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      Chapter 1: Princess Mia’s Festival of Debauchery (Part A) —Is This Gluttony? No, It’s Principle—


      On the night of the Holy Eve Festival, Mia had survived a dangerous conspiracy that began with Bel’s kidnapping and ended with an attempt on her life. Then, she successfully rescued Citrina. And then, she engaged in a formal discussion of profound historical significance in the Yellowmoon manor. After all that, she immediately hit the road again.


      Now, Mia sat with chin in palm and elbow on sill as her carriage trundled toward the imperial capital Lunatear. There was a somberness to her expression.


      “Oh, look, milady. Lunatear’s coming into view,” said a delighted Anne, who hadn’t been back in quite some time.


      Mia smiled at her enthusiasm, but on the inside, she was still mulling over her conversation with Lorenz.


      When all is said and done, it looks like we’re still a long way from getting to the bottom of all this.


      He’d mentioned the existence of a high priestess of the Serpents, who presumably had their bible, The Book of Those Who Crawl the Earth. But that was it. All they’d really learned in the end was that these things existed. That hardly counted as progress. Had Lorenz involved himself more deeply with the Serpents, he might have managed to extract more information, but he admitted that he’d been questionably compliant from the very beginning, so he never had a chance to see the high priestess in person.


      “Moons,” Mia lamented. “I wonder how long it’ll be before we can make some real headway against the Serpents...”


      “Milady?” Mia looked up to find Anne’s worried face mere inches from hers. “Is something bothering you?”


      “Oh, uh... No. Nothing is bothering me,” said Mia, her hasty smile clearly evasive.


      Then, she thought better of it.


      Actually, I’ve been making Anne worry a whole lot lately, haven’t I? Maybe I should just be honest with her... She couldn’t shake the feeling of her guilty conscience, so she decided to speak her mind. “Actually, Lord Yellowmoon gave us some rather troubling information that highlighted the enormous scope and mysterious nature of our enemy but revealed nothing else helpful. Basically, we got a much better look at how tough this is going to be, but we made no progress toward solving it. It’s really quite depressing.”


      “Milady...”


      Anne fell silent for a moment, but soon shook her head and gestured encouragingly at Mia with her fists.


      “Give yourself some more credit, milady. Miss Citrina is safe and sound now,” she said with conviction. “If it hadn’t been for you, neither Miss Citrina nor Lord Yellowmoon would have been saved. So please, be proud of what you’ve accomplished. You have every right to be.”


      Mia reflexively glanced at the two carriages behind hers. In one rode Citrina and Bel. The former was thoroughly exhausted from her struggle against Barbara. Bel, ever the thoughtful one, had volunteered to ride in the same carriage and provide her weary friend with some company.


      Hm... I see. She has a point. Maybe I’m being too pessimistic about the situation. The fact that we managed to rescue Rina should be enough of a victory. In fact, that was the original goal, so I should probably just consider the information we gained to be an extra freebie.


      She’d saved her friend, with whom she’d bonded over foal and fungus, from certain death. Moreover, she’d made an ally of Duke Yellowmoon. The Tearmoon nobles he’d been secretly sending abroad were apparently talented individuals too, and if they could be called back, it would surely be a boon. Considering that the age of the great famine was fast-approaching, these were decidedly heartening developments.


      And I got to eat some delicious tarts and cookies...though I would have preferred to have another cookie or two. Eh, scratch that. Another five or six, at least.


      Mere seconds after entertaining this line of thought, she immediately felt her worries fade and her mood brighten. In case anyone has forgotten, not dwelling was one of Mia’s strong points.


      “Good point... Yes, worrying about it won’t solve anything.” Mia smiled again at Anne, this time with earnesty. “Thank you, Anne. I feel a little better now.”


      “Any time, milady. After all, such a long face doesn’t suit you.”


      “All that’s left, then...is to see if Rafina can pull some information out of Barbara once she gets there... Oho ho, sermons every day... I can just imagine how much she’ll hate— Hm?”


      The familiar cityscape of the capital suddenly leapt into view, only now it buzzed with a palpable energy. Vendor stalls lined the sides of the main street. Buildings had been decorated. There were also more people walking around. The busy capital was ever bustling, even more than usual.


      “Ah... Preparations are already underway, I see.”


      It would soon be time for the Tearmoon Empire’s year-end event that defines its winter—Princess Mia’s Birthday Festival. Work had always proceeded smoothly during the days leading up in previous years, and this year seemed no different. The festival proper would take place over five days, making for a lavish celebration to which a great many nobles from neighboring kingdoms were invited. Many of whom, by the way, Mia would have to meet and greet personally. Being the indisputable protagonist of the festival, she was always very busy.


      She’d always found this aspect of the experience a tad unpleasant. Running from noble to noble, listening to all their wishes and blessings... It was, frankly, sort of a pain. At least, she used to think that. Now, she knew what an exceptional luxury it was to receive such treatment. To have her birthday celebrated by so many people and fill her stomach with so much delicious food... It was pure, unqualified bliss. And it was something she’d never have realized back when the unfailing regularity with which high-quality cuisine was delivered to her fingertips was something she completely took for granted.


      Therefore, Mia’s tendency to stuff her face with food was not, in fact, due to gluttony. No, what she practiced...was appreciation! How could she leave food uneaten, knowing its value? Indeed, it was not gluttony but principle that drove her to devour all the contents of her plate. As a devout practitioner of F.A.T., she afforded her foods the utmost respect by consuming them all with gratitude.


      As a steadfast observer of non-leftoverism, her own birthday festival was naturally a joyous occasion that she should be thankful for...but there was also an aspect of it that caused her some distress.


      It’s...such a terrible waste...


      Mia knew that during her birthday festival, she’d be greeted by mountains of food wherever she went, the vast majority of which would be thrown away after her departure. In attending to her numerous invitations, she’d end up going from place to place, leaving a trail of wasted food in her wake.


      Why did this happen? Because nobles were creatures of vanity. They believed that the amount of food with which they welcomed her—and by extension the amount they squandered thereafter—demonstrated their power and generosity. During this time, every Tearmoon noble would vie for supremacy in this absurd game, each trying to outdo the rest through lavish banquets and exorbitant feasts. Everyone was committed to celebrating her birthday, but everyone was also determined to demonstrate to the emperor and Mia that they celebrated the hardest.


      Speaking of which... How many times back then did I wish we could have somehow gotten back all the food we threw away during these festivals? Too many, that’s for sure...


      Like an old friend, a memory from the previous timeline greeted her. She let it fill her mind, bringing her back to half a year before she was captured by the revolutionary army.




      That day, Mia had been in the middle of an idle stroll through the palace. As she looked upon its various features, she let out a deep sigh.


      “The Whitemoon Palace has always been so beautiful... I never thought there’d come a day when it would look so...beaten and abandoned.”


      A lone figure accompanied her, walking a few paces behind. It was the young bespectacled minister Ludwig Hewitt. He watched as she stepped out onto a balcony and looked down on the capital’s sprawling panorama. A panorama that elicited yet another deep sigh from her.


      “The capital is in pretty poor shape too,” she bemoaned.


      “The biggest problem is that the people see no future,” said Ludwig. “From the great famine to the plague, then the civil war with the Lulu Tribe, followed by riots throughout the land... Despair looms so tall that no bright future can be seen behind it. People are losing the will to live and succumbing to their worst, most self-destructive tendencies.”


      As Mia listened to Ludwig’s grim depiction of the present state of things, she quietly murmured, “How could this have happened...? Just two years ago during my birthday festival, there was so much food everywhere that we had to throw most of it away... We had so much food... Where did it all go?”


      Now, she barely had enough to eat herself. She was Hungry Hungry Mia, every single day.


      “All I can say is...the realization that there exists no magical urn from which food flows indefinitely...came a tad too late...” Ludwig wearily shook his head. If only there had been more nobles who understood this simple fact...things wouldn’t have gotten as bad as they did.


      “Grrr... I won’t blame them for eating a lot, but making so much extra food just to throw it all away? Wh-What a terribly wasteful thing to do! What was I thinking, letting them get away with that? Ugh, that was definitely the biggest mistake of my life. Sweet moons, I wish I could go back in time and talk some sense into them.”


      Mia ground her teeth in frustration. Ludwig regarded her for a moment, then shrugged.


      “Even allowing for the feat of temporal travel, the feasibility of such a proposition is, in my opinion, doubtful. Sure, if they all had knowledge of the future, they would probably listen. But they did not. No one knew a famine of this scale was going to occur. Would it really be possible to persuade people when they do not have this crucial prescience?”


      “Well, if it’s me telling them to, then yes. What, are they going to defy a direct order from me? I’d like to see who has the guts to try it.”


      She glared at Ludwig for emphasis, but he simply shook his head again.


      “His Majesty issued an imperial decree that nothing but the finest celebration would be suitable for Your Highness’s birthday. Your words bear weight, but surely not more than your father’s, yes?”


      At that, he paused, falling into a meditative silence. A thought had occurred to him. A trifling thought, more entertainment than exploration, for it was a classic “what if” scenario. In this case, however, it might hold value. He could certainly refute Mia’s argument through the cold, uncompromising hammer of pure logic, but what could be gained by doing that? Better to make more constructive use of this conversation they were having.


      With his mind made up, Ludwig finished composing his thoughts.


      “With that said, though...if one does not directly refute the wishes of another, but rather prod those wishes toward another direction, then perhaps what you suggest is possible...” he said, sparing a glance at her as he spoke.


      This, too, was a part of his educational program. In the future, when it was time to start rebuilding the empire, Mia would be faced with countless negotiations, each likely more difficult than the last. And she’d have to attend them all in person. Normally, this would be unthinkable. No empire would send its princess across the continent running from conference table to conference table. That was what ministry officials were for. Or the chancellor. Or a powerful noble. Whoever it was, it shouldn’t be the princess.


      But these were no normal times. If a problem could be solved by the princess’s presence, there was no question that she’d have to show up. Furthermore, despite her grumbling, Mia never showed any true disdain at making the effort to travel and seat herself at the negotiation table. For all her faults, she always listened to Ludwig and did what she could to comply with his requests. Well, she made the attempt to do so, at least. Because of that, he would always in spite of himself end up looking forward to seeing her grow as a person and providing her with the pedagogical support needed to realize that growth.


      “Hmm, I see, I see... Prod their wishes toward another direction...” she mumbled, crossing her arms in a way that ostensibly suggested she was deep in thought. “So, what exactly are we supposed to do?”


      Ludwig gave her an oblique look.


      Frankly, it’s not a particularly meaningful observation, but I suppose there’s some value in the process of arriving at it. It should help develop a habit of mental inquiry. Granted, either way, she’ll get plenty of practice soon enough. Once the empire recovers from this crisis, there will be no shortage of situations that shall require her to use her head.


      So he thought. But sadly, it was not to come. The future he’d imagined, in which his careful instruction bore fruit and Mia’s grudging but steady efforts at brainwork would be rewarded...burned away in the revolution’s flames, leaving only cindered flakes to coat the cold, mournful dew on the guillotine’s blade.


      But even then...it wasn’t all for naught.


      The words they traded that day would persist as a memory in the mind of a girl in a carriage. Those unrequited wishes of times bygone yet lived on today in Mia’s heart.




      Hmm... I see. He had a point. I’m imagining myself in that situation right now, and I can see how “be more frugal” is going to be a tough sell. Trying to persuade father...feels like a dead end too. Augh, but I can’t just watch them waste all that food. There must be something I can do.


      Mia racked her brains.


      The best way to prevent food from going to waste is to eat it all myself...but honestly, it’s just too much. Especially for a light eater like me. Aaah, curse this small stomach of mine!


      Forced to abandon this method due to her supposedly small stomach, she kept thinking...and thinking...and craving sweets...and thinking some more...


      “Prod their wishes toward another direction, huh? In that case...” she murmured as an idea came to her. “Yes... If what they want is a chance to show off how much money they’re willing to spend, why not just—”


      Just then, the carriage stopped in front of the Whitemoon Palace.


      “Ah, we’re here.”


      She glanced at the carriage behind her. The one carrying Citrina and Bel had gone its separate way mid-journey, bound for Anne’s former home where the rest of her family lived. That was a preventative measure; the Emperor must not be allowed to see Bel in person. The other carriage followed her here. Inside were the two princes, Abel and Sion.


      They ended up accompanying me all the way here. Basic courtesy dictates that I owe them a proper reception. All right, then. Time to make some arrangements.


      The pair had not only gone to the Yellowmoon manor with her but also agreed to celebrate her birthday with her by attending the upcoming festival in person. Delighted to have them present, Mia was all fired up to give them a lavish welcome. Unfortunately, she was so eager to start preparing the reception that she failed to account for the possibility of a trap waiting for her in the middle of the capital. It lay in wait right in front of the palace and ended up catching her completely off guard. As she walked up, it sprung its villainous existence upon her with all the deadly impact of a blade bound for her neck.


      On the next episode of Tearmoon Empire, Mia dies before the Whitemoon Palace!


      ...Due to humiliation.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Princess Mia’s Festival of Debauchery (Part B) —The Light of Hope and the Miraculous Memory—


      “Oh? My, this is...”


      The Whitemoon Palace was in the midst of a visual transformation in preparation for Mia’s birthday festival. Large pieces of resplendent cloth were draped over the palace walls, across which the name Mia Luna Tearmoon was embroidered in big, bold letters. That was fine. It happened every year, and she was used to it. The problem lay elsewhere. Rather, it stood elsewhere.


      White, imposing, and standing almost as tall as the palace itself...was an enormous statue of Mia!


      “What...?”


      She stared at it with a twitching grimace.


      Wh-What in the moons is that supposed to be?!


      Worse yet...


      “Come on, you need to carve off a little more around that part or it won’t bring out Mia’s charm. And make sure to be especially careful over there. Notice how it’s nice and round, with a bit of pudginess to it? Yes, that’s essential! It’s so very Mia-like. Make sure you don’t mess it up.”


      The on-site supervisor was none other than His Imperial Majesty and current emperor of the Tearmoon Empire, Matthias Luna Tearmoon himself. Mia watched in abject horror as her father fought vigorously at the front lines, braving sand and flake as he pointed fingers and shouted orders.


      She gulped. Feeling a sudden warmth in her cheeks, she quickly hopped out of the carriage. A quick glance backward revealed Abel and Sion to be in the midst of debarking as well, but they’d have to come later. First, she needed to take care of the problem in front of her.


      She hastily stomped her way toward the emperor who, hearing her approach, looked in her direction.


      “Oooh, Mia, you’re back!”


      With a smile like a summer morning, he ran over.


      “Greetings, Your Majesty. I have returned,” said Mia.


      She performed an exemplary curtsy. Despite its flawless execution, Matthias was not pleased.


      “Moons! Your Majesty?” He grunted with visible displeasure. “You hurt me, my dear darling daughter. Call me ‘dad’ like you always do! Go on now. Let me hear you say dad.”


      “Ugh, da—I mean—augh! I do not call you dad all the time. Would you stop making things up already, father?” she shrieked, red-faced.


      This was, after all, a public space. They were in the presence of many other people. Specifically, two princes who—


      Uh oh.


      In the slow, dread-filled manner of horror theater, she craned her neck just enough to peer backwards...where she discovered the pair standing only a few paces away. Abel was staring at her in open-mouthed astonishment. Sion had a hand to his mouth, but it hardly concealed his amusement.


      Hnnnnnngh! Th-This is utterly humiliating! Why must I be subjected to public humiliation like this...


      As much as she wished to flee the premises, however, she couldn’t do so quite yet. She had to know what in the moons was going on with...that thing.


      “More importantly, father, what is this supposed to be?” she asked in a trembling voice as she gazed up at the enormous white statue of herself.


      “Ah, this? I had it made as a gift for your return. I was hoping it’d cheer you up when you saw it. They call it a snow sculpture,” he answered as he regarded it with pride. “I heard about what you’re doing out there, you know? Viscount Berman came by the other day, and we talked a little. He told me all about the big wooden statue of yourself that you’re putting up in the Mia Academy.”


      “What wooden statue?!” she scoffed. “How come I haven’t heard of this?!”


      She recalled how Berman had previously wanted to build a massive golden statue. She thought she’d talked him out of it, but clearly, she’d been mistaken.


      “After hearing that, I decided I wanted one for the capital as well. Then—and the timing was perfect, by the way—I just so happened to catch wind of statues made of snow, so I looked into it.”


      When it came time for serious business, the emperor could be incredibly quick to action. Mia just wished he’d apply that kind of initiative to things that didn’t involve, say, making big snow sculptures of herself.


      “B-But...it hasn’t snowed here in the capital yet, has it?”


      The most baffling thing about the sculpture was that the whole way here, she didn’t remember seeing a single snowflake. The weather was certainly cold enough for fallen snow to accumulate, but the snow hadn’t fallen. So where did her frosty supersized replica come from?


      Matthias chuckled with self-satisfaction.


      “That’s where Outcount Gilden comes in. It’s already snowing up north right now, and I heard you’re on good terms with the man, so I asked him to haul some over. He was very eager to help out.”


      Mia did a quick mental review of the name. Gilden...was the outland noble she befriended on the way back from Ganudos Port Country.


      First Berman, now Gilden... Ugh! Why can’t they just mind their own business? Unforgivable!


      Trying very hard not to show her intense teeth-gnashing, she glared up at the snow sculpture. Her intense scrutiny inadvertently introduced her to its artistic merits. The snowy Mia was dressed like a fairy, and the level of expression through the normally-fluffy medium was, frankly, breathtaking. From the shape of her cheek to the angle of her jawline, even down to each and every individual strand of hair, there was an incredible detail to attention on par with the finest works of art.


      To think you could make something like this out of snow... Art is amazing...


      Her mind engaged in escapism, focusing its thoughts on the art rather than the context. It was an understandable reaction, especially when the sculpture had subtly embellished her appearance. Basically, it made her look prettier than she actually was. If flesh-and-scone Mia just barely passed for pretty, then her wintry counterpart cleared the line with ease. There was some level of artistic license being taken for sure. The sculpture was also bigger than her. Much much bigger. Snow Mia was the same height as the palace itself and asserted its looming presence onto every nearby eye as though it craved every bit of attention it could get. It was so damn tall, in fact, that she wondered if everyone in the capital could see it, so long as they knew which way to look.


      Alas, she couldn’t stop the context from slipping into her thoughts.


      Imagine, please, a beautiful artist’s rendition of a girl, so beautiful that any sane mind would wonder if maybe a tad too many liberties had been taken. Now imagine this likeness in the form of a towering sculpture as tall as a palace. Finally, imagine the poor girl whose conspicuously-embellished likeness was now on display for all to see, standing there, staring at said likeness...while her own father barked orders at his artisans to touch up her nose and dimple her cheek. How would this girl feel?


      Embarrassed to death, that’s how! For a girl in her most sensitive years, this was the stuff of profound cringe. Back-bending, tummy-fluttering, hiss-inducing cringe.


      I-I’ll die if Abel catches a glimpse of this!


      Whoever saw this sculpture would surely believe the Great Sage of the Empire, Mia Luna Tearmoon, to be a bit of an exhibitionist. They’d wince with secondhand embarrassment. Then, after witnessing her snowy beauty, they’d see her in the flesh...and doubtlessly flash knowing smiles at each other afterward.


      “Ah, so this is what Princess Mia looks like,” they’d say. “Mmm. Well, I mean, art is art, but maybe they brushed her up a little too much?”


      I can’t let the two of them see this. No way! Absolutely not!


      She promptly swiveled on her heels, hands ready to be employed as makeshift blindfolds for the two princes. Sadly, she was too late. Both of them, she realized, had their heads tilted back, their astonished gazes focused squarely on her sculpture.


      It was then that Mia wished for the stars to fall from the sky and end the world. Her apocalyptic escapism demonstrates an important fact about the fundamental nature of the world: just as curiosity kills cats, embarrassment kills princesses. If you or anyone you know is a princess, please treat them with dignity and respect.


      In any case, having realized that every moment she spent looking at the sculpture was chipping away at her sanity, she promptly changed the topic.


      “Mmm, anyway, father—”


      “I’ve waited so long for you to come back. Personally, I think I deserve at least one ‘dad.’ What do you think?”


      “I think I’m trying to have a serious conversation, father. These,” she said, turning slightly to gesture at the two princes behind her, “are my classmates, Prince Abel and Prince Sion. They came all the way here to attend my birthday festival.”


      Then, she smiled pointedly at Matthias, who grunted.


      “Ah. To attend my daughter’s birthday festival. I see,” he repeated, expression sobering. In a decidedly taciturn manner, he walked up to the princes. “Many thanks for making the long journey here. I am Matthias Luna Tearmoon.”


      The emperor’s gaze swept across them with all the sharpness of a royal blade, then settled on Abel, who couldn’t help but stumble backward. Catching himself, he managed to convert his backward step into a respectful bow.


      So this is Mia’s father, the Emperor of Tearmoon.


      Abel quietly sucked in a breath. The man had a commanding presence, equal parts majestic and imposing. It was a different aura from his own father, who was a warrior, but it was no less impressive. There was something about the emperor’s careful, appraising gaze that caused every fiber of muscle in Abel’s body to tense up, pulling his shoulders back and straightening his spine. His eyes began to shift reflexively toward Sion. He forced them back with a rush of shame.


      Get a hold of yourself, man!


      Etiquette followed reality, and based on the power hierarchy in the continent, it was understood that Sion should be first to return the greeting. The Kingdom of Remno did, after all, sit on a considerably lower rung. Any mention of the Tearmoon Empire could only be paralleled by the Kingdom of Sunkland. Nowhere in that context did Remno fit. On top of that, Abel was a second prince. Compared to Sion, who was the crown prince of Sunkland and heir to the throne, he was inferior in every shape and form.


      But what about it? So what if I am?


      Mia had said she believed in him, so Abel had to live up to those hopes of hers. It was as simple as that. This was no time for cold feet.


      “I am Abel Remno, second prince of the Kingdom of Remno. At school, I partake in the duties and activities of the student council alongside Her Highness Princess Mia. It is an honor to meet you, Your Majesty.”


      After concluding his introduction, he boldly met Matthias’s gaze. A breath later, Sion spoke as well.


      “I am equally honored to make Your Majesty’s acquaintance. I am Sion Sol Sunkland, crown prince of the Kingdom of Sunkland. Like my friend, I am also a member of Saint-Noel Academy’s student council.”
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      Once the two princes finished introducing themselves, Matthias quietly crossed his arms.


      Hm... Abel Remno. So this is the second prince of Remno, he thought as he carefully took the boy’s measure. A sharp gaze. Bold yet balanced stance. A knight in the making, I’d say. I heard the Kingdom of Remno is beefing up their military. The first prince is apparently a better swordsman, but this one... This one is no slouch either, it seems. That is not the face of a coward.


      Next, he looked at Sion.


      And this is the crown prince of Sunkland, Sion Sol Sunkland... Handsome. Relaxed, but not vulnerable. He gives the impression of an affable young fellow. I see now that the attention and interest he commands from nobles his age is well deserved.


      One by one, he matched his visual assessments to the details in his head. Matthias had, in fact, committed to memory the sons of every royal family and powerful noble in the region. Why? To find a good husband for Mia, of course!


      Rumors are that Remno’s first prince has a violent temperament. As far as I can tell though, this Abel boy shows no such disposition. But Mia is a gentle girl. She will surely be more attracted to those with a gentle nature, like me. She used to tell me she would marry me one day, after all.


      Concluding his evaluation with a nasal huff, he turned to Sion.


      Which means...the one she’s actually after must be Prince Sion. But wait! Would she really fall for a boy who’s so clearly the object of countless women’s affections? Is she really that shallow? Of course not. She used to tell me she would marry me one day, after all. There’s no doubt that she’d prefer someone who’s more the steady, faithful sort.


      He nodded to himself as he mused.


      Even if one of these two were to establish a romantic relationship with Mia, I’ll need to make them spend another five...maybe ten more years on the whetstone of manliness before they become worthy of her. It’s impossible to truly be a match for her, of course, but they’ll have to at least be near her level...


      He mused about some very vacuous things, but he mused nonetheless.


      “Oh, father,” said Mia, interrupting his worthless contemplation, “about this year’s birthday festival. I have a really good idea.”


      “Do you, Mia? What kind of good idea?” he said, his expression instantly reverting to its prior softness.


      Mia smiled with no small amount of smugness and said, “As a matter of fact...for my birthday this year, I want everyone to celebrate it with me.”


      So proud was she of this idea that she even puffed out her chest a little.


      “Hm? Of course everyone will celebrate it with you. That goes without saying, I believe.”


      Matthias frowned in confusion as Mia swayed a finger left and right.


      “Not just the nobles. Everyone. Every man, woman, and child who lives in the empire. I want them all to celebrate my birthday, enjoy the festival, and have a wonderful time.”


      “That...still goes without saying, doesn’t it? I can’t imagine anyone refusing to celebrate your birthday. That would be insolence of the highest order. I even issued a decree stating all such offenders were to be put to dea—”


      “No, father. A decree is just forcing them to obey. That’s not what I want.” Mia gently shook her head.


      “Oh? What is it that you want then?”


      “It’s very simple. I want everyone...to eat delicious food together. That will be enough,” she answered with a bright smile. “What I’m looking for is a well-fed empire during my birthday. Every imperial subject down to the poorest peasant should be able to eat to their heart’s content. Not a single soul should be allowed to go hungry. I want everyone to eat, drink, and enjoy themselves.”


      Matthias listened with widening eyes as she continued.


      “In fact, it’s something that’s been bothering me every year. All the nobles prepare so much food for me, but it’s too much. I can’t possibly eat it all by myself! The guests can’t finish it all either, so there’s always lots of food left over. That doesn’t make me happy one bit. I’d much rather see more smiles on the faces of our people. That’s what would make me happy.”


      The emperor’s eyes grew teary as he listened with increasing fascination.


      “Knowing that people are throwing food away for me brings me no joy. I’d much rather give that food to everyone and have them eat it with big smiles on their faces. That’s a far more fitting thing to do for a festival.”


      “Oooh, Mia, what kindness! My dear darling daughter is such an angel... Well said! You’ve made your wishes clear! I’ll have messengers sent to all the nobles immediately. They will be told to open their doors and invite their people to a feast in their homes. Every town in every domain shall have a feast prepared in its square. There shall be ample food, and all shall be welcome. Not a soul is to go hungry during the festival.”


      Mia mentally roared in triumph at her father’s commandment.


      Oho ho, there we go. Done! It’s such a simple idea—I can’t believe it took me so long to come up with it... Why throw away the food when I can just have the people stock up on their eating? That way, even if there’s a supply shortage down the road, they won’t get too upset!


      ...So, eating isn’t the kind of thing you can stock up on, which means this whole idea basically face-planted right out the gate, but fortunately for her—and unfortunately for everyone else—no mind readers were present to point out this glaring error in her logic.




      Well then...


      Ludwig felt the hint of a tear as he observed the exchange between Mia and her father. The wastage perpetuated by nobles had been troubling him as well. Every birthday festival led to large amounts of food being thrown away. As Mia had predicted, next year’s harvest was showing clear signs of decline. If a famine truly was on the horizon, the squandering of food would be absolutely inexcusable.


      Yet how would one go about reversing this culture of waste? Ludwig hadn’t the foggiest idea. Preparations for the upcoming banquets were already underway. At this point, demanding a more frugal menu would only lead to half-prepped ingredients being left to rot. Food waste seemed unpreventable. Moreover, with Mia’s birthday being the purpose of the celebration, the emperor himself was running the show. So long as he stood behind the lavish custom, not even Mia could oppose it. There was also the fact that such extravagance led to a lot of money being moved, which was a phenomenon whose value could not be understated. There was significant economic benefit to having merchants from far and wide gather at the festival.


      That was why Ludwig had decided to shrug his shoulders at the event. For all its ills, it had its boons. More importantly, there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it. It was by now a yearly custom, and forced change would only result in needless chaos. Figuring it’d be better to maintain the status quo than to inadvertently magnify the problem, he’d settled for resigned acceptance.


      Mia, meanwhile, clearly begged to differ...and did so by presenting a solution of brilliant simplicity.


      If we’re going to throw away the food anyway, why not feed it to the masses instead... Genius!


      What the nobles wanted was a chance to flaunt their wealth through lavish spending. Mia understood this perfectly. Then, rather than oppose their wishes, she drew upon it, providing them with the outlet they desired. Her genius lay in the outlet’s orientation, which she tweaked ever so slightly, redirecting the nobles’ energy in a more beneficial direction. It was an impressive maneuver that drew from Ludwig a long sigh of admiration.


      The more I think about it, the more sense it makes. Even if we told nobles to tighten up their budget, they’d probably just keep all the extra food to themselves.


      There was no guarantee that reprimanding nobles for wastage put more food on people’s tables. In that case, they might as well let the nobles go nuts, then take all that extra food and distribute it to the masses.


      By personally declaring that she wished for all imperial subjects to eat to their heart’s content, nobles would try to please her by offering generous amounts of food, while the people would enjoy filling meals of luxurious quality.


      Arguably, this represents a compromise. Not the best solution, but the second best. The ideal approach is obviously to save that food for the famine...but seeing that it’s unworkable, she didn’t waste a second putting the next best thing into motion. As always, her fountain of wisdom is never-ending.


      And as always, Ludwig was impressed with Mia. The sun rises in the east, the sky is blue, et cetera, et cetera...




      Thus began the birthday festival that would be known to future generations as “Princess Mia’s Festival of Debauchery.” Originally proposed by the titular Mia as a casual “why throw it away when we can just have everyone eat it together?” kind of thing, the event ended up having unexpected and lasting effects.


      No one managed to “stock up” on eating like Mia had hoped, of course. That went without saying, seeing as it defied the laws of nature. Memories of the festival, however, lingered. Memories of great food and even greater cheer. For the general populace, nobles were little more than extorters of tax. Few had ever received anything of visible benefit from the nobility. This event changed that.


      At the behest of Princess Mia, every single imperial subject was invited to partake in a feast where food and drink were served for free. The purpose of the event was to celebrate Mia’s birthday, and those in attendance were given only one instruction—they were to enjoy the day to the best of their ability. Said instruction was, in fact, imperial decree, leaving all attendees with nervous smiles as they roamed about trying to act festive amidst an atmosphere of equal parts curious excitement and stomach-turning unease. Those on bad terms with each other withheld their bile, figuring their heads more valuable than a well-timed jeer. Forced or not, the festival resulted in laughs all around as they celebrated the occasion.


      At some point, perhaps affected by strong drinks, a man began to sing. The lively tempo of his tune compelled the nearby youth to dance. A merchant, passions stirred by the atmosphere, donated a barrel of wine to the cause. Another merchant, realizing the promotional value of what had just occurred, joined the fray, serving snacks and sides. Soon, men, women, and children alike were taking spare food from their homes and offering it unprompted to strangers.


      Amidst all the activity, a carriage would sometimes pass by carrying the protagonist of the day, Mia herself, often doubling the local excitement. The ill wills of bygone days began to give way under the weight of false smiles—a weight that would eventually flatten even their own falsity, leaving only the genuine mirth they conveyed.




      It was...an odd occasion. One that defied description. A brief but wonderful miracle of a festival that had never graced the empire before. People remembered it as, above all, a time of good fun and high spirits. Whether townsfolk or merchants, rich or poor, friends and enemies, old and young, men and women, and boys and girls of all shape and color gathered under one communal purpose—to celebrate the birthday of a girl. And at the end of it all, the joyful memory of that day embedded itself deep in their hearts, never to fade.


      It was a memory that glowed like a beacon of hope in times of darkness, giving suffering souls the strength to carry on...for they now knew that Princess Mia was a noble, but not just any noble. Unlike the rest, she saw them. Somewhere up in the nebulous peaks of aristocracy, there was a girl who paid no mind to the gulf between their status and invited them—all of them—to dine at her feast. So, they endured, because she was a generous girl with a kind heart. Because while their lives might have reverted to their usual misery, if they persevered, that wonderful time might return once more. So onward they walked bearing the burdens of life...in the hopes of enjoying another taste of the brief yet beautiful miracle that Princess Mia would prepare for them.


      Disaster would befall the empire time and again afterward, but on each and every occasion, its people did not lose heart. Shaken but not crushed, they would endure so that at the year’s closing, they could once again enjoy that festival of cheer.


      The festival would go on to become a lasting tradition of the empire, but that, unfortunately, is a story that must be saved for another time.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Donning the Most Sublime of Colors, Mia Prepares to Step Forth onto the Road to Empress!


      On the first day of the Mia Birthday Festival, the Whitemoon Palace hosted a magnificent ball. Nobles flooded into Lunatear to participate, filling the palace halls. At its entrance before the gate, they were treated to the stunning sight of the massive Mia snow sculpture.


      “Wow, so this is what we’ve been hearing so much about...”


      So tall it seemed to grow in size as they swept their gazes up toward its crest, it was a breathtaking work of art that eschewed compromise. Despite its size, it was intricately detailed. The quality of handiwork alone was enough to garner attention, but what impressed the nobles the most was actually something else.


      “To make something like this...out of snow. His Majesty is truly incredible.”


      The audacious idea of making such a magnificent sculpture out of a material that, once the weather warmed, would simply melt away struck a chord with the nobility. It also momentarily turned them all into art philosophers.


      “I see... But of course. Had this been made of gold, its beauty would instead suffer. Gold is trite in comparison. It lacks...art,” the musing noble said. “Look upon this work. Its impermanence. Its ephemeral existence. It’s because it’s so easily ruined and doomed to fade that it’s so beautiful. To think that so much meticulous work has gone into a piece of such fleeting beauty... Aaah, to lay eyes on it is to taste art in its rawest form, and what an intricate flavor it is!”


      To spend money and expect returns was the doings of lowly merchants. Expending wealth on evanescence, on the chattels of transient dreams and moments, was the mark of the truly rich.


      “But the subject in question—our dear princess—seems to have spoken some very trite words, hasn’t she?”


      “That she has. The rabble is worth no more than the food she proposes to give them. We should be throwing both away. What is this strange fascination she has with them?”


      Official notice of this birthday festival’s proceedings was received with bewilderment by nobles, adding to a growing list of grievances they had about the ostensibly irrational behavior Mia kept displaying. The poor, in their opinion, should be ignored. They’d already been provided with a refuge in the form of the Newmoon District. Wasn’t the whole point of that project to put them out of sight and out of mind? Why would anyone purposefully dirty their hands by reaching back into that hole? All this donating and hospital-building seemed like a waste of time and money.


      “Youthful indiscretion, surely. Her Highness is still young. Besides, it’s convention in the empire for a male heir to succeed the throne. Lord Sapphias of Bluemoon seems to me the most likely to become the next emperor...”


      “Now, now, the Redmoons have plenty of sons as well. Their military prowess will surely be a boon to our stability.”


      As they argued their respective opinions, the one name that never crossed their minds was Mia’s. None of them doubted for a second that the throne would pass to a boy from one of the four houses that shared the emperor’s blood. Bound by old customs, the mere idea of a bid to crown an empress was simply inconceivable. To them, Princess Mia would eventually be married off to another kingdom, and rightfully so. They only wished she’d ditch her fanciful ideas and learn to behave in a manner befitting her regal blood. So long as she did so by the time of her marriage, all would be well.


      Trading such questionably appropriate comments amongst themselves, the nobles stepped into the ballroom.


      “Well now...”


      Though an annual occurrence, the sheer visual impact of the sight never failed to draw breaths of awe from its guests. In the middle of the room sat an enormous round table, atop of which were numerous dishes of both quality and spectacle befitting the princess’s birthday. The head chef had poured his heart and soul into every item on the menu, resulting in a feast for not only the tongue but the eyes.


      “Indeed, a dinner banquet worthy of Her Highness’s name. The lavish presentation each year is truly awe-inspiring.”


      “Yes, these are practically edible art pieces. Such beauty.”


      “I just tried one a few moments ago, and goodness, the head chef has outdone himself!”


      They shared a chuckle, but none of them had any idea the sheer degree to which the head chef had engaged in said outdoing. This year, at Mia’s strong request, the head chef had taken great pains to reduce the kitchen’s budget for the banquet. After much effort, he’d successfully managed to produce the menu on display at two-fifths the cost of previous years. He also suffered at least three times the amount of headaches, but anyway.


      “I’d like to try some tasty food made from cheap ingredients,” Mia had said.


      Okay, so the actual request wasn’t worded all that strongly. In fact, she might have even mentioned it offhandedly on a whim. However, the head chef took it very seriously and committed himself to seeing it through. The resultant dishes were a series of culinary miracles that kept costs low while satiating the taste buds of nobles, which either bore witness to the latent potential of cheap ingredients...or the profound unreliability of noble taste buds. In any case, while said nobles were lauding the head chef’s exquisite creations, the lights around the room suddenly dimmed.


      “Oh? What’s happening?”


      A wave of commotion spread through the guests. The next instant...


      “Greetings, everyone. I thank you all for coming to celebrate my birthday.”


      The heroine of the evening had arrived.


      “Goodness... Why, that’s...”


      There was a collective gasp of wonder as she walked through the ballroom door. Not an eye went undazzled by the faintly radiant form of Mia Luna Tearmoon. Her gently shimmering white-golden hair fluttered like silk with her every move. A pair of soft, full cheeks complemented a slender neck, further accentuated by the prominent contour of her collarbones. All of which glowed. This body-wide luminescence she displayed was, in fact, the work of the same bath herbs that had saved her life on that fateful day not so long ago.


      “How mesmerizing. This must be what it means to ‘glow with beauty.’ What an apt metaphor...” murmured one of the onlookers.


      Said onlooker was wrong. It wasn’t a metaphor. She was literally glowing.


      Even more notable was the fact that her current beauty had a hint of maturity—adult allure rather than childlike charm.


      “And that dress... What impressive tailoring!”


      What surprised the nobles most was the color of her attire. Whereas Mia was normally disposed to wearing brighter colors—as evidenced by the adorable children’s dress she’d worn the previous year—today, Mia came donning a dress dyed in a sublime purple. It was a garment with impact, which was duly felt by all those present.


      That’s right. This year, Mia was here to make a statement. Not only did her silken hair and smooth skin glow, the clothes she wore gave off an aura of regality. Never in her life had she looked more like a princess!
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