been, and she let out another long, amorous sigh as she indulged in another moment of romance overload.


      Slightly inebriated by the thick scent of romcom in the air, her senses were dulled and she let down her guard. The bloody diary had vanished, and she’d been freed from the terror of the guillotine blade. Furthermore, she’d managed to escape from the perilous situation in Remno without so much as a scratch. Her string of successes had dulled her sense of danger. Like a bear deep in hibernation, she was oblivious to the new perils creeping up on her.


      “Excuse me. Huh? Princess Mia?”


      The next people to step into the room were Tiona Rudolvon and her attendant, Liora Lulu.


      “My, the two of you were invited too? How’s Cyril doing?”


      “Ah, he’s doing quite well, Your Highness. He’s studying hard and looking forward to attending classes at the school you’re building.”


      “I see. I’m very glad to hear tha— Hm?”


      At last, her survival instincts kicked in, sending a chill up her spine.


      Wait a minute... Something about this seems off... The people here, they’re...


      Sion and Abel, and now Tiona... These were all the accomplices who’d followed her into Remno. The fact that they were all gathered here made her uneasy. Alas, it had taken too long for her sense of danger to reawaken, and she’d lost her chance to escape.


      “It would appear that the whole cast has been assembled. Let us begin the tea party then,” said a delighted Rafina.


      Something about her smile told Mia that new dangers were right around the corner, and she was about to be sucked into them.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Jam, Tea, and Chaos Serpents


      “My, Miss Rafina! These cookies are absolutely delicious!” exclaimed Mia after taking a bite.


      Whatever ill premonitions she may have had were quickly forgotten in the face of tasty sweets. Mia, after all, was not one to dwell. It was one of her virtues. Or maybe one of her vices. It was hard to tell sometimes.


      “Are they now? I’m glad you like them,” said Rafina, bringing her hands together in an enthusiastic clap. She smiled pointedly before continuing. “By the way, about that Jem fellow you sent here to be placed under my care... I’d just like you to know that I’ve been taking very good care of him. As you instructed, I’ve been giving him daily lectures.”


      The poor man. Mia took a sip from her cup to hide a smirk. Hah. Serves him right.


      The thought that she’d seen the last of Jem’s despicable face made her all the smugger, and she relished the moment as the savory aroma of black tea filled her nose.


      Ahhh, now that I’ve gotten that off my chest, I feel better already. Silly me, thinking something seemed off. There’s nothing wrong here.


      Seeing the satisfied grin on Mia’s face, Rafina gave a knowing nod.


      “Aha, so you did indeed know about who he was working for. I expected nothing less from you, Mia.”


      ...Huh? Who’s working for who now?


      Fortunately for Mia, Sion spoke up, drawing everyone’s attention away from the clueless expression on her face.


      “I’m not sure I understand what you mean, Miss Rafina. The perpetrators were all my own people. They belonged to Sunkland’s spy agency.”


      “Indeed, they were Wind Crows. White Crows, to be exact. Sunkland’s premier specialists in information warfare.” Rafina smiled. “All of whom were upstanding, purehearted people.”


      “Upstanding and... purehearted...”


      Even Sion lifted an eyebrow at that. Those were not the kind of adjectives usually associated with spies.


      “All except Jem,” continued Rafina, pointedly keeping her tone light and playful, “who was a little different. Everyone else was quite happy to listen to me read from the scriptures, but Jem didn’t seem to appreciate it at all. He reacted rather negatively to my sermons.”


      “Rather negatively?”


      “Yes. His antagonism seemed quite visceral.”


      That made Mia curious. All of the nations in this region were part of a single prevailing religious sphere centered around the Holy Principality of Belluga, which was the home of the Central Orthodox Church. Their morality and beliefs were based on the Holy Book of Belluga, and while the particulars inevitably differed from individual to individual, the overarching value system was deeply embedded within the vast majority of people living here. Therefore, while Rafina’s lectures could certainly bore her audience through the tedium of familiarity, they shouldn’t elicit such a strong sense of antipathy — especially from spies, whose work demanded a great deal of pragmatism. It was entirely possible that they weren’t even religious to begin with, in which case a young girl’s sermons on morality should simply enter one ear and leave straight out the other. Jem, meanwhile...


      “In fact, he seemed to be gripped by panic,” Rafina added.


      The religious should welcome her lectures. The secular could feign interest or, should that require more effort than they could muster, display overt apathy. To be incapable of even ignoring her suggested a belief in an opposing faith. In other words...


      “Oh no... Is he... a demoniac?” asked Tiona, her voice a fearful whisper.


      The question caught Rafina off guard, and she blinked the surprise out of her eyes before saying, “Ah. Right. I suppose there are such people.”


      God was opposed by an entity known as the Archdaemon, and lower-ranking demons in its service could possess people and cause them to act maliciously. Those under such malevolent influence were known as demoniacs. In Belluga, people called exorcists were tasked with handling the victims of possession.


      “To my knowledge, demoniacs don’t act like he does. They thrash about like wild beasts. Cerebral undertakings such as gathering accomplices to plot conspiracies seem to be beyond them. That’s why I suspect that whatever is fueling Jem’s actions is something else entirely.”


      “Something else, huh...” said Abel, joining the conversation with a serious expression. As a victim of the plot in Remno, the culprit’s true identity was of great relevance to him. “Judging by your tone, Miss Rafina, it sounds like you already know who or what this something else is.”


      Meanwhile, his trans-dimensional counterpart, Mia, who’d played his role in the previous timeline, was preoccupied by thoughts of jam. Having discovered a jar of it on the table, she had been eagerly awaiting the chance to add it to her tea and had little mental capacity left for its phonemic cousin. Mia preferred jam over Jem.


      Ahhh, I thought this tea would go great with wild strawberry jam, and I was right. In fact, it tastes even better than I expected.


      The rest of her companions continued discussing the far more serious topic of Jem.


      “You’re absolutely correct, Prince Abel. I do indeed have my suspicions already, and it’s not demoniacs. I believe the threat we face is far more grounded in the material world.”


      “And what do you mean by that?”


      Rafina paused for a moment to take an elegant sip of her tea before declaring in a quiet but potent voice, “A group of destruction-seeking vandals who are a menace to Belluga, the Central Orthodox Church, and quite possibly the whole world. They are a secret society that has been operating in the shadows throughout history, and they are known as the Chaos Serpents.”


      She spoke their name with a rare grimace, as though the very sound of it disgusted her.


      “Chaos Serpents... The name is foreign to my ears. Are they some sort of demonic cult, then?” asked Sion with a frown.


      The worship of the Archdaemon or its subservient demons was hardly unheard of, and there was a constant cycle of heretical cults popping up, only to be shunned by the populace before fading away into obscurity. At Sion’s question, however, some hesitancy entered Rafina’s voice.


      “Probably... Unfortunately, the particulars of their doctrine remain a mystery. In fact, nothing is known about them except two things. The first is that they hate the Holy Book of our God, from which we can infer that they likely worship the Archdaemon.” She took a moment to look around, meeting the gazes of everyone present before continuing. “The second... is that their goal is the complete destruction of all man-made order. The latter, while less theologically significant, is in my opinion a far more concrete threat.”


      “The destruction of order...” echoed Sion, his tone matching her in graveness. “Care to elaborate?”


      “Of all order. Nations, laws, cultures and academics... Everything up to and including the peaceful mundanity of our everyday lives.”


      Abel looked incredulous — and for good reason — as he considered the implications of this ideology when pushed to its logical conclusion.


      “These people sound like they’d be the enemy of all nations. Hell, the enemy of humanity as a whole. Are you telling me there are people this dangerous in the world, and everyone just lets them be?”


      “Of course not. We certainly haven’t been letting them be. However, they are everywhere. They could be a noble or a merchant, a peasant or an official. Send out an army to stamp out heretics, and you might later discover the commander was one of them,” said Rafina, shaking her head as she let out a sigh that contained a bit too much frustration for her examples to be entirely theoretical. “They have embedded themselves within our nations, melting into our society and hiding amongst us with incredible cunning. I suppose you could say they’re almost like spies, though I must admit I never expected to find one of them working as the real thing.”


      They could be anywhere and anyone, and there was no way to tell, making it exceedingly difficult to weed them out.


      “And when it comes to Demon-worshiping cults, normally, their members live together at some shrine or temple,” said Sion, thinking out loud as he continued her train of thought. “Sometimes, they can gather in large numbers and engage in hostile dissent, causing damage to nearby villages, but... I see. Whereas their tendency to congregate makes it easy to stamp them out, the elusiveness of these Serpents makes them a far more troublesome foe, which means... Ah. Of course. So that’s why we’re seated here today. Having already acted in direct opposition to a Serpent, you knew for certain that we were not among them.”


      “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” Rafina nodded with satisfaction. “Thank you, Prince Sion. It’s so very nice to know we’re all on the same page.”


      Then, she turned to Mia, who immediately felt all her sweat glands go into overdrive.


      Huh? Why is she— Uh oh, this is one of those “I have no idea what’s going on but I’m definitely not allowed to ask” situations, isn’t it?


      Mia’s cowardly instincts promptly sounded the alarms in her head. Sadly, it was too late to be of any use. From the moment she chose to attend this tea party, or maybe even the moment she suggested shipping Jem off to Rafina to avoid having to deal with him, her fate had been sealed; she was already a part of this.


      What has any of this got to do with me? How come she called me here too? Maybe she just wanted to keep us updated on what’s going on with Jem. That has to be it, right? She’s only telling us all this so we get the full picture. This is just her padding things out with background information and has absolutely nothing to do with me specifically.


      Holding on to what she knew was a thin sliver of hope, she looked back at Rafina, who smiled at her.


      “I’m sure this will come as no surprise to you, Mia, but do allow me to indulge in a bit of formalities...” she said before clearing her throat. “I, Rafina Orca Belluga, formally request your aid in establishing a united front against the Chaos Serpents, as well as your participation in its efforts to counter their activities!”
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Story

Mia, the reviled selfish princess of the fallen Tearmoon Empire, is executed, only to wake
up a twelve-year-old again after somehow leaping backwards through time. With a second

chance at life, she resolves to fix the ills that Plague the Empire so she doesn’t end up at the

guillotine again. With the help of her previous life’s memories and a healthy dose of
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