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Chapter 1: To Cut A Shortcake

The orchard within the Royal Villa was my home within a home. Undaunted by the tall shadows cast by the walls, the blossoming apple trees and flowering shrubs sung a song of springtime as they gently woke me from my afternoon nap.

Rising from the grass, I cast open a bleary eye against the scattered sunlight filtering in between the tree leaves above me. Then, with a wipe of my hand, I noted the dampness by the side of my lips and quietly groaned.

That I'd fallen asleep in the open was already a dereliction of form. That I'd done so while drooling was unforgivable. Were a maid to see me in such an unfettered state, the shame would dog me long after I'd fired them.

Fortunately, there wasn't a soul to spy my indiscretion. Although that wasn't to say that nobody was in the villa or in the grounds. Servants, guests and guards were always abound. Usually by each other.

And that's how I enjoyed it.

Indeed, there was nobody around me.

As the fifth in the line of succession, it wasn't necessary to have attendants herding my every step during a busy day of diplomacy. My role was to attend the necessary public gatherings while making as little fuss as possible.

The intrigue behind closed doors was not mine to either witness or partake in, and as a result, I was broadly left to pursue the creative endeavours that a girl of my age was expected to demonstrate ample proficiency in.

Knitting. Gardening. Tea making. Painting. Poetry. Dancing.

Why, it was a terribly dull state of affairs.

To be so far removed from the comings and goings of my father's court while my own brothers and sisters advanced our family's cause in the dizzying light of public approval.

And that's why–

“Heh heheheh heheh ...”

That's why I jumped in joy.

Hopping on the spot like an excitable rabbit, I leapt for the clouds as I realised I'd woken up from a nap and still didn't have anywhere I needed to be!

It was marvellous! An entire day spared from the drudgery of court politics! An entire day where I wasn't subjected to the stench of old hags! No longer did I need to pretend I couldn't see the sly nods traded in the corners and the pouches of crowns being passed beneath the tables!

And that meant a day where I, Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea, was free to indulge in the scholarly pursuits.

I peeked around.

Then, I quickly stepped across the roots of the apple tree, leaned down, and pulled out a book from the shrubs residing at the base.

A bright red cover met my smile.

Opening it, I made a childish squeal as the leaf being used as a bookmark fell down and I saw how much of the book I still had left to enjoy.

Indeed, this book that was carefully and painstakingly hidden amongst the dirt and twigs was no treatise on history. Nor was it a recipe book for the decade's most delectable dishes in the world of haute cuisine.

It was … an adventure romance title.

A Court Lady's Indiscretion, Vol. III.

Immediately, I wiped the side of my lips as my etiquette failed me once again.

It was a wanton piece of literature that I had to order by courier and with a hefty bribe for discretion. But it was worth it. Written by an author claiming to be a noble-born lady, it detailed the truly shameless account of a romantic rendezvous with a castle guardsman.

Of course, I knew it to be a fabrication. There was no highborn lady on this side of the continent who would jeopardise their standing due to an infatuation with a common soldier. Such a thing was purely in the realm of fairytales, whereas the world was built on ambition as unbending as cold iron.

Yet even so, should even the slightest possibility exist …

Why, it would be truly scandalous!

Again, I wiped my face with the back of my hand.

However, my own personal indiscretion by reading this title wasn't ready to begin. There was a need for sustenance in order to fuel my reading session. And luckily for me, I happened to be surrounded by highly nutritious food.

Looking up, I spied a perfectly ripe apple dangling from the lowest branch. And then I reached up for the strawberry shortcake hiding just past it.

Smiling at how my day was proceeding, I went on my tip-toes and swiped, hopeful that my height had increased by several inches since I'd earlier tossed the shortcake amongst the branches.

“Uff … hrghh … hnnghh!!”

It hadn't.

Admitting defeat, I instead unsheathed the sword all members of the royal household kept by their sides.

Mine was merely ceremonial, of course. It was simply part of my dress. I was neither trained, nor expected to use a weapon. Should any situation arise, the guards could be relied upon to protect me.

Why, there should be no issue if it was used as a cake prodder, right … ?

Hugging the book to my chest, I reached up and gently tapped at the side of the branch with the face of the sword.

The shortcake dropped with ease. As it fell, I angled my sword–

And allowed the nutritious snack to fall across the edge of the blade, cleanly slicing itself into two finger-sized pieces.

Such was the keenness of the sword's edge, that the shortcake could barely be seen to split. Only when I caught it in my hand did it separate. Two perfectly golden slices topped with cream and half a strawberry each revealed themselves to me. And now I knew it was fated to be a good day.

“Hm hm hm hm hmm ♫.”

Yes, it was a very good day.

That is, until I heard the sound of hearty clapping.

“Not bad. One strike, eh? Your enemy never saw it coming.”

Immediately flinging both the book and the shortcake slices into the shrub, I twisted around and held up my sword. If I could, I would've thrown myself in there as well. And probably also the person who saw me.

Wiping away the childish joy from my face, I threw on my most dignified scowl and corrected my posture towards the man who was now holding up his hands.

I didn't lower my blade.

An unknown man in roughspun travelling attire and the start of an unkempt beard. Clearly a hooligan. And sneaking up on a princess in the midst of her studies! Why, that was at least three capital crimes! This caused for nothing less than immediate execution. Or at least several knocks around the head, specifically the bit which held memories.

“This area of the grounds is private,” I said. “Name yourself. You're not a retainer. What are you doing here?”

The man held up his hands slightly higher. And yet his act of docility neither matched his easy smile, nor the way he was casually admiring the blade pointed towards his direction as if it were a display piece.

“Woah there, let me confess first before you start putting holes in me.”

I immediately looked at which part of his body seemed most susceptible to being stabbed. His smile faltered slightly.

“What I mean to say is, I'm not used to finding my way around mansions. Caban Oxwell's the name. I'm acting as liaison with the Adventurer's Guild. I was told the steward was in the gardens?”

I maintained my scowl as I assessed the truthfulness of his claim.

It was enough to make the man hesitate. His now uncertain smile almost completely fell off his face before I decided he was at least scruffy enough to look the part of an adventurer. From what I knew, they were little more than hired vagrants.

“This isn't the gardens,” I said, lowering my sword, but not sheathing it. “It's the orchard. Return past the wooden gate and follow the path up the steps. You cannot miss it.”

“Right, right. Got it.”

The man nodded.

Only now lowering his hands, he retreated a few steps and turned around–and then kept turning, until he was facing me again.

“So, out of curiosity, do all the noble ladies here need to have swords on them? Or just the ones who regularly fight off falling pieces of cake?”

The abject humiliation almost caused my arm to shake.

As I thought up a passable excuse, I defaulted to keeping my scowl in place.

It was the one expression my parents had drilled in me to maintain when in public, since it was apparently better than looking bored and haggard. And I was exceptional at it. I didn't have many praiseworthy achievements, but maintaining a scowl for a family record of 336 consecutive hours including sleep was one of them.

The man looked uncertainly at me as I willed my brain to spin faster.

And then I thought up a wonderful solution.

“Oh … Ohhhhoho! What in heavens are you referring to? What sword? What cake?”

“H-Huh? The sword in your hand? The cake you threw in the ...”

“There is no sword and no cake. I declare this as a member of royalty.”

The man looked at me in utter confusion. I smiled victoriously inside.

That's right … when unable to answer a question, simply stamp the unyielding boot of authority instead!

Why, this man was a self-confessed wayfarer and a clear commoner! Why should a princess need to explain her royal functions? Whether it be napping in the grass or slicing cake, every action I took was a calculated decision in service to the realm!

“Royalty … ?”

The man looked puzzled. After a moment, he clicked his fingers.

“Aha! Then … you must be … uh …”

“Princess Juliette.”

“Princess Juliette! Of course, I should have known. Your breathtaking mastery of singing is known far and wide across the continent!”

I winced. My singing certainly was breathtaking. My mother once said that if I ever sung in a foreign land, it would be taken as a declaration of war.

However … that was before the rigorous hours of vocal training, breathing techniques and pitch exercises I'd subjected my maids to!

Indeed, if this unbiased and unpaid man was complimenting my humming, then perhaps it was proof that I'd outgrown the ability to shatter glass … ?

“T-Thank you … but I rarely offer the public the opportunity to hear my singing voice. In truth, I'm afraid I still have little confidence in it.”

“Oh. In that case, yeah. To be honest, I only came here because I thought an animal was dy–”

I opened my mouth, ready to shout for the guards to arrest this heinous criminal at once.

And then I felt the drop of rain hitting my forehead.

Terror seized me. I looked up at the sky, then marvelled and cursed in equal measure at how the few clouds to have inhabited the sky now seized this moment to choose a far greyer colour to adopt.

Again, another raindrop struck me. It was light and refreshing. And that's how it lured the innocent into not immediately dashing for cover.

A sudden onset of spring rain was common in this kingdom. It came and went like the tides. And while I would normally still make for shelter, that would mean abandoning my most cherished possessions for the damp and mud.

“Yes, well, um, will that be all?” I discreetly stepped towards the shrub where the book and shortcake were hidden, hoping this would also signal the end of our impromptu conversation. “If so, Sir Oddwell–”

“Oxwell. And I'm no knight.”

“Very well, Mr. Oddwell. My time is very precious and I have matters of statecraft to attend to. Do you require any additional directions or … ?”

The man gave me a strangely pained smile. Understandable. A chance meeting with a princess was undoubtedly any commoner's foremost dream. But I would not sacrifice my precious volume or second lunch to entertain his happiness.

“Hm? Well, sure. Don't suppose you could tell me where the bathroom is around here? I've been kinda dying to go since ten minutes ago ...”

T-This man!

What was he saying to a princess?! And the lack of tact! Just leave!

“There … There are public bathrooms in the guest quarters. You will have to return where you came, then find the clay roofed building adjacent to the portcullis.”

“Got it, thanks.”

“Excellent, then I'll just–”

“By the way, uh, why have you drawn your sword again?”

It was just as the man said.

I'd drawn my sword again. But it wasn't to shoo away this highly talkative commoner, who likely had no inkling of the number of etiquette laws he was breaking by maintaining this conversation.

No, it was for a far more important function.

Umbrella duty.

With a flick of my wrist, I batted away the next raindrop that had beelined its way towards the shrub. And then the next. And then the next after.

As I bemoaned the contemptuous state of our kingdom's weather, I looked towards the man, whose eyes had strangely widened.

“It is, um, improper for my dress to become wet.”

“What?”

His abrupt, almost shocked response caught me by surprise. I paused for a moment in thought, before realising that as a wayfarer, he likely took both mud and rain in his stride.

“I cannot allow the rain to seep into my dress,” I kindly explained, even if this wasn't the primary calamity I was avoiding. “It would be unsightly. A princess cannot wander the grounds with their sodden garments clinging to their skin.”

Yes … just like an adventurer.

Although the rain had only been falling for mere moments, already I noted the clear dampness where the rain was falling across his shoulders and hair. And yet he seemed either oblivious or careless to it … even as some of it landed in his open mouth.

“With … With that?”

He looked plainly towards the direction of my sword, held over my head as I swished away the hastening raindrops.

“Yes? I currently lack an umbrella.”

“An umbrella? You're using your sword as an umbrella to… to cut away the rain?”

“... I'm just preventing my dress from becoming wet?”

I looked at this man in confusion. Far from my simple answer stating what should have been plainly obvious, he instead viewed me with ever widening eyes.

This … This right here. This was precisely why I never spoke with commoners. That and the fact that the guards usually did a much finer job at keeping them at a distance. How was I supposed to explain an action as simple as protecting myself from the rain in easier to understand terms? Perhaps I should use hand gestures? Pictograms? Chest beatings?

Or could it be …

Ah-hah! I understood now!

“Oh, of course. I see now the sword by your side. I apologise, I did not take you as a swordsman. As you say, you are certainly no knight.”

“Huh?”

I smiled kindly, embarrassed I did not spot the real issue at hand sooner.

He must have been rendered speechless by the sword I was holding onto.

“Yes, this is the fabled rapier, Starlight Grace. One of the treasures of the kingdom, originally forged for my great-great-grandmother from ore claimed to have been carried from the stars. Sadly, the truth is that it's assuredly terrestrial in make. Even so, it radiates a splendid light, wouldn't you say?”

Of course, even if he didn't know the tale, he would still be able to appreciate my sword. It must be shocking to suddenly see such a storied blade being utilised before his eyes. I was remiss to not take such a consideration into account before wielding it.

I suppose that the charitable action to undertake was to demonstrate its luminous qualities. He certainly wasn't touching it.

Knowing I now had an audience, I swung more than necessary, sweeping a line of rain away in a crescent. A sparkling trail was left in its wake.

“A wondrous sword, isn't it? Of course, I understand your wish to hold it, but I must decline. This is a royal heirloom, and cannot be handled like a public curiosity.”

“N-No, Princess … That's not what … How are … Where did you learn to do that?”

“Excuse me?”

“That.”

The man continued staring at my sword, even as I was forced to quicken my strikes to fling away each and every raindrop.

In truth, I didn't know how to answer. The light was certainly impressive. But it was purely a function of the blade's meticulous craftsmanship, and also a dose of magic. I could hardly take credit for it. All I was doing was swinging the thing.

“I'm afraid I don't know? It's a natural effect of using this sword.”

“... I see. So the sword and wielder are one.”

“Hm?”

I offered a querying tilt of my head. What I received back was a stiffening of shoulders and a straightening of the back, much like a guard jumping to their feet after being caught dozing by the inner gate.

“I apologise, Princess Juliette. It appears that I've been more than impolite. I've been impudent. Yet if I may be ruder still, may I inquire as to your swordsmanship grade?”

“Excuse me?”

I was so stunned that I allowed my hand to falter for a moment. I quietly groaned inside as my eyes glanced to the hint of bright red peeking beneath the leaves, then set my sword back to work on ensuring it remained bright red.

“Yes … which grade are you?”

“I have no grade,” I said simply, believing well and truly that this man didn't possess a single marble behind his eyes. “Why should I need one?”

I'm a princess, for heaven's sake!

In what world would I be graded for my swordsmanship? Furthermore, what would that achieve? It was one thing to be chided by my tutors at courtly etiquette. To be yelled at by the master-at-arms for failing to beat up a straw dummy was quite another.

“I see … so you are above such things. Truly remarkable.”

“W-Well, in a manner of speaking?”

I responded uncertainly to this strange man. More and more, I was wondering whether I needed to call the guards or the physician. Particularly to his lack of tact.

As I busied myself with shooing away the rapidly pelting spring rain, the man continued to ogle both me and my sword without any indication that he intended to excuse himself. The sheer blindness to social cues would never have occurred with any dignitary. Or indeed, anyone with eyes.

“Princess!!”

“Hiee! Y-Yes?! What is it now?”

All of a sudden, the man let out a loud exclamation and bashed his fist against his chest. I jumped in fright, then despaired at the thought I truly had to communicate via chest bumping.

“Please, Princess! If you've yet to receive a grade, I ask … no, I beg you! Allow me the opportunity to do so! Let me grade you!”

“Grade me?!”

The man nodded. His expression was creased with unyielding seriousness. Bizarrely, he paid no heed to the rain dribbling down the front of his hair. It was as though the fire in his eyes burned away the wet and cold.

“Yes, Princess! Though a mere adventurer, I have some small renown with a sword! Please allow me the honour of grading your ability! It is, frankly, inexcusable it hasn't been done already!”

The man's hand went to the sword hilt by his side.

My mouth fell open.

If a guard saw such an action being taken towards me, he would be hauled away in chains. And if he was lucky, still with his head on!

Even conscious of my mouth being wide open, I lacked the capacity to correct myself. Aside from my sword still dutifully whacking the falling rain away, I was paralysed by the audacity of the request.

“Sir Oddwell–”

“Oxwell. And I'm no knight.”

“Whoever. I cannot even consider entertaining this request. Not only is there nothing to grade, but such a thing would be utterly against all codes of conduct. Even bearing in mind your common station, it's inexcusable that–”

“Princess!”

To my absolute shock, this grown man promptly dropped to both knees. A squishing noise sounded as his well-travelled clothes came into contact with the damp grass.

“I beg you this favour! Order me gone, kick me out or arrest me! But first, allow me to test the strength of your sword!”

I looked at him in horror.

Once, I'd had a young nobleman propose marriage by prostrating himself before a shocked hall. Another time, I'd had an entire tray of wine spilled on me by a blundering maid. Neither event fazed me half as much as the sight of a professional ruffian with unkempt hair begging me to undertake a swordsmanship exam.

“Th-That's not necessary! Please stand! It's unbefitting of you to beg in such a way! You … You must do so using one knee, maximum!”

The man was unrepentant. He maintained his unsightly pose, causing my soul to wince with each passing moment.

“Princess, my request!”

I let out a small groan. Especially as the spring rain now chose to peter out as swiftly as it'd come. That, I suppose, was a message from above.

“I … I could consider it … if the process is brief … very brief … and you depart immediately … how would you grade me … ?”

“The only way there is, Princess!”

The man immediately jumped to his feet. I looked on in horror as his palm nestled around the top of his hilt. He gave a fiery smile that matched the vigour in his eyes.

“With a test of steel.”


Chapter 2: A Princess's Gardening Tool

I was never a particularly agreeable student. Although I had no qualms about the standards of my education, I did not quite take to my studies with the righteous zeal that my siblings did.

Indeed, where they refined their command of history and mathematics, or the sword and the lance, I took to advancing my scholastic studies of best selling romance fiction beneath the orchard trees.

This was, of course, not a vain pursuit. The fact that my private studies often ate into my official lessons was not an indictment against my willingness to learn.

Quite the opposite.

I was a cultural pioneer. A royal ambassador.

Learning what poorly written and shameless drivel the masses enjoyed was a necessary part to bridging the gap between us and the people. Who were we to lead this kingdom, if we didn't know those who resided in it? How could we claim to speak on behalf of the citizenry, if we weren't even aware of what each of the top selling romance titles for the past two years were?

No … Juliette Contzen will not have it! As a princess of this fair land, I must represent the interests of those who sweat, bleed, and read in it!

That is how I came to spend much of my time beneath the canopy of the orchard, with only the unwelcome company of the spring rain, the winter snow, the autumn leaves and the summer insects to disturb my cultural advancement.

At least until I learned to shoo them away.

Fortunately, swords were remarkably flexible! I had no inkling on how to fight, but at least I could keep my hair clear of anything nature threw at it now!

With no attendants and no umbrellas to shield me, I'd become adept at ensuring my own peaceful reading time. And that was considerably more useful than anything the master-at-arms could have taught me. When would I ever need to defend myself against more than a raindrop?

It was a pleasant arrangement for me that had never backfired. Until now.

Because currently–

I was facing a man wielding a drawn sword, who soundly bested me in age, strength, experience, and enthusiasm.

Now, at this moment of time, I could almost recount every word of instruction ever delivered to me by my myriad of tutors. And none of it concerned how to utilise a sword as an actual weapon.

And that included assuming a fighting pose.

“Princess, please ready yourself. No matter how keen your movement, it'd be best to minimise any chance of injury. I wouldn't want you accidentally slipping and falling while I tested your reflexes.”

The man stood with one foot before the other, partially side-on, and with a blade that was broader than my rapier, but still only required one hand to wield.

I, meanwhile–

Had no idea what I was doing!

I held my sword out uncertainly, first mimicking his stance, then trying to recall the poses of the knights as they sparred in the courtyard. Feeling every pose as awkward as my first dance, I twisted and turned until I simply opted to face my opponent head-on with my back straight.

It drew an immediate look of astonishment from my assessor.

“Princess? Is that, uh, your guard stance?”

“W-Why, of course! Why shouldn't it be?”

Even though neither he nor I should have any illusions regarding my swordsmanship, my pride still demanded that I slap on a smile of trained confidence. My opposite number was immediately silenced.

That's right … I was no swordswoman. But I was a princess. And while I wasn't accustomed to the field of combat, I was well-versed in the field of courtly etiquette.

When facing an opponent mightier than yourself, appear bigger than you are!

I would make myself as large as possible, without displaying any signs of flinching. Like a boulder wedged in the sand, I must make myself as unmovable as the kingdom itself! Face front. Hands and feet together. Chin high. As a princess, I must never turn.

Holding my rapier flat across the bottom of my dress, I patiently waited as I would if this were an official function.

And now having smiled as my answer, it was this man's turn to proceed with this bizarre exercise.

“I … I see. I'd heard that the royal fencing style employed by the house guards of this kingdom was unique. Of course, it'd make sense if the royal family also used it.”

My heart was filled with regret.

“T-That's … that is not untrue, however, I am not well-versed in that style of fencing. Please do not assume that what you'll witness is evidence of our kingdom's martial prowess.”

If this was charity, then I wished to be miserly.

Surely, there were easier ways to suffer this person's fancies than to tarnish the skill of our knights?

“Is that so? All the more exciting, then!”

Suddenly, the smile relaxed, and then faded altogether.

I was now looking at a man whose eyes were focused wholly on mine. And yet I could almost see the reflection of my sword in them.

“Are you ready?”

He took a step forwards.

Wait, I wanted to ask.

Did this man assume I knew what a swordsmanship grading was? Even if I had never undertaken one? I'd gleaned that it involved some sort of contact between our weapons, but in no world did I assume it to involve an actual duel. Did he not wish to test my reflexes? Ask how I struck a dummy? Perform a spinning trick?

“Then … we begin!”

I wasn't ready!

To my umpteenth moment of horror in this one conversation alone, I could only widen my eyes at the sight of a fully grown man rushing towards me with his weapon drawn.

This … This was preposterous! What was I to do? I didn't know how to correctly parry a blade, or sidestep a strike, or dodge a lunging attack. This was clearly beyond the remit of what I'd envisioned.

It was a duel!

… Maybe?

I blinked.

And then I realised … it wasn't.

At least, not a duel like those I witnessed when the knights sparred in the courtyard or the guards trained in mock fights. Those engagements were so frantic and fast. A feast of moving steel and vicious charges.

It was nothing like how this man was slowly bearing down upon me.

As though weighed down by an hourglass dictating the pace of his every movement, he slowly angled his blade as he reached me, then slowly, oh so slowly, as though feeding a child with a spoon, directed his sword towards my shoulder.

Slow.

So very slow!

Abject confusion took hold of me for a moment as I considered what this trickle in movement was supposed to glean from me. Surely, no swordsman would ever be tested by such an impractical attack?

Understanding struck faster than the blade did.

Ah, of course! He was grading my response, but that surely entailed evaluating me from the lowest possible grade upwards! That meant a slow, imprecise strike. Something even an unwieldy amateur such as myself could easily defend against!

I duly accepted the adventurer's professionalism. With all the time in the world, I swept up my sword and batted away his blade as easily as I did a drifting leaf.

As soon as the blade was redirected, it was as if the hourglass had emptied.

The man immediately twisted away, reversing his momentum and skipping back, somehow separating us by more distance than when he'd begun moving towards me.

“S-Sensational!” he said, the whites of his eyes clear as he stared at me. “I didn't know if your rain dance would translate to combat ability, but you redirected that strike by using the weight behind my own thrust against me!”

I blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“... Ah, I see. Your completely open stance was designed to feign unpreparedness. You invited me to strike at a part of your body I deemed to be far from your guard. Instead, you were prepared to deflect what you knew to be an opportunistic strike carried with pace. If I didn't suspect something was amiss, you would have driven up your blade clean through my exposed arm … if this weren't a mere grading, that is.”

The man smiled. The expression he wore was of admiration and embarrassment.

I responded with overwhelming confusion. I had no idea what he was referring to. In fact, I wasn't even sure if he was speaking to me, despite the fact there was assuredly nobody else around us.

What was this about redirecting his weight? Didn't he hand me his attack on a silver platter? Was he simply being overly kind?

I … I had no idea!

However, he most certainly seemed satisfied!

In the end, wasn't that all that mattered?

“Oh … Ohhhoho!” Understanding nothing, I defaulted to smiling brilliantly. “Of course! One must strike as true with a blade as with words! As a member of royalty, I cannot disgrace my forebears by lacking in the oldest art–that of war!”

“Indeed, I look forward to assessing the rest of your abilities, Princess!”

“Hm?”

“Then, let us proceed once more. Ready?”

“W-Wait, I–”

“On your guard, Princess!”

Once again, this strange man, now brimming with enthusiasm, pushed off his back foot and lunged with unerring intent towards me.

Why did he ask if I was ready if he wasn't going to listen?!

My jaw dropped at the sheer audaciousness of this commoner. Not only was he monopolising my precious time with casual disregard, but he didn't even have the basic courtesy to await my stream of protests!

And to top it off … he wasn't even trying!

It was as though I could hear a clock grinding to a halt.

The moment he leapt forwards, I knew he was leaving enough room for me to not only evade his attack, but to write up a list of all the ingredients I wished to be prohibited from dinner. No, Mother, I do not care one whit how nutritious carrots are. If beauty pageants existed for vegetables, then carrots wouldn't be last–they'd be disqualified from entering. How could something so twisted and gnarly be permitted on a plate when looking so similar to a witch's appendages? If I could, I'd choose to be boiled in their stead than suffer the violent assault against my eyes. But how was I to convince the kitchen to oppose my mother's wishes? Perhaps an underhanded approach was needed. Bribery if possible. Coercion if not. Indeed, it wasn't only in the volumes of A Court Lady's Indiscretion that scandal and infidelity existed. Me and my bathroom breaks knew of your midnight trysts, Head Chef!

Oh, wait.

There was a sword approaching me, wasn't there?

With my thoughts swimming in my head regarding my carrot issue, I took a step to the side. The sword passed me by as it harmlessly pierced the air. And yet its wielder made a show of catching himself, as though having thrust with enough pace that the lack of any impact had thrown his body off-balance.

“R-Remarkable!”

The man didn't bother retreating this time. He was instead overcome with his widest smile yet, all the while awkwardly finding his footing.

I watched the theatrics with puzzlement.

And then–it suddenly became clear.

But of course, for a seasoned swordsman, moving slowly was likely far more unnatural than moving swiftly! I suppose I had to offer some acknowledgement. It took a certain level of discipline to maintain any semblance of balance at all.

“Once again, you lured me into an attack. Yet this time, you saw through my feint and opted not to parry, but instead manoeuvre to seize the positional advantage by using my own momentum against me. It was a beautifully timed turn, Princess. Indeed, I was about to stop my strike when I realised I already had nought but your shadow before me. Without us clashing blades, I went from attacker to defender. Had this been real, I expect your sword would have cut clean through my back.”

I blinked repeatedly.

Did he feint? When? He was moving so slowly that everything seemed to be one continual action. All I did was step away when he'd eventually moved a little closer!

“Oh … hhoho … ho … ! O-Of course … to see through falsehoods is as vital in swordplay as it is in diplomacy! This is one of the core teachings of … um … the secret royal fencing style which I employ!”

“... Incredible. To have such insight at your age is a great achievement. It's not enough to be taught. You also need to listen. Your teacher must be proud.”

I pursed my lips.

The last time I saw my teacher, she'd queried my mother about the legality of hitting my head with a textbook as a way of imparting knowledge.

Incidentally, I'm not sure how my mother replied. Only that I recently saw my teacher stalking the grounds with a heavy volume in her hands, and that it was even outside of her usual working hours.

“Y-Yes … well, being studious is more than a matter of attendance. It's a matter of mind.”

“I agree, Princess! And with that, I think I already have a thorough understanding of your swordsmanship abilities!”

“Is … Is that so? Most excellent! Then, let us call this highly unorthodox exercise to a close and proceed henceforth with our days. I happen to be quite busy, you see. As a princess, my itinerary is relentless.”

The commoner had the grace to lower his head in understanding. Relief washed over me. At this rate, I'd still be able to pore through the novel waiting in the shrubs before I was summoned to dinner.

“I see. Then I'll not waste your time any further. It's clear that you're more attuned to the sword than any student I've graded.”

“Why, but of course! The sword I carry represents my family's will to defend this kingdom with our own blood. I would never disgrace it.”

“Indeed, I see a warrior's determination in your eyes! In that case, how you respond to my signature technique should be all that's required to determine your true standing as a sword maiden.”

I tilted my head, smiling in puzzlement.

How strange. My experience of conversation to date told me that the next words should have been partings and farewells, and possibly a proclamation of eternal subservience.

And yet by the way this strange adventurer was now retreating to take his place opposite me, it was apparent that he knew no limits to being a nuisance.

With the apple tree as our backdrop, he assumed a bizarre stance, sword lifted over his shoulder, and with both his hands gripped around the hilt.

The smile on his face vanished. Only the fire in his eyes remained, the light gradually dimming to be replaced by a cold gleam.

“It looks like I need to apologise again, Princess. Even though I wanted to grade you, it seems I still wasn't taking your examination seriously enough.”

I looked on with deep concern as a bead of sweat ran down his brow.

Was this commoner so out of shape that two swings with his sword was enough to tire him? Had I inadvertently allowed myself to be cajoled into a mock exercise with a complete novice?

“Um … Mr. Oddwell, although I agreed to participate in this examination, I really must insist that this draw to a close. My time is valuable and I've pressing matters of state to attend to. I would prefer that this end.”

The man nodded enthusiastically. His hands gripped tighter around his sword hilt.

“Understood! Your wish is my command, Princess.”

The next thing I knew, a circle of dark flames had suddenly erupted beneath his feet.

I looked on, utterly aghast, as the beautiful grass withered within the circle. A powerful wind that hadn't been present before now fell across this man's figure, his hair and travelling clothes rippling as he fought against an invisible tornado.

“Emptiness. Infinity. Void. I am the hollow vessel of judgement. Let my blade sever lies from shadows and discern truth from blinding light.”

Gosh.

What a truly frightful aura he was emitting!

And those words? How did he do that? His voice sounded so strange, almost as though it was an echo within a deep cavern!

As the dark flames danced around him, some of it congregated around his sword. It seeped like a heavy mist to the tip of the blade, before wrapping around the remaining length of the steel. In moments, his weapon had the appearance of a flaming dark brand.

Naturally, I had only one reaction to such a spectacle.

“Ooh ...”

I nodded fervently.

True, this entire charade had been both deeply confusing and slightly irksome, but I was never one to shy away from appreciating the circus tricks of our hired entertainers.

“Blazing Adjudicator Form, 5th Stance ... [Abyssal Horizon]!”

The man leapt.

However, what I believed to be a small explosion of grass and earth as he pushed off the ground must have been a trick of the eye, as he barrelled towards me at the pace of a dying snail.

For my part, I admired the visual spectacle of the flames engulfing his sword as he painstakingly made his way towards me. I'd seen jugglers handling flaming torches, but flames on a sword, and dark ones at that, was entirely new to me.

Added acknowledgement needed to be given for the spontaneous sweat running down the man's face.

It was quite the circus trick.

I considered what to do. Obviously, he would never use an actual sword technique against me. Such a thought was preposterous. I was a princess and despite his proclamations, it was clear he had no intention of actually testing my non-existent swordsmanship.

Indeed … perhaps he wasn't so tactless, after all?

Had he correctly gleaned that my skills were bluster? Was this spectacular attack the final gift from which I could excuse myself with heaps of shallow praise in my wake?

My, how unexpectedly refined!

If that's how it was … then I should properly respond to his heartfelt act of politeness!

Now, what was that silly thing I sometimes said when tending to the roses?

“Very well! I understand your intent. A-Ahem. Annoying thorns begone! I am the trimmer of your demise! ... Gardening Form, uh, 3rd Stance … maybe? A-Anyway, [Rose Thorn Clipper]!”

Without thinking, I swept my sword upwards.

In that moment–my sword emitted a dazzling burst of white light.

So much so, that for a moment, Starlight Grace truly did live up to its name.

“W-Wha–?!”

Either stunned or simply blinded by the burst of light, the man making a show of charging towards me faltered and winced. I was also mesmerised. No doubt this brilliant glow was a point of my sword's craftsmanship.

How strange. I'd never swung it with this much force before. Was that the catalyst for its unusually bright light?

In any event, with my supreme lack of skill, I'd actually misjudged the swing of my sword in my attempt to respond to his colourful attack.

That's right! … I failed to even strike his sword!

And yet when the man's eyes opened again, it was to the sight of his flaming weapon falling from his hands.

No, not quite falling … spinning. And wildly, at that.

“I don't … what was … ?”

Halting dead in his tracks, the man looked wide-eyed as the sword he'd imbued with so much passion went flying out of his hands as if he'd received a blow many times his strength was able to endure.

Yet there'd been no impact. No clash of wills. No mighty clang of steel.

It was, to be frank, slightly embarrassing.

Here was a self-professed swordsman, and yet he'd been so alarmed by a gleam of light that he'd violently tossed his own sword aside!

“M-My! I suppose some of the rumours may be true, after all. Could this sword truly be forged from the stars … ?”

I immediately went to consolation mode.

For a man who obviously would never have struck me, it was a rather undignified way to lose his weapon. True, the dazzling light was underhanded, but it was surely no reason to let your own weapon be cast to the wayside!

Shorn of his weapon and his senses, the man stared open-mouthed at the patch of grass that now housed his sword.

I looked between my own sword, still radiant even with a dimming glow, and the man's shocked appearance. And though I was always keen to promote my noble character in the eyes of the masses, I was too overcome with pity to boast about the skill I didn't possess.

Those feelings of pity swiftly became something else.

Because the next moment … the man began to laugh.

“Heh … heheh … ahahahaha!”

Shaking disturbingly on the spot, the man dropped to his hands and knees, then continued to laugh towards the ground that was inches beneath his face.

“A-Amazing! To think that my strongest attack could be so easily fended off! You didn't even think to match it, but instead, simply chose to disarm me! Truly, this is what my teacher meant by fighting with my head instead of my heart!”

I took a few panicked steps away as the man proceeded to either laugh or bawl into the grass once more.

“I … I understand now!” he said, his voice both a cry and a song. “Oh, why wasn't it this obvious before? It's so clear. The way forward is as open to me now as the first day I ever held a sword. This is … This is freedom! That dazzling light did more to open my eyes than all those years of sweat ever did! I. Feel. Free!!”

“I-I see … well, that's marvellous ...”

Seeing the odd man doubled over, I made a dash for the shrubs.

I grabbed my book, leaves and all, then immediately hurried away from the scene. The shortcake I abandoned with a pang in my heart, unable to carry so much as I fled.

His voice became fainter as I quickened my footsteps. And I knew that even if I'd stayed to lend my ear to whatever epiphany this bizarre exchange had afforded him, I wouldn't have missed out.

“Ahaha … hahah … ahaha … hahahah … ahahaha!”

As the cackling only became more frenzied, I made myself scarce while hugging my book to my chest. My mind was torn between asking for the guards or a physician, but after the laughs were still audible even after the man's kneeling figure could no longer be seen, I opted for the wiser option.

I shook my head, then forced the memory far, far away.

“Commoners … it's as though we speak a different language … how frightening ...”

However, no sooner did I stop myself from shuddering did I realise that for all my effort, I didn't get to ask what grade I was.

I paused, half-turned my heel, then shrugged and continued onwards.

Oh well. It can't have been high.


Chapter 3: Kingdom In Debt

There were more empty chairs than usual today.

Dinner was becoming a rather solitary affair, wasn't it? In my memories, I could hear the grandstanding and the laughter as my brothers and sisters fought, argued, laughed, and did something that was a mixture of all three.

That was many years ago now.

A tragic thought, considering I surely wasn't old enough to be able to look back on times gone by. Yet time ran swiftly for royalty. Especially at dinner.

I placed my napkin down on my plate, satisfied at a meal shorn of any wonky carrots, if not at the crumbliness of the sweet potatoes.

The plates belonging to my mother and father were long cleared. Clarise was dining alone in the observatory, dabbling as she did in her trinkets and toys. The rest were working. Dinner, still. But working dinners nonetheless.

My eldest siblings were enamoured with politics, and were thus exempt from our mother and father's fussing. Even without being given the choice, they would dine with the daughters and sons of the nobility.

Already, there were rumours of factions as influence ebbed and flowed between them.

I didn't believe any of it, of course. In other nations, other kingdoms, perhaps. But not this one. House Contzen did not do in-fighting. Except when Roland let out the most abominable of smells while sharing a carriage with Tristan. Then there was blood. Usually when Mother put a stop to it.

Otherwise, we were well behaved … if not exactly normal.

Yes, even for someone as far removed from normality as I, even I could recognise that what I was seeing in front of me was not normal. And I was not referring to the untouched confit de canard braised with hot oranges. No, that was just eccentric. And disgusting. Please don't ever make it again.

No, what I knew was not normal … was the 14 layer cake that was threatening to either touch the ceiling or collapse the table beneath its weight.

“Did you enjoy today's gratin dauphinois de patates douces, dear?” asked Mother, beaming with excitement as she lowered her teacup. She'd finished drinking it over ten minutes ago. “The spring harvest is truly bearing fruit this year. Everything was delectable.”

Next to her, Father gave a chuckle as he toyed with an orange from the fruit basket. I wondered if that's why they all tasted somewhat shrivelled up.

“The stewards say that this year's yields will be our finest yet,” he said. “The markets will be teeming with people from all across the continent for our seasonal wares.”

I cocked my head and gave a puzzled smile. Wasn't that what the stewards said last year? And the year before last?

If so, it'd mean that quantity was truly no replacement for quality. What good was more food if I could only stomach less of it? The bourguignon d'agneau was overdone, the gougères were dry and the oeufs en meurette was the consistency of tepid pond water. How could I live in these conditions?

Why, if I didn't know better, I'd almost say that the food tasted ... old. It's a wonder I was still alive!

“That brings joy to my heart,” I replied, pushing my semi-emptied plate away. A maid immediately scooped it up and retreated to the kitchens. “Our beautiful kingdom can only be made richer still by the presence of so many curious visitors experiencing the fruits of our labours.”

“Well spoken, my dear. Wealth begets wealth. Ours is a prosperous land. And it is only both wise and fair that it's enjoyed by people from across every realm.”

My father smiled with unabashed enthusiasm. I couldn't help but smile in return. Even though I knew that we were simply avoiding the main subject here.

The extremely gaudy 14 layer cake smothered in cream and strawberries.

“Mother, Father.” I let out a small cough. “The cake. I can't help but notice that the maids began assembling it during dinner.”

“Oh, goodness, did you notice?” said Mother, looking sheepish. “I hope it didn't ruin the surprise. I actually hoped that the construction process would have been rather more discreet.”

“No, Mother, they were very discreet. Why, when the topmost layer began toppling over, I barely noticed as three of the maids locked arms to prevent a collapse, while another utilised a halberd from the wall to lodge it back into position.”

My mother let out a sigh of relief.

“Good, good. Then I suppose it hasn't all been to waste.”

“That would depend. The question needs to be asked. Why, Mother and Father, do we have such an extravagant cake prepared?”

“For you, of course!”

Both Mother and Father smiled at me. I smiled back, as all my upbringing taught me to. I was quite proud of this. Because inside, I wasn't smiling. Oh no. Not at all. I was peering down a chasm as wide as the ground once this table inevitably collapsed under the weight of this cake.

Because as certain as the fact that all the maids had conspicuously retreated from the hall, a cake on a day when no cake should be served was the guillotine for my good, if slightly strange day.

“I see.” I swallowed. Hard. “Thank you. It looks wonderful.”

“You're very welcome, dear. The strawberries are your favourite variety. And the cream was only whipped minutes before the cake was assembled.”

“Yes, the gleam is very enticing. However, I must apologise. The occasion has completely evaded me. If I may be so bold as to ask, why are you gifting me with such a luxurious cake, topped with my favourite strawberries and freshly whipped cream?”

My mother elbowed my father, who elbowed my mother, who kneed my father, who shouldered my mother, who headbutted my father.

“My dear,” said Father, his eyes spinning slightly. “Do you remember Duke Hallingsey?”

“I do. He visited two years ago. His beard left a strange trail on the floor as he walked. I could not tell whether it was hair or something living inside it.”

“That's the fellow! And what do you think about his son?”

“I'm afraid I didn't meet him. He was, if I recall, too busy introducing himself to the bird statues in the gardens. Should I ask them if he was charming?”

My father's smile quivered momentarily. I couldn't tell if he was struggling to maintain his forced expression, or if I'd simply said something to actually amuse him.

“Darling,” said Mother. “Duke Hallingsey's son is a worthy match for you. Although it's true that in the past he was known for his eccentricities, he has been tempered into a fine young man–just as you are a fine young lady. All we're asking for is a meeting.”

“A meeting.”

“Yes.”

“Just a meeting?”

“Just a meeting. And also marriage plans.”

“I see. Thank you, Mother and Father. It's as you say, the son of Duke Hallingsey is a fine match. I will, of course, consider this meeting in due course. Once I've made my decision, I'll inform you immediately.”

I nodded, smiled, and rose from my–

Rose from my–

Rose from–

I looked down.

Hmm. Interesting. I wasn't rising from my seat.

Despite my legs clearly working to eject me from this chair, the fact remained that I was firmly stuck to it.

Only the chair itself moved, its heavy wooden frame budging by approximately half an inch as I forced my muscles to push against what felt like a wall.

I smiled at my parents.

“Why am I stuck to this chair?”

Mother leaned forwards and cut a small slice of cake. She placed it on a plate, considered me, then began nibbling on the end instead.

A wise choice. Offering me the cake would have been offering me a weapon.

“A troll caravan visited the villa earlier. They touted us a new invention created by the greatest minds of the Mage's Guild. The traders called it … what was it, darling?”

“Super glue.”

“Yes, that's it. Super glue. Its efficacy is stunning, wouldn't you say? It creates an unbreakable bond between almost any material. Why, we even managed to fix the crookedness of your grandfather's portrait. It no longer tilts on its own.”

Crank. Crank. Crank.

I scraped the chair across the marble floor as I forced it to move one chair leg at a time.

“Yes, highly impressive,” I replied. “Almost as much as your attempts to marry me off.”

“Really, dear!” said Mother. “There could be worse matches. If Duke Hallingsey's son isn't quite your cup of tea, then there's also–”

“Neither Clarise nor Florella are married. And Roland and Tristan's engagements are indefinitely postponed.”

“Your brothers and sisters are working hard to secure the future prospects of this kingdom in their own ways, dear. It's not necessary for them to remove themselves from a table they may still use to their advantage.”

“I can also play coy when I'm older. The same as them. Why is this being discussed now? What is this about? This is quite clearly out of the blue. Your last attempts to marry me off at least came with a hint of subtlety.”

“Oh? You actually knew?” Mother's eyes lit up with triumph as she turned to Father. “You see? I told you she wasn't tone deaf to social nuance. She was just being difficult.”

“I'm not tone deaf and I'm not difficult,” I said, continuing to noisily slide my chair towards the nearest door. “Now, why are we, and I mean the both of you, suddenly seeking a marriage arrangement for me?”

My mother looked at my father.

This was all the bad news she was willing to personally give.

“We're bankrupt,” said Father cheerfully, before accepting a piece of cake being offered. He took a nibble. “Gosh, we overpaid for these strawberries, didn't we?”

“Dry as a wicker basket. I told you so, darling.”

“I apologise. Next time, do ignore me if I try to go with my gut instincts. You need to be more insistent.”

“I try. But you've failed so much with your gut instincts that you're always convinced the next will be correct.”

“Well, a streak has to break at some point, doesn't it?”

“Mother! Father!”

I slammed my palms down on my thighs. I could hear the glue setting even further. My regret was deep.

“How are we bankrupt?! Do you mean to say that we're … that we're … poor?!”

Father nodded as he slid a crystal glass of amber wine towards himself.

I almost fainted on the spot. Although I wasn't sure how much of it was due to physical exertion. Chairs were remarkably heavy.

“The truth is that the previous years have been rather difficult for the kingdom, dear. The promised crop yields never materialised. Ships have ceased to trade at our ports owing to the pirate armada in our waters. Rival criminal syndicates plague the capital and monsters stalk the open roads, all the while our soldiers must stand vigilant against the continued skirmishes on our eastern border. Our forests are beset with unfathomable snow and a hole into the abyss has been discovered in our mines. Oh, and Duke Valence is in open revolt. Really, it's been one thing after another. We've done what we can to stifle the effects. But there is only so much we can do. Our vaults are now empty. Would you like a slice of cake?”

I stopped skidding forwards, then slowly, twisted my chair around.

This … This sounded awful?!

“Why didn't I hear about this before?!”

My father smiled kindly at me.

“There was no need to tell you, dear. And in truth, we may well have not needed to. Your brothers and sisters are securing alliances, loans and deals as we speak. There are promising winds, if nothing more. If all goes well, then perhaps this marriage proposition is not needed, after all.”

My arms fell to the chair's sides.

My brothers and sisters. So they knew. But of course they did. They were the shining stars of the kingdom. And what was I, but a princess in her tower?

I thought back to the days of sloth I enjoyed. To the scandals and the villainy I read about in my books. To the countless hours I'd spent tending to the apple trees, napping in the grass and shooing away any force of nature that dared disturb me.

I … well, no, I did not regret a single moment of any of that.

But I did feel terrible. I wasn't a help. I was a burden.

This … This cannot be allowed to continue!

I am Juliette Contzen … and I refuse to be poor!

“I understand, Mother, Father. Please rest assured that I'll devote all thought towards restoring our family's … no, our kingdom's finances. As your daughter ... and as the 3rd princess to the throne, I solemnly promise that I will not permit our noble country to fall into the throes of destitution.”

The expressions on my parents' faces were brighter than even my sword, which had lit up the orchard as though I were wielding a star.

In that moment, I knew what I had to do.


Chapter 4: Best Laid Plans
I was pacing about my bedroom when I should have been dreaming about tomorrow's breakfast.
Behind my window, the moon was so large that it almost seemed to be watching over my antics. With few clouds to block its view, it had every balcony seat in the theatre to be entertained by my relentless strides as I shuttled back and forth from my wardrobe to my mirror.
Yes, I was currently making one of the hardest decisions of my life.
“Bright colours will suit spring and summer, but will look gaudy come autumn. Dark colours are more forgiving, but will make me appear aloof and unapproachable ...”
It was deciding what to wear for my journey ahead.
That's right! I will restore our kingdom's finances through whatever means possible! And that meant … leaving my bedroom!
It was plain to me that I could no longer ride on the coat-tails of my family. My mother, father and siblings were all striving towards the kingdom's prosperity. I, alone, could not bear the shame of inaction. Especially if inaction meant looming poverty!
How could this calamity have transpired? Were our fields not verdant and green? Were our forests not ancient and tall? Were our mines not deep and bountiful? From the shores of our western bay to the mountains of our eastern hinterlands, the Kingdom of Tirea was awash with resources that were the envy of the world over!
How, then, did things come to be so dire?
Civil unrest, deteriorating security, organised crime, border skirmishes, rebellion, failing industries, loss of merchant shipping … I couldn't imagine what succession of travesties had occurred that would cause so much to go wrong. And I didn't intend to find out by meekly sitting in my room and begging for answers.
No … I could no longer rely on others. This was a crisis I must solve. My very ability to pretend I enjoyed escargots au beurre persillé while stealthily tossing it beneath the table depended on it.
I came to an abrupt halt.
I was putting the cart before the horse, wasn't I? It was very important, true, but before I decided what to wear, I needed to decide on what I wanted to do and where I was going.
To start with, then ... a step-by-step action plan!


Step 1: Discover what wrongs are plaguing this kingdom, and fix everything!

The clock by my mantle ticked audibly as I waited for my brain to conjure up additional steps to follow.
None came.
Wait, was that it … ?
Well, what else was there to do? Clearly, our sources of income were failing us. In that case, all I had to do was see to the issues in person!
Undoubtedly, my family and our retainers would have approached the origins of our kingdom's problems already. As a result, their failure to reverse declines suggested it wasn't something a mere royal visit could solve. Or more specifically, something that simply stamping the boot of authority couldn't solve.
Normally, that'd be an issue for me as well. However, as someone with overwhelming confidence due to never having tried anything that could result in failure, I was extremely upbeat about my own abilities.
That's right! My success rate was 100%. And until the day I tasted failure, I intended to abuse that winning streak for as long as I could. Ohohoho!
I went to my bedside table and picked up a parchment and quill.
Dearest Mother and Father,
In keeping with the traditions of our family, I will be undertaking a royal tour of our kingdom. Please be assured that I will use this opportunity to see to the needs of our people and to honour the dignity of this House. When I return, I will be worthy to hold the title of princess.
Also, do not allow the kitchen to braise confit de canard with hot oranges ever again. It is disgusting.
Juliette.
I nodded, satisfied at my detailed penmanship.
Strictly speaking, it was only the crown prince or princess who undertook a royal tour of duty, and usually just before their ascension. But there was precedent for greater participation in times of civil unrest.
My letter complete, I resumed my search for suitable attire. Travelling attire, at that. And one which didn't scream royalty. A highly difficult task. And yet one I had to succeed at for this endeavour to bear fruit. Long gowns, excessive frills and pandering crowds would hinder my walk even to the nearby village outside the Royal Villa.
Yes. Walk.
Even thinking the word caused my very spine to shudder.
To use my own legs instead of a horse! It's a wonder I didn't search for a hoe to carry with me too. Yet such burdens on my soul were necessary.
As this journey would most certainly be forbidden by both Mother and Father, I needed to make my way to the village by myself. And also leave there by myself. I could not stay within the vicinity of the Royal Villa. I'd need to find a means of transporting myself to wherever the kingdom's ills were most severe.
Fortunately, time was on my side. It would be midday at least before the maids grew concerned that the food outside my room hadn't been touched or thrown back out. Time enough to be on my way to my destination.
But where was that?
Before I knew which problem to fix, I needed to know the true extent of them.
I needed to assess the state of the kingdom. That much was clear. And from an unbiased source. I doubted if anyone within these walls would give me an account untouched by a curtain of kindness.
“Hmm. I suppose this will suffice.”
Having scoured my wardrobe from top to bottom, I accumulated a set of clothes that could substitute as travelling attire.
It was the most informal pieces of clothing I owned, and would never see the light of day in a royal function. Even so, it was enough to clearly distinguish me as a daughter of high standing.
Dark boots and elegant stockings. A patterned skirt and a square buckled belt. A small shoulder cape tied with a red ribbon. A grey sleeved tunic and white gloves. My experience with aristocratic families told me I'd fit well with a highly prominent merchant's household.
With my clothes settled, I attached my sword, Starlight Grace, to my new belt.
Clothes? Yes.
Equipment? Sword.
Belongings? None.
Hmm. I couldn't help but wonder if I was missing something. My lack of experience with midnight escapades was beginning to show itself, wasn't it?
I looked in the mirror and adjusted my hairband. A small, black rose decorated the side. My personal sigil, should I ever choose to adopt one.
There. Better.
And with that–
It was time to depart.



Chapter 5: Boot Of Authority

Soon after I'd declared my preparations complete, I found myself climbing down the gnarled oak tree outside my bedroom window.

Reaching up from behind the Royal Villa's walls, the thing was so ancient and gangly that its branches almost seemed to scoop me from my window. Sadly, it wasn't so gentle as to lower me down. I had to do that myself.

That's not to say I've ever climbed a tree before, of course. Perhaps some wild daughter of a countryside baron would be happy to disgrace herself with such slovenly antics, but as a girl of royal standing, I would never sully my name with an action as barbaric as climbing a tree. Nope. Not at all.

Why, the fact that I was very good at it was not indicative of experience. Only that I was naturally gifted. The way my feet landed on every bough without looking? Naturally gifted. The way my hands sought out familiar twigs without looking? Naturally gifted. I had never once climbed a tree. Especially if it was to evade the heavy textbook of my mathematics tutor. And any guard or servant to say otherwise is guilty of perjury.

I gradually lowered myself down the weathered oak, pausing only to admire the radiant moon in the night sky.

It's said that the moon reflected the stars, and as I'm the greatest star of them all, it's truly no wonder it was so lovely during a night when I was about.

“... must stop, we can't meet here ...”

“... far too late now. You already agreed to ...”

Unfortunately, even this brief respite from my dramatic escape wasn't afforded to me.

As though the heavens were intent on throwing a few trip hazards onto my departure, I was stunned to hear voices coming from the base of the tree.

I peered down through the leaves, angling myself as best I could in order to view who could possibly be having a midnight rendezvous under my escape path. My thoughts turned to the head chef at once. And then those thoughts turned to horror.

Fraternising with the maids was one thing. But doing so under my tree? Behind my bedroom? Now, that was quite another!

Once I was back, I'd need to put a stop to this romance business. There were better ways for the staff to spend their time. Such as work.

I frowned as I attempted to discern the conversation between the two loitering figures.

“This has to be the last time. It's too dangerous. Someone's watching me. Following me. I can tell. Here. Take it. Everything you want is here.”

“The last time? The last time is when we decide it is, fool. Until your debt is paid, you owe us your lives.”

“I've already paid my debt. I've paid it twice over. This is too much. It's too dangerous.”

“You don't know what dangerous is if you think you can call it quits. Give me that. And take this.”

“This … This is ...”

“More than enough. Now scram. Before your ghost smells you quaking in your loins.”

I leaned down as far as I dared.

It was the silhouettes of two men. Yet their faces were hidden and their voices hushed. Even so, I caught snippets of their hushed words. There was talk of debts, threats and veiled warnings. And there–right there, was the sound of a pouch of coins clinking in the night.

I held my breath to stop my sigh of relief.

Why, this wasn't a romantic rendezvous at all! It was just extortion.

The virtue of the area behind my bedroom was safe.

As I muttered a quiet prayer in the hope this would always remain the case, a ray of moonlight jostled through the branches and caught the face of one of the men. To my surprise, I realised that I recognised him.

It was one of the servants.

I was appalled.

Not only was precious memory being used to remember the faces of our staff, but I knew from the look of stupidity on this man's face that it could only have been the new hire who'd spilled chamomile tea all over my extravagant new dress just the other day!

Meaning that right now, he was already indebted to me!

Suddenly, fury washed through me.

This man was barely paid a pittance! He was worked day and night to the bone just to slowly make amends for his outrageous clumsiness! How dare anyone seek to extort someone I was already making penniless! How was he supposed to feel contrition towards me if he had multiple debts to satisfy?

I released the branch I was holding onto–and dropped down.

“W-What?!”

“Who is … P-Princess?!”

I winced as the length of the drop exceeded my expectations. Even so, I jumped and raised myself to my full stature, before directing my scowl towards the servant.

“You! What is the meaning of this?”

His response was to suck in a gasp of air. It did nothing to change the pallid hue of his face, which was now whiter than the moonlight.

“P-Princess … This … This isn't what it looks like! I swear!”

“No?” I looked pointedly at the significantly sized pouch of coins he was holding to his chest. How many crowns had to be in there? “That bag! What is that?”

“Please … I didn't … I never meant to ...”

“Enough.”

I turned to the other individual. I regretted it at once.

A foul odour emanated from more than this person's breath. Between his pockmarked face and clothing stained with more than mud, it was clear that soap wasn't one of the things he purchased using the money he extorted from this servant.

I forced myself not to step away, instead facing down this hygiene-averse individual with my finest look of righteous grievance.

“You! What are you doing? I don't know what debt you're trying to exact, but that massive bag of money must surely constitute his entire life savings! No, he could never have accumulated that much while he owes me for a new dress. It's reasonable to assume that he must have borrowed it. How is he supposed to make good on his other obligations while he drowns in further debt?”

That's right!

Everything must be done in moderation. And that included extortion! Who was this imbecile who had no respect for sustainable financing? This was clearly the type of man who would cut down a forest to build a campfire!

I waited for the man to speak. His mouth opened wordlessly, his foul breath uninhibited. I was forced to take a step back.

“W-What is this … you were waiting?!” He looked up, then turned his attention to the servant. “You! Have you betrayed us?!”

The servant rapidly shook his head. What little blood remained in his face quickly drained away.

“I don't know! I don't know why the princess is here!”

“Tch, the guards! Where … Where are they?! I don't see anyone!”

I placed my hand to my chest and upped my scowl, irked that I had to regain this suspicious man's attention.

“That's because you're speaking with me alone. I don't know what business you have with one of my servants, but as princess, I command that you immediately desist in collecting any outstanding debts until such time that he fulfils his obligations to his direct employer first. That is all. I'll brook no argument on the matter.”

The man looked tense as he continued to pay me little attention. Instead, his eyes took in our surroundings. And then he did the same with his ears.

After several moments had passed, he broke into a broad, chipped-tooth grin.

“Oi, oi, are you actually the princess? Are you insane? All that fancy wine you drink make it to your head? You eavesdrop and then show up like this, all on your own ...”

The servant noticeably quaked. The crowns in his pouch jingled along with him.

“P-Princess! … You must ...”

“Shut it, fool! Or I'll have your family pay your debt long after you're gone!”

I received a look of overwhelming ill-intent as the man's smile lit up with greed.

“Well, I wasn't expecting this. Don't think the boss was, either. But who am I to turn down a free princess? Reckon you'll fetch for a pretty mighty sum, eh? And look, you've already left your walls for me. I don't even need to escape. Now, you want to walk or you want to ride on–”

As the man stepped towards me, I pulled my heel back, placed my full power in my boot, and then aimed for the area my father had explicitly warned me only to strike when I didn't want someone to die, but make them wish that they did.

“[Princess Boot]!”

“Uggggggggggg100......”

The man collapsed at once.

“Your malevolent intentions will have to wait. I'm in a rush.” I clicked my fingers at the shocked servant. “You there. This man is clearly a scoundrel. Inform the guards of his presence and instruct them that he is to be sentenced to scrubbing himself with 100,000,000 bars of soap. While he's working to repair his hygiene deficiencies, he won't be in a position to trouble you. Consider that debt fulfilled. Note, however, that mine still applies. I expect you to work hard for the future prosperity of this kingdom. Is that clear?”

“P-Princess, his body is … it's spasming …”

I placed my hand atop the heavy bag of coins, then smiled kindly at the quivering servant.

“Please ensure that you borrow responsibly. If this coin is not yours, then return it. As long as you're in service to me, my debts take precedence. But do not fear. Even should your bones become too weary to carry the burden of your monthly instalments, as long as you wholeheartedly strive to wade through your oceans of financial ruin, I will be there patiently waiting for you at the shoreline.”

Tears began to well up in the corner of the servant's eyes. I nodded in satisfaction. Indeed, these were the tears of gratefulness that I expected from all my loyal retainers.

“T-Thank you, Princess … You are … You are most merciful ...”

“Indeed, I am.”

I smiled, stepped over the man with froth building up in his mouth, then prepared to make my daring dash for the nearby village.

For the first time, I peered at the verdant green fields beyond the Royal Villa's walls without a carriage window to dull my view. The brilliant moonlight lit up a cobblestone road rolling down the hill, the majestic light almost seeming to usher me onto my path.

Chirping crickets, rustling leaves and the pitiful groans of a man at death's door were my choir as I was shown the exit from one world to the next.

As I stared at the faintest outline of a steeple in the distance, I wondered what that simmering feeling welling up inside my tummy was. It was an unfamiliar feeling, but warm. And I knew what it made me wish to do.

“P-Princess?” asked the servant, audibly swallowing a gulp. “If … If I may ask … why are you here?”

I glanced back.

“The princess was never here. She's currently asleep in her tower.”

Yes, indeed. The girl who was leaving this night wasn't a princess.

I was a knight in … well, not shining armour, but I had a shining sword. And I would wield it as this kingdom's defender. Perhaps not very well, but that hardly mattered!

Regardless of what ills had befallen my homeland, I'd solve it with strength of mind, clarity of purpose and the unyielding boot of authority. That is the role I was born into. A very challenging role, where I could nap, read, paint, knit, garden, and roll about in my orchard to my heart's content.

For the sake of protecting my current lifestyle … I will restore the kingdom's finances!


Chapter 6: Forgotten Neighbours

It was time to discover the lay of the land.

Unfortunately, there was nobody to greet me as I stole into the quiet heart of this diminutive village. It was a small farming community, and despite its proximity to the Royal Villa, it had grown neither wealthy nor large in all the years I'd known it to exist.

Indeed, there was little reason for contact between us, as this small plot of cottages was even governed by its own mayor.

Visitors would ghost through and stay the night directly within the Royal Villa's warm guest houses, and anything traders wished to sell to our estate couldn't even be considered by the farmers who lived here.

As a result, this village was less a point of interest and more a road marker that indicated the Royal Villa was but a stone's throw away. If my carriages didn't take me through it on my rare excursions, I'd never know of its existence.

I made my way through the maze of cottages while guided by the shimmering moonlight.

Even then, I had to catch myself from falling over a mindlessly placed bump on the ground. The cobblestone road had faded into dirt, and more than once I found myself grateful for my lantern in the sky. There certainly were none in the windows. A far cry from the Royal Villa, where even the corridors could be seen from outside.

There was only one exception.

A building which dominated the local landscape by virtue of having two floors and brightly lit windows. Such was its size and prominence, I almost took it for the mayor's residence.

Instead, it was something far grander.

A sign dangled above a doorway.

The Singing Mule.

My jaw dropped open.

This! This was it! That fabled establishment frequented by peasants and lowborn nobles alike! That storied den from which epic tales and drunken brawls began hand-in-hand. The local hotspot of debauchery and mischief making, where crowns were gambled and maidens were forced to serve at the behest of villainous masters!

It was called …… a pub.

I shivered, my body stricken with goosebumps even where the chilly breeze had failed to trouble me.

Here was where the gentlemen and the riff-raff converged in all the best selling adventure-romance titles of the past two years! A common establishment where bonds were forged and rivalries tempered!

As a flush of elation ran through me, I rapidly shook my head and reminded myself of the task at hand.

This was no time for fantastical indulgence! Time was of the essence. The first thing I needed to do was gather information. Only then could I decide on my next course of action … and then watch as any bar room fights happened to be occurring!

I pressed my fists against my chest, nodded, then strode towards the door.

Creaaaak.

The heavy door groaned on its hinges as it swung outwards.

A commotion of light and noise instantly met my eyes and ears. Hoarse voices laughing over a crackling fireplace. Glasses and tankards clinking in the air. Dice drumming against a wooden table.

I stepped inside.

And all the noise vanished.

The door behind me groaned to a close, its sound like the upset belly of the beast as I wilfully stepped into its maw.

Instantly, I was made aware of all the eyes turned towards me. Most were the tired gazes of men in farming attire, their muddy, unlaced shirts the colour of their sunburnt skin. A few were from women draped in long aprons, carrying trays laden with drinks as they sauntered from one table to the next.

Yet no matter who they were, all carried the same vow of silence. And all the same unending stare.

I blinked in confusion.

This was not the reception any of the heroes or heroines of my stories received! For one thing, there was no shameful display of drunken battery to witness. No so-called brawls to entertain my curiosity.

I looked around, wondering if I'd committed a social faux pas by entering the pub unannounced. To my knowledge, free houses such as these didn't require an advance booking to attend. Perhaps this was some peasant's gala I was interrupting? Some alcoholic ritual I was not invited to?

Or maybe ...

Aha!

I realised the truth of it. And smiled.

Ohhohoho! Naturally, why hadn't I considered this sooner? How silly of me to expect to walk into any common holding and expect to be treated as some mundane heroine. I was Juliette Contzen, 3rd princess to this kingdom!

And this village was on the Royal Villa's doorstep.

Of course, every citizen would know who I was. And the ones in this village even more so.

Indeed, they likely praised us at every waking opportunity for the protection we gave and the fields we gifted. For a princess of the royal family they admired to simply wander in must have been the shock of the century.

Taking in the continued silence and the unblinking stares, I decided to fulfil the role expected of me. Whether before my father's throne or the common room of a pub, my duty to uphold the dignity of my family remained unshakable.

And that meant a proper introduction and address.

“Salutations, commoners! I am Princess Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea. Do not be alarmed. I will not disturb you in your time of rest. I seek only a willing soul to explain to me the plights that dog your steps, so that as your princess and future queen, I may raise you from your squalor and abject misery.”

I waited for the customary applause. And then the rush of hands volunteering to aid me. Outright help was a rarity in our halls, what with the politicising of even the shortest conversation. But I expected commoners to be more accommodating.

I waited.

And continued to wait.

Until finally, someone lowered their tankard.

“Bwahahahahaha!”

And laughed.

“The Princess, she says! That's a new one!”

“Those guys who've lived next door since I was a kid and never once shown their faces! Even now, I think I've only seen the tail end of one of their carriages once!”

“Oi, oi, you hear that, everyone?! The Princess has come to visit us lowly rabble!”

“Ahahaha, which one is the 3rd Princess? The one who looks down on us like trash or the one who looks down on us like insects?”

The dam broke as howling laughter snapped everyone else out of their stupor.

Yes … just in time for me to enter mine.

Ohh … hoho … ho?

What … what was this?

Did they … Did they not know who I was?

Were they throwing doubt on my identity? And what was this clear tone of resentment?! Why, it was almost as though they harboured some animosity with my family! How could they? We were kind, just and righteous. To disagree was treason!

As I began methodically memorising the faces of all the collaborators in this room, a small grunt alerted me to my left.

A man stood behind the bar. One of the few not to be openly laughing. And the only one not to wear a smile.

“Welcome to my humble establishment,” he said, his voice steady and clear. “The Singing Mule. I apologise for the commotion. We rarely experience travellers stopping here. May you be on your way to the Royal Villa? If so, they have their own rooms to house those as finely dressed as yourself.”

I was stunned.

Not only because this man, this … barkeeper, who wore clothes stained with sweat, alcohol or both, spoke with an eloquence which may have barely passed at court, but also because he was insinuating that I didn't look at all like who I was!

I knew I wasn't dressed in my usual long gowns. That much was on purpose. But to have such a pronounced effect that I was mistaken for a mere traveller was …

The mental damage was incredible.

“Y-You are mistaken. I'm not … well, I suppose I am technically now, yes, but I'm no mere traveller. I'm–”

“Between you and me, it's not the wisest idea to introduce yourself as Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea. You'll find the popularity of princesses in general to be waning around here.”

I was paralysed with shock.

The barkeeper took a moment to consider some of his patrons. Then he glanced towards the door.

“There are folks that will do more than give them a mean glare. It's a dangerous name to assume. If worse comes to worst, those who live by the wayside will come looking for you. I advise you to avoid unnecessary trouble, especially if you find yourself alone.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but my words lapsed into silence as I considered my current situation.

… Indeed, for a mere barkeeper, this man's words were curiously astute!

The nature of my escape meant I couldn't possibly disclose my real identity. At least not outside a drinking establishment where the patrons readily dismissed anything which wasn't frothy and watery as delusions.

Not only would it cause a ruckus, but I'd be inviting people as strange as that Sir Oddwell to harass me at every opportunity! How was I supposed to fix this kingdom's ills with strange men begging favours on their hands and knees all day?

In that case … there was only one thing I could do.

“Y-Yes … well, thank you for the warning. It was a … a poor jest, of course … the princess is actually currently in her tower, tending to the … wailing cries of orphans.”

“Wailing cries of orphans?”

“Yes, she is supremely kind and charitable.”

“I see. And so who might you be, then?”

“M-Me? Why, I'm ...”

“Yes?”

“I'm … Ju ...”

“Ju … ?”

“Ju … Ju … Julie ...”

“Ah. Julie–”

“Juliette.”

The barkeeper pursed his lips. His expression became very stiff.

“Juliette,” he repeated slowly. “Your name is still Juliette?”

“Yes.”

“But not Juliette Contzen, the princess who is currently tending to the cries of orphans.”

“The wailing cries. And yes, that's correct.”

“... I see ...”

The barkeeper slowly nodded. I let out a beam of triumph.

As expected, my smokescreen of subterfuge was without flaws!

This was it! This is what I had to do.

In order to evade both the knights who would surely come looking for me, as well as the unscrupulous individuals who would seek to use up my precious time, it was required that I go incognito.

And who would suspect that Juliette, the girl who wore boots without even a single piece of ruby embroidery, was in reality a princess of the kingdom?

Until such time that I had to invoke my title, I could take advantage of the people's unwariness!

Ohhohoho! How very masterful!

Already, my budding plan to unravel the ills of this kingdom was taking shape! As there was clearly some undeserved antagonism towards my family, perhaps a less direct route was key to resolving our collapsing finances?

Fortunately, I was well trained in the art of courtly intrigue. After all, if I could convince a duke's daughter that her pearl earrings did not at all make her look like a stablegirl just recently adopted into nobility, then I could surely convince our farmers, miners, loggers and dockworkers to up their productivity!

How hard could it be?

“Thomas! Give us common rabble a look too, won't ya? Our mugs will start growing moss before the princess even finishes her order!”

The barkeeper didn't bat an eye, immediately pouring several flagons' worth of golden liquid from two separate barrel taps. A waitress was on hand to receive them, returning to the floor to the sound of mocking cheers.

I swallowed hard, then dared to ask the question on the forefront of my mind.

“Sir Barkeeper, why is my … why is House Contzen's name spoken with such clear disregard in your establishment? Did my … did the royal family cause some grievous slight? Did we … did they mistreat the hopelessly simple people of this languishing village in some way?”

The barkeeper looked momentarily in pain. Perhaps he'd stubbed his toe on the counter.

“The Contzen name is that of wealth.”

I nodded, then waited for the man to continue.

He didn't.

“… Is that it?”

“No.” The barkeeper looked at me carefully. “But that conversation isn't mine to give. Nor is it any of my patrons. Those who truly suffer would not be content to laugh. We are lucky. The ones further afield are not. For a true answer, you would need to visit any of the lands beyond the Royal Villa.”

That was a highly unsatisfactory answer.

Naturally, the commoners would have their grievances. Such was the nature of envy. Yet it irked me how little they understood that the responsibility of their lives weighed heavier than their sickles and hoes.

This was a problem I needed to amend as well.

“The royal family toils to defend this kingdom,” I said, turning on the spot. “And if I must travel to each of the four corners of the realm to exhibit that, then so be it.”

My hand reached for the door.

“Wait.”

I looked past my shoulder and raised my eyebrow at the barkeeper. He studied me for a moment, even as I waited for him to continue.

“You're actually being serious, aren't you?”

Ugh, must I truly reiterate myself to a commoner?

I had a very long list of problems to go through. And the less time I spent rolling about in my orchard, the more time the caterpillars had to devour everything.

“Of course. The kingdom is under siege by a great host of ridiculous problems, all of which I suspect are easily avoidable. I intend to lift them all. And with haste. I don't trust the crows eyeing my apple trees.”

“I'm sorry, but I don't quite understand what you mean by that.”

“It means they're savage brutes which eat anything that looks remotely defenceless.”

“No, I mean … regarding how you intend to lift the problems of this kingdom.”

“It means what it means.” I groaned inside as I considered how to speak the vernacular of the peasantry. “Many problems. I fix.”

“... Alone?”

“Alone.”

For the first time, the barkeeper's unmoving exterior broke.

He drummed his fingers against his countertop, his brows creasing as he assessed me like an item whose worth he couldn't quite gauge.

Then, he relaxed his shoulders as he gave an inaudible sigh.

“I see … then, as the barkeeper of this languishing village, allow me to offer what minor help I may.”

I brightened up. Finally, some assistance to be disappointed at!

“You asked what plagues our steps. I suspect you aren't aware that your words contain more truth than you may have hoped.”

I gave him a quizzical look.

“How so?”

The barkeeper hesitated, as though a lump had suddenly appeared in his throat.

“I have an … old companion. A senior adventurer based with the guild in Rolstein. He can fill you in, should you care to travel that way. For all their resourcefulness, adventurers lack resources. If you want to help this land, then my advice would be to help the land itself.”

The meaning of his words weren't lost on me.

Rolstein. A modestly sized town in the southern lowlands. Home to ... some baron. And a primary source of grain. If there were issues to be had with crop yields, then they would bear the brunt of them.

If I was to choose a destination, then nearby Rolstein was a practical choice. There were few greater triggers for an unwanted revolution against my family than famine.

I nodded and smiled, my mood greatly improved.

“I see! Thank you for your assistance. Farewell, Sir Barkeeper.”

I reached for the door.

“Wait, wait, wait.”

“Really now! I understand my presence here is a boon over your usual clientele, but if you have something to say, then please say it in one go. I prefer expediency and brevity in all things.”

When I turned around again, it was to the sight of the barkeeper's openly stunned expression.

“You intend to go … now? Right this moment? To Rolstein?”

“Why ever not?”

The man's expression didn't change.

“Well, you'll be needing a horse for one thing. Do you have a horse?”

I nodded instinctively, before swiftly realising that I very much didn't.

Horses, like most things, were usually only one angry finger wag away. But now I had neither my personal mare, nor more importantly, any retainers to go fetch her.

I glanced around the common room and felt my heart sink. There were vacancies amongst my personal staff. But no hires to be found here.

“Lodge the night, make your plans and go in the morning,” said the barkeeper. “The roads are too dangerous at this hour, even this close to the Royal Villa.”

I shook my head.

For reasons that were only partially due to the idea of staying the night in a … pub, which I wasn't sure was even a lodging accommodation, the guaranteed presence of pursuing knights required me to leave with haste.

“Thank you for your concern. However, dawn will break too late for my needs. Is there a stablemaster I can approach in this village?”

The barkeeper's expression was one of clear stupefaction.

This response puzzled me. Did a village this size not possess a stables? If not, how did the residents travel to and from place to place? After a gruelling day toiling the fields and tending to barnyard animals, how did they visit the hot springs of the scenic Montvoir Valley to dip their feet? Or pass the evenings sipping on bergamot tea upon the balcony of the Royal Arc Theatre?

Was … Was it possible they didn't travel at all? But rather spend their lives fiddling with their farming tools beneath the same roofs all their lives?

No, no. Of course not. Don't be silly. Even commoners needed entertainment. I'm sure they wouldn't possibly think that an evening in a pub counted as a pastime. This was merely a stopping point for refreshments and inexpensive revelry.

In which case … ah, of course!

A stables did exist! But the horses themselves would be asleep!

Of course, this barkeeper would be reluctant to have me wake every war steed in their midst.

I confidently placed a hand atop my chest.

“If the stablemaster is not available, you may point me towards where their charges are being kept. Rest assured that I have enough experience with horses that I can wake and saddle a destrier or courser by myself, if need be.”

The barkeeper pursed his lips.

Once again, he looked almost as if he was in pain. I wondered how poorly designed his counter was if he kept butting his toes against it.

“I … have a draft horse,” he said slowly, as if somehow doubting his own memory. “You may take him. If you run a message for me and deliver the horse safely, consider that payment for the bridle.”

I blinked.

“Payment?”

It was only then that I realised something critically important.

Clothes? Yes.

Equipment? Sword.

Belongings? None.

… Money? Zero.

Why, I'd forgotten something after all!

“Excuse me, but I'll be borrowing whatever crowns you have on hand. It doesn't need to be an excessive amount. Only enough to pay for all my living expenses.”

“H-Huh?”

The barkeeper's jaw dropped as I leaned over the counter, picked up a small wooden box filled with crowns, then stuffed it against my chest.

Indeed, my lack of experience beyond the Royal Villa's walls was telling. I'd almost made an embarrassing blunder!

“I have no crowns with me,” I explained with a smile to the extremely helpful barkeeper. “A silly error. You have my immense gratitude for reminding me. Really, how was I to pay for anything?”

Usually, any and all expenses were paid for by the stewards, who accompanied me whenever I left the Royal Villa. I was so used to having attendants pay that I forgot I needed to carry my own coins!

There was no argument here. This was an unsanctioned expedition. I'd surely be expected to pay for my own affairs, just as I did my own secret literature pile. As an upstanding member of royalty, I must be a paragon of society.

“This is a temporary requisition,” I said, hugging the box of crowns. “You may recover the same amount from the Royal Treasury. If the vaults are empty, then you may have to wait until such time that funds are prepared. We're in financial difficulty. At the latest, you may have the full amount back after I've sufficiently cured the kingdom's ills. Understood?”

The barkeeper responded by planting his hands over his face. A most unusual gesture. But who was I to judge the intricacies of how commoners communicate?

Still with both palms over his face, he proceeded to point to an empty table with his little pinky.

“... Sit. And don't move. I'll prepare the horse.”

“Why, thank you!”

I nodded and beamed.

And here I thought that all commoners were different shades of brigands! But this barkeeper was quite accommodating. Some of his gestures were rather eccentric, yes, but perhaps I'd misjudged them, after all?

I walked towards the empty table. As I pulled out the chair, I noticed the unusual odour seeping out from beneath the table. And then I looked down and saw the remains of the previous occupant's tankard.

Only for some reason, this liquid wasn't quite as pale as the frothy beverage I saw the pub's clientele enjoying. It was far more dark. And yellow.

And truly, that odour was …

“Ah.”

I held my hand to my mouth.

And then vowed never to enter a pub again.


Chapter 7: Royal Requisition

The draft horse responded well. Likely since he knew I liked his name.

'Apple'.

It was a simple reminder of my orchard, but just in case I ever forgot, I could reach into one of my many saddlebags and draw out a crisp, delicious red fruit. The horse whinnied in joy. No doubt it could smell the aroma tucked away. He'd be able to enjoy them too–after they were used as projectiles to incapacitate any miscreant or monster hoping to invite themselves onto our day's itinerary.

We certainly weren't going to outpace any adversaries, much less any knights that were sent to usher me back to my impending poverty.

This was no battle steed bred for unmatched pace. Rather, the only thing this draft horse would outrun was a cart. And that's if it was stationary.

Still, I stroked the horse's outrageously shaggy mane and declared myself satisfied.

I was fond of horses. They galloped, plodded and stood still. The three functions I required a horse to do. They did not spill wine over my dresses, straighten the wrong strands of my hair or serve me carrots while trembling with tears and apologies. They had their jobs, and unlike my waiting staff, they did it with exceptional prowess.

Beside me, the barkeeper checked the saddle and bridle.

He went about his task efficiently, tugging at the clasps and ensuring the comfort of both horse and rider. My opinion of village barkeepers rose considerably.

“Do you often require a horse for your line of work?” I queried, noting the way he was carefully inspecting the position of the tack.

The barkeeper didn't look up.

“Not often,” he replied.

The man chose not to elaborate. I nodded and looked ahead.

Even the fields around this insignificant village looked modestly impressive when beneath such a welcoming moonlit sky.

“There are provisions, but not for longer than a straight ride to Rolstein. You'd best stop by a village on your way, in any event. Your … borrowed money is in a separate pouch, as is my letter.”

“Excellent.”

“Both the letter and the horse are to be delivered to Marina, the local alchemist in Rolstein. You'll find her in her store, if it's still there.”

“If?”

“It's been some time.”

“And if this alchemist isn't available?”

“Then Apple will find his way back. He's a smart one.”

The horse gave a small snort. I took that to be agreement.

“All ready,” said the barkeeper, stepping back. “You've my horse and my night's earnings. Anything else you require before you make for the lowlands?”

“That'll be all. Thank you for your service.”

“And yours, young lady.”

I raised an eyebrow.

A deeply seated part of me wished to remind this commoner about the necessity of referring to proper titles, but I'd declared myself to be Juliette and nobody else.

If my masterful deception was to succeed, then I'd need to maintain the persona of a … well, not a commoner, obviously not, but perhaps some countryside lord's daughter? Or would that arouse too much suspicion?

A problem. I was clearly far too beautiful and well-heeled to be anything less than a duke's favoured child. And all of them were accounted for. Should I pose as somebody else? But who? How should I introduce myself? What questions could I reasonably consider likely to be asked?

For two long seconds, I considered this possible issue.

And then I tossed it to the wayside.

Really now! This is why the kingdom was in the state it was. Why think and stay still when I can think and move? I'd surely come up with an answer by the time I needed to provide one. In fact, why dedicate thoughts to mere possibilities at all?

I was supremely confident in my problem-solving skills. Therefore, once this actually became a problem, it was more efficient to simply come up with the answer there and then as required. My head was too precious to be filled up with hypothetical concerns. I had real ones to consider.

Such as figuring out which road was the one south.

“Also, I've provided a map alongside the provisions,” said the barkeeper, his stoic exterior looking progressively more worn. “It's incomplete, but will help where the roads most often disappear where the woodlands are overgrown. Though I'm sure you're … well acquainted with the land, there are many areas where even experienced hunters have found themselves suddenly lost.”

This ... This barkeeper!

Once I returned, I would promote him to the royal court! He was far too competent to be serving frothy liquor in a pub with customers that disgraced the floorboards beneath his tables! Why, he should be serving the finest fae wine to dignitaries! Those people only soiled themselves in their guest rooms!

However, that was in the future. Right now, I had to provide him with the only reward I could offer.

Asking his name. And maybe remembering it.

“I … I see! Thank you. Thank you most kindly. I'll use it well in the days ahead. I must say, you've been of considerable service. What is your name, Sir Barkeeper?”

“Thomas.”

I gestured at him to continue.

He paused, seeming to hesitate before doing so. An action I saw frequently. Those of lesser status were always fretful to reveal their family name, for fear of open admonishment.

In truth, this barkeeper had nothing to fear. I already ranked him above every nobleman to have ever visited the Royal Villa. Why, if I requisitioned their horse and crowns, they'd protest as if I was some brigand!

“Thomas Lainsfont.”

“... Lainsfont?”

The man nodded.

Curiously, I found myself eyeing some distant cloud as my mind was struck by a hint of recognition. How strange that this should be the case.

Lainsfont.

I didn't recognise it. Nor should I. I had far too many names to forget as it was before I needed to start including the names of commoners as well.

Even so, this one tickled my memory like a word on the tip of my tongue, even where most others failed.

“Thomas Lainsfont. Now why does that name sound … familiar?”

“I wouldn't know. I'm a barkeeper.”

I eyed him, for what was the very first time, and in doing so officially upgraded him from barkeeper to known person of use.

A man in his forties with the beginnings of grey hair in his stubble. Still, he boasted remarkably young eyes. And his stature. It wasn't lowered by the pouring of mead or the hauling of kegs for inebriated louts.

Indeed, his frame remained remarkably tall. And proud.

Hmm.

Interesting.

“Were you ever in service to the kingdom, Mr. Lainsfont?”

The man raised an eyebrow.

“By ensuring the layabouts of this village have somewhere to sleep off their drunkenness, certainly.”

“... I see. Well, if you ever wish to hone your skills on better dressed clientele, I may have a prospective offer of employment for you as soon as I return. Note that better dressed does not mean more palatable, however. Just less … unidentifiable stains involved.”

“I'll look forward to it.”

“Good, good.”

Turning my attention from this known person of use, I gently tugged on the horse's reins. He set off on a slow trot. Eventually, he'd need to test his pace. Rolstein was some distance away, while our knights were closer. I intended to ride through the night and into the next day.

It was only then that I realised something very important.

… I hadn't used the restroom yet.


Chapter 8: A Simple Barkeeper

Thomas Lainsfont watched the young girl's figure recede in the darkness.

Wearing only the clothes on her back and the sword by her side, she'd come and gone like the wind, riding atop the horse that had carried him through so many of his earlier adventures.

Refusing to even consider tarrying a single night, she rode past the moonlit fields like a heroine from the tales of old.

Had her conviction been anything less, he never would have considered giving away his horse. The crowns he would make back, but that horse meant more to him than even the new life he'd built for himself. It was, in many ways, a reminder that he could always return to his old one.

The life he'd now left behind.

“May fortune find you, Your Highness.”

The wind picked up his whisper. Whether the princess heard, he would never know.

Thomas had seen many things in his life. And he didn't even consider himself old, despite some of his younger patrons becoming cheeky enough to suggest as much.

Even so, he could have reached twice his age and still not have expected to experience a night quite like this.

A young lady strolling into his decidedly motley pub, filled with motley customers, and declaring herself to be Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea. And she didn't even look drunk.

It was a ridiculous thing to say.

Even with her dignified appearance, it was clear she couldn't be who she claimed. The royal family spent a great deal of their time in their official residence nearby. And yet the only times they were seen were when their carriages and escorts trundled through the centre of the village, kicking up dirt like a band of hogs allowed to roll through the mud.

Yes … none of them believed this outlandish claim, made by an eccentric girl in the middle of the night. She could have been some travelling dignitary's daughter, causing whatever counted as mischief among those with too much time and crowns on hand.

Or she could really have been Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea.

Thomas had recognised her at once.

He'd seen her rarely, but those times he did, she'd left a striking impression. A look of express intrigue often clouded her face as she sat gazing through her carriage window, looking at the village where all others would look away from it.

Yet even if he recognised her, he still couldn't believe that no guards had burst in behind her. He couldn't believe that no thundering footsteps of a dozen horses were shaking the floor. She was alone. In his pub. This princess who looked at the people of this village and thought of something other than droppings on the ground.

It seemed like a novelty at the time. A princess who may actually harbour some interest, even academic, in the working state of a typical village.

He didn't expect that this same princess would turn that curiosity into a drive for something righteous.

“I seek only a willing soul to explain to me the plights that dog your steps, so that as your princess and future queen, I may raise you from your squalor and abject misery.”

Thomas winced as he recalled those words.

They were laughingly received by the half-drunken bumpkins in his pub. In most other places, they would have drawn the ire of a mob. It was, after all, the royal house that was responsible for the hardships that its people had to endure.

And yet even if her words were taken in jest, there was no such light-heartedness in her voice. Those weren't the words of a politician, but a young girl with fierce determination burning in her eyes.

How long had it been since he'd seen someone with such purpose of spirit? And why had he never heard of her noble character before? It was said that Prince Tristan was brave and Princess Florella was just. But Princess Juliette … she was never seen or heard.

All this time, had she been a prisoner in her own world? A trapped soul forced to watch as others around her enveloped the land in the flames of greed?

Was that why she was alone?

Unaided and bereft of even a water flask?

Thomas had done what he could. But he knew he could have done more. His hand went to his side, fumbling for a moment as he forgot that he no longer carried his sword with him. Those days had passed like the seasons and were now a memory etched in fog. A part of him wished to go with her, but even now, he knew he still had his own battles to settle.

For one thing, he now had to prepare a gift for Marina. And also to–

“Master … Master …!”

Thomas hid his sigh as he turned.

The Princess wasn't the only visitor to make an unexpected appearance in his life tonight.

A young man came dashing down the road from the direction of the Royal Villa. Even at a distance, his voice carried like a striking bell, enough to wake the souls of the dead should he will it.

“Master!” said the young man, sucking in the air as he skidded to a halt. “Sorry I took so long. Had to argue my case just to be shot down. Would you believe it? They don't want to hire the guild to help patrol the roads. They said they have it under control. My boot! I was attacked by owlkin just making my way down Queen's Lane. The Queen's Lane! The queen wouldn't want it named after her if she knew how many crossbow bolts now littered that road.”

Thomas's legs moved on their own. He made a sudden jolt towards the figure who'd now disappeared across the hilltop, before calming himself down.

She wasn't heading up Queen's Lane, but down the country roads towards the lowlands. The owlkin tribes had no territory there. No, there were no owlkins south of here. Only gnolls. And acid beetles. And sprites. And bandits.

Lots and lots of bandits.

Thomas closed his eyes, forcing himself to stay well put.

Long ago, he'd left on a journey once. And he was younger. And without an enchanted weapon that was clearly forged by a legendary swordsmith. Had the situation been anything else, he would have sold half his remaining good furniture for a chance to better admire that blade.

She would do well. He could feel it. Fortune favoured the righteous.

Which is why he was currently a barkeeper.

“I'm not your master anymore, boy.”

“And I'm no longer a boy. See these? Mark of a true man, right here.”

The true man, Caban Oxwell, threw out his arms and tensed his muscles. Thomas wasn't sure if it was due to the dim light that he couldn't see anything.

He chose to believe him, anyway.

“It's been too long since I last taught you anything, Caban. You can call me by my name.”

“Sure? If I did that, people would be swarming over you. Villagers don't know who you are yet, do they?”

“They know. I'm the barkeeper.”

Caban laughed. His easy smile and casual demeanour worried Thomas as much now as it did back when he'd first taken him in as an apprentice. But then he saw the way the boy's hand never strayed far from his sword hilt. And Thomas relaxed.

“The barkeeper. You can always come back to the fold, you know? There's money. Plenty of it, these days. You taught half the guys in charge how to wield their first sword. You'll get your former rank back, too. There won't be any issues with that. There's even a vacancy open for a guildmaster in Eisenwaldt. If the higher ups knew you were available, I'm sure they'd take you on straight away.”

The speed of Caban's voice betrayed that he'd practised these words. Now Thomas sighed without hiding it.

So after all this time, that was the true reason his former student had dropped by.

“It was never an issue of rank. Nor money, for that matter.”

“Then–”

“The guildmasters know why I left. You'll need to tell them that my conditions haven't changed.”

Caban looked visibly deflated. Thomas frowned. He wore his heart on his sleeve, this one. A little too much. Yet he'd made it this far, and he was sensible when the time came. That's why he'd climbed up the ladder so quickly.

To be a C-rank swordsman and adventurer was a distinguished achievement. He was an expert at the blade and was fit to instruct others. It was greater than the majority of adventurers would ever reach. Many of those who joined with him were still E-rank. Or below.

“Got it. I'll let them know.”

“Thank you.”

“Hey, you know they offered me the chance of a B-rank trial if I could convince you to come back.”

Thomas chuckled. Now he knew it was right not to return.

“They're giving away B-rank trials just to bring me out of retirement? They need to respect the profession more. Sorry, Caban, but I don't think you're at the level of defeating a revenant yet.”

“Neither am I. Oh man, I was sweating at the thought you'd say yes! I wasn't sure how I was gonna turn that down.”

So he said. But Thomas knew that it wasn't the truth. Any adventurer worth their salt would seize any chance at a coveted trial for the upper ranks. Even if it meant leaping on the back of a flying wyvern, this boy would be willing to break both his arms in the attempt.

All the more reason not to encourage him.

“So, Master, any reason you're staring off into the night? I can hear your customers moaning from here.”

Thomas knew they'd moan even if he was there. The lasses had it covered, anyway.

“I think I've just been robbed.”

Caban blinked. It took him less than a few heartbeats to dash past Thomas, consternation on his face as he immediately scouted out the road.

“It's fine,” said Thomas, before his former apprentice would start chasing down his horse. With success, too. “I'm looking forward to seeing what she'll achieve with my crowns.”

“She?”

“A young lady.”

Caban frowned.

“So even young ladies are taking to robbery now, huh? Damn. The capital, maybe. But not here. Times really are tough.”

“They always are.”

“So, you just let her go? Was she alone?”

Thomas nodded, putting aside the feelings of discontent it elicited in him to admit as much.

“She was armed.”

And she had Apple. That, more than anything, reassured him.

“It's not the strength of one's weapon that determines victory, but spirit,” said Caban, quoting the words he'd received all those years ago.

“And of that … she had plenty.”

With a final parting glance at the horizon, Thomas turned his full attention on his former student. Only then did he notice something unusual about him.

It'd been over a year since he'd last seen him. Even so, there was something keener about the way he held himself.

Or rather, something old and familiar.

He was seeing the exact same enthusiasm that he'd last seen Caban demonstrate while he was still learning to hold a sword for the first time. A long time ago.

“Hmm. Did something happen?”

Caban gave a smile. He patted the pommel of his sword.

“You could say that. I met someone at the Royal Villa who opened my eyes to how weak I was. You taught me well, Master. But I realise I still have a long way to go.”

Thomas nodded. That came as no surprise. The Royal Villa was the personal accommodation of the Contzen household. It was undoubtedly garrisoned by some of the finest knights and warriors that the kingdom had to offer. No doubt the courtyard was teeming with skilled fighters even Thomas in his prime would struggle against.

“Good.”

With that, he indicated towards his humble establishment. Caban's enthusiasm grew even more pronounced. Little did he know he'd have to pay for his drinks.

“... By the way, how's Marina?”

“Fine. Last I heard. 10 years ago.”

“Ouch. If it makes you feel any better, I'll still keep in touch with you.”

For a moment, Thomas almost considered cracking a wry remark. Instead, he took it as the earnest comment it was.

“Thank you.”

Turning his back to the wind, he made his way towards his home, filled with jovial louts and merry layabouts.

He hoped that when that young heroine returned, it'd still remain this way.


Chapter 9: Woodland Stench

All around me, the gnarled branches of oaken trees gently creaked to the first breeze of the day. Moss grew on every strip of bark, while roots larger than myself snaked perilously across what remained of the dirt lane.

Glancing up at the outline of so many leaves dancing within that perfect painting of a forest canopy, I caught snatches of sunlight winking down at me as the tips brushed past.

It was far different to the usual sight I saw from the warmth of my bedroom. My walls of forget-me-not blue were now competing shades of greens, browns and greys. It was a curious sensation, but I lacked the time to decide whether or not it was unpleasant. While this was my first taste of true air beneath a foliage sky, it was hindered by the very conspicuous smell of a rather sweaty horse.

When the first hint of dawn broke through this ceiling of leaves, I decided it was time to rest.

Apple was tired. He'd trotted throughout the night with infrequent breaks. And while he was never required to gallop, the rough country lanes were difficult to navigate for any horse, let alone one more used to traversing fields than unpaved roads cracked with dry dirt, pebbles and roots.

I assessed that we'd ridden far enough to evade any immediate pursuit, and having now chanced across a stream, hopped off to let Apple lower his head and enjoy the reward for his night's labour.

I was, all in all, exceptionally pleased with his performance. In fact, I was in a mood to offer him one of the emergency apple projectiles as a reward, too.

Or, well, 95% of it.

“Nom … om … don't look at me like that … aren't you aware that riding is hard for me, too?”

The horse whinnied in doubt.

It was true! The crunch of the apple in my mouth was the same sound my back made as I stretched. Frankly, it was a wonder I still had any feeling left. Leather saddles were made for resilience, not comfort. Even so, this didn't preclude them from having a closely woven double-thread silk pillow as a cushion. There was no reason why this saddle should be so sparse.

As I held out my hand and allowed Apple to swallow up the fruit in one bite, a moment of hope ignited in me.

Of course!

I hadn't even checked all the saddlebags yet. How silly of me!

Hadn't that man tinkered with the provisions almost as long as he'd done so with the bridle and saddle? Why, for someone personally earmarked to become an attendant at court, I would expect no less than to see all my amenities provided in full!

I opened the saddlebags all at once and peered through each of them in turn.

Disappointment came as sudden as my loss of appetite.

It was a mishmash of common foodstuffs. Breads and cheeses and fruits wrapped in linen, with little suggestion on how I should somehow turn this meagre snacking fare into a fulfilling three course meal. Where was the entrée and the dessert? The balance of sweet with spice and salt?

This bread wasn't even soft! It was as dark as seeds and firm to the touch.

In the other large bag were flasks of clear drinking water. A chaotic assortment of different skins, as though the barkeeper had poured what he could into whatever containers he had on hand.

I leaned in and sniffed.

Even amongst the scent of leather and a sweaty horse, I could detect the unmistakable whiff of alcohol. These flasks had once contained whatever common liquor he served to his clients. Or still did.

I shuddered.

Then, I peered into the smallest bag and gasped.

“This … This is … !”

Yes!

It was … I had no idea!

Blinking in puzzlement, I pulled out a bizarre piece of metal, almost like a flattened horse shoe. With it came bundles of straw and a large stone. There was also a map, crudely drawn on a single sheet of, again, linen. Not even parchment. Holding it up against the first rays of dawn, I was appalled to see that much of the light burned straight into my eyes. I had to wince to even read anything!

And then there was the strange vial.

“This is … a potion?”

It contained a small amount of weak amber liquid.

It could very well have passed for alcohol were it not in a distinctive vial. The same type carried by our physicians, used to heal our knights after an overzealous sparring session.

I was impressed. Even crudely made, a healing draught was expensive. That a barkeeper would possess one spoke highly of his foresight. Or perhaps the dangers of his trade. Drunken patrons were no doubt as dangerous wielding furniture as they did insults.

There was only one thing I confidently recognised.

Lastly in this assortment of items was a small pouch.

Within it was a modest array of copper and silver crowns, and one crown which may have been gold or copper depending on the light.

I frowned. It cost upwards of 250 gold crowns to smuggle each of my books into the Royal Villa, which I was assured was a fantastic price by the trader.

By that metric, this amount of coin was surely insufficient to afford a stay in any suitably furnished hotel. It was a troubling prospect if I chose to think about it, which I didn't, since right now, the most pressing concern was that these crowns were the very last things in the saddlebags.

There was no pillow!

I closed the saddlebags, devastated.

A shame. For all the barkeeper's work ethic, he'd forgotten to provide me with a pillow. It was that lack of detail which may very well rescind him his prospective job offer. If he couldn't be relied upon to see to my personal riding comfort, then how could he be relied upon to serve the correct accompaniment with my wild goose?

Beside me, Apple whinnied again.

“Quite so! It's not about being a princess. It's about having standards. Honestly, how did you cope? Why, I bet he only fed you barley and oats. Would you like an acorn? We're surrounded by our choice of oaks. As you've performed meritoriously, I shall do you the supreme honour of retrieving a handful of acorns for your consumption. You may now rejoice.”

I nodded at the horse. He responded to my royal charity by looking up from his stream, then whinnying again in ... discomfort?

I questioned him with a look of confusion. A moment later, the answer to his fidgeting was made abundantly clear.

It was an assault on both our senses.

A truly vile smell was carried downwind, overpowering even the effects of riding through the night. I held my hand to my nose. And then did the same for Apple. Until he licked my hand.

As I dipped my hand into the cleansing stream, I wondered with concern if some creature had perished and their corpse been left to rot in these woodlands.

“Oi, oi, oi, take a look, boys! And I thought the only thing we'd catch today is the Boss's griping. We hit the jackpot!”

I peered up, then gasped.

I was right!

Emerging from the surrounding trees, a small group of armed men shambled out wearing what could only be the guise of walking corpses. They were covered in dirt from their hair to their boots, and carried their assortment of maces, clubs and axes with the discipline of children picking up a stick for the first time.

Oh no.

Oh no. Oh no. Oh no.

These men, swaggering towards me with greasy smiles and greasier hair, bearing weapons that were only fit for the hands of ruffians and vagabonds ...

They were just like that man who'd attempted extortion right beneath my window.

I was mortified. I'd made a huge error.

Why, I'd sentenced that one man to 100,000,000 bars of soap usage.

That was surely the entire kingdom's stock!

How in the world was I supposed to find enough soap for all of his friends, too?! We lacked the scale of production needed to scrub this much excess filth! Was I now required to traverse the continent, begging other kingdoms for all their toiletries like a pauper on my knees?

I rose from the stream and stepped away, repulsed by the overwhelming lack of hygiene approaching me.

“Lemmy, you ugly mook. Your face is scaring the lady here.”

“Rich coming from you, Sourface. You're so ugly the flies have stopped biting you.”

“Ain't no flies left. They died after looking at you.”

“Shuddup, morons. Lemmy, grab her before she bolts. Sourface, take the horse.”

“Aight, aight, just leave it to me. I got a way with the ladies, you see. Watch and learn a gentleman at work.”

Every fibre of my being wished to scarper for the nearest bathtub. But I couldn't leave Apple here. If he was so much as touched, then no amount of scrubbing would clear away whatever terrible stains were left behind.

“That'll be quite enough, thank you,” I said, holding up one palm while keeping the other to my nose. “I am merely passing through, and would appreciate that no unwanted advances be offered towards my person. Rest assured that I'll leave you to your forest vagrancy as soon as my steed is sufficiently able to gallop away from the perils of your stench.”

The group of men, now five in total, paused and looked at each other.

And then–

“Bwahahahahaha!!”

“See, Lemmy, I think she's talking about you!”

“Ahahahaha! We caught a big one, all right! No wonder, with a mouth that large!”

“Oi, no wonder the Boss hates you guys. You hear that? You all stink.”

“You stink the worst. Why do you think we call you Brown Grapes?”

I opened my mouth in indignation.

The … The nerve of these men! They were unwashed and they were leering at me! That was worth three capital crimes! There was a clear time and place to look down on others! The sheer cheek on display! It was appalling.

And even worse, they started advancing on me again!

Whipping out my scowl, I placed my hand atop Starlight Grace. The ruby pommel flashed in the daylight, as though drawing on my ire.

The group of men stopped once more. This time, they did not laugh.

“Tch. Every noble girl carries swords on them these days, huh? Used to be we could just toss 'em over our shoulders.”

“Better for us. Easier to take than from someone who can use them.”

“Enough. You louts know the drill. Surround her and don't be the one who gets stabbed. Like Patches.”

“Yeah, don't be like Patches.”

“Man, even while that last girl was being ransomed, she looked smug. That was just embarrassing.”

I kept my hand around my sword hilt as I considered my options.

Being waylaid by common thugs was certainly one of the many situations I'd kicked into the wardrobe of things I chose not to think about. But I did that for a reason. It's because I was amazing. I didn't need to plan for jumping off a falling bridge. When the time came, I knew my legs would jump on their own accord.

In the same vein, I didn't need to plan for an attempted kidnapping.

After all, I knew that should it ever happen, I would respond by …

Hmmmm.

“Damn. She's really scowling something dark.”

“Yeah. Kinda giving me the creeps. Lemmy, go front. I'll go behind.”

“What? Sourface, it's your turn this time.”

Hmmmmmmmmmmmm.

“Fine, whatever. You guys owe me. Now follow behind and–”

I snapped my fingers. All five men caught themselves just as they began to move.

I had it! Of course. I knew what I needed to do in this type of situation.

I had a sword. But no swordsmanship skills. A problem when faced with an imminent fight for survival. But battles weren't decided on the battlefield. They were decided at the negotiating table.

And I happened to have extraordinary leverage.

“Very well … I'm willing to offer a generous exchange, provided that your horrific smell does not pursue me out of this forest.”

“Oh?”

Some of the men's eyes were drawn towards Apple's saddlebags. Some were drawn towards the ruby pommel of my sword. Some were drawn towards me.

All of them wore the same mocking smirk.

“Got something to offer, do ya? Go on. What'll it be? Don't worry, if it sounds good, we promise to be true to our word. We good men of the land never lie.”

I rolled my eyes. I doubted the well-dressed lords and the simpering ladies at court to be true to their words. And to their credit, I doubted bandits exactly the same amount.

In which case, I simply had to make an offer more enticing than anything they deserved.

“Allow me free passage from this forest, unhindered and unfollowed. In return, I vow to only sentence you to 10,000,000 bars of soap scrubbing, instead of the current precedent of 100,000,000 bars for similar offences.”

“............................”

The men looked utterly stunned.

I gritted my teeth, disappointed in myself. No doubt the offer was far more than they ever imagined.

It was outrageously generous. But no matter how much I considered it, there was simply no way to order, manufacture and stockpile the necessary number of soap bars should I have brought on similar sentences to the man from last night.

It was almost a dereliction of justice. But compromise was ever a trademark of negotiation. And my priority was to reach the lowlands where I could begin understanding the extent of the crop failure.

“Oi, you sure love to joke, don't you? Wanna try that again? How about you offer what crowns you got instead? Or that fine sword of yours?”

“... No?”

I looked at the man who'd questioned me in confusion.

Naturally, I wasn't going to offer my crowns or my sword. Why would I? I needed them. More importantly, they didn't. Those imprisoned weren't permitted to carry coins or weapons. Frankly, it was rather silly they'd even consider such a thing as possible.

In any event, a reduction in soap scrubbing from 100,000,000 to 10,000,000 bars was a commutation by a factor of ten. That was a far better trade for them than my meagre amount of possessions, hence why I'd offered it.

Far from jumping for joy, the men simply looked aghast. Only after exchanging looks of disbelief did their expressions harden, as though hearing a joke that had long since stopped to be humorous.

“Looks like we're in a mind to decline, I'm afraid. These are our woods, so if you're trespassing, you gotta pay the correct toll if you want to pass through. You or a rich father of yours.”

I could scarcely believe what I'd heard.

“Excuse me … ?”

Their woods?

A toll?

These weren't their woods! This was the property of the kingdom. And they had no lawful right to toll anybody's passage here! … That was our job!

In fact, if they meant to reside here, then they needed to pay their due tax. Had they been unlawfully collecting fees while also not paying any?

… This! This was exactly the reason why our finances were in disarray!

Illegal tax collection and poor oversight of residency status in our domains!

Silent outrage and indignation swept through me. These men weren't just scoundrels. They were profiteering scoundrels. Every crown they made meant one less for the Royal Treasury. For my silken pillows and my feather bed.

“Now, how abouts we take you to the boss and–”

I stamped my foot and pointed at the nearest hooligan.

“Take me to your leader.”


Chapter 10: The Strongest, Ultimate Technique

I kept both hands clasped around my nose as I was led to the heart of the ruffians' illegal residence deep in the woodlands. There were more than I expected here. At least a dozen leering hooligans with the thought of crowns clearly reflected in their eyes, and all dressed in various shades of thuggery.

I didn't know what was a greater cause for my nausea. The concentrated disregard for bodily hygiene, or the fact that so many ruffians had evaded paying for a litany of fines, licences and taxes.

That skewered boar roasting above a firepit? Hunting permit. Those dusty bottles of liquor sold over a makeshift wooden bar? Trading permit. That man shooting apples with his bow to the sound of whooping cheers and clinking coins? … Probably didn't need a gambling permit.

But I'd fine him for being a clear public safety hazard, nonetheless!

Left, right and centre I could see proof that my kingdom was being fleeced for each and every copper crown these shameless forest squatters had on hand. That they made their home in these private woodlands was one thing. But to then play host to a myriad of licence evasions and tax fraud was quite another!

Each crown was one less for my personal library budget. As a princess … no, as an upstanding citizen of this kingdom, I would not stand for it!

As indignation rose within me, I was brought before the sole functioning tent in this makeshift camp. Only half of it was missing. The other half, I presumed from the general wreckage around me, was being shared amongst all the other residents.

Beneath the tent's open canopy, a lone man with a black scar chiselled across his face turned in his chair. Pouches of coin lay piled atop one another on a desk. Proof of ill-gotten gains.

He glanced at me, then at the nearest ruffian who was standing far too close to me.

“Boss, we found 'er by the stream, heading down southwards. She's a real treasure, this one. All alone and the like, but with a gob as big as the moon.”

The man referred to as 'Boss' didn't stand up. A disgraceful lack of etiquette before a guest, let alone royalty. But I was here as neither.

I was here as the law.

“Salutations. I've come to rectify the catalogue of crimes I see occurring within this woodland area. Are you the brigand who bears overall responsibility for this illegal occupation of Crown property, and all the wrongful activities within it?”

The scarred man considered me with an unmoving expression. His eyes glanced down at Starlight Grace by my waist.

“A big gob. So I see. And I also see she's still got her sword. Any reason you deadbeats have brought an armed person to my camp?”

One of those who led me here shrugged.

“Well, Boss, she promised to be cooperative if we didn't lay a filthy finger on 'er.”

“That so?” The scarred man nodded. “Good. Wouldn't want Patches to happen again, would we?”

“Yeah! That's what I thought, Boss! After the last time, we should–ieeeeeeek!!”

Beside me, the ruffian's voice trailed into a pathetic yelp as a flash of iron swept by his face.

A thin streak of red appeared on his cheek moments after the sound of a knife struck a keg in the background. Someone with a tankard proceeded to make use of the ensuing drops of liquid.

The scarred man, in the meantime, rose from his chair. In his hand was gripped another knife. Its aim could have been anywhere.

“Morons! Next time you find someone with a weapon, you disarm them before bringing them to me! And if they don't gut you for trying, then I will!”

“Y-Yes, Boss!!”

A chorus of kowtowing ringed throughout the camp. I wasn't sure who it was coming from, as everyone who had escorted me to this tent now scampered with the haste of kitchen mice hearing the prowling of a cat.

I watched the scarred man attentively. Being able to induce his minions to flight with such ease was an admirable quality. It didn't excuse the state of the noble attire he wore–clearly stolen or cheaply bought. But it was worth a single point of admiration amongst the sea of a thousand demerits.

Having scattered his lackeys, he turned his attention to me once more. The knife vanished from his hand as swiftly as it'd appeared.

“... The people I work with, huh? They'd have done the same thing if you were the bloody Snow Dancer. Luckily for me, you're a simple-minded girl who played too far in the forest. Poor choice. There are bad sorts about.”

The scarred man chuckled, settling back down in his chair. He gestured towards the men gambling, drinking or scampering about in his camp.

“Fortunately for you, I’ll ensure your safety until such time that your family chooses to collect you ... with a payment for my time, my provisions and my personal guarantees, of course. I take it from that fine sword by your side–which I'll insist on as collateral, I should add–that you have a very fine family I can contact. I'm sure a suitable arrangement can be made for your safe release.”

I could scarcely believe the words I was hearing.

Ensuring my safety? The implications behind those words could not be clearer even if they'd been penned with black fire.

Such shameless criminal enterprising! So their suite of racketeering didn't merely extend to illegal residency, tax evasion, fraud and a host of other contemptuous crimes, but also extortion and ransoming! These were not merely unwashed hooligans. These were the worst of criminals in every sense of the word!

My resolve hardened. As did my scowl.

“Thank you. But I have no need for your guarantees of safety. What I do need is your illicit earnings as reimbursement for your crimes. You may begin by immediately yielding every illegally obtained crown in your possession.”

The scarred man stared at me with stunned silence, before eventually letting out a small smile. If he had any lackeys present as well, I was certain they'd take that as their cue to guffaw.

“Now, I'm afraid with an attitude like that, these negotiations will be very difficult.”

For him, perhaps.

After all, the only negotiations to transpire would be between him and his gaoler. If he pleaded his contrition, then perhaps I'd allow a few bars of soap to be shaved from his sentence. As a kind and merciful princess, I'd be willing to permit a small degree of personal discretion in the matter.

“The law is clear,” I said, nodding towards the pouches beside him. “Your misadventures are at an end.”

The scarred man was plainly bemused.

Rather than presenting his earnings to be confiscated, he simply took a gold crown from the table, then casually flicked it between his hands.

“What a model citizen. You're right, the law is clear. I'll make sure to think over my many crimes while we wait for your gob to quieten down. If you're smart, you'll do that instead of asking for Fat Roach or Ugly Twigs to quieten you down for you.”

He flicked his gold crown back onto the table, then lazily gestured towards me. His bemused expression had already been replaced by a calculating gaze as he assessed the worth of my person, and especially my sword.

Almost at once, I could hear a pair of footsteps trudging from behind. Tall, stocky shadows reached out either side of me.

I chose not to move a muscle. But it wasn't out of fear.

It was an oft conversation amongst the knights training in the courtyard that three opponents was the most even the most skilled fighter could fend off simultaneously, and should they find themselves surrounded, their only hope was to break through.

I had three without even counting the rest of the outlaws in this camp.

However, what our martially inclined knights didn't know was that there was another way to defeat their enemies, even while surrounded and without allies.

Why, to accomplish such a feat wasn't so much impossible as it was the goal in the dangerous world that I was brought up in. After all, there was no greater mark of achievement than defeating your foes with your back against the wall.

Such was the demands of the oldest dance. That of court politics, where enemies were friends, gallant sons wielded daggers in the darkness and timid daughters brewed whispers of poison. Compared to the foes I was trained to fight, a man boasting a scar and a band of goons were as frightening to me as a pebble on the beach.

That's why–

I smiled.

“My … how disappointing.”

“Hmm?”

The scarred man turned back again, just as he'd waved me off to be bound in whatever cage they had prepared. He looked at my smile and motioned to the men behind me to pause.

“What's disappointing?” he said, frowning.

I didn't immediately answer, instead looking down at this two-bit villain with a smile of overwhelming, absolute victory. The type that could only be used in one situation and one situation alone–when speaking as the indisputable victor atop a mountain made from the felled wishes of enemies.

It was more than a declaration of victory. Rather, it was as if my victory had already been stamped in the history books.

Predictably, utilising such a smile caused the man's frown to turn into puzzlement.

I subtly clenched my fist, certain in my victory.

Ohhohohoho! Here it was!

Behold, the most powerful weapon in a princess's arsenal! Keener than any warrior's blade! Grander than any mage's spell!

My strongest, ultimate technique, relentlessly honed through years of tea parties, soirées and social gatherings. An infallible method to parry every single scheme, ploy and trap the simpering daughters of nobility placed before me–

Ominously pretending I knew something others didn't!

[Princess Bluff]!!

“... My, how very tragic. For you to believe that you can simply turn your back to me. Has your time frolicking in these woodlands dulled all sense of precariousness?”

“What?”

“By evading the eyes of the kingdom, especially its watchful and beautiful princesses, I'd hoped that you would display a resourcefulness and intelligence beyond your peers. Alas, you are merely common outlaws preying on the foolish and the naive. My hopes of encountering a foe worthy of entertaining my time has passed. You do not even sense the mortal peril you find yourself in, do you?”

The scarred man blinked without a morsel of comprehension.

I upped the maliciousness of my smile, all the while narrowing my eyes. It was an expression angled to perfection. A professionally curated look of condescension.

“Oh? What's this? Did you truly believe that a lost girl in the woods would demand to be led here? Your string of opportunistic crimes have made you enemies in places both low and high. I must thank your subordinates. Without them being so eager to reveal the location of your base, I may never have found it. They have my gratitude.”

Silence met my proclamation.

Then, the scarred man jumped up from his seat.

“What’s this?!” he shouted, his spittle flying towards every lowlife in the camp simultaneously. “She demanded to come here?! And you idiots led her?!”

A fearful chorus of murmuring met this man's sudden rage. I saw the shadows behind me shrink and fade.

I gave a small laugh.

Indeed, what need did I have of my sword, when I had my daring wits?

The art of negotiation was to exploit weakness as strength, and strength as weakness! To make the other party believe that the hidden hand behind my back was stronger than the one I held before them! Why, walking alone into the midst of so many adversaries clearly defied conventional wisdom ... unless I had overwhelming confidence of my victory!

Why else would I make demands from a position of clear disadvantage?

In short ... lie through my teeth!

“Frankly, I'm upset it took your goons so long to find me. Your infamy exceeds your actual talents. I hoped that you would at least show expediency in locating someone as obvious as I.”

The scarred man's brows almost joined as one, such was the severity of his frown. For a moment, his eyes glanced at Starlight Grace by my side. He no longer looked at it like a toy paraded by a child.

“Who are you? … Who sent you?”

The man's words caught for a moment, betraying a fear that his newly acquired monobrow failed to hide. Again, I offered a small laugh, crafted to disdainful perfection.

“My name is unimportant ... only that I caution you not to take me for the simple daughter of some mere baron. Know that I suffer your presence by my continued mercy. I have come to collect on your poor lack of judgement. My message is simple. Contrition is a long and hard road. You may begin by forfeiting your crowns … unless you wish to forfeit something else.”

I internally nodded. A strong inference to deathly peril without outright stating it. A somewhat overtired notion that was no longer fashionable. But still usable in modest amounts.

The scarred man looked like he was considering which level of vitriol to use to reject my crude threat. And yet after a moment, he suddenly widened his eyes.

“You … no … were you sent by … her?”

Creaaaaak.

The sound of the door to success opening!

That note of uncertainty! That look of spying the shadow of a ghost! That allusion to a person of concern!

The opening I could seize! Clearly, an outlaw prolific enough to have his own dedicated group of lackeys would have made enemies. Whether it was banditry or politics, it was impossible to climb the ladder of authority without treading on the knuckles of those below you … or swiping at the heels of those above.

Yes, there was much a person in any position of power could fear.

In which case, what I now needed to do was …

“Heh.”

Smile menacingly!

Acknowledge nothing! Deny nothing! Courtly politics at its finest! Allow your foes to come to their own conclusions, which would always inevitably slide towards the worst case scenario!

“No … w-wait … she can't have … not here ...”

The man took a step back, colliding with his chair. I continued to smile wordlessly.

“She shouldn't … have found me … not here … no, if it's her … oh gods, no ...”

He took another step back, pushing his chair over as he sought safety in the back of his little tent.

“Wait! I need time … tell her … tell her I need time! I can still … I can still get what she needs! I wasn't … I wasn't running away! … You ... You have to tell her! Please, you have to tell her this is all part of my plan! It is, I swear … !”

Now! The coup de grâce!

The ultimate finishing move! The natural sequel to the [Princess Bluff]!

“... Ohhohohoho ...”

Here it was!

The barely contained full laughter as I took shameless mirth in another's demise! Hand to my cheek, shoulders raised as I enjoyed a spectacle more delicious than a royal feast! Here was an expression trained over years of gruelling practice to instil hopelessness in all that perceived it!

“N-No ...”

The scarred man's legs gave way as he dropped to his knees beside his overturned chair. A look of ashen-white shock clouded his face as he stared inconsolably towards the ground.

Still laughing, I brushed past the fallen figure and went to the table.

Scooping up all the pouches of coin in my arms, I turned to the rest of the camp, looking down at the expressions filled with disbelief, confusion, and awe.

I rued that justice would have to be dispensed another day. I had neither the time nor the number of soap bars necessary to wipe away such a foul odour. But I could at least begin by stripping them of their capacity to cause mischief.

“I require your coin, your valuables, your weapons and your timely eviction,” I said, standing beside the slightly comatose leader of the camp. “You may begin with an orderly line.”


Chapter 11: Coppelia

I left the camp dragging a small cart weighed down by several sacks behind me.

The clinking of crowns mixed with jewellery, trinkets, weapons and at least one broken wheel trailed haphazardly across the endless rows of overgrown roots, nettles and shrubs that plagued this unspeakably uncultivated stretch of the woodlands.

Of all the crimes that those hoodlums had committed, not building critical infrastructure while they were here surely ranked amongst the top.

I was appalled. It was a dereliction of duty. Why, if outlaws had the time to squat in a forest, then surely they also had time to pave roads in said forest?

Maybe then I wouldn't be forced to drag a cart over mounds and weeds like some mule or oxen or … or …

I came to a stop.

Where was Apple?!

“Uff … where is … huff … that gluttonous … geh … layabout ...”

I'd left him at the stream with explicit instructions to eat anyone who attempted to touch him. And while I hadn't also told him to meet me on my return journey, the unspoken bond between horse and rider should have been clear on the matter.

I groaned beneath my laborious breaths. Had this been a prized chestnut mare from the villa stables, I would already have been met with the sight of a galloping steed laden with pots of fresh tea acrobatically balanced on its saddle.

As things were, I'd be lucky to share a drop of water from the same stream!

“This is … ufff … fine … I am … bleh … stupid leaves … hahh … a dignified … princess … ughh ...”

An unsightly drop of sweat dripped from my brow.

I was no stranger to physical exertion. During balls, I was regularly required to dance with the sons of uppity aristocrats, and sometimes the aristocrats themselves. Not that it was the effort required to avoid my feet from being stomped on by portly men with wine dribbling down their chins that made me athletic. Rather, it was the effort required to evade the attendants sent to find me in the first place.

I was willing to sacrifice much for my kingdom. My ability to sleep at night due to recurring nightmares was not one of them.

“This … uff … is for … uhhu … the sake … uuuu … of my … hahh … quality of life ...”

Yet even I had to admit that dragging the misbegotten gains of a gang of ruffians was taxing on my delicate frame.

Reminding myself why I was forced to trudge through this untamed wilderness, I gritted my teeth and tugged the stash of stolen goods over a particularly errant root, then held my breath as a tear threatened to squander all my hard work.

The goods would be requisitioned to the treasury. Of course, these meagre proceeds wasn't enough to off-set any of our financial woes, but it was a start … and one I'd need to have delivered.

Was it possible to hire a courier to deliver these items? If they could deliver a book, then I was certain they could deliver sacks of loot. Or perhaps I could turn the items over to the nearest garrison for safekeeping? In any event, I'd need to have everything accounted for. If so, I may as well–

“Boo.”

“Hiiee?!?!”

I dropped the cart–falling straight into the pile of sacks as I instinctively took a step back.

“Ahahahahaha!”

Embarrassment, alarm and then indignation hit me in that exact order as I was promptly assaulted by the sound of laughter.

Laughter.

The … The nerve!

To be waylaid twice in one day! And then to be mocked for it! This is precisely why I never left the Royal Villa! Anyone who laughed at me there was either one of my siblings or a traitor!

Raising my head, I saw my assailant immediately come into view.

It was a girl, no older than I, sitting on a branch, her legs swinging idly as she gazed down at me with a smile filled with mischievous intent.

Long, fluffy golden hair. Bright, discerning eyes the colour of turquoise. She had the look of a well-heeled daughter. Not as upscale as me, even with half my back submerged beneath a pile of sacks, but possibly lesser nobility at a stretch. Her shoes, at least. Those rosy shoes were quite delightful. But her starry black skirt was far too unorthodox.

Of particular note was her lack of dishevelment. Despite sitting atop the boughs of a tree, her clothes lacked the tell-tale stains of damp leaves and mossy bark of someone who'd climbed it.

With the laughter still echoing in my ears, I righted myself from my embarrassing position, then fixed my hair back into place before readying my displeasure.

“Y-You! How dare you accost me in such a manner! Do you not plainly see the burden I'm forced to pull through vine and thicket?! It is … It is extremely rude!”

The furious scowl I presented should have rendered the girl's smile mute. Instead, she merely looked even more amused.

“Sorry, sorry~” she said, making a poor show of hiding her smile with her hand. “I didn't mean to accost you. I just wanted to help. Or actually, that's a lie. Have you seen a book?”

“W-What … ?!”

“Yep. A book. Say, are you okay? You were huffing and puffing like a fruit slime fresh out of watermelons. Good thing you're finally catching a break, huh? How's a big sack of filthy lucre feel these days?”

I didn't know if my confusion was due to this girl's odd questioning or the fact I landed on some tableware.

It was very uncomfortable.

“I … I do not huff and puff!” I replied, answering only what needed to be. “And you have no right to know the contents of my possessions! Are you associated with those vagabonds?!”

The girl crossed her arms.

“Noooope. No way. Never. I mean, I have a passing interest in entomology, but that's all. Definitely not enough that I'd subject myself to that kind of research.”

I looked at the girl in confusion.

“Entomology? I'm not familiar with that field.”

“It's the study of insects.”

I thought back to the bewildered queue of foul smelling hooligans, many with tears in their eyes as they reluctantly handed over their ill-gotten gains.

I nodded in understanding.

“O-Oh. I see. Well, I doubt there was anything noteworthy to learn from a band of second-rate brigands other than the rate at which one forgets how to bathe ...”

“I know! A true ordeal, right? I’ve been sitting in the trees mostly, so I got the worst of it. That sort of smell isn't happy to just stick around. It rises like a fume. Pretty impressive, don't you think? Also, have you seen a book?”

I looked at her with overwhelming non-understanding.

Who was this girl, perched on a branch like an owl?!

“W-Who are you! And why are you in a tree?!”

“Coppelia.” She pointed at herself, as if that would help. “You?”

I watched her with growing apprehension as she offered a bright smile.

A sweet, girlish voice. And pretty. Very pretty. Enough to wash all misdemeanours away with a smile. Here was a girl that page boys and squires would surely fawn over. And yet I wasn't able to place that smile. A rarity. I'd become accustomed to the smiles worn by the daughters of nobility and the attendants serving them. Some wore the sweet beam of innocent maidens, and others the hidden smirk of a coiled viper.

Hers was both.

As she idly swung her legs while peering down at me with those astonishingly bright eyes, I couldn't help but feel the distinct impression that she'd never held a single concern in her mind.

Other than for this … book, that is.

“Juliette,” I said, momentarily forgetting my ire out of sheer confusion. “My name is Juliette … full name and title undisclosed in the name of subtlety.”

“Mmh, mmh. Got it. So, have you seen a book?”

“... Well, that depends? Which book are you searching for?”

“It's one of those you'll know it when you see it things. Don't worry. You definitely haven't if you need to ask. I tracked it down to this forest, but I think it's long gone now.”

I nodded.

Yes. That is indeed some of the least helpful information I've ever heard.

“I … I see? And why is it that you're searching for this book?”

“I'm an assistant librarian. It's what I do. I retrieve books that haven't been returned.”

“Truly?” I perked up with just a sliver of curiosity. “Being a librarian is a noble calling. Which library? I happen to be familiar with quite a few.”

“That's classified.”

I stared wordlessly at her.

“Your library of employment is a secret?”

“A huge secret. Like you wouldn't believe. That's the most I'm allowed to say. Rules and stuff. I'll get bonked on the head otherwise.”

“B-Bonked?”

She rapped her head with her knuckles.

It was all I could do to barely follow this conversation.

This strange parlance. This bizarre introduction. Her highly animated way of movement. Aside from her way of dress, there wasn't a shred of refinement to her. She was most definitely not nobility.

In that case ...

It was time to lord my status over her!

“Yes, well, Miss–”

She held up her hand.

“Coppelia. Just Coppelia.”

“Uh, y-yes, well … Coppelia, this is no place for a mere librarian–”

“Assistant librarian.”

“–for a mere assistant librarian to be searching for unreturned books. As you yourself are aware, there are unscrupulous individuals about. I've dispersed the rabble for now. But there's every chance they'll return to their crime-ridden ways until I can bring enough soap–I mean, guards–down to apprehend them. I advise you to leave.”

The girl, Coppelia, clapped her hands together and beamed.

“Spoken like a true heroine. I'm glad you defeated those good-for-nothing malcontents. What are you going to do about the beetles, though?”

“Beetles?”

“The man eating fire breathing death beetles. They have a colony here. Underground. Mostly keep to themselves, though. Well, until they're woken by something loud. Like a whole bunch of footsteps. Or people fighting. Or a bad singer. Or someone tugging a cart through the forest.”

A very, very small part of me wondered whether she waited until she saw the first antenna poking out of the ground before she listed the final example.

Every other part of me was wondering which part of their name I needed to worry about most. The man eating bit or the fire breathing bit.

I turned around just in time to witness the creature's huge crimson carapace emerging from the ground to an explosion of steam and scalding soil. In vivid detail, I watched as each of its clicking, serrated limbs stabbed the air, before its bulbous mouth spat a short jet of flames between its pincers.

At that moment, I came to the conclusion that it was the death part which I should feel most concerned about.

“You good?” called down the sweet voice above. “I can help.”

I looked at the grotesque creature before me with a sense of both revilement and fascination.

And then I looked at a considerable amount more as small explosions of steam began erupting from the earth all around me.

I heard a rustle from above. The sound of the girl preparing to abandon her branch and the safety of the tree boughs. At least until the beetles decided to start climbing.

“Stop,” I said resolutely. “You may stay where you are, mystery girl in the woods. I'm quite capable of handling a minor beetle infestation.”

A noticeable silence followed my remark. I felt a note of satisfaction at the awe almost certainly being directed at me.

“... Really?”

“Really.”

Indeed, be mesmerised by my overwhelming confidence! Did she think the mere appearance of carnivorous insects capable of killing, cooking and then dining on their own prey was cause for me to flee?

I may be a princess, but I had experience beyond my peers!

“Really, really?” said the girl, her voice curious. “You've dealt with man eating fire breathing death beetles before?”

“No.”

In defiance to the explosions of soil occurring around me and the scuttling of razor sharp appendages heading towards me, I gave a confident smile, then placed my hand around Starlight Grace.

Indeed, I was no swordswoman. But dealing with beetles didn't require one.

Because when it came to pest control, I was in my element!

“I've dealt with caterpillars … and they are much, much, worse than beetles.”

“... Eh? You mean acid caterpillars? Tunnel maw caterpillars? Or the armoured caterpillars raised by trolls as pets?”

“No. The common garden variety.”

My teeth grit together as I recalled the scene of devastation in my mind.

A single caterpillar, smaller than my nail.

In a moment of uncharacteristic weakness, I'd allowed it to go about its day, munching on the stem of an apple.

The next day, it was all gone. A withered husk of a once beautiful tree stood in the centre of my orchard. All I remember as I fell to my knees, clutching at the rotten skeleton of a single leaf, was the sight of that one small caterpillar emerging from the tree's hollowed out trunk, and then the sight of hundreds of its comrades following suit in a victory procession.

From that day on, I honed my pest control skills until I stood alone amongst a sanctuary devoid of caterpillars! A garden built upon a battlefield of my tears, until I could nap on my sides with no risk of waking up to see my precious orchard devoured before me!

These beetles may be hideously large and ugly, but that only made them bigger targets!

“That's why … behold the fruits of my suffering!”

Starlight Grace left my sheath.

But I didn't use its keen edge. Not for this.

Instead, I raised my blade high into the air, pointing towards the woodland canopy, then began to spin the tip.

It was a technique I used to wonderous effect when dispersing the swarms of summer caterpillars hiding amidst the leaves. Through years of trial and error, I found that by swinging my sword slightly fast in a small rotational motion, I could generate a tiny puff of wind!

“Ooh … let's go, let's go~” cheered on an enthusiastic voice behind me. “Yay, yay, go go~”

I only permitted my embarrassment to stall me for a moment before continuing.

To be clear, it obviously wasn't a proper or efficient gardening technique. Or at least, I'd never seen any of the official gardeners use it. But it suited me who only ever had my sword on hand and rarely any tools.

Granted, these beetles were slightly bigger than caterpillars. I actually doubted if the little gasp of wind I made would be enough to lift them away as I did caterpillars. But if nothing else, I could shock them into retreat. Big or small, fire breathing or otherwise, all beetles were characterised by their cowardice!

… Or was that cockroaches?

“H-Here we go! One blade, one will, ten thousand caterpillars upon the wind! Gardening Form, 7th Stance … I think? … Anyway, [Spring Breeze]!”

Hmm.

Truthfully, that was a bit off-script. I usually didn't invoke any words other than the silly name I gave my gardening technique out of simple fondness. But I had an audience. And a princess must deliver.

The branches around me began to bend as both wind and leaves coalesced around the tip of my blade. Even without looking, I could feel that this was going to be one of my finest puffs of wind yet!

Normally, I punted the caterpillars away after gathering just enough force needed to launch them over the Royal Villa's walls without damaging the orchard. This time, I needed to do away with insects considerably larger. They had to be a hundred … no, a thousand times heavier.

This meant I needed at least that much more force!

It wasn't particularly elegant, but necessity demanded that I spin Starlight Grace as rapidly as I could, whisking the air as though I was beating the meringue of a Mont Blanc cake.

As I whisked faster and faster, every beetle came to a halt, their appendages digging into the ground to either anchor themselves in place … or to escape.

“Ohhhoho! Too late!”

In a familiar motion, I brought my blade down and pointed the gathered vortex towards the nearest beetle. What was less familiar was the sheer weight of the swirling mass of pulsating wind. It seemed ... well, awfully violent?

And wait–were those sparks?

In any event, I released [Spring Breeze].

The next sound I heard was that of a thousand birds taking off in flight.


Chapter 12: Incidental Damage

I stood rooted in shock at the trail of destruction.

Birds of all colours and species filled the sky. Pigeons, sparrows and crows. And also cyclops bats, will-o'-wisps and at least one cockatrice who was now spoiled for dinner. Their direction–away from here. And the line of trees that had flattened into the distance as far as the eye could see.

Before me, a newly constructed tunnel consisting of broken tree bark and squashed mounds revealed itself to me. In the distant horizon, I could make out green fields and snow-capped mountains.

“What … How in goodness … ?”

I blinked as fresh sunlight streamed into the newly revealed tunnel like water pouring into an empty riverbed.

This was … This was clearly too much, was it not?!

All I wanted was to disperse the beetles! I had no intention of dispersing the woods, too! But how?!

My shocked eyes went between the flattened trees and Starlight Grace in my hand. In all my times punting the caterpillars away, I'd never once witnessed such devastation!

T-True, I'd swished a bit faster than normal, and, well, those sparks were slightly unusual, but even so!

That shouldn't have been enough to fell a line of trees as far as the edge of the woodlands itself!

Had Starlight Grace awoken in my hour of need and channelled some celestial strength to aid me in my defence? Certainly, if rumours about its origins are correct, then such a thing wasn't beyond the realms of possibility. It was an artifact of the kingdom, with enchantments beyond its honed edge. It made sense if it contained some hidden strength when called upon by a member of the royal family …

But even so!

That didn’t explain why I could now see mountains!

I frowned in overwhelming puzzlement as I pieced together the facts. What had I done differently? I'd whisked up more wind, certainly, but even a stronger puff of wind was still merely a breeze!

I'd even named it as such!

Therefore, the only other variable was ...

“Aha!”

I … I see!

It was the beetles!

Specifically, fire breathing beetles! Meaning they must contain flame sacs. Even my sparse knowledge of monster zoology knew that for a creature to expel flames, they had to store the means of their combustion in some natural repository in their anatomy.

Meaning … when my [Spring Breeze] lifted them from the ground, their vulnerable sacs must have been exposed and exploded as they were sent hurtling away!

No wonder there was so much destruction! Even me with my middling gardening techniques could become a danger if I was flinging fire breathing monsters off into the distance. Why, the blasts of flame must have compounded and sent one tree crashing down onto another, like a skipping stone mowing down a row of dominoes!

In short … this wasn't my fault at all!

“Ohhohoho!” I smiled in relief. “Why, to think I allowed such a silly worry to grace my mind! I definitely can't get in trouble for this! Nope. Not at all. I was merely defending myself. The fact that giant man eating fire breathing death beetles were so volatile could never have been predicted. My … My mother surely won't scold me for this … right?”

I nodded, even if I was slightly less hopeful than I wanted to be.

I'd be due a stern chiding once I returned to the Royal Villa, but that would be tempered by my return signalling that I'd saved the kingdom's finances. Destroying our woodland areas in the process was an unfortunate blot, but this was clearly beyond my control.

Luckily, this was a one-off!

A terrible mismatch of wind, fire and wood! An innocent mistake which I, as a person of overwhelming diligence, will surely never make again!

“Ah!”

Suddenly, I remembered about the only witness to my not-a-crime.

Twisting around, I looked up to see that the branch the girl was sitting upon was now noticeably devoid of leaves. But more than that, I saw that all colour had drained from her cheeks.

Her smile was gone. Instead, a stunned look of amazement graced her face, her eyes wide as dessert plates as she took in the trail of carnage.

Then, she looked at me.

For a moment, I wondered what judgement she'd proclaim on me. Death beetles or not, I'd clearly been mildly complicit in the eradication of a substantial amount of the local ecosystem. And if she misunderstood me to be the culprit, then I'd be destined for a strongly worded reprimand from my mother if she chose to testify.

I … I may even have my books taken from me!

Then, as the worst fears came to mind–

“Ahaahaahhhahaahahaaha!”

She laughed.

For the second time in the same meeting, this strange girl, whose name I knew only to be Coppelia, had the nerve to laugh at me.

The ire I'd felt and forgotten now resurfaced. Sliding my sword back into its sheath, I stamped my foot on the ground and bent my brows.

“W-Why do you laugh?! This is no laughing matter! Are those peasants you see sprawled on the earth? No! They are beautiful trees, historic marvels as old as the kingdom itself! Do not … stop mocking their passing!”

The girl responded by laughing harder.

So hard, in fact, that tears began to form in the corners of her eyes.

She released her hands from around the branch to wipe them, swayed, then promptly fell backwards, somersaulting even as the hysterics continued to take her.

As I made absolutely no move towards catching her, I caught instead her relaxed expression, and then the tail of her laughter as she landed effortlessly on a large root without so much as balancing out her arms. The sure-footedness of her landing would have earned applause from the harshest of crowds, followed by their adoration as she smiled sweetly towards the audience.

“Juliette, was it?” she said, skipping towards me–and then around me, round and round as she examined me from head to feet. “Hmm …”

“E-Excuse me! What are you doing? Do not gawk at me like some curiosity!”

The bizarre girl circled behind me, then reappeared in the other direction as I turned to face her. She leaned in with an amused smile, then lightly tapped my nose.

“Mhm. You look really weak.”

What.

She … touched my nose?!

I hurriedly backed away, my hands in the ready position of a martial art I'd never learned as I wondered whether I was truly safe. Even so, I recalled enough dignity to still scowl at this honest assessment of my capabilities, as well as this clear assault against my person.

The only reason I wasn't listing the number of years in prison that touching my nose constituted was because I'd never had to value my nose before. It was somewhere between six months and six life sentences. And I was leaning towards the latter.

“H-How dare you touch me! And my nose?! Also, I'm … I'm well aware of my physical inadequacies, thank you! Or rather, they can be considered a sign of good upbringing!”

Yes, indeed. I'd never before rued my lack of muscles for painting and poetry–

Until now, when I could very well have used some for keeping this highly unpredictable girl at arm's length. Even as I stepped away, she merely skipped closer, easily ignoring the flattened roots and weeds which conspired to trip me over.

“That was a nice technique,” she said, unveiling her fingers in a sudden, popping gesture. “Woosh! I've seen beetles fly before, but that's a new record. Do you think you can teach me that?”

“A-Absolutely not,” I replied, taking great care not to look in the direction of said woosh. “That was very much a solitary affair, and quite beyond my intention.”

“Really? Shame. I think it'd be useful. So what are you doing in these parts? Like you said, shady individuals and all.”

Yes, I did.

And I was still very much correct.

I watched this odd girl with doubt brewing in my heart. She claimed to be a librarian. No, an assistant librarian. But as far as I was aware, librarians of any calibre rarely pursued the matter of lost books all the way into the depths of a forest colonised by outlaws and death beetles.

She was no simple bookworm, certainly. And though I didn't necessarily view this girl as a danger to my person, I couldn’t quite see her as harmless, either. There was a way in her poise which evoked certain warning bells. Only Roland spoke with so much confidence–to the point of disregard–when conversing with me. And that was when I was about to fall victim to one of his infamously juvenile pranks.

My eyes glanced down at my boots.

No laces tied together. So far, so good.

Regrettably, that instantly made this girl more trustworthy than my oldest brother.

“If you must know, I was waylaid by the ruffians who resided here. I was on my way to Rolstein to see to the matter of crops failing in the region. I intend to avert a food crisis and save this kingdom from the threat of famine.”

“Eh. Sounds like a pain.”

I blinked, then tilted my head slightly to the side.

Odd. My ears must be playing up. It felt like I'd just heard something unfathomable.

“Excuse me?”

The girl suddenly beamed and clapped her hands together.

“I mean, it'd be a terrible pain to the innocent people of this fair kingdom if that were to happen to them. It's only right that every measure be taken to prevent such a precarious situation from arising.”

“Ah, of course … that's what you meant … yes, well, that's why I'm heading to the lowlands.”

“Got it. Do you know how to fix the failing crops?”

No.

But I knew I'd know once I arrived.

My intelligence was far too precious a resource to be wasted on thinking ahead. Why be inefficient by considering issues which may never materialise? I'd handle my problems when the time came, at full power and full rest.

“W-Why, of course I do!” I said, smiling as I placed my hand to my chest. “I have a contact at the Adventurer's Guild. After liaising with the local good-for-noth … the local deadbea- … the local adventurers, I'll have an array of options to consider in regards to how best approach this issue with the least disruption on the townspeople.”

The girl nodded enthusiastically. Her eyes, a pearly turquoise, shimmered like sunlight upon the ocean.

“That's great! Let's go.”

Now I knew my ears were defective.

“I apologise, but you must repeat that. I didn't quite hear … ?”

“Let's go. Time's a-wasting and I'm coming with you. Rolstein, right? That dreadfully dull town without any redeeming features? I've always wanted to go there.”

My mouth fell open.

Dealing with this girl's eccentricities in a one-off encounter? Tolerable. A day in the life of an overworked, popular princess. I'm sure that my sisters experienced it all the time.

Accompanying her to anywhere? Less tolerable.

“Truly … you've always wanted to visit Rolstein? A place so irrelevant that cartographers forget to place it on maps?”

“Yep. I have some investigating to do.”

“In regards to your … book?”

“The trail leads nearby, and the Adventurer's Guild keeps good records. Or so I hear. There aren't any where I'm from.”

I looked at her in puzzlement. Not the dreadful confusion which hurt my head. But an acceptable amount.

There were few places on this continent where the bureaucracy and nosiness of the Adventurer's Guild had failed to make itself known. If that's the case, then this girl wasn't only not from here. She wasn't from anywhere close.

“I … I see? And where are you from?”

“Ouzelia.”

Answering so, Coppelia skipped past me and towards the bundle of sacks lying even more disparately on the cart than how I'd left them.

Then, in a single motion, she leaned down and picked up every sack filled with heaps of crowns, trinkets, jewellery, weapons, tableware and at least several paintings in either hand. Without displaying the slightest hint of effort, this girl, no larger, older, and certainly no prettier than I, lifted the bags as easily as one might lift a set of feathery pillows.

But that wasn't what surprised me most.

Because when this girl skipped past me, I noticed for the first time the giant golden key sticking out of her back. And I realised that Coppelia wasn't just an assistant librarian.

No, not at all.

Because Coppelia … was also a clockwork doll.


Chapter 13: Clockwork Doll

Apple let out a snort as he plodded along the uneven dirt lane.

Whether it was the rapidly degrading quality of the roads or the new company he found himself in that was the source of his ire, I would never know.

Beside us was Coppelia, walking at an easy pace despite the many sacks she was swinging. Swinging. Not carrying. She didn't sling those sacks of loot over her back like some overworked mule, but swung them as she walked like a young girl toying with a basket of flowers in the meadows.

It was a ridiculous sight. A girl keeping up with a trotting horse while also carrying more than the animal's burden. Granted, as a workhorse, Apple was no galloping steed. He went as fast as he wanted.

And that was very slow.

Still, I had to accept the slight on Apple's image. The horse simply couldn’t have carried the extra weight. He lacked the bridle necessary to pull a cart. And while I'm certain I would have fashioned a solution, I wasn't one to reject the appeasement of commoners.

Thus, girl on foot.

Or rather, clockwork doll.

“You know, you've been staring for a while,” said Coppelia, turning to show the giant golden key sticking out of her back. “Go on. Want to touch it?”

She didn't look the slightest bit shy. And I didn't act the slightest bit incurious.

It'd take a level of ignorance neither of us possessed to pretend that she wasn't an extreme rarity in this kingdom. Only a few workshops possessed the technical and magical expertise to build clockwork dolls. And none of them were in Tirea.

The fabrication process required to create one was said to be so demanding that it was always clear when a doll was being built. Sales of coffee beans boomed.

And now I fully understood why.

A girl whose beauty almost rivalled mine. Almost. She looked my age, or perhaps a year younger. A sweet and dignified appearance, yet she had a spritely smile full of mischief … as well as cogs, sprockets and gears.

Seeing such a marvel of engineering before me, I now knew what I had to do.

… I had to build my own!

What was this?! Not only was she pretty. But she was strong! She couldn't just carry tea cups, she could carry me! With someone like that by my side, I wouldn't need to work an extra day in my life!

“M-May I?” I replied, urging Apple to slide over as I reached down for the golden key. “Do I just … touch it?”

“Sure. Just make sure you don't turn it.”

“I see … and what would occur should I accidentally turn it?”

Coppelia puffed up her cheeks, then popped the air.

“Boom.”

My hand froze. I looked at Coppelia.

She didn't correct herself.

“Per … Perhaps it's better if I don't,” I said, swiftly uprighting myself on the saddle. “Besides, you're hardly some plaything to be prodded and poked. I apologise for my less than discreet ogling. Clockwork dolls are not known to visit Tirea.”

“I bet. I mean, who'd want to visit this tiny kingdom out in the boonies?”

I almost choked on my response, such was the speed at which my indignation sought to leave my lips.

No matter how wonderful this invention of engineering was, that didn't give her a blank cheque to disregard my kingdom like some downtrodden restaurant!

“T-Tiny?! The … The boonies?! Miss–”

“Coppelia.”

“Coppelia! This is a majestic kingdom, graced with verdant fields and enterprising scholars! I assure you, there is nothing tiny or … or boonie-like about this rich land!”

“Really? My memory core must be out of whack. It says the Kingdom of Tirea is the second smallest independent nation-state by surface area on this continent, and that it's gross economic output–”

“Shhshhshhshh!! This … This kingdom holds treasures beyond the definition of crowns and industry. We measure prosperity in different ways. In culture. In harmony. And in peace.”

“You were attacked by bandits five minutes ago.”

“A most unfortunate and poorly timed coincidence that doesn't reflect the safe and harmonious nature of this kingdom.”

Coppelia giggled, delicately bringing up the back of her hand to hide her lips … all the while still gripping those huge sacks.

Such brutish strength! It was … marvellous!

Imagine if I had such a useful attendant by my side! The next time Roland hid behind a door to frighten me, I could order her to rip the door off and launch both it and him through the nearest window! The possibilities were endless!

“Actually, unfortunate and poorly timed coincidences are the domain of Ouzelia. It's pretty much our trademark, and we guard it zealously. I'm afraid you can't have that.”

Her words could have been written as jest, but her tone was anything but.

“I see. My tutors always said that Ouzelia was a land of splendour and opportunity, and that its freedoms exceeded even those of Tirea.”

“A rotten lie. What did they actually say?”

“That it was full of oddballs and I should stay away.”

“Much better.” Coppelia twirled as she took her next steps forwards, swinging the sacks perilously close to Apple's side as she spun. “Ah, Ouzelia, where dragons roam the skies and there exists no fiction in fairytales. Humans live with ogres. Ogres live with goblins. Goblins live with … well, nobody since they're kinda grouchy. How are the ones here?”

I gave it a moment's thought, then decided to answer honestly.

“Still grouchy.”

“Goblins, eh?”

“Goblins.”

I nodded, needing to say little else.

At least ours were fiercely isolationist. As were our ogre clans. Such a mixing of cultures could never be considered in Tirea, where few non-natives other than the odd troll caravan or questing minotaur could be found passing through our towns and villages.

Then again–

As I stole a glance at the girl alternating between walking and skipping beside me, at the heavy sacks in her hands, and at the large golden key protruding from her back, I couldn't help but think that even a dragon probably wasn't as rare as a princess and a clockwork doll together.

“Have you been searching for this missing book for long? I'm curious how much time you've spent wandering the kingdom.”

“Waaay too long. These shoes weren't made for walking. But books are hard to find. Especially the one I'm after. Ahh, if only I had a different job. My sisters, they got jobs like cleaning bookcases. How wonderful is that? Books always get lost in the weirdest places. But bookcases? They never went further than the attic. Seriously, if cleaning was all I had to do, I'd be able to relax at the–”

“I understand!”

“Eh?”

A flush of excitement ran through me as I seized on the opportunity at once.

Ohhohoho! Indeed, rejoice, fair clockwork maiden! No insinuation was lost on me!

As a princess trained in the art of reading cues and desires, I was adept at understanding the words between the lines as keenly as a conductor sensing the notes weaving amongst a grand sonata.

And my instincts were telling me ... that this girl wished to serve as my personal attendant!

“A-Ahem, if cleaning is something you wish to experience, then I can offer you a position as my attendant. You see, I happen to have left my previous residence without my usual retinue. Therefore, you may be at ease, as from now, I will declare you to be my sole–”

“Nope.”

“Geh?!”

My jaw dropped at the abruptness of her rejection.

Could … Could it be that I was wrong? Or perhaps I'd pressed her too suddenly?

True, it was only natural to react with inappropriate modesty when presented with such an envied position as the personal attendant to a princess. There were rivalries to consider. New enemies to watch. Old allies to turn. To become my sole attendant was to make one's social debut in high society. Even a maid could be elevated to the lowest rungs of lower nobility by adopting such an exclusive role …

Hmm?

But wasn't I forgetting something?

… Ah, of course! She didn't even know I was a princess!

“I’m already an assistant librarian,” she said cheerfully. “The most noble calling a clockwork doll can have. Why would I want to be anything else?~”

A bizarre croak exited my mouth as a thousand responses amalgamated into one.

I … I couldn't tell her!

I was supposed to be incognito, not hiring new employees!

“Sooo, well-dressed, haughty girl who mysteriously wants an attendant ... is it just 'Juliette'? Or is there a 'High Ladyship' or 'Her Revered Countess, Holy Destroyer of Unwanted Beetles' title somewhere in there as well?”

I winced.

Partly because my masterful disguise as a titleless 'Juliette' was clearly not enough to hide my overwhelming aura of regalness. But also because she'd just butchered our entire peerage system in one single sentence.

“Those are not titles.”

“My cunning word trap worked. So, nobility?”

“Undisclosed.”

Coppelia raised an eyebrow.

“Royalty?”

“............”

Hmm?

What … what was that?

Was that … sweat? Why was I sweating? How long had I been riding for? When had sitting in a saddle been such a taxing activity on me?

“U-Undisclosed ...”

For a moment, Coppelia had the look of someone who wished to make an unnecessary comment. I was relieved when she didn't.

That … That was close!

Indeed, she didn't suspect!

Really now. That was too clumsy. And the fault lay entirely with me.

It was vexing, but the truth is that I didn't enjoy parading myself as anything less than a princess. To do away with my title was difficult enough. But to adopt another was something else entirely. I needed to find a compromise … eventually.

Eventually.

Meaning ... there was no rush!

I had no need to dive straight into the finer details of my subterfuge, did I? Once I picked an identity, I'd need to actively utilise it or risk being outed. I couldn't have that. A poor identity was more suspicious than having none. It'd undermine everything!

Therefore … the best thing to do was to disclose nothing!

That’s right! The less I spoke about my background, the less anyone would suspect I was a princess. If anyone asked me if I was Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea, I could simply refuse to answer and they'd be none the wiser.

Ohohoho! Genius.

Why make things harder? Sometimes, less truly was more.

And if that failed, well–

There was always tactfully coughing.

“A-Ahem! R-Regardless of what I may or may not be, the fact remains that I still require an attendant to see to my myriad of needs. And though a small leap of faith would be required of you, I assure you that you’d be remiss to decline such an opportunity.”

Coppelia gave a carefree hum as she continued swinging her laden sacks.

“Still nope~ My purpose is to search for unreturned books. That means I'm forbidden from washing the dishes of any ladies of high standing. Or scrubbing their smelly horses. Or putting socks on their feet. That one is specifically ruled out.”

I nodded, taking the loss of a potential handmaiden with good grace.

… Ohhhohoho!! Until next time, of course!

Fortunes waver and ambitions stir. When this girl wished to seek a rewarding new career in the exciting world of courtly backstabbing, treachery and betrayal, I'd ensure that the door remained open for her!

“I see. A terrible shame. Nevertheless, I applaud your loyalty to your library. Indeed, by refusing my first offer, you passed the first test to becoming my personal attendant. Should you wish to continue this application, you may do so at any time.”

She connected her thumb and index finger into a circle and smiled lazily.

“O-kay~”

I contented myself with that somewhat lackadaisical response. True, it lacked the dirt eating grovelling that I usually received when overseeing prospective hires … but I was nothing if not mildly flexible!

When it came to receiving a promising new attendant who could carry my extensive wardrobe wherever I pleased, I was willing to bide my time.

In fact, if she could display such wonderful strength, would that not also make her an excellent candidate to be a bodyguard? If so, that'd make her a two-for-one attendant! I'd be the envy of the soirée!

“By any chance, does your prodigious ability to carry large weights hint towards how you defend yourself in this peaceful and harmonious land?”

“Hmm?” Coppelia looked down, then blinked at the sacks in her hands. “Oh, this? This is nothing.”

“I disagree! … Hence why I note that you carry no weapons on your person, and yet you've been able to traverse the perilous wilds that exist between Ouzelia and Tirea. Tell me, would you happen to be proficient in overcoming physical confrontations?”

“My, my, my … what are you implying? I have my feminine wiles and girlish charms. What else do I need to travel the wide world?”

Coppelia flicked her fluffy golden hair behind her, then offered a smile as radiant as the sun.

I was appalled.

Who did this girl think she was? Me?

In any case, she had to boast either martial skill or magical ability. Not everyone possessed a princess's charisma. And for all her confidence in that smile, that also included her.

Thus, I shook my head.

“Really, now. Unless you’re me, charm and wit is hardly enough to negotiate the dangers that pervade this world. For everyone else, a knight’s courage, and preferably lance, is required. We live through a time where brute force reigns supreme, and where peace exists only in the endings of fairytales. The only way to survive is to meet that threat with superior strength. Or lacking that, a well-placed boot to the nether regions. Remember that, Coppelia. When your foes appear before you, always aim low.”

Coppelia nodded, interest sparkling in her turquoise eyes as she took my advice to heart.

“Got it! Low blows only! … But what if your foe isn't someone with delicate bits?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, what if it's say, a blight? How would you overcome that?”

“A blight?”

“A blight affecting crops and pastures, a faceless enemy with no notion of negotiation or belligerence. That'd be pretty tricky, wouldn't it? I just want to know where in the manual dealing with something like that is.”

I tilted my head slightly.

This was a concept I had to wrap my head around. To be frank, something which didn't try to sully my reputation or outright assassinate me wouldn't truly count as a foe.

At least not until I saw the first inklings of withering intruding upon the corner of my vision.

Apple came to a stop as I tugged on his reins.

Turning my gaze slowly, I took in the sight of the fields which lay ahead.

I was horrified.

Parched fields crept down from across the horizon, dotted by wilted lines of blackened hedgerows and leafless trees.

Beyond a rotting demarcation as clear as lines in the sand, a scene of death and decay awaited. I peered ahead, and all I saw was a vision of the fine pastures fit for napping instead replaced by a barren stretch of broken livelihoods.

The contrast to the green fields to my sides could not have been more stark.

I couldn't believe it. Was this what was meant by failing crops?

This was beyond what I’d imagined! We hadn't even entered the lowlands yet! Was this some disease in the soil? How far did it stretch? How much of our farmland was lost?

It was more morbid than anything I could have envisaged. I could literally see the trail of tax income from yield percentages to stall revenues collapsing in front of me! Each fallen stalk of wheat was another feather snatched from my pillow!

It was terrible!

Beside me, Coppelia was cheerfully humming an unknown melody.

Judging from the brightness of her tune, the state of the kingdom's collapsing grain reserves and the riots that were certain to follow ranked lower on her list of concerns than it did me. It was not, after all, my fate that she shared. Even now, I could see a grim future where my family was forced to sell our gold framed portraits and ruby inlaid candlesticks just to appease the peasant masses.

The indignity almost knocked me off my saddle.

Awakening from my stupor, I clenched my fists and spurred Apple onwards.

It was time for Juliette Contzen, the 3rd Princess of the Kingdom of Tirea, to do her duty. No matter what, I would prevent a future where I was forced to degrade my quality of life. To live as though I were mere nobility.

Or worse, common-born nobility.

No blight would stand in my way.

This, I solemnly vowed.


Chapter 14: Yearning For Stars

Rextros the Black Scar was, incredibly, a man noted for his black scar.

It was his symbol as a survivor. And more importantly, as a winner. He may have a scar, but the last man he'd fought now had two broken arms and a big enough gap in his front teeth that he whistled in between speaking.

Over the years, he'd fought with the best of the worst, turning bars inside out and alleys upside down. As a D-rank pugilist, he regularly left a reminder that of all the mean sods to ply their trade in this land, he was the meanest of them all.

And his reward? His own cozy little forest hideout, complete with a gambling table, a drinks bar and semi-loyal goons. It was everything a good little outlaw wanted. Except that he never wanted to be an outlaw in the first place.

He wanted to be a pianist.

“... Damn … !”

Rextros the Black Scar had no wish to lead his own group of bandits. A cold tent in a damp forest? A dirty camp filled with the stench of a dozen guys who didn't bathe, even though there's a river right next to them?

These weren't the dreams of a normal lad growing up on a farm. But he knew that working the land wasn't for him. His hands were made for more than sowing seeds and milking cows.

It was for playing nocturnes beneath the moonlight, his soul reaching out to gently sweep across the keys of a piano faster than his fingers did.

However, that dream wasn't to be.

Once he was old enough that he could no longer sneak his way into fancy bars and ply his budding skills on the pianos reserved for the famous, he knew he had to buy his own. It infuriated him that pianos were the playthings of nobility. He couldn't even walk into a piano workshop before being tossed out. It was a closed circle for the rich and the few. And that lit a fire in his belly.

So what if the fancy lords and ladies couldn't stomach the thought of a mere peasant like him dirtying their favourite pastime? It wasn't them he would play for.

No … Rextros the Black Scar would play for the people.

And he'd do it on a piano he could move with his heart as much as his hands–a St. Liane baby grand in mahogany red, rolled straight out of the Royal St. Liane Workshop in the middle of the royal capital and onto the bustling street outside.

That was the dream.

A dream which had slid further away with each passing day. The crowns he'd earned from his fights were barely worth the silver needed to hire a sister to stitch himself back up afterwards. And now the calluses on his hands were suddenly around his knuckles and not his fingertips.

Then, like a twisted angel summoned from the lowest abyss, that's when she appeared.

“Rextros the Black Scar. What a dreadfully dull name. It's as if you picked it out from a book of villains. Couldn't you have gone for something more original? The Black Etude, perhaps?”

“Hah? You picking a fight? And what's with that get-up? You hard selling for a casino? I don't gamble, so find someone else to fleece.”

“You say that, but isn't every day a gamble with the law to you? Honestly now, how are you going to acquire the funds to buy a St. Liane of all things? You couldn't have picked a more expensive thing even if you tried. Greedy much?”

“... Who are you?! How do you know …”

“Hey, hey, hey. Wanna hear about a get rich quick scheme? Super reliable! Everyone's done it! And don't worry, it has nothing to do with gambling. Unless you want to?”

“D-Don't mess with me, woman! Who are you?! Keep away! I'm no fool–”

Rextros clenched his teeth as he recalled the memory.

He was no fool … except that he was.

“... Damn … it … all! ...”

He crashed his fist down against his small table beneath his tent.

He'd stopped doing that lately. Firstly, he'd gotten used to the idiocy of his underlings. Secondly, it spilled his crowns everywhere and picking them up from the grass was a pain. If he ever wanted to buy that immaculate St. Liane, he'd need every last coin this rotten venture in poor decision making could get him.

So … how did it all go so wrong?

First it was the type of jobs. They'd started easy. Shaking down couriers and breaking into warehouses. Then they got harder. Not because the couriers got wiser or the warehouses tougher.

It was because he'd pieced together what he'd been stealing–and why.

He'd left in the middle of his last job and never looked back. Not because he had no regrets about running. But because he feared he'd see the face of that girl in her casino get-up looking right back at him.

The thought sent shivers running down his spine.

But maybe that was just because of the cold.

A forest. A cold, damp forest. This wasn't much better. But it was easier. Traders used this road. He left the farmers alone. And the trolls. But the merchants? They took extortion as a business expense. And every now and again, a wandering nobleman and his family would come to hunt, forgetting that they were more likely to be found by the death beetles before they found a deer.

Was it kidnapping? Sure. But he was doing them a favour. The ransom reward was his just earnings. And what a reward they always were.

He was close. So close.

One last gig. One last merchant. One last idiot.

He knew this camp wouldn't last. But it didn't need to. He was so close. Then he could abandon this damp lifestyle and these stinking men and play ballades beneath the acoustic roof of the Reitzlake Grand Bridge.

That girl with a huge gob, haughty expression, fine clothes and dark hair without so much as an inkling of dirt on it had been his ticket to freedom. That sword alone looked like it could be traded for any piano he wanted. He was even glad the idiots hadn't taken it from her. If they had, he likely would never have seen it.

Now he wished they'd just tried mugging her and suffered the consequences for it. Their dead bodies weren't going to reveal where he was.

“B-Boss … what was that? Who was she? Why did we have to give everything over?”

Rextros smashed his fist against the table again. This time, a cloud of dust came up as a crack appeared.

“Shut up! Shut up, all of you! I'm thinking!”

One by one, his underlings looked at each other with differing amounts of confusion and resentment. They didn't understand. They didn't know.

That girl, that ticket to freedom, was a poisoned bait. She'd come with one purpose and one alone. And that was to remind Rextros that so long as he lived, his obligations remained. He knew it. He'd dreamed it.

And now he feared the consequences of his flight.

But what could he do? That girl's message was clear. No matter where he ran, he would never be allowed to wander freely again. Every crown he stole wasn't his to keep. He wanted an out. But how could he? He'd seen too much. Not on purpose. But that didn't matter. He wasn't as blind as the rest.

And that was a problem.

“Boss! What's going on! That was everything! It was our pay, our weapons, you gave it all away! Who was she?!”

A problem like losing the loyalty of his men.

Forget making back his losses. He'd lose his life if they all turned on him. And he knew for a fact that the knives and daggers they carried were still on them, hidden in their boots and their clothes.

As every pair of eyes turned black, Rextros clenched his fist.

There was only one thing he could do. It was … It was dangerous. But it was his only choice. Not just to make it out of here alive. But to escape with it tomorrow, too.

He had to silence that girl.

Before she could reach her mistress, she had to be dealt with.

That way, he'd have time. That casino girl had to only suspect. Otherwise, she'd be here herself. Despite his fears, he knew she wasn't truly omnipotent. More importantly, it'd mean he'd have the money to flee. Even with just the crowns, he'd have enough to survive. More than enough.

He had to deal with that girl … and yet, if she was anything near as strong as that monster ...

No.

He had no choice. Not if he wanted to survive. Even if she matched him as a fighter, he had to deal with her. Then, he'd get out. Lay low. Flee the kingdom. That St. Liane was beyond his reach. But there were others. A Zelronto, perhaps. Lacking in finishing and incomparable with the tonal brilliance of a St. Liane, but bearable nonetheless.

It was time to leave these idiots behind.

But not without using them one last time.

“Shut up! All of you!”

“But Boss–”

“That girl. She was here on behalf of the Adventurer's Guild.”

“What?!”

The looks of rebellion were quickly replaced by panic.

Rextros smiled internally to himself. It was every outlaw's worst nightmare. Those that weren't him, of course.

The Adventurer's Guild weren't like knights or soldiers, who'd make so much noise looking for them that they could pack up and leave without so much as leaving an empty bottle behind.

Adventurers were hunters. Hunters that got paid absolute jack for the work they did. And that meant they did their jobs for reasons other than crowns. They did it because they were bored.

In short, the worst type of people.

“She wanted to cut me a deal. All our gains for a day to leave. Except that won't matter if she's dealt with first. Go get her. Now.”

A few of the men shifted. Most were just confused.

“B-But if she's an adventurer, why didn't we just jump her already?”

“Fool! I was watching the treeline! You guys can't stand sentry even if I peel your eyelids off! I had to make sure there was nobody else! Now you see why I'm the leader and you idiots are not!”

“B-Boss!! Then, then that means ...”

“She's alone. Probably thinks she's stronger than all of us. Some brat that just got promoted to E-rank and thinks they're hot stuff. You know what to do.”

“Yes, Boss!!”

Rextros sighed as his underlings shot off, their hidden daggers being pulled from whatever sorry part of their bodies they hid them in.

It was going to be close. That girl … the sword she had. Only an extremely capable swordswoman would dare wield such a weapon. To be anything less was to invite every rogue within spitting distance to try and steal it from her, alive or dead.

Even so, she was alone. She had to be. The way these people operated demanded it. He had fourteen men under his command. Idiots to the last, but idiots with brawn and no discipline. If they all hurled themselves at her, there was simply no way she would be able to defeat them all.

And if so few made it back that he could claim all the loot for himself, then so be it.

Rextros smiled. Perhaps this wasn't such an unfortunate meeting, after all. He'd been meaning to consider a way to leave his goons in the lurch. If someone could deal with them for him, then all the better.

He simply needed to be ready to make good on his escape.

BRRROOOOOWWMMM.

It was at that exact moment when Rextros the Black Scar thought this that his feet suddenly left the ground.

“Gwaaaahhhhhhhh!”

Letting out a scream, he flailed uselessly at the air as he was suddenly flung against the back of his tent, taking it and also a tree with him as he went hurtling down the mound he'd pitched his makeshift throne on.

An enormous, ear splitting explosion drowned out his scream. Or at least what sounded like an explosion. He couldn't be sure with the entire forest groaning in pain. Leaves, branches and trees bent wildly as though slapped by the force of a thousand hurricanes. And yet Rextros instinctively knew that it could have been worse.

The source of that explosion was further away. And it was not aimed towards him.

If it had, he wouldn't be in a position to feel breathless with shock.

Sweat ran down Rextros's face as he crawled up from the dirt. He was lucky. He'd narrowly missed impacting the tree that now had its roots torn from the soil. Looking around, all he saw was carnage. Bits of the camp were everywhere. And the forest was groaning even louder than before, as though it now had to right itself after being struck by the hand of a god.

Or perhaps a goddess.

That girl … it couldn't be ...

His entire body shaking, Rextros thought about the idiots he'd sent after her. They'd only just left. They … They were probably okay. Even so, could it possibly be a coincidence that she'd set the entire forest on its knees the moment he'd decided on his treachery?

What … What kind of power was this?

That was not the power of some D-rank punk like him. It was beyond that. The sort of power that only named legends past the point of being human possessed.

Had that girl lived a warrior's life, in solitude, training her swordsmanship on some distant mountaintop to achieve that level of destruction?

Rextros now knew he couldn't stay. Not even if all the copper, silver and gold in the world was made available to him. It was time to flee. Right now. Away from this kingdom, filled with more monsters than anyone as insignificant as him had the right to know.

And then maybe, just maybe.

When enough time had passed–he'd be able to take over the farm, and go back to milking cows and tilling fields.


Chapter 15: Withering Town

A warm blush of scarlet swept across the horizon by the time we entered the provincial town of Rolstein.

There was much to admire about this quaint town. Filth and sewage did not clog up the streets and …

Well, no, that was it.

Such a small town was ordinarily little more than a passing landmark during my rare excursions to our greater domains. Actually setting foot in one was a novelty. And yet still, I found I had little curiosity to spare.

Beneath the setting dusk, a blanket of decay stretched from the nearby road all the way to the rolling hills in the distance.

It was as if I was gazing upon the wreckage of a battlefield. Except that there were no wars fought here, other than those contested between the crows as they dived for that one slither of movement amongst the wilting fields. A single field mouse darted for cover, then found itself mercilessly preyed upon by a rampaging, squawking flock.

I shuddered, wondering if this was a premonition of times to come.

“It's as I feared … this blight, it stretches into the heart of the lowlands.”

Coppelia nodded in response, surveying the same destruction, but wearing an altogether different expression. As she witnessed the flock of crows disperse without leaving anything behind, she gave a satisfied nod.

I wasn't certain if it was due to her being a clockwork doll or not, but she appeared to be rather predisposed towards optimism, wasn’t she?

“Mmh, it's quite spectacular.”

“Excuse me?”

“Spectacularly bad, I mean. Very bad. But look on the bright side. People will be a lot less fussier now. Who likes picky eaters, anyway?”

I kept my lips tightly pursed.

“I-Indeed … all of us should take care to enjoy the fare that this kingdom's people have striven tirelessly to grow, rear and cook for us. It is unbecoming to reject anything brought to the table, even if it's shaped like a grotesque mannequin hideously distorted.”

“Hmmmm ... I'm definitely going to need an example there.”

“Carrots,” I instantly answered. “I'm told that their appearance repulses a significant number of the populace.”

“… As in, you?”

“Of … Of course not! I'm merely stating a commonly held opinion.”

“Oh, I see. But hypothetically, if you don't like carrots, why don't you cut them into little pieces instead?”

“Unacceptable. The mere thought of them also repulses me. Hypothetically.”

Coppelia eyed some of the townsfolk as they went about their day. Some shot us curious glances. Others did so with significantly less interest. Almost all wore the attire of farmers and shepherds.

“You'll fit right in here.”

I looked at her, aghast.

“Please remove all such notions from your mind. We've come here to–”

“I'm here for my book.”

“–I've come here to lift these poor, suffering peasants from their circle of misery. I certainly haven’t come to join them.”

“My bad. How do you plan on saving these wretched souls from their miserable and worthless existences today?”

“With questions and answers. Beginning with the Adventurer's Guild.”

The determination filled my voice as I hardened my heart for the challenges ahead. With so much at stake, I had no time to waste.

There was just one issue.

Adventurer's Guild – Rolstein Branch

Currently closed for renovations.

Thank you for your understanding.

I rubbed my eyes.

And yet no matter how hard I tried, the words failed to disappear from in front of me.

Apple had scarcely taken me more than a few steps into the town before the wide sign of the Adventurer's Guild dangled jovially from a building which may very well have been a bar in its past life. Even from outside, there was a distinct whiff of alcohol and lack of morals.

But the most incriminating thing about it was surely the notice nailed onto its door.

“Closed … Closed for renovations … ?”

I stared in shock for several moments before the indignation finally struck.

Renovations?! The … The irresponsibility! Did these layabouts not at least pretend that their entire existence was based on their incessant nosiness and wish to elbow themselves into the security affairs of sovereign nations?

Why, their existence was only tolerated because they served as useful fodder when the lives of our soldiers couldn’t be risked! Oh, yes. We know. We all know. Do not pretend that you as an organisation are merely altruistic! There is not a single court official from any kingdom, duchy or principality that believes you have no political agenda. And we permit it! But only so long as you uphold your end of the bargain!

That means no lunch breaks! No holidays! No sick leave! And most certainly no closing for renovations!

“It appears the miserable will stay miserable,” said Coppelia. “Would you like a jam tartlet?”

“Excuse me?” I replied, still confused at almost everything this girl said.

“A jam tartlet. The bakery here sells them. If we can’t relieve the wretched from their suffering, then we may as well enjoy ourselves. They look nice.”

I reminded myself to maintain my poise.

Dignity in the face of all hardships. Even if it was a preposterous reason for closing a public service in the midst of a potential famine.

“We're not here for jam tartlets, as lovely as that sounds. Or at least, I'm not. I understand you have your own duties. However, I was assured that a reliable adventurer in Rolstein was well-placed to answer my queries regarding the state of the lowlands.”

“–And who assured you of that, young lady? Because that means I'm due a stern word with someone for speaking highly of me.”

I looked behind, and to my delight, found someone who I could direct my ire towards.

A man in a spotted lilac poncho. And an extra twirly moustache. He carried a stack of documents in his arms. An indication of business that was at odds with his dress sense. Amongst the dourness of the town, he looked like the only raspberry trifle on a table full of burnt éclairs.

Usually, flamboyant dress was a sign of wealth, but this man didn't have a whiff of nobility about him. Indeed, he smelled like the building beside me.

I wrinkled my nose.

I didn't know who he was. But that didn't matter. Someone with such a frivolous appearance was clearly deserving of my dissatisfaction!

“That would be a common barkeeper,” I answered, nudging at Apple to face this bizarrely dressed man, and if necessary, snort in his face.

“A barkeeper? … It couldn't be, Thomas?”

I nodded. It'd began with the letter 'T'. Maybe.

“Are you the senior adventurer I was advised to speak to?”

“Well now! I wouldn't necessarily think of myself as senior, at least not in the age sense–”

“Excellent, because who I speak to matters little. I require information. The abject state of the farmlands. Please explain to me in five words or fewer what is wrong.”

The man looked at his hand, then started counting his fingers in thought.

After a moment, he nodded at me in satisfaction.

“Nobody knows.”

Hmm.

Two words. Succinct. A praiseworthy skill. With that alone, this poncho man was already earmarked as another potential servant.

If nothing else, this journey was certainly opening my eyes to the disparate state of our current workforce. Not only did our attendants stutter over every word, but they also couldn't lift up twice their bodyweight with arm strength alone.

“Why has this not been fixed? What has the town's governorship done to rectify the situation? I swear, if Baron ...”

“Baron Alonte?”

“Yes, if Baron Alonte has spent these days of crisis fishing by the seaside, I will have him and his entire family making soap for the next 10 years. I'm going to need lots of it.”

The man raised an eyebrow, looking for all the world as if me asking very sensible questions was the strangest thing in the world.

Ugh. Peasants. I really did have to do everything, didn't I?

“Well, Baron Alonte hasn't been idle, at least. He's commissioned everyone from adventurers to mages to have a crack at finding or repairing the root of the problem. Thinks there might be magic involved.”

“Magic?”

“Magic.” The man nodded. “The going belief is that the extent of the crop damage means it can't be a natural phenomena. Nor is this the only place it affects. You think it's bad here, you should look past the hills. Sight gets more sorry by the minute. The lowlands have been faring poorly for several seasons now, but this is altogether new. We call it the Withering.”

I frowned. So magic was the proposed reason for this … Withering?

It'd certainly explain the unprecedented extent of the damage. This wouldn't be the first time that an errant spell had gone haywire. Mages were renowned for their utter disregard of … well, everything, when conducting their spellcraft.

Even so, this scale of devastation was noteworthy. When and if the culprit was found, I would ensure that their skills were put to good use. 100,000,000,000 bars of soap didn't conjure themselves.

“Very well, I understand now. Clearly, by the swathes of wilted crops I see in all directions, both mages and adventurers alike have been unable to engineer a solution to this calamity. Fortunately, I'm here now.”

“... I see? And you are?”

“Juliette.” I placed my hand atop my breast, proud that I was modest enough to stoop to using only my first name. “And this is my future attendant, Coppelia.”

Beside me, Coppelia curtsied and smiled, sacks in hand.

“A fine day to you, sir. How fares your worthless existence today?”

The man blinked at her, a bewildered expression on his face.

I, too, was stunned.

Why, I had no idea Coppelia could curtsey!

“Uh … yes … I'm good, thank you … and in which fields are the two of you specialised?”

“Everything,” I answered.

The man paused, clearly in awe at this angel of problem solving hastened to his doorstep.

“I … I see. Well, it's certainly a joy to have such an illustrious pair visit our simple town. Both Rolstein and the guild will be delighted to accept your prodigious assistance in any way, shape or form. Now, uh, if you'll excuse me ...”

He coughed, then indicated towards the door of the Adventurer's Guild. I frowned as the most recent source of my ire caught my attention once again.

“It says it's closed for renovation. Do you have any knowledge about this unacceptable breach of working ethics?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” The man gave a hearty grin. “Cedric Halls. Guildmaster. Formerly C-rank. Don't mind the sign. It's just to stop the people trying to use me to fetch their lost cats. For the people with actual problems, you can walk right in.”

… Guildmaster?

A position of responsibility! And here I thought he was merely a goon!

I placed my hand on my mouth, mortified at my manner of speech thus far.

Had I known he was the guildmaster, I would have been far less accommodating. What if people thought I treated everyone equally?

“Guildmaster, I would remind you that one of the founding stipulations of the Adventurer's Guild is a naive willingness to entertain each and every menial task that the inept chooses not to do themselves. You do not have the luxury of filtering requests. Doing so is grounds for severe reprimand, from both your guild and the kingdom.”

The man winced. His jovial smile diminished significantly.

“W-Well … no, you're not wrong there. But you see, Rolstein is a small town. It's barely able to justify a guild branch. As we have trouble even manning the reception desk, it's only right that we prioritise those requests that are most urgent.”

“... Is it, now?”

“We have two reliable adventurers absent from duty. As a result, we simply don't have the numbers needed to handle every commission, and those that are posted are often paired with, shall we say, insufficient remuneration. It's not really fair on the lads and lasses we have to take on smaller jobs.”

I was unimpressed. If adventurers only sought fame and fortune, then they needed to rename themselves as the dragon slaying and treasure hunting guild. Fetching lost cats was precisely the sort of disgustingly endearing jobs they took on for the sake of public approval.

We all had our roles. If I was forced to wear a tiara inlaid with citrine gemstones instead of rubies, then they too could suffer the indignity of a world that was not fair.

“Very well. In that case, I have a commission for the Adventurer's Guild.”

“Oh?”

Like a weed snapping back into position, the poncho man recovered from my chastening with a look of interest.

“Please deliver these spoils to the town garrison for seizure. They were recovered from a band of hooligans residing in the woodlands between here and the Royal Villa.”

Without my asking, Coppelia immediately dropped every sack from her hands. The heavy thunk as they landed sent dust flying in every direction.

The man looked at Coppelia with his mouth slightly open, clearly not expecting such a mass of weight from what she'd been carrying with so much ease. Then, his eyes turned to the openings atop the sacks.

His jaw fully dropped.

“This … how did you …?”

Adorned tableware, trinkets and jewellery glittered amongst a trove of copper, silver and gold crowns. Ignoring the bag filled with crude weapons, his eyes lit up as though he were gazing down at an actual treasure haul.

My opinion of the adventurers in this town dropped markedly.

Was this truly enough to impress them? My personal assessment was that it was barely enough to pay for a handful of my smuggled novels, and I was assured that the price I paid was reduced with a most reasonable royal discount.

“Once you are done, please ensure that some of your busy adventurers are sent to the forest on the north road where the river separates the provinces. As I lacked the time to marshal the outlaws I appropriated these items from into prison, that is a task I shall leave to you.”

“O-Outlaws … ?”

The man noticeably swallowed a gulp as his eyes joined his mouth in widening.

“Wait, you can't possibly mean … that infamous band led by the Black Scar? No, wait, that's impossible. There's simply no way … yet what other groups operate in that area? And this much crowns … does this mean, you defeated him? You?”

The Black Scar?

True, the lowlife I'd bested in a game of wit and cunning had a deep gash across his face. But he was also unremarkable … like a slightly meaner potato.

No, I'd read enough tales to know that a moniker like 'The Black Scar' could only be applied to someone who commanded terror like a pirate commanded the oceans.

Not someone who dropped to their knees after suffering one bout of my biting repartee. Even fresh faced nobility at least stayed on their feet when they wept.

“Thank you for agreeing to this commission,” I said as my answer, deciding this conversation had fulfilled its purpose. “Once you've herded the ruffians into the custody of the garrison, you may extract what reward you deem acceptable from these sacks.”

“H-Huh? Any reward? You mean you'll allow us to decide?”

“It will obviously be a pitiful sum, given what you see, but I hope that the lack of remuneration will remind you of your basic obligations. I trust that you do not want the kingdom to be the one to remind you.”

I turned to Coppelia, satisfied at my conduct.

For some reason, she held her hand over her mouth, her expression wrinkled with amusement. It was as if she was holding back laughter with every cog and fibre of her being.

Undoubtedly, she enjoyed the spectacle of a guildmaster being reminded of his duties. I would be deceiving myself if I claimed I didn't share the sentiment. But this was more than about my sense of duty.

It was about keeping the populace in check.

The fewer overall grievances the commoners had, the less chance there was of this kingdom turning into a … a …

Republic.

A shiver ran up my spine as images of the end of the world came over me. I rapidly shook my head, batting the terrible thoughts away.

I had more pressing issues to deal with. This whole travesty with the failing crops, for one thing. But there was also something else.

Before I could begin fixing what, frankly, nobody but me had the competency to do, I had to fulfil an important task … as well as handle the consequences of it.

“Coppelia, I have an agreement to deliver Apple on behalf of his owner. I now intend to honour it before proceeding with single-handedly saving the kingdom.”

“Uh-huh.”

“However, as doing so will deprive me of my steed, I will need an alternative method of transit. If necessary, I may call on your obscene strength to carry me at short notice. Please be aware of this added responsibility as my future attendant.”

She thought about it for a moment, then smiled brightly.

“No.”

I nodded, then tugged on Apple's reins.

I'd ask again later.


Chapter 16: Starry Eyed Alchemist

“Let's see … an alchemy shop … it should be just about … here?”

I was completely lost.

There was a reason I was making Apple trot at slower than walking pace. And it wasn't just because I was very puzzled by why mud appeared to be dripping from that one window over there.

I took in the hodgepodge of buildings around us, feeling for the first time my utter lack of familiarity with our smaller domains.

Rolstein was clearly not the Royal Villa, where every block of quarried stone was carefully measured before being allowed to set. There was little uniformity in this town.

Its architecture was a flamboyant mix of differently shaped clay roofs and brightly painted wooden, stone or brick facades, as though each and every dwelling had been designed on a whim and then redesigned that very same evening.

Though it filled me with dread, I'd need to navigate these labyrinths of poor architectural design in the coming days. And I'd need to do so without bellowing high and low that I needed directions in my own homeland.

Fortunately, Coppelia was not a subject of the kingdom! Why, she wasn't even a dignitary, but an assistant librarian. I had no qualms about maximising my use of her directions. And she in turn could have the joy of assisting me.

It was a wonderful, mutually beneficial arrangement for all parties!

Coppelia glanced at me as I subtly stared at her.

“My masterful skills of observation indicate that you seem to want to ask something.”

“Perish the thought. You've been remarkably helpful thus far, and I have no intention of intruding on your cordiality or your clockwork memory of names, places and locations, such as a shop owned by a local alchemist named Marina.”

“Well, okay–”

“But as declining assistance is the height of ill grace, I'd be content to allow you to direct me to my destination while I'm still gathering my bearings.”

I smiled considerately.

Now, fair clockwork maiden, guide me through this maze of poverty!

Coppelia pointed at a building right beside us. And then the signboard next to a pile of cauldrons stacked like salad bowls.

Fresh Potions, Balms & Remedies!

Accredited alchemist inside.

Garden picked and rare herbs for sale.

Loyalty card available. 10% discount on all weekly orders now!

I felt my admiration for Coppelia's skills grow.

Not only could she lift heavy objects, but she could also conjure entire shops right beside us! Indeed, it definitely wasn't because I was blind. No, no, no. Not at all.

“By any chance, do you need something for your eyes?” she asked.

“O-Ohhoho! M-My eyes are perfectly fine, thank you!” I replied, closing the topic with a cough–before promptly bringing my hand over my nose. “... I can't quite say the same about my sense of smell, however. What is that ghastly aroma?”

It was a tiny shop that required half its wares to spill out onto the street.

Even so, the pungent odour wafting from within was more than our three kitchens in the Royal Villa could emit even in the midst of preparing for a large scale function. It was the scent of several witch's gardens being boiled, and that was if they grew manure straight from the ground.

Coppelia sniffed the air.

“Yep. Something died,” she said cheerfully. “Recently.”

“T-Truly? What manner of creature found its end here?”

“The question isn't what. It's how many.”

I shuddered.

Alchemists. They were like mages without the magic. And that meant they had to make up for their insanity with their own hands.

Be that as it may, a princess did not shrink from her duties!

Climbing down from Apple, I left him to chew on a bundle of daisies growing from a cauldron while I rummaged in the satchels for an envelope. Finding it, I headed inside. The door was already wide open, and when I entered, I realised why.

Here, the sheer pungency almost threatened to knock me off my feet.

The effects of a hundred herbs, plants and dead things slapped on shelves stacked against every wall rushed out to greet me … as did a lilac miasma, wafting from a room further inside the store.

I coughed while waving my hand furiously–one or the other catching the attention of the young woman peeking her head out from the room billowing out the lilac cloud.

“Good evening!” she said, her arms clearly in the midst of mixing, or perhaps fighting something. “You made it just in time. I was about to close up. What can I do for you?”

She had a bright smile. I wondered how much of that was genuine and how much was simply intoxication from permanent herbal exposure. If she could somehow bottle that lilac miasma, I had no doubt that some of the zanier members of nobility would purchase it in bulk.

I opted not to inform her about this opportunity.

“I'm searching for Marina the alchemist.”

“Oh my! That'd be me. What crime did I do this time, I wonder?”

I paused.

It sounded like a joke. But I couldn't be certain. Not when there were enough ingredients in this store that she could close her eyes and likely create something illicit by accident.

I decided to reserve judgement. For now.

“Salutations. I have a horse named Apple. I was asked to deliver him to you by a barkeeper. He's outside eating your daisies.”

The young woman's arms stopped working. The thickness of the miasma immediately intensified. She let out a note of panic and disappeared from view. After the sound of crashing pots and pans echoed throughout the store, the hiss of a fire being quenched flooded my ears.

If there was any steam, I wouldn't know. I was blind to my own hands at this point.

Fortunately, I didn't need to see to know where Starlight Grace was!

“[Spring Breeze]!”

In an instant, the lilac cloud poofed out through the open door, ushered by the tip of my sword. A faint fog still remained as I put Starlight Grace away as swiftly as I'd drawn it. Gathering the mist for more than a heartbeat would have resulted in the alchemist’s wares flying in every direction. Including my face.

Of all the things I didn't wish to experience today, eating the dried root of some carrot-like vegetable was most certainly at the top of my priority list of things to avoid.

“Oops, I'm–ack-hack-ack-ughh–sorry there!” called out a voice. “I wasn't expecting that! Did you say–ack-ughh–that Apple is here? And … from a barkeeper?”

I waved my hands in a futile attempt to disperse the remaining fog. I held back the twitch that demanded I utilise [Spring Breeze] again.

“A barkeeper,” I repeated after I couldn't hold my breath any longer. The air tasted like … oh my, raspberries? “I was permitted to ride Apple here in exchange for delivering him to you.”

The young woman reappeared in her doorway, her hands wringing a damp cloth. Both her apron and her face were unkempt with blotches of unidentifiable powder, like splotches of paint on a canvass.

It was an appearance that made me momentarily speechless. Protocol demanded that a certain level of grooming be required as to not deface my eyes.

Even so, I noted her prettiness at once, powder notwithstanding. It was not the same classical beauty I monopolised, but she had a youthfulness that was common in towngirls.

“A barkeeper … do you mean … Father?”

“I wasn't made aware of his relationship with you. Only that Apple be brought. Speaking of whom, Apple enjoys eating apples. There was an insufficient supply provided for this trip, so you'll be required to purchase some immediately for his enjoyment.”

“What? … Wait, I don't–”

“I suggest Red Princesses. They're crisp, aromatic, slightly sour, and highly vulnerable to caterpillars. Please make sure you check each apple thoroughly before purchasing any. If you do spot a caterpillar, search for me at any cost and I'll deal with it.”

I waited for the young woman to provide acknowledgement of this very important point. The crops felled by disease, blight or magical illness was one thing. But if the local orchards had been compromised by caterpillars, then I'd be forced to take off my gloves on the matter.

Instead, the young alchemist merely looked dazed. The whiff of a cauldron spitting out miasma had clearly gotten to her more than me.

“Hold on. You're telling me that … Father gave me Apple? Why would he do that?”

I produced the envelope provided in the satchel. I would have walked up to her as well, but each step further into the store was to swim against a tide of conflicting aromas.

The young woman approached and gingerly took the envelope.

Pulling out the letter within, she creased her brows in preparation for whatever contents she was expecting.

As she read, the expression on her face turned listless. A sigh eventually followed as she slid the letter back into its container.

“Thank you for bringing this to me. However, I'm sorry to say that I have no reply I can offer at this time.”

“The apology is unnecessary. As is the reply. I have no intention of being a return courier. I have my own tasks to accomplish.”

The woman's eyes glanced at Starlight Grace by my hip. She tilted her head in puzzlement.

“Oh, I see. Are you … a student of my father?”

“Student?”

The woman nodded.

“Thomas Lainsfont. He … He used to teach people how to use a sword. Soldiers, adventurers. Sometimes those pretending to be soldiers and adventurers. If you're acquainted with him, I thought that maybe …”

Odd.

In my memories of that barkeeper, he neither boasted a sword nor struck me as one who'd teach it. Was it common for sword instructors to turn to barkeeping to make ends meet?

Clearly, the state of the economy was even more dire than I'd feared. I had no time to waste!

“We're not acquainted. I simply borrowed his horse, his crowns, and his provisions. The first I hand over to you, as per my agreement with him. The latter two I’ll repay in due course.”

“I … see?” The woman looked confused at me. “That seems like quite a lot. And you two were strangers beforehand?”

I placed my hand atop my chest and smiled.

“I have a noble purpose. That is enough.”

Indeed, a simple barkeeper he may now be, but his sense of duty was impeccable. I may not remember his name, but I shall remember his loyalty. It will stand him in good stead for when I began my hiring spree.

“A noble purpose … r-right.” The woman smiled faintly. “Well, thank you for bringing this letter to me. And Apple, of course. I haven't seen him since he was a foal. I'm Marina Lainsfont.”

“Juliette. And my future attendant, Coppelia.”

“Yaho~”

Behind me, Coppelia waved while she busied herself with taking in all the ingredients on the shelves. She seemed markedly curious about the wares on offer. Perhaps the powdered roots and crushed eyeballs in the Kingdom of Tirea were different to those found in the Fabled Realm of Ouzelia.

The woman nodded at us both. Once more, her eyes wandered to my sword.

“That technique you did to disperse the alchemical smoke–sorry about that, by the way–what was that?”

“Oh? That was [Spring Breeze]. A convenient way to eject common garden pests from my orchard.”

The woman blinked, then tilted her head once more.

“Excuse me? Did I understand that right? You use a sword skill to do away with insects?”

“Well, no, I think it's rather a stretch to call it a sword skill. It’s a gardening technique.”

“... With your sword?”

I smiled proudly.

“Though inefficient, swords are highly versatile. From sweeping up caterpillars like a broom or for use as a quill when writing breathtaking poetry, one must simply be open minded when utilising the tools at their disposal.”

And also lazy! … Ingenious, but lazy … creative, but lazy … innovative, but lazy!

The woman's mouth opened wordlessly. The disbelief and the, well, palpable confusion in her eyes was evident. But I stand by my methods!

A sword could do almost anything, provided that the willpower, the determination, and the immense amount of free time was there!

“I … see.” The woman tidied her expression, then looked between Coppelia and myself. There was a glint of optimism in her eyes. “That's certainly new. By any chance, would the two of you happen to be with the Adventurer's Guild, then?”

“We are not,” I said, wondering which part of my well-dressed state made me look as if I could be an adventurer. “And if you seek the services of the local branch, you'll have to barrel through the door first. They appear to be selectively choosing which commissions they accept.”

“I know. Cedric is the guildmaster. He’s already explained his reasoning to me. I was hoping that if the two of you were new adventurers, then it might mean my commission could finally be accepted ...”

The woman's shoulders fell as she continued.

“... Unfortunately, it seems I'll have to wait a little bit longer. And I was so close to a breakthrough, as well ...”

I frowned. I was no adventurer. But I was a princess. And even if the guild didn't adhere to their standards, I did.

That meant pretending to listen to the concerns of the townsfolk before waving them away.

“A breakthrough in what? What assistance did you require?”

The woman's eyes looked straight at me.

“A cure for the Withering laying waste to our fields. I believe I … no, I know I have a cure.”

My attention perked up at once.

What was this woman's name again? Marine? Marlene? Maria?

“Miss Lainsfont, what do you mean by having a cure? I was just informed that the cause for the blight was suspected to be magic. Do you have alchemic concoctions that can dispel such effects?”

The woman shook her head.

“I have nothing that can remedy magic. But I have reason to believe that this is no such thing. It's possible that an alchemical solution is both the cause and the cure to the Withering.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“It spreads,” she answered simply. “Like mildew, the Withering's effects continue unabated from field to field, as though passed on from leaf and root. Even the strongest magic depletes over time. It shouldn't continue to spread. To grow. To cast a spell that powerful, an incredibly powerful mage would be required. One whose existence is not known to the Mage's Guild.”

I nodded. What little I knew about magic suggested the same.

But at the same time, magic was preposterous. What was spellcraft and the arcane, if not wholly without rules where rules should certainly exist?

“Surely, this would be a common assessment. Why is it that magic is deemed the prime culprit, then?”

“It's an easy explanation, I imagine. Or rather, a non-explanation which can be accepted. People are scared. They want answers. Magic is an answer. Alchemy less so. It's difficult to believe that a potion could have caused this. And yet I believe it might be the case.”

“Did you bring your beliefs to Baron Alonte?”

Marine, Marlene or Maria gave a slightly pained smile.

“Well, I don't really have access to the baron. However, I did bring this to the attention of my peers. They were … well, they were unable to identify any alchemical properties in the affected crops. As a result, neither the garrison nor the Adventurer's Guild can spare anyone for my request ...”

“Understandable. Have a nice day.”

“Wait!” pleaded the woman at once. “Ingredients! I need ingredients. Pixie dust. Sprite wings. Meteorite ore. Living essence and more ...”

I raised an eyebrow.

That was quite the list. Had the Royal Villa's physician had access to those ingredients, I'm sure he'd have discovered a kinder way to check if my reflexes were working than by striking my knee with that ridiculous little hammer of his.

“You believe you can devise a cure for the Withering?” I asked. “Even without evidence?”

“I can't have evidence without trying. And I believe I'm close to something which is worth these ingredients. Just as the Withering can spread, it can also recede. I'm … I'm certain.”

“Have you any basis of fact for this theory?”

The woman bit her lips.

“No. But I know it to be true. I can feel it. I just need … I just need a chance. But I need help. I need help so I can help others in turn.”

I stopped myself from rolling my eyes.

Here lay a true do-gooder. Meaning she was either a saint or a psychopath. I'm sure she was the type of person who offered potions for free and remedies at a below-cost discount. And thus, the practicalities of having little coin and little influence meant that any heroics were sadly short lived.

Because to affect change, one must first earn a prodigious income.

This is precisely the problem with these types of people. While they're doing good, they're not making money. And when they're not making money, they're not hiring help for their herb picking errands. Because, yes, even adventurers, for all their public displays of cat fetching still needed crowns. And much more than they cared to admit.

Fortunately for Marina Lainsfont, I was no adventurer.

I was a princess. And my goal wasn't to make crowns. It was to keep it.

Thus, I raised my hand to my cheek and smiled.

“Ohhohoho! Rejoice, for Lady Luck has smiled upon you this day. I happen to have a vested interest in curing this Withering. Merely state what must be done, and it will be so. What is required to concoct this supposed cure of yours?”

I received a stunned look in response.

Even so, it was clear from the movement of her gaze that she was appraising me. I was more than happy to oblige. Whether it was my character or my willpower, I was flawless in both mind and heart.

“I … well … to be clear, I already have most of the constituent ingredients to create a sample. Really, there's only one thing I cannot get myself. I … I just need …”

“Yes?”

The woman hesitated. I immediately started wondering what ghastly monster she required the eyeball of.

“The petals of a newly bloomed starflower.”

Ah.

Even worse than an eyeball.

At least they could be found. Two of them per monster as well. Usually.

But the petals of a starflower?

It was said to be a flower with divine healing properties. And it could only be found blooming in the darkest places in the world, shining like a star amidst the darkness. Hence its terribly dull name.

But whether or not the healing properties were true, what was certain was the flower's extreme rarity.

It was only recently that a single starflower had the effect of bankrupting several bidders in a public auction–even though only one had gone on to win it.

For a chance at curing any ailment, things as meagre as loans, collateral and consequences were irrelevant. Such thoughts were only too easy for someone who not only desired a starflower, but needed it.

This woman, Marina Lainsfont, was certain to meet disappointment in issuing this request. Both from a lack of funds, and from a lack of starflowers.

“That'll be difficult,” I said plainly. “As singularly capable as I am, I cannot conjure divine flowers on a whim. Unless you happen to know where one can be freely acquired, I'm afraid that you'll have to make do with alternatives.”

I was given no response.

At least, none so far as spoken words were concerned. Her eyes told me a different tale. And it didn't require my innate skills at diplomacy to understand which.

“You know of one's location?” I asked, genuinely intrigued. “Where is it?”

Why, if I could cultivate a starflower, then the capital that could bring in would surely off-set all of the kingdom's financial woes!

In fact, I could double dip! I wouldn't need to solely bankrupt our own citizens to fill the Royal Treasury. Sovereigns from other nations would pour chests laden with crowns into our country if it meant providing even a single starflower.

Even so, the young alchemist shook her head.

“It's not as simple as that. I can't just tell anyone. It may be very dangerous. And … I don't know if it's actually there. The risk is ...”

Her voice trailed off.

Still, I could finish her words for her.

She couldn't just tell anyone.

But she could tell someone.

The implications, I rather suspected, being that she couldn't tell anyone she personally knew. To risk life and limb for a theoretical starflower of further theoretical use would certainly weigh on the conscience of a self-styled do-gooder.

“Rest assured that you may safely divulge the details of this starflower to me. Both myself and my future attendant are highly capable. If such a vaunted specimen exists, I would like to retrieve it for both your use and my personal study. If possible, I will attempt to harvest some seeds.”

“I was under the impression that the seeds of a starflower couldn't be harvested?”

“Allow me to concern myself with that. If the starflower is used to cure the Withering, then I'll consider this venture a success.”

The woman was motionless. A final pause, as if to measure the merit of my words.

Naturally, I passed with flying colours.

“My father was always an excellent judge of character,” she said. “And I trust in his choice of rider for Apple. If you're content to scour the darkness, I can show you the way. Give me a moment to prepare my things. Hopefully, it won't be needed, but ...”

“I understand. Thank you for your consideration.”

The woman glanced at my clothes.

“Um, there's just one thing.”

“Yes?”

“It might be a little bit … well, dirty.”

My confidence only dipped as she began fidgeting with her hands. I regularly braved fresh, clean soil within my orchard. Yet something told me this would be more disquieting than that.

“How dirty?”

The woman offered a nervous smile.

“Have you ever climbed down a well, Juliette?”


Chapter 17: Well Of Courage

Amidst a field of wilting wheat and crushed financial hopes, the most disparate thing was the well in the centre. To say that it looked abandoned was to say that bouillabaisse à l'encre de seiche looked acceptable as an evening entrée. It wasn't. It was ugly and grisly. And so was this well.

I stared down into the abyss, feeling the cold air echoing within its depths. There was no hint of its bottom. No dripping or splashing of water. Only a sordid darkness resided here, giving way to a pit without end.

I looked up and frowned at Mary … Marina Lainsfont. She had the good graces to already look sheepish.

“The starflower is here?” I queried. “In this well? At the bottom?”

“I believe so,” she replied, looking less and less reliable with each passing moment.

I returned to gawking into the clear safety hazard. The well had no cover and no signage. And while the fates of those who accidentally tripped and fell to an agonising end mattered little to me, it did suggest a rather unseemly welcome for anyone who voluntarily climbed down.

Fortunately, whatever had accrued at the bottom couldn't be seen.

Unfortunately, whatever had accrued at the bottom also couldn't be avoided.

“Is there a reason you haven't collected the starflower yourself?” I asked, glancing back at the alchemist. “As ghastly as climbing down a well surely is, it must have warranted your investigation.”

“It did. I've … well, I've previously thought about climbing down, but it's not the well itself that has the starflower. It's the caverns.”

“There are caverns underneath Rolstein?”

“Only here. Underground waterways originating from a series of caverns feeds into this well. They're very old, and other than when there's an issue with the water supply, rarely traversed. However, I recently discovered records that suggest a unique ecosystem may be present down there which includes flora and um … other inhabitants.”

“And how many dozens of eyes do these inhabitants have?”

“The normal amount. Maybe. Tunnel bats are known to exit the well on occasion. The 'maybe' makes it too dangerous for me … but based on the ideal conditions, I believe that a starflower may very well be present.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“That, or some other array of rare apothecary ingredients, I imagine?”

“The thought did cross my mind, yes,” admitted the alchemist. “But whether or not a starflower is present is irrelevant if another suitably powerful curative can be discovered.”

“A fool's hope,” I replied. “Guesswork is unlikely to hand the keys to unlocking this cure.”

The woman's shoulders fell.

“Does … Does this mean ...”

“And yet, I believe that pursuing all avenues of investigation is warranted, given the severity of the Withering. As a result, I will personally order my future attendant to climb down this narrow and dangerous well and retrieve any rare medicinal reagents for your usage.”

Coppelia, who until now was content to examine the spiralling abyss she would soon investigate, looked up at me and beamed.

“Nope.”

“Now, Coppelia, I understand your apprehension. This well is disgusting. However, this is a matter of practicality. Your outrageous strength must surely confer to above-average jumping and falling abilities. As there's no method for me to enter or exit without grave harm to me or my sense of hygiene, it leaves you with your unique skill set for physicality to conduct this investigation.”

Coppelia pointed at something in the wilted wheat.

“There's a ladder here.”

I leaned slightly to the side, then spotted the wooden ladder squashing what few crops had valiantly tried to remain upright.

“An excellent observation, Coppelia. Why, by spotting something unbeknownst to the rest of us, you've demonstrated your proficiency in taking on this investigative role.”

“True. I'm still in the 'nope' camp, though. I'm not valiant and brave like you. In fact, I have an idea! Why don't you use the ladder and I'll give moral support by constantly praising your courage from here?”

Tempting. But no.

I looked at the alchemist instead.

“Why is there a ladder conveniently placed here, and why are you not currently volunteering to lead the way during your own excursion?”

The woman glanced to the side as she played with her fingers. An embarrassed blush appeared on her cheeks.

“Um, well … like I said, I previously thought about climbing down … but it's … well, um, very dark ...”

I looked between the two individuals I found myself with.

One a clockwork doll, one an alchemist. Impudence with a brazen smile from one and cowardice with a bashful veneer from the other.

Then, I quietly groaned while rubbing my temples.

Ugh. But of course, what else could I expect from simple commoners? Gallantry was the realm of royalty. And as a princess, I was its champion.

If I was forced to climb down a damp and hopelessly unfitting well, then that wasn't a black mark against my standing, was it? No, of course not. It was a sign of boldness, determination and unmatched nerve. Qualities which were not only expected of me, but ones which I regularly performed each time my mother brutishly thrust me into the limelight of court to 'do some actual work'.

Indeed, I was no stranger to tenacity!

What was a well, compared to the horrors of conversing with the daughters and sons of lesser nobility as though we were peers?

A highly suspect hole in the ground was nothing! And if I told myself that, then it immediately became true!

“Ohhohoho! Very well. The both of you may rejoice. I will brave the darkness and scour the depths! Whatever reagents may be recovered within, I will extract for the sake of this kingdom!”

“Ooooh ...”

Coppelia began to lightly clap. The alchemist joined her after a moment's confusion. The applause was neither necessary, nor particularly fervent.

I accepted it nonetheless, smiling as I pointed at the ladder.

“Coppelia, please attach the ladder to the well. You may hold it steady while I descend into the depths.”

“I'll do better than that. Why, with a determination so fierce, how could I abandon a heroine to brave the unknowns on her own?”

“Me too! I'll join you. I told you I'll show you the way. I can't just leave you to explore on your own. I can help identify anything that may be of use.”

And just like that, my valour had roped willing servants to my side!

Not that I allowed surprise to leak onto my carefully crafted expression. Indeed, drawing the weak and the unwilling to my cause was a principle effect of my royal status, whether I proclaimed it or not!

“Ohoho! Then let us make haste! Even as we stand, the livelihoods of those around us perishes beneath the evening glow!”

“Right!”

With enthusiasm which I already viewed as uncharacteristic, Coppelia skipped over to the ladder, then effortlessly lifted it over her head. The alchemist and I ducked as she swung it violently over the well with little heed to our heads.

“Hiee?! W-Watch where you display your brutish strength! I only have one head, and it's my life's goal to keep it on my neck!”

“Got it!”

Twirling like a dancer with a baton, she gave a playful smile as she plunged the ladder down the well.

One thing was for certain. There was a bottom.

And one not as far as the unnatural darkness would suggest.

A frail splash echoed upwards, betraying the shallowness of the water. I peered down the opening once again, wincing as I failed to discern where the ladder vanished from view.

“Okay~” said Coppelia with a musical hum. “Lead the way, Lady Heroine.”

I frowned as I looked up.

“I'm not a Lady. I'm a Pri–ack-hack-ack-ughh.”

“Wow, you even have hacking coughs in your titles? You kingdoms really like your fancy names, huh? Where do I get one like that?”

After almost being caught out by the most fiendish of questions, I recollected myself and smiled with grace.

“The … The Kingdom of Tirea's peerage system doesn't allow those without hereditary claims to a noble birthright assume a title. It is not something you can 'get', with the sole exception of a royal proclamation.”

“… And how do I get one of them?”

I willed myself not to tut. Such a coarse question would never be levelled at me had she known who I truly was. As such, I would allow the tactlessness.

“Through significant contribution to the kingdom,” I answered, before reaching for the top rung of the ladder. “Should you wish to begin climbing that staircase of sweat and tears, I suggest you begin by making me a pot of chamomile tea.”

Indeed, as the feats I intended to perform will doubtless be recorded in the annals of our history, even the smallest contribution by those who aided me will be viewed with generous lenses … especially if they offered me hot beverages on demand!

I gingerly lifted myself across the rim of the well and planted my feet onto the ladder.

“I'm terrible at tea making,” said Coppelia, a black stain now inked on her history. “But I make up for it with my charming disposition and ability to ask questions at the worst times. For example, how are you going to see down there?”

I paused, already several steps down.

“M-My! Have no fear … that won't be an issue!”

Clearly, she believed me so focused on the task ahead that I'd neglected a vital practicality in achieving it. Understandable. But I was no clumsy genius fated to trip over her masterworks and journals. I was simply a genius.

And that meant being able to hop over every hazard even before I saw it!

For indeed … I did have a method for piercing even the darkest night.

“Voila!”

Starlight Grace shone as I carefully drew it from my sheath, one hand still gripping the ladder.

All of a sudden, the overwhelming darkness below was pierced by a light so radiant that it seemed to rebound within this small space. Each pearl of moisture was illuminated against the stone, shining like little stars painted against the damp surface.

In legends past, Starlight Grace's splendour was such that this artifact alone could pierce the foul blackness which shielded the Witch of Calamity once plaguing our fledgling kingdom. Noble as our ancestors' hearts, tenacious as the towns they founded and virtuous as the heavens which shone upon their labour, Starlight Grace was the symbol of the kingdom's spirit …… and also my reading light.

Truly, my sword was astonishingly convenient!

What use did I have of candles and fireplaces when I was gifted the light of the heavens itself? Yes, Starlight Grace could fell the hordes of darkness, but more importantly, it allowed me to finish the page turners that raced against my need for sleep.

I pointed my sword towards my feet.

A murky, shallow surface of water was illuminated at the bottom of the revealed well. Not one, but several buckets shorn of their rope were lying half-submerged amongst a wet collage of algae and foliage.

What were once leaves and florets of wheat blown from the fields above now formed its own habitat. I chose not to think about what ghastly species of caterpillars had opted to make their home within that mass of virulent green.

Above me, I heard a hushed gasp. I glanced up at my captivated audience.

“A-Amazing ...” murmured the alchemist, her eyes wide.

“I know,” added Coppelia, no less stunned. “I would've put money on there being at least one dead body down there.”

I redirected my gaze back down.

“If you still wish to make that wager, then you're free to.”

“Really? Will you bet against me?”

I narrowed my eyes at the pit of algae.

“No.”

“Shame. There's definitely something dead down there. So, going down?”

With that, Coppelia tapped the top rung of the ladder with her foot. I parted my lips, ready to discuss with her the outrageous notion of hurrying a princess when the alchemist let out a gulp so audible that it echoed within the well.

“Such a magnificent sword … How did you come to acquire it?”

“It was gifted to me as a young child. Not a day has gone by where I haven't had it by my side.”

“I see … then it's no wonder why my father gave the task of delivering Apple to you. You must be a highly accomplished swordswoman to have earned his respect so swiftly.”

“N … Naturally! It's said that … warriors may take the measure of one another more keenly than even a merchant and their wares. My righteous soul and exemplary skill at arms is revealed to any who care to look.”

The alchemist wore an expression of fervent agreement as she studied the sword in my grip. For my part, I pressed it up against the side of the ladder as I began to climb down the well.

It was not the most dignified of activities, but I was saving the kingdom. I could easily spin this unbecoming descent into a far grander tale once the time came to pay off the bards and the minstrels. Why, this was something that would earn me the adoration of the masses! Most princesses only climbed up, and yet here I was, descending even deeper than where the knees of my servants fell as they grovelled towards me.

My, wasn't I just a princess of the people?

In moments, I heard, and felt, my far more fearful comrades finding purchase on the ladder. Accepting my natural role as leader, I led the descent with grace and maturity, never once noticing how disgustingly slimy this ladder was, or wondering how much fire would be needed to erase the smell of algae from my clothes afterwards.

“You spoke of dangers,” I said upwards, past Coppelia's graceful figure as she practically slid from rung to rung. “Aside from tunnel bats and tripping over one's feet in the darkness, what other dangers can be expected within the waterways?”

“I … ah, it's quite slippery isn't it? Um, I'm not sure. I would expect monsters to reside in the dark and wet conditions. But from what I know of the well, the only things other than tunnel bats to escape are water slimes and strangler crabs.”

“Creatures that even a newly trained soldier would be expected to readily dispatch. Is that all?”

“I believe so. It's the unknown that concerns me. But so far, I've seen no records to suggest that anything more sinister resides here. I think it'll be fine. Maybe. Probably. I would traverse these caverns myself, but, well … I don't have a glowing sword.”

The alchemist's voice faded with something between shame and embarrassment.

Of course, for an ordinary citizen, even common monsters were beyond them. But slimes, crabs and bats failed to worry me. After all, I had Starlight Grace. And more pertinently, I had a clockwork doll with enough arm strength to propel me to safety if and when required.

Still, I wondered why I could feel goosebumps beginning to appear?

And hmm … what was that ominous groaning in the distance?

“Hey, hey, Juliette?”

I glanced up and frowned. It was one thing to be spoken to so casually, but the way Coppelia did it with such a blasé smile would have sent tutting hurtling her way in any other context.

Curiously, I didn't find it entirely displeasing. Perhaps because the handmaids who'd served my family longest were permitted in private to refer to us with a degree of informality. It was, in a limited capacity, refreshing.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Well, I just had this thought,” she said, animatedly pointing at her own head. “If we're not actually sure what's beyond this highly suspect well, would it not be prudent to pause, take stock of our limited supplies, re-evaluate the purpose of this hastily arranged venture and perhaps seek even just a little bit of information before ploughing head first into the uncharted darkness?”

I paused to consider a crack in the stone, then waved away Coppelia's concerns.

Really now! Nitpicking over plans is what my brothers and sisters did. And look where that had gotten them. Assigned to ghastly roles filled with royal duties and obnoxious responsibilities, without a minute to spend on their own whims.

That was not the life of luxury I intended to live.

… Moreover, time spent planning was time spent not doing! My livelihood was at stake and I had a long list to go through. I was here to hurry, not to worry!

Thus, I shrugged and continued climbing. But not without giving my answer.

“Ohhohohoho!! Darkness? What need do I have to fear the darkness? Indeed, it is the darkness who should fear me!”

I raised Starlight Grace ever so slightly, drawing on the last gasp of sunlight peering down the well to reflect off its radiant edge. A prism of blinding light momentarily lit up the entirety of the well, before falling solely against the bottom of the well once more.

“Ooooh …”

Coppelia applauded, not even requiring her hands to hold herself steady against the ladder. I accepted it with good grace.

That's right. I had nothing to fear!

For I was the 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea. And that meant even this darkness belonged to me. If it troubled me, I'd find a way to tax it!

And yes, that included the strange groaning in the distance too.


Chapter 18: Candle In The Dark

My boots waded through the shallow stream as I led the way, Starlight Grace in hand.

The caverns leading from the well were far more extensive than the alchemist had suggested. As I directed the tip of my sword into the darkness, its light caught against surfaces so high that I had to stretch my neck to see them … but not the tunnel bats that'd made their homes against the stalactites in this vast underground system.

Their eyes peppered the resounding darkness like red stars against a bleak sky. But while the sheer quantity of tunnel bats that made their home here may ordinarily have been cause for alarm, I had other concerns on my mind.

Namely, that the water was extremely unhealthy for the integrity of my boots.

They were handcrafted by royal commission for outdoor endeavours, yes, and could reliably step on mud, ash, saltwater and the hopes of the poor, but this wasn't a downtrodden farmer I was stepping on. It was … water.

Mossy, slimy water that dampened the colour of my boots.

And that was even worse than losing them.

The moment my outfit no longer matched, I'd have only two choices. Find a new set of clothes, or use Starlight Grace to conjure enough light that I could irrevocably damage the eyesights of everyone around me.

And right now, I was missing my wardrobe.

“Did you know that tunnel bats are blind?” said Coppelia, humming as she skipped behind me like a girl playing in a pond. “Those bloodthirsty, murderous eyes? Yep, they're just for show. They actually glow even brighter during the day. Of course, you never see them since they're usually sleeping.”

I glanced up at the litany of red dots, neither perturbed nor comforted by the thought that none of them were actually gazing back at me.

Rather, I simply couldn’t take them seriously in the slightest.

“Bats.” I sighed. “Barely inside, and I can already see this cavern hasn't a speck of originality to it.”

“Eh?”

“It's like peering into the mind of a decrepit baron and seeing his wildest fantasy come to fruition.”

“Barons dream about bats?”

“The ones who have not received an invitation to attend a soirée in years, yes.”

I sadly shook my head.

For all their teeth, wings and claws, bats occupied a different category in my mind than heralds of the night.

To some, they were low-tier monsters fit for training new adventurers and soldiers. To me, they were a fashion statement. And a poor one, at that. Far too many nobles sought to decorate their middling towers and keeps with bats of all varieties, hoping the time-tested mystique would somehow mask the very public decline of their fortunes.

It never did.

The irony, of course, was that any noble house's fall from grace was exemplified by this lack of familiarity with contemporary home design. Why, I had no doubt that if this cavern were put to auction, irrelevant nobles would paw at each other to make this their new villainous hideout from which to plan the usurping of my family.

“Well, if you don't like bats, what about strangler crabs?”

Coppelia pointed ahead of us. A pair of deathly black pincers were briefly sighted, before they disappeared to a chorus of scuttling movement.

“Uninspired,” I replied.

“Decrepit barons stopped using them as pets ages ago, huh?”

“What? No, they still do. They simply taste awful as well.”

“... You've eaten strangler crabs before? The monster variety? Not the, 'Hey kids, Papa's going to teach you about fishing today,' kind?”

“Bland and flavourless. With a mucous-like texture. Highly do not recommend.”

I shuddered as I recalled the scene. There were many things I wanted for my 7th birthday. A horse-drawn carriage in the shape of an open seashell. A choir of my playmates singing my praises for being born wealthier than them. A fireworks display as I sat cross-legged on a raised chair while laughing down at the assembled nobility ...

Well, actually, I did get all of those things.

But I also got a buffet of the most strangest crustacean. What's more, it was still moving. And its pincers were very sharp, indeed.

And that's the story of how I survived my 19th assassination attempt, aged 7.

The strangler crab tasted terrible afterwards.

“And water slimes … ?” queried Coppelia, pointing at a particularly reflective section of the wall. “Have you ever … ?”

Upon closer inspection, the shimmering of movement could clearly be seen, as could the mucus trailing behind. Only by purposefully directing my sword away could the form of the water slime be viewed, still partially aglow from the light as it half-crawled, half-bounced away from us.

I stopped, then directed my frown towards Coppelia's inquisitiveness. Predictably, she was already looking highly amused even before I gave my response.

“... Gastronomy was in a highly experimental phase at the time ...”

“It sounds like you've quite a robust palate.”

“Robust, no. Black, yes.”

Sadly, the competitive world of gourmet dining wasn't built on stability. It was built on constantly sprinting from an ever devouring quicksand. And sometimes, those competing had no time to run. They simply had to leap.

Hence … steak au slime was invented.

It did not last.

“You've … eaten all these things?” said the alchemist, staring at me in wonder. “Incredible! Although you appear very refined, in truth, you live off the land as much as even the most seasoned adventurer, don't you?”

I had a feeling that this woman was perhaps grossly misinterpreting how I came to be fed steak au slime.

Naturally, I nodded and accepted the praise.

“I … I suppose, by definition, yes, I certainly have lived off the creatures of this land!”

I gave a small cough and hurried ahead, valiantly ignoring both the creeping darkness and the sight of Coppelia hiding her laughter.

“I hope we find what we're looking for,” said the alchemist, somewhat absent-mindedly as she trudged along behind us. “Although right now, I'm mostly hoping that nothing worse than a water slime appears before us.”

Coppelia's sigh practically echoed around us.

“Now, if this was Ouzelia, what you just said would pretty much guarantee something dreadful will be waiting down here.”

“Huh?”

“Rules work differently in the Fabled Realm. The power of stories is prevalent in every facet of life, but most often when we're courting jeopardy.”

“I … I see! I'm sorry, I didn't mean to invite peril.”

“Oh, it's fine. Peril makes things more fun.”

“What?”

“What?”

The clockwork doll and the alchemist blinked at each other, each wearing vastly contrasting expressions.

Their conversation ended.

… For a short time, at least.

“Hmm, the water slimes aren't biting, are they?” said Coppelia cheerfully. “Shame, I imagine they're pretty hydrating. Great if you find yourself in a desert. They're like a bouncing oasis. Never tried one myself. I prefer green or sweet things. But I'm feeling adventurous!”

I shuddered to think that she'd willingly consume a water slime. And yet I couldn't bear to warn her against the taste. My personal memories were too painful to recall.

That aside, she did raise a fair point.

“Why have we not been attacked yet?” I asked, turning my light around the tunnels, only to witness the scuttling form of another strangler crab already moving away from us. “I was led to believe that monsters attacked indiscriminately.”

“Most monsters do,” replied Coppelia. “But weak monsters have a unique flight instinct. It's the only way to survive in a cruel world full of murderous adventurers. They're exceptionally good at identifying powerful threats.”

I raised a querying eyebrow at Coppelia.

“Do they detect your absurd level of physical strength and flee from it, then?”

In response, Coppelia grinned and turned to the young woman walking closely behind us, her wide eyes constantly darting in all directions.

“Hmm, who knows? Maybe our alchemist is secretly super strong?”

Marlena … Marina blinked in surprise, then rapidly shook her head.

“Um, I'm not sure why they're not attacking. But I do have a monster repelling potion in my satchel. Maybe they can sense it … ?”

“Well, whatever the cause, we should take full advantage,” I said. “My attire is at risk enough without water slimes further dampening it.”

I received fervent agreement from our alchemist as we trundled along, free from attacks by the inhabitants of this cavern.

Buoyed by the lack of opposition, we pressed on through the cavern until we entered a smaller chamber filled with a central basin of water. Here, no tunnel bats plagued the ceiling and no strangler crabs tried to give me flashbacks, but that didn't mean there was no life.

It was, in fact, teeming with it.

Long strands of wet greenery blanketed the walls almost like a net, the strands and leaves interwoven like a circus of green as it stretched out from the pool of shimmering water.

“My … how peculiar!”

Unless my studies of horticulture were very much mistaken, this was seaweed–or at least something similar. But these weren't the bedrocks near a shoreline or the wooden joints of a dock that the weeds found themselves swept against. It was a chamber deep beneath the earth, devoid of even the shallowest hint of sky or saltwater.

This basin of water was either connected to more than a regular reservoir, or these seaweeds were a unique new variety!

“What a magnificent amount of life,” said the alchemist, her wide eyes taking in the tapestry of green. “It appears to be … well, weeds. But to be found underground is remarkable!”

I nodded, sharing the appreciation. I spun around while pointing the tip of my sword towards each wall in turn.

“Either they don't require sunlight to grow, or they're able to survive long periods without access to it. But how would they come to be here, I wonder?”

Suddenly, the alchemist gasped.

“Wait–look! Look where you just shone the light! Keep your sword away for a moment and look!”

I did as asked and peered away from where I was directing Starlight Grace.

Only then did I notice the glittering in the darkness.

It was like hundreds of jewels lighting up where the light had receded, as though having absorbed the radiance from my sword. Stepping closer, I leaned in and spied to my surprise the clear crystalline spines.

“Arcana crystals,” I remarked. “Now, this truly is a boon.”

It was the crystalline mineral prized amongst mages, and in turn, shopkeepers.

These light absorbent crystals were a crucial reagent in the crafting of mana potions, a lifeline for mages at risk of suffering from magical burnout induced nausea.

Though by no means rare, it was practically unheard of for a mineral deposit to be discovered so far from the eastern mountain ranges where so much of our mining industry takes place. A discovery such as this needed to be properly documented, and the size and quality of the deposit surveyed.

A rush of excitement coursed through me as I tip-toed from glimmer to glimmer, assessing each shine with a rudimentary appraisal that could glean nothing other than the fact that this was a precious opportunity.

“Goodness, what a magnificent sight!” exclaimed the alchemist, her eyes almost shimmering as much as the precious crystals. “Arcana crystals. Here of all places. Beneath Rolstein. I never thought such a thing was possible!”

I nodded. I didn't think so, either. But that was mostly because I never gave Rolstein any thought whatsoever.

“A precious find, and worthy of a dismal climb down a dilapidated well.”

“I had no idea … in all the records I've seen of Rolstein's history, no mention has ever been made of arcana crystals.”

I allowed myself to smile, thinking of the windfall ahead.

“Ohohoho … then rejoice, for where there are precious reagents, there are profits, and where there are profits, there are taxes to be reaped!”

“... Huh?”

“T-Taxes … as in, taxes to ensure the building of new roads and watchposts, to ensure the security and economic prosperity of this new opportunity!”

Yes, indeed! The Miner's Guild will no doubt wish to claim rights to any mining operations. But in exchange, Rolstein and the kingdom will receive a share of the proceeds.

If there's a sizable deposit to be had, then this could become a wonderful opportunity for the lowlands as a whole. Diversification of the local economy was a rare and precious opportunity.

“Indeed, but any merits are a matter for the future,” said the alchemist, her excitement visibly tempering. “My concern is still with the present. And so before we turn our precious fields into a mine, I'd first like to know if they can be saved. The starflower ...”

“There's no starflower.”

My blunt assessment caught the alchemist by surprise.

She said nothing, and so I provided my reasoning with an additional spin of the chamber.

Seaweed, arcana crystals, and the granite walls to which they clung. There was no sign of a fabled starflower, nor an exit from this chamber. Our journey had been linear. Had we missed a path in the darkness? If so, we'd need to backtrack in order to find it. Otherwise, this was the end of this jaunt, though it was by no means unfruitful.

“M-Miss Juliette ...”

Then, the alchemist's timid voice called out to me.

I knew what it was before I finished turning around.

Because all of a sudden … the bright glow being emitted by my sword was no longer the only source of light within this small chamber.

To my astonishment, a single flower was gleaming from a crevasse opposite the water basin.

Even from a distance, its details shone in the darkness like the moon on a clear night, each petal radiating with the intensity of a flickering flame.

It was a single flower, and yet if it were placed in the sky, I had little doubt it would be the light that drew stargazers and sailors towards it. The beauty was mesmerising. So much so, that I almost failed to question why it was now gleaming for all the eyes in this chamber to see.

Almost.

“The starflower,” whispered the alchemist. “It's … It's here … !”

“I-Indeed, it is … !”

I was astonished.

The starflower. It truly was here. But how?

Its nature meant that simply missing it with my sword was impossible. Its radiance matched Starlight Grace. Did it function similarly to the arcana crystals, and was now reacting to the light? Yet I was always under the impression that a starflower's strength was in its undying glow.

Why, it was almost as if something covering it had been displaced. But nothing but walls of rock were present around the starflower, with each damp surface covered in arcana crystals and soggy seaweed.

And nothing but walls of rock was still here … even as it moved towards me.

Brruuuuuummmmmmmmmmm.

A deafening rumble resounded throughout the chamber. The surface of the water basin shook violently, while bits of the cave fell around us like the beginnings of an earthquake.

That sound could've been the precursor to a landslide. But I realised as the noise went on that it was more than that. It was a bellow. The very land made manifest and sentient with rage.

A living roar from a creature with no vocal chords, yet had no difficulty resonating with the earth.

It was, after all, a monster born of it.

Brrrrrruuuuuuuummmmmmmmmmmmm.

The shadow of a massive stone golem jerked alive, shaking off rocks and dust as it woke from its slumber.

And I knew immediately from its movements that it was feeling deeply inhospitable after just waking up.

Why, it reminded me of myself.


Chapter 19: Awakened Stone

“Oh my.”

My eyes opened wide.

A stone golem!

A huge, lumbering creature, covered from head to … well, no, it didn't have toes, but it was still covered in seaweed, arcana crystals and what appeared to be common earthworms!

A hulking creature of legend. These were the famous protectors of treasures and ruins. A powerful and durable enemy dressed in a granite exterior, and a favoured foe of swashbuckling heroes and their band of gallant vagabonds.

A problem, then.

I was no swashbuckling hero.

And between Coppelia's excited expression as she jumped and clapped on the spot as if she were watching a trained gryphon being showcased at a circus, and the alchemist's stunned horror as she fiddled with the pouches by her waist, I was left with the distinct impression that all of us were out of our intended roles here.

“A stone golem!” said Coppelia, her bubbly voice filled with admiration. “Amazing! See how the shine reflects off its pulverising arms? And that reinforced torso? It could shake off the blow from a [Fireball] like a mountain shrugs off a raindrop. And to think it could’ve been lying here, dormant for yonks! Neither time nor monotony erodes its capabilities. This here is engineering at nature's finest. I mean, I even consider them to be distant cousins!”

“Is … Is that so?”

I had to spend a moment to process that. Did a clockwork doll and a stone golem truly share any similarities in their construction? As far as I knew, one was entirely mechanical while the other was magical.

Perhaps all constructs possessed a shared fraternity?

If so, did this mean I couldn't rely on Coppelia's brutish strength to do away with what was, by all accounts, a high level foe which struck fear into even the hearts of veteran adventurers?

A troublesome predicament. While I didn't condone her general impudence in denying my frequent requests, it was rather uncouth of me to ask her to punch her cousin. At least not until it first made a slanderous remark about her character.

“I suggest aiming for the knees!” she said, beaming with delight. “Their weight is a burden on their legs, so their joints are especially wobbly. In short, fight dirty! Go low or go home!

“W-What is this! Isn't that your cousin?!”

Coppelia shrugged.

“He never showed up to my birthday party.”

BrrrRRrruuuuuuummmmmmmmmmm.

I steadied my feet as cracks began to form in the bedrock.

Water from the central basin splashed over, flinging not only onto my precious boots, but also my leggings as well. To my horror, some of the water which crashed over slid back into the pool, leaving a trail of mucus behind as it went.

I shuddered with despair as I considered the amount of soap needed to cleanse myself of water slimes, then remembered I had to stop the source of this bellowing first.

The stone golem sent a crashing step towards me, dust and debris flying in its wake as this moving mountain trundled slowly onwards.

Flight was possible, but not if I wanted to secure the full breadth of riches that this chamber had to offer. Arcana crystals, a fully bloomed starflower, and, yes, I'm sure someone would be in the market for fresh seaweed, too!

A princess does not leave money on the table!

I readied myself, holding Starlight Grace aloft as I took in the hulking frame of the stone golem.

I was no swordswoman, but I didn't have to be to defeat a foe such as this!

After all, overwhelming confidence and a callous disregard for collateral damage were the most important things to defeating even the most famed of monsters–my treasonous aunts and uncles. What were stone golems, compared to the plots in the night that my extended family dreamed in their bat-laden castles?

That's why, I wouldn't mess around!

It was time to–

“I-I-It's okay! I got this!”

Hmm?

Glancing to the side, I saw the alchemist holding a green coloured bottle in both hands.

Raising it over her shoulder, she took stock of the giant creature in front of her, aimed and ... threw!

I watched with my heart in my mouth as the vial flew through the air, its contents bubbling viciously in its glass container.

The stone golem's head turned with alarming speed, but could do nothing against Maria … Marina's unexpected attack!

Indeed, it failed to raise its lumbering arms in time to shield itself against the alchemical concoction as it proceeded to … shatter harmlessly onto the ground barely inches in front of the young woman.

She blinked, then watched as the green liquid spilled onto the bedrock, vanishing as it melted through the ground like lava tearing through snow.

“Oh,” she said. “I forgot I was very bad at throwing.”

BrrrRRrruuuuuUUuuuuuUuuummmmmmmmmm.

Its attention now wholly turned to the alchemist, the stone golem let out another thundering bellow before slamming what counted as a foot towards her.

And then another. Then another.

There was no hint of that lumbering slowness when it had emerged from its cleft in the wall. Instead, the stone golem accelerated its movements as it committed to each step, quite literally shaking off the dirt and dust that caked the shining granite which comprised its true form.

“Move away!” I ordered the young woman, whose eyes were wide at the pitiful results of her throw. “You cannot die until you first evaluate the cost of the starflower! Allow me to handle this! Move far away from this chamber!”

I paused.

“But not too far,” I quickly added. “Strangler crabs will not hesitate to earn their namesake. In fact, if you have any more of those green vials on hand, I suggest you have them at the ready. Threaten to boil them in a lemon and clarified butter sauce, and if they continue to approach you despite that, utilise what alchemical concoctions you have available.”

BBBrrRRrrRRrruuuuumuUUuuuuuUuUuuUuummmmmmmmmm.

I was forced to hop away as my left boot suddenly found itself shorn of any ground to stand on. The entire chamber rocked perilously, shards of jagged rock falling from the ceiling as the earth threatened to collapse both below and above me.

This was bad!

True, I'd acted a bit confidently despite the fact I had no right to. But this was actually quite bad! If the ceiling broke, no amount of divine intervention could save me from the tons of soil that resided above. I'd die! Or worse, look like a peasant!

“Excuse me!” I said, raising my voice at the stunned woman. “Did you not hear me? I said … no, I command you to move!”

At my second set of instructions, the alchemist finally snapped out of her stupor and moved–only to immediately stumble over the newly formed cracks in the ground.

She fell with a small cry, then lay rooted with an expression of utter fear as she watched the approaching behemoth. Far from obeying my express commands, her feet simply brushed against the earth as though she'd forgotten how to stand.

All the while, the stone golem sauntered forwards, each foot dragging the other with even greater force. In moments, it'd have nothing left to crush but the prone body of the defenceless woman.

I was horrified.

This alchemist was a skilled tradeswoman! The foundation to which our kingdom's economy relied upon! I could not condone the death of anyone whose worth had yet to be squeezed dry by the hands of our treasury!

Thus, I did what I had to.

Taking a deep breath, I sprang to action, brandishing Starlight Grace in my hand as I leaped bravely towards the direction of Coppelia, who was sniffing at the seaweed on the wall.

“Coppelia! Rescue the useless shopkeeper!”

She glanced at the woman in question, then at the stone golem.

“Hmm. Well, he did miss my birthday. I'll take suggestions. But no promises.”

“Toss her like a pillow!”

“Okie~”

The girl smiled, gave a thumbs-up, then gracefully jumped towards the prone figure on the floor. With only a yelp of resistance, the alchemist was picked up by the ankles and promptly swung into the pool of water plus added slimes.

“W-W-What?! Noo .. noooooooooooo!!”

She screamed as she flew, the noise echoing even after she landed head first into the centre of the water body. Her feet remained upright for a few terrifying moments before her head swapped places, water dripping down her soaked hair and brows as she coughed frantically.

Coppelia placed her hands on her waist in satisfaction. I looked at her in horror.

“C-Coppelia! You cannot swing an injured person into a basin of water!”

“Hmm? Why not? The stone golem can't get her there. They don't swim.”

“Injured people cannot swim either! I require her to drown in debt, not water!”

Coppelia tilted her head slightly, then looked at the woman wildly flailing her arms upon the surface of the water. Her chin continually dipped beneath the surface, bubbles streaming forth whenever she failed to lift her head over the water.

The clockwork doll waited a few seconds before saying anything, clearly observing whether or not the victim of her throw was actually drowning or not.

“Eh. She'll be fine.”

BBBrrRRrrRRrruuuuuUmmmMmmuUUuuuuuUuUuuUuummmmmmmmmm.

“Hiiee!”

I let out an unseemly noise as I dodged an entire section of the ceiling attempting to decapitate me. The stone golem's thundering bellow was so boisterous that I could feel it rattling in my bones.

I turned to the monster whose fury was now aimed towards us.

Though it was said that magical creatures lacked the intelligence of their flesh and blood compatriots, that did not mean they were without instinct or emotion. Even a rock, it seems, could feel rage.

I looked up, spying the obvious cracks in the ceiling. A wonderful assist for the Miner's Guild when they started tearing through the earth. But not one I appreciated while I was still beneath it.

“So, would you like me to take a swing at the thing?” asked Coppelia, rotating her shoulders and loosening whatever cogs there were. “By the way, I don't normally do that. Punching things, I mean. I know you think I do, but I don't. It's just that this thing looks tough and I'm kinda curious what'll happen if I try.”

I shook my head. Coppelia had a far more important task than defeating this powerful foe.

“No, that will not be necessary. Do not put yourself in harm's way until I bid it. I require you to be in good shape to carry me away. I refuse to tread through the vile contents of that stream again.”

“I'm not carrying you.” Coppelia paused. “I'll swing you, though. I wasn't really trying the first time. Should I?”

“No.”

Coppelia blew up her cheeks in disappointment. She quickly regained her enthusiasm when I turned towards our adversary. But I had little choice in the matter.

It was now running towards us.

Brwoom. Brwoom. Brwoom. Brwoom.

Or perhaps lightly jogging was more accurate.

Even so, emboldened by its own rumbling, the stone golem did away with the last of its ponderous movements as it came hurtling forth with all the speed of a rolling boulder … on a very slight decline.

“Remember, go for the knees!” said Coppelia, as she heartily skipped away. “Not just now, but in general! Nobody ever expects it.”

I nodded. It was a sure enough tactic, especially for a foe such as this. I hadn't any magic to pierce the stone golem's natural armour.

But I had Starlight Grace. And that was close enough.

All it took was a precision strike at the correct weakness!

It wouldn't be that simple, of course, even with the enchanted blade. Yet a thin crack clearly existed between its upper and lower legs. They were two separate shards of rock moving in conjunction with whatever magic powered it. But even magic could be pierced, cut and severed. Maybe.

The stone golem brought one of its great, pulverising arms up as I brandished my sword. It didn't slow to strike, instead continuing to hurtle towards us.

And that's when I saw my chance.

How could I not?

After all–

I had all the time in the world.

Because for each step that the stone golem took towards me, this lumbering giant simply … slowed down.

Even with its form in full motion, the creature's movements shuddered to a crawl as lethargic as a slug beneath the summer sun.

For a moment, all I could do was blink in puzzlement at this rapid deceleration. But then the facts became clear.

Why, this stone golem had likely been encased here for years, perhaps centuries! Naturally, there would be repercussions if it suddenly decided to break out into a sprint. Whatever magic powered it was likely old and withering. Awakening was itself a feat. Running? That was clearly beyond it!

Even so, I wouldn't let this chance pass. If it was on its last legs, then I would help ensure that it stayed that way!

I pushed off where I was, circling around the stone golem as it made to swing at me. I may or may not have stumbled over a pebble as well, but that didn’t matter. Because after locating the thin groove joining its legs together … I awkwardly thrust Starlight Grace into the gap.

Yes, with utterly no finesse whatsoever, I poked it behind its knees!

The moment I did–

The stone golem's movements returned.

The leg that I'd struck buckled. And then its entire frame came crashing down into the ground at a pace far exceeding its slow approach. The sudden momentum shift shocked me, and I had to raise my sword to stop my face from being pelted by the earth and dirt.

In that instant, I feared the ground would give way. A crater now served as the stone golem's home, which slimy, mucus-like water now seeped through to fill up. I hopped away from the peril to my boots.

A moment later, I came to realise that the stone golem was still the thing I should be concerned about.

Despite its heavy landing, its huge arms pummelled into the earth, then began to lift itself out of the crater. The leg struck by my sword was clearly damaged and failed to properly move, but the other had no issue, rising on its knee with a purposeful, if laborious movement.

I was stunned!

Here I thought the stone golem was on its last charge, and yet it was now managing to right itself! Did this mean it had some alternative energy source to draw from? Was I simply fortunate when it decided to slow itself for my benefit?

Or could it be ...

“Of … Of course! The arcana crystals!”

I wanted to chide myself for not realising sooner.

It was so obvious!

The arcana crystals that littered its body along with the earthworms and the strings of seaweed. They were the primary reagent for mana potions. The lifeblood from which mages continued to function long after coffee had finished working!

Somehow … the stone golem must be drawing energy from them!

I smiled brilliantly.

Because if that was the case, there was only one thing for it!

“Ohhohoho … you have my admiration, Sir Stone Golem. But to duel me in the dance of death is to invite your own demise. How foolish, to think you could best someone as overwhelmingly capable as I.”

The stone golem paused in its struggle. For a moment, it turned its faceless head at me, as if to gape with disbelief at my denouncement of its pitiful attempts at murder.

I paid its complaints no heed.

Instead, I held my sword up, the hilt delicately poised between my fingers as though to write with it. This was the position I held Starlight Grace in when using it for its most unique function–

Reading scandalous books beneath my duvet while pretending I was asleep!

“It appears you have a fondness for arcana crystals. If so, allow me to offer you a buffet to fully quench your appetite! Mysteries gather unto me, these are the truths revealed in the starlight … Poetry Form, 4th Stance. [Reading Light]!”

For a moment, Starlight Grace merely wobbled in my hand.

And then–out came the light of the heavens.

Ohohoho! Here it was! The ultimate technique in cost-effective lighting!

For those nights where it wasn't sufficient to merely light up the page I was reading, but also to scour the depths of my wardrobe, cabinets and the space beneath my bed for my dropped belongings!

When I required it, my entire room was lit up as if a lighthouse was beaming directly into the window!

Originally designed as an aid to my late night poetry writing sessions, [Reading Light] was now both an invaluable writing tool and a means to ensure that my hairbrushes, bookmarkers and stationary never went missing in the corners of my bedroom again!

The effects were immediate.

The chamber filled with enough light to drown out the sun. The seaweeds on the walls instantly puffed up, their dull, green exterior flourishing into the colour of summer grass, while a strangler crab that'd been inching into the chamber broke its pincers trying to burrow into the ground.

More pertinently, each and every arcana crystal lodged into the stone golem became ablaze with light. These fragile crystals were never transported without extensive cover. Overexposure risked their degradation.

But even more than that resulted in their destruction.

For a few seconds, the stone golem looked as though it was aglow with the light of a thousand fireflies as each and every arcana crystal simultaneously ignited. They burned brightly even as [Reading Light] faded.

Up until the moment they violently exploded.

“Hiiee?!”

For the second time in quick succession, I was forced into an unseemly noise as Starlight Grace swept out to smack away the resulting pieces of stone golem to fly towards me.

All that remained when the cloud of debris dispersed was a plume of smoke, the sound of hissing fragments and the sight of a large magical core, the crystallised heart which fuelled the golem's movement.

Nothing else remained of the stone behemoth.

I prodded at the magical core with my sword, shocked at the efficacy of my impromptu idea. My plan was to weaken it, or at least remove its source of magical energy. I didn't know arcana crystals could react so violently to sudden light!

“M-My! To think it'd be … so weak to my [Reading Light]! Of course, I expected nothing less. What a foolish creature, to think it could challenge the power of the stars!”

The effects of the arcana crystals' overexposure to Starlight Grace was astonishing. I'd only witnessed similar effects once as part of my mineralogy studies, and that had been a tiny fragment of a particularly inert crystal.

The effects of so many reacting was, as far as I knew, undocumented. Were these arcana crystals unique? Yet another amendment I'd need to add for the Miner's Guild to consider. I had no doubt they'd find a way to draw a profit from this. And I was eager for the results.

In any case, the chamber had been cleared!

Success!

“Ooh ... that wasn't bad at all,” said Coppelia, not even needing to balance herself as she landed gracefully beside me like a trained acrobat. “The next family gathering's going to be awkward. How do I explain that a reading light just made my uncle explode?”

“That was your uncle?!”

“Not anymore.” She joined me in poking at the remaining fragments with her shoe. “Don't worry. He was always a fan of theatrics. Going out with a bang is how he'd want to go. It was really pretty!”

“D-Do you think so?”

I smiled with pride.

In truth, it was somewhat difficult for me to take all the credit when it was my sword which clearly did all the work. It was likely also due to the chamber's total darkness that allowed the light to shine even brighter. Even a child holding Starlight Grace could surely have achieved the same result.

“I mean, most people just use a candle to read.”

“Well, they should be gifted with an enchanted sword too, then.”

“Mmh, they're pretty dumb, aren't they?”

Nearby, the sound of ragged breathing suddenly caught my attention.

I turned around to see the sight of the alchemist, looking utterly pitiful as she climbed out of the basin of water. Her clothes and hazelnut hair were drenched in whatever life had made their home there. She gave a squeeze of her apron, the water dripping out being instantly replenished by the water dribbling from her hair.

Then, she sneezed.

“Ughhhh … that was … that was … awful … uuuuuuuu ...”

I nodded. It was.

But her flight into the pool of water was a worthy cause. That her face wasn't melting was proof that the slimes which inhabited the water were not of the toxic variety. A useful note I'd also need to convey to the Miner's Guild.

“Your starflower is ready,” I said, pointing towards the crevasse where the floral jewel shone. “All in all, a worthy use of my time. I look forward to seeing the results of your alchemy.”

The woman gave a glum nod. She glanced at the wreckage of the stone golem, then let out a depressed sigh.

Her eyes never once wandered to the prize waiting for her at the end of the chamber.

“Yes … the starflower … of course. Ugh. Does this water never end … ?”

“There'll be opportunities to dry yourself on the surface. I suggest you harvest the petals you require so we can leave at haste. Much needs to be done to remedy the Withering.”

“Yes, yes,” said the alchemist, her voice frustrated as she squeezed the apron dry. Her index finger twitched noticeably. “The Withering. Unfortunately, there's one additional ingredient that I also need, which I don't think I'll be able to find here. Ugh, I despise getting wet ...”

“What ingredient?” I asked, refusing to climb back down for a return trip. “If it can be located here, then I'll not object to rendering out my services for a short while longer. As you can see, I'm highly proficient in everything I do.”

The woman didn't immediately answer.

Instead, she looked at her sore palms in much the same way I did the first time I planted an apple tree seedling. Namely, while wondering why I wasn't ordering my servants to do it instead.

“It's not a question of location, but planning,” she said, repeatedly flicking the water from her hands. “You need not worry. It's something I can attain myself.”

Suddenly, Coppelia gave a lovely smile, then chimed in with a clap.

“Wait, wait, wait–let me guess!”

“Hmm?”

The young woman looked up, clearly not expecting an answer.

“Is it … the soul of a heroine?”

Silence pervaded the chamber as Coppelia finished her query with a bat of her eyelashes. Only the dripping of water from the young woman's drenched figure could be heard spoiling the newly induced quiet.

Her expression was frozen, still locked in the look of mild frustration she wore as she wrung the apron dry. And yet her hands no longer moved.

“Gotcha!” Coppelia snapped her fingers, before pointing straight at the young woman with a triumphant smile. “Marina Lainsfont, was it? You have my book.”

The soft sound of dripping water was the woman's only response.

After a few moments, she sighed and stood up straight.

“I hate getting wet.”

Then–

Her hands burst into flames.


Chapter 20: Moonlight And Flames

Marina Lainsfont swept two fireball clad hands across the surface of her drenched alchemist's uniform.

The result was nothing short of grim. Not only were the clothes not fully dried, but they were now also wrinkled beyond repair. Steam rose from her apron and her leggings as she danced the dangerous tightrope which was evaporating the water without scorching her clothes.

At the moment, she was failing.

“I can't believe you tossed me into the water,” she grumbled, her expression an ardent frown as she tossed away all aspects of her plain smile. “That was utterly uncalled for. What if I'd drowned? The heroic choice would have been to place yourself in front of me, shielding my defenceless figure from the stone golem's charge.”

Coppelia looked at me.

“Exactly! Why didn't you place yourself in harm's way to defend her defenceless figure?”

I placed my hand to my chest, outraged at the suggestion that I would be expected to receive harm in anyone's place. People gave their lives for me. Not the other way around.

“E-Excuse me! I didn't instruct you to toss her into the water! There were so many other places you could have thrown her! Against the hard stone floor, against the hard stone wall, or even against the hard stone ceiling–”

“Why throw me anywhere!” cut in Marina, patting out a fire that'd broken out on her sleeve. “What if I'd hit my head against anything?! I could have lost my memories!”

“A result that was sadly avoided. But now you're free to explain yourself. What is the meaning of this? You're not merely an alchemist. You're a mage.”

“Indeed. And you're not merely some bored nobleman's daughter playing at adventuring. A mistake I realised far too late. And now I must suffer the inglorious experience of haggling with another troll caravan. Do you have any idea how many exceptionally rare reagents it takes to summon, no, to craft a stone golem larger than a child's plaything?”

I raised my sword towards the alchemist … the mage.

That she mistakenly believed me to be some bored daughter of nobility irked me, but I could put that matter to one side. There would be time to scold her while she was crafting soap bars for me.

“A trap, then. To what end?”

“Your end, probably,” said Coppelia, beaming sweetly as her eyes never strayed from the woman's hands. “Marina Lainsfont. You told a terrible lie when you said that you didn't know any mage powerful enough to cause the Withering. You should be proud of your work. Casting a blight is one thing, but spreading … even maintaining it is quite another. It's a beautiful work of spellcraft, utilising elements from necromancy, alteration and even curation. A truly blasphemous spell by every definition.”

Marina tilted her head slightly, pausing in her attempt to dry the soles of her shoes.

“Why, to have my work appreciated is a joy. Recognition is, after all, the rarest currency amongst mages.” She returned Coppelia's smile. “... And so, what gave it away?”

“The ingredients in your store. Widow's bane. Bloodshade root. Wyvern ivory. Way too rare and exotic for the simple needs of a dull human town.”

Marina shrugged.

“I wouldn't be so sure. The farmers can be quite discerning. They only accept blister balms made with the finest ingredients.”

“Mmh. The finest ingredients that are more than alchemical. They're conducive to magic. Every ingredient in your store is used not just for alchemy, but for a spell ritual, specifically taken from a forbidden tome with instructions on how to create a blight to sap the life out of its victims until the caster relinquishes the magic. There is no cure or counterspell.”

Coppelia leaned forwards, peeking left and right as though the mage was hiding something behind her back.

“And you've altered it to target flora … I wonder why?”

“It was more economical,” replied Marina, finally finishing with her shoes. “The original spell, while impressive technically, is simply too limited in scope. There are far easier ways to deprive someone of their life. Why, as crass as it is, a simple knife to the heart will achieve that.”

Coppelia nodded fervently at that.

“Hard to appreciate a good plague when people keep killing each other with sticks and stones, eh?”

“Precisely. No, if I wished for this to work, then I needed a way to cause devastation on a truly efficient scale. To that end, I utilised the original spell as my base matrix, then modified it with the core components from Talbot's Theorem of Function, 2nd edition to exclusively target flora … not that the has-been did all the work, of course. It required clever reinterpretation on my end. Still, as even common grass is famously resistant to magic induced ailments, I was further required to … a-are you yawning?”

I opened wide in an unconstrained yawn, making the smallest effort to hide my mouth with my hand.

“No, please, don't let me disturb you. Please finish your explanation. We all only have one chance to reveal the hard work that went into our schemes, after all.”

The young woman hesitated, the fire in her hands diminishing ever so slightly.

“Yes, uh … right, what was I saying? … The flora. To increase the virulence of the spell, and, well, this is quite ingenious, you see … um, rather than overcoming the natural resistances inherent in plant life, it was best to … best to transpose them …”

I yawned again.

“With a … with a modified spell matrix that’s … well, it's the beginnings of a [Minor Invigoration] spell ... which … which functions almost uniquely amongst curative magic … You see, instead of simply repairing and why is this so tiring to you?!”

Marina stamped her foot down, the flames bursting in her hands as she threatened a fiery inferno against me.

“I just admitted to luring you here with the express purpose of your demise! The clumsy alchemist you knew is revealed to be a powerful mage! The stone golem you fought was my creation! Even the Withering is a product of my design! Why are you not more … alarmed?!”

I rolled my eyes.

A saint or a psychopath. Yet again, I was correct. I wonder if always being right will ever not be this tiring?

“Oh, please, I survived my first assassination attempt when I was 2 months old. I'm more surprised when a baked cherry clafoutis isn't overly garnished than I am when someone I just met is attempting to murder me.”

The clockwork doll beside me spun around, blinking at me with shocked eyes.

“Eh?! Even me?!”

“Coppelia, you are an enigma whose name and occupation is the only thing that I know about you. If I wake up and find you perched over me with a fruit knife in your hands, I would ask you to bring me my wardrobe first. I'm not dying in my pink nightgown.”

“Got it. I'll pick out a nice dress for you first. Something black, right?”

I frowned. If this particular girl ever wished to truly alarm me, then she'd need to serve as my attendant for two days without giving me a reason to fire her.

Honestly, who thought black was an appropriate colour to die in? I wasn't already at my funeral, was I?

“I offered to make you my attendant. Not my handmaiden. If you wish to be responsible for my attire, then you must first demonstrate apt knowledge of seasonal and vogue trends … so no, black would not be suitable for my blood stained body.”

Before us, the mage increased the ferocity of her flames. They grew to the size of small cannonballs.

Faced with magical fire deadly enough to singe the very air around it, I couldn't help but notice that the basin of water looked somewhat more appealing now.

I still wouldn't touch it, of course. The water slimes residing there were clearly extra slimy. Just look at the mage. All that arcane power and dramatic spotlight. And yet the fact was that she looked like she'd just had a fight with a laundry pile and lost.

“It would have been better had the two of you remained oblivious,” said Marina, holding her chin high even as the dignity escaped her via her smoking, wrinkled clothes. “I trust you understand that I cannot allow you to leave?”

Coppelia pointed behind us.

“Actually, the exit is that way. This means you're the one not allowed to leave. You know why? Because you're overdue on your return date. One forbidden spell tome, please. I'm here to collect.”

Marina smiled.

“Then by all means–collect.”

She cast out her arms as the fireballs she held expanded.

Knowing what was to come, I drew Starlight Grace towards her and considered my options.

This was no thoughtless monster which now threatened to plant me into an urn. It was a mage. One who was highly proficient at magic, if she alone was the cause of the Withering blighting our fields.

She was strong. Very much so. Even an amateur like me could see that. And yet by Coppelia's account, the Withering would only cease once the mage responsible decided it would.

If that's the case … then some crafty negotiating was necessary.

Some expertly threaded persuasion was necessary to convince Marina to cease whatever nefarious plot she was committing. And that meant utilising the oldest art of diplomacy. Against a vastly superior opponent, there was only one way to achieve victory through words alone.

I turned to Coppelia.

“I'm going to flee, then return once I've assembled enough goons to stand menacingly behind me while I offer ultimatums. In the meantime, I require you to heroically sacrifice yourself for me. Understood?”

Here it was!

The most historically accurate technique to winning any argument!

Running away and coming back once overwhelmingly unfair odds were stacked against the opponent!

Obviously, as someone who was not only untrained in fighting mages, but also untrained in fighting at all, my only plausible action at this stage was to escape while allowing my sole companion the chance to earn herself a footnote in history as the loyal vassal who spent her life ensuring mine would continue.

Coppelia, valiant attendant that she was, merely giggled as she came to terms with the end of her tenure on this world.

“I have a better idea.”

“What is it?”

She smiled.

“It's called … my turn.”

Without waiting for me to look quizzical, Coppelia clapped her hands together.

The moment that sound was heard, a flash of sheer, overwhelming darkness filled the chamber, drowning out both the light of my sword and the flames of the mage ready to strike at us. It was the opposite to a flash of lightning. A momentary blink where even the most radiant magic was extinguished.

And from Coppelia's hands–came a weapon.

As she drew her palms apart, the clear silhouette of a dark shaft began to manifest, laced in shadow and malice. It continued on and on, the shaft growing even as Coppelia stretched out her arms to the fullest.

And then the rest of it appeared.

A massive, curved blade protruded from the top of the weapon, so wide that it almost matched the length of the shaft it was attached to. Yet no common steel adorned that edge. It was the colour of pure moonlight, and shone through the gathering shadow like a lighthouse piercing the mists.

It was a scythe.

My jaw dropped open. Nor was mine the only one to.

“I don't think so!” called out Marina, her face visibly shocked even as she launched two door sized fireballs towards us.

The scythe dropped from between Coppelia's palms the moment it was fully formed, as though suddenly beholden to gravity. The clockwork doll effortlessly caught it with one hand, then turned to face the incoming fireballs.

In the blink of an eye, she pushed off from the ground, her scythe gleaming as she met the magical flame with a guillotining sweep. The flames dispersed in different directions, each half violently colliding with a different section of the wall and bursting where it met a deposit of arcana crystals.

And Coppelia–simply kept going.

Twisting herself fully in the air, she allowed the scythe to rotate back into position past her shoulder, its moonlit blade glistening with embers as its deadly edge approached the wide-eyed mage. Her golden, fluffy hair trailed behind her as she closed the distance in the blink of an eye.

“[Molten Barrier]!”

The scythe struck as a shield of flickering lava enveloped Marina. Radiant sparks flew out as the huge blade lodged itself into the desperately conjured barrier.

And still, Coppelia kept going.

“Excuse me, madame!” she yelled, zany smile active and feet in the air as her momentum carried her onwards. “I'm here regarding penalties incurred over unreturned books!”

A crack appeared where Coppelia dug her scythe into the barrier. The flames lashed around her, yet even so, it was as though they were nothing more than puffs of warm air to the clockwork doll.

“Fines are accrued at the following rates! 35,087 gold crowns past the due date! 15,476 gold crowns per day following this date! Monetary penalties accrue up to a maximum of 35 days!”

The barrier cracked more. A deep fissure appeared where the blade was slamming down against it. In moments, a gap was certain to be revealed.

“Failure to pay the fine will result in the book being treated as lost or damaged! The penalty for which is–”

“[Fiery Absolution],” came Marina's voice.

The next moment, I witnessed her barrier shatter.

As though made from the most fragile glass pane, the globe of flame the mage had enveloped herself in broke into hundreds … thousands of flaming shards.

But instead of falling, they flew–directly at the girl whose scythe was now an inch from the mage’s face.

Coppelia was blown backwards as a cascade of fiery shards drove into her like a molten wave. She smashed against the hard stone wall, disappearing into a cloud of broken rock and dust.

For a moment, all that could be heard was the rolling of broken stone.

And then, a faint whisper.

“... The truth of the stars, revealed as dew beneath the first leaf. Luna Form, 2nd Stance. [Moonlit Flutter].”

“What?!”

Before Marina could even take stock of the cloud of debris, she was forced to take a step back as Coppelia … flashed into existence in front of her.

Somehow, the smile she wore seemed even bigger than her swinging scythe.


Chapter 21: Arcane Nature

Her moonlit scythe trailing behind her golden hair, Coppelia wore an expression of undiluted enthusiasm as she violently swung her weapon in a brilliant crescent. Once again, Marina was forced to defend herself against the sudden assault.

“[Conflagration Nova]!”

And just like that–

Coppelia was sent hurtling into a second hole, right beside the one she'd just created. The wall welcomed her back to an explosion of stone before the scene was completely engulfed in dust yet again.

My mouth still hadn't closed yet.

What … What was that?!

What was anything?!

Coppelia … ! She had a scythe! A scythe!

A tool for harvesting crops! A companion of peasants! A sigil of poverty!

Except this was not some farming apparatus for harvesting wheat! It was … It was huge! And glowing! And she'd … summoned it into existence!

And now she was stuck in a wall! … Again!

“C … Coppelia?!”

I called out towards the thick cloud of debris, my head only now catching up with the fact that our opponent, Marina Lainsfont, was also equally ridiculous. So much so that I could now remember her name!

I only remembered the names of the wealthy or the influential!

Yet even if I knew she was responsible for the Withering, little could have prepared me for the magic she wielded. To witness her immaculate spellcasting was to witness my first split end. That same sense of astonishment and disgust welled up inside me as I realised the mage before me sought to end my carefree lifestyle.

If Marina's fire magic damaged even a single hair on my head, then it'd be hours before I could laugh at anyone again!

This opponent … was dangerous!

[Fiery Absolution], [Molten Barrier], [Conflagration Nova]. I had no idea where these spells stood within a mage's repertoire, but I knew the Mage's Guild adored ranking their abilities based solely on what sounded the most impressive.

Anything with names like these could only be exceptionally high level abilities, capable of ruining hours of torturous hairstyling in moments!

And Coppelia had just received Marina's attacks in full! … Twice!

“H … How dare you strike back at my future attendant!” I called out to Marina, her hands enveloped with fire once again. “Not only is her fluffy hair one of her best features, but if a member of my personal entourage attacks you, it is illegal to defend yourself!”

The mage frowned, her heavy breathing evident as her eyes looked between the second cloud of dust and the sword I held in my hand.

“Ugh, two pests in a closed space,” she said, her palms raised in a cauldron of flame. “[Flight], [Cloud Step] and [Portal] restricted. If that ridiculous scythe suddenly appears in front of me again, I won't be able to–”

“Understood! ... [Moonlit Flutter]!”

The dust was still falling off her shoulders when Coppelia's form flashed in front of Marina again. Neither her enthusiastic smile, nor the keenness of her scythe as it cleaved the air had faded.

Marina, however, simply smirked.

“Moron.”

She clicked her fingers.

Suddenly, every loose shard of rock in the chamber shot towards the direction of the clockwork doll–including the larger chunks resulting from the two craters in the wall.

They zipped past as well as into her, slamming into her back and sending her hurtling over Marina's head. The scythe twisted in the air, slicing at a strand of hazelnut hair as the mage tilted her head.

“[Inferno Tornado]!”

As Coppelia acrobatically flipped in the air and landed gracefully on her feet, she turned to witness the ribbons of stone shards now enveloping the mage.

Shards which then burst into flames.

In moments, the temperature of the chamber rapidly rose. And then Marina disappeared.

In her place stood a vortex of fire. A twisting tornado which caused the edge of the basin to literally melt away. Bubbles of boiling water were sighted before being hidden by a plume of steam. The air whistled with the sound of lashing flames as a tornado of burning shards sharper than daggers now threatened my hair–and Coppelia’s.

Because it was now heading straight towards her.

Such a deadly whirlwind of primal earth and magic! If Coppelia was swept up in it, she'd surely be torn to pieces! Even thinking about it caused my stomach to lurch!

Why, if her workshop demanded reparations from me, I'd be bankrupt for life!

I had to act … if not to save her, then at least to take advantage of her heroic death!

“Don't worry, Coppelia! I won't let your sacrifice be in vain!”

“Hey! I'm not sacrificing myself, okay? Look at me, I'm fine!”

Coppelia wore an expression of unmatched optimism, waving her arms and flicking her feet despite the extensive smattering of dust and grime to her face.

I was deeply moved. What valour, to pretend to be perfectly fine even as she was so clearly offering her life to give me an opening!

Brandishing my sword, I stepped towards the cyclone.

Powerful though it may be, what was a tornado, but a gust of wind? Compared to the gale which slammed against my tower as I slept, this was but a parlour trick. I was a child of autumn, and I was born beneath a thunderstorm. Neither the wind nor anything it carried could daunt me … or the fragile dresses I braved in the name of high fashion!

Whether rain or stone, I would disperse anything that tried!

My dignity depended on it!

“I'll avenge you, fair clockwork maiden!” I solemnly vowed, raising my sword over my head. “A whisper woven in spring, comes the butterf–”

“Nooope!” said Coppelia, startling me by suddenly appearing by my side. Her hand lowered my arm. “I definitely don't need to tag you in just yet!”

“C-Coppelia! You're alive!”

“I've barely done anything! Stop trying to kill me off already!”

With an assured look, she readied her scythe behind her, then lowered her posture like a cat ready to pounce.

The tornado had now turned towards us, and was no longer merely swirling death, but spitting it too. Twin jets of flame spread out like the wings of a phoenix, carrying the spinning mass forward as it swept directly over … no, through the basin of water.

The water bubbled as it parted, a deep, boiling fissure lying in the tornado's wake as steam filled up the chamber.

That's when Coppelia wore her zaniest smirk yet.

“I think it’s time for another plunge.”

She leapt off, that moonlit blade almost seeming to scatter stardust behind her as she twisted fully in the air, before landing on the chamber's ceiling.

It … It was ridiculous!

Shards of molten rock shot after her as she dashed, her scythe dragging into the ceiling to keep herself anchored. Huge chunks of flaming rock the size of small boulders hurled themselves at her. She turned and twisted past them all, skipping deftly as she propelled herself onwards.

As Coppelia neared the inferno tornado, a sheer wall of molten stone was formed using every rock and shard available. Encompassing more space than the clockwork doll could possibly avoid, the burning mass was launched at the girl whose eyes glittered from the flames approaching her.

“Wrong choice!”

Releasing her scythe, she twisted her body as she pushed off the ceiling, bearing down on the oncoming wall with her fashionable, rosy shoes.

“Aahahhahaahaha!!”

Far from looking to escape, Coppelia gave a girlish, if slightly ominous laugh as she met the molten wall with all her might.

For a single instant, the flaming barrier halted.

“[Coppelia Kick]!”

And then went backwards as Coppelia proceeded to punt it.

The force of her kick cracked it into separate chunks. Flaming pieces whizzed into the basin of water, causing jets of water to erupt over the tornado. For a moment, the mage's flames were doused just enough for Coppelia to follow through on her ridiculous strike.

Riding the largest chunk of flaming wall, she smashed it directly into the whirling tornado. The fiery gale slowed upon impact, and the clear silhouette of a shocked figure could be seen buckling underneath the force of Coppelia's driving kick.

Not allowing this chance to pass, Coppelia hopped off the wall she'd cannoned into the mage and rotated in the air. The blade of her scythe gleamed, overpowering the diminished flames as she brought the tip down onto the tornado like a headsman's axe.

The figure beneath crumpled as Coppelia drove her scythe down. Steam overtook my entire vision. The flaming tornado disappeared into the water, utterly engulfed by the vengeful tide. The entire basin shook as it swallowed both its victims whole.

Darkness eclipsed the chamber once again.

All except where my sword's light attempted to pierce the steam.

“Owowowowowow!! Hot, hot, hot, hot!!”

And also where Coppelia landed beside me, stamping the flames from her shoes as she attempted to swipe the steam around us away.

“[Spring Breeze!]”

The clockwork doll gave a sigh of relief as the flames were blown away–as was the steam as it whipped up from the ground and bundled against the cavern ceiling like a thick, marshmallow-like cloud.

Coppelia hadn't sacrificed herself. And yet I had no time to instruct her on the proper etiquette of dying heroically. Because all I could feel was horror.

The receding of the white mist revealed a lone figure rising from the now much shallower pool of water.

Marina was still standing.

And that wasn't the only source of my ire.

I realised with a groan that the mage's flames weren't the only light that had been extinguished from this chamber.

It was the starflower, which now lay smouldering in a black, wilted heap.

“Gosh, I forgot how much fire hurts,” said Coppelia, puffing her cheeks as she blew at her shoes. “Mostly since I'm fireproof. But I could feel my cogs getting hotter. Hey, try touching my key. How warm is it?”

“I'm not touching your key,” I replied, comforted at least in the knowledge that I could argue against any minor repair fees billed towards me. “Are you whole?”

“Almost. I think I lost a strand of hair.”

I carefully took her in, covered as she was like some seasoned chimney sweeper. Even if her hair was whole, the smog which covered her was an unacceptable blight against her image.

“In that case, you'll need to seek reparations from our assailant,” I said, nodding at the woman yet again drenched from head to toe. “As do I, since she's now responsible for throwing soot over a member of my future retinue.”

“What about the loss of an immensely rare starflower?”

“And that, yes.”

Coppelia smiled, her absurdly large scythe resting against her shoulder. Yet even as she relaxed, her eyes never left the figure rising from the diminished water basin.

Marina Lainsfont flicked out her hands. No jets of flames dispersed from them. Only droplets of water as she made a half-hearted attempt at shaking the water away.

“Really. I'd hoped that the key sticking from your back was a toy piece,” she said, her snapping tone easily carrying through the chamber. “A clockwork doll. A fascinating combatant to test myself against were the conditions not wholly in your favour. Which of the workshops are you from?”

“The best one,” replied Coppelia with an unnecessary twirl of her scythe. Especially as it was near me. “How did I fare?”

“Above expectations.”

Marina opened the satchel by her belt. I felt Coppelia tense.

Then, the young woman pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed her brows.

“You,” I said, illuminating her form with my raised sword. “Explain yourself. Why have you sought to bring ruin to this kingdom's fields? What goal do you hope to achieve by wishing famine on the people, and consequently, a wholly undeserved revolution on the innocent royal family?”

Marina dried her hands.

“Oh my. Such a grand tone. It's almost as if you believe you have me at your mercy.”

“Ohhohoho …” I placed my hand to my cheek. “Your magic has been spent and your flames doused. Your fate is no longer your own. The extent of your cooperation, however, will determine the number of soap bars you'll be required to create with your prodigious talents.”

Marina burst into laughter. Echoing within this chamber, it was like the cackling of a coven of witches. I frowned. Her laugh was drowning out mine.

“Spent? You believe my magic to be spent?”

And then, her eyes took on a deep, violet hue, so stunning that for a moment, my arm lowered Starlight Grace to better see them framed against the darkness.

I … I wanted to do that too!

Chastising the servants was unnecessary if I could simply have my eyes ominously glow in anger instead! Was this magic? Alchemy? How was this wonderfully convenient tool accessible?

“Girl,” she hissed. “The fire that was quenched is the only thing that was holding my magic in check.”

She raised her hands. And out poured magic.

Not the crimson of flames. But something deadlier. And older. Magic the colour of her eyes, crackling into the shape of a warping, twisting globe of pure energy. Violet arcs lashed around the orb as it expanded between her hands, the steam surrounding her being visibly absorbed.

“You have my congratulations,” called out Marina, her tone booming, as though even her voice had been empowered. “To have dulled my flames which burn mightier than dragonfire, you have achieved a feat worthy of commemoration. And in your honour, I will now incinerate the two of you until even the earth cannot weep for your ashes. The magic you have unwittingly unleashed will now not only spell your demise, but those of the fools above as well. In your haste to prove yourselves worthy, you have sentenced the innocent to die. Speak now and despair, for I am adjudicator of your doom, and I will hear your last words!”

I looked at the basin of water as it began to glow.

“Duck,” I replied.

Marina frowned.

“'Duck'? What do you mean–”

Coppelia ducked. As did I.

A moment later, all the arcana crystals which were hidden at the bottom of the basin lit up.

And then everything exploded.


Chapter 22: Something Rotten In Tirea

I raised my head, peeking up to see a small shaft of moonlight pouring in from the newly opened ceiling.

It took me several seconds to realise the discrepancy that was a shaft of moonlight appearing underground. Not because I wasn't highly perceptive and quick-witted. On the contrary, I was a girl of reason. And moonlight underground most certainly didn't belong in my world of ice cold logic.

I blew my dark fringe away from my eyes, then shook off the dust and small pieces of rubble that had settled on my head. Beside me, Coppelia did the same, then nodded as she peered up at the small hole leading up to the sky.

“8/10,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“8/10. My rating for the explosion.”

“That was an 8/10?”

“I've seen better. Look at us. We're fine.”

“Is … Is that a merit or demerit?”

Coppelia shrugged, still lying on the floor. She looked down and peered at the water basin ahead of us. Or rather, the dry crater that had taken its place.

“I think you should ask that to Miss Ultimate Power. Speaking of whom ...”

I joined Coppelia in taking in the view.

Well, now. Wasn't this a mess?

It was a wreckage beyond imagination.

A dedicated team of five maids armed with very large dustpans would be required to sift through the rubble for any usable arcana crystals. And then also tidy up afterwards, too.

Neither my sword nor the shaft of moonlight was capable of highlighting the extent of the destruction. But it wasn't needed. It was like the day a poodle had run through my armoire. Unsalvageable.

And then there was the matter of the mage.

“She's no longer here,” I said, climbing to my feet. “... In any capacity.”

It didn't take a surveying team to see a lack of anyone in the crater.

And that included a body.

Despite the size and scale of the explosion, Marina Lainsfont had made herself scarce. The alternative, that she'd been blown into oblivion, was unlikely. Not only because she was clearly a prodigious spell caster, but also due to the presence of her personal effects in the centre of the crater.

“Clothes,” said Coppelia, stretching herself out before kicking up the scythe at her feet. She caught it nimbly in one hand. “All of it. And in one tidy pile, as well. Including her underwear.”

She raised her hand to her brow and narrowed her eyes.

“Hmm. Black. I figured as much.”

I took a few steps forwards, almost tripped on a loose pebble, and then peered into the crater.

Why, it was true.

That really was her underwear.

I had … yes, I had absolutely no clue what to make of that.

“How is it that Miss Lainsfont has come to vanish, while her highly personal articles of clothing remain behind?”

“Hmm … if I had to guess, by using a very crude method of teleportation.”

I turned around to see Coppelia give a twirl of her scythe, just before she held it out horizontally in front of her. As she'd done when calling forth her weapon, she clapped her hands. This time, however, the scythe dematerialised as her palms came together, leaving only a puff of misty shadow as evidence of the ridiculous weapon she'd just utilised.

Ugh.

Questions.

I had to ask questions, didn't I?

This was the problem with commoners and nobility alike. Why couldn't these people simply provide me with an answer? It was no secret I was going to query the giant shadowy moonlit death scythe conjured in and out of existence. Did I need to write out my question with quill and ink first?

I let out a quiet sigh.

One thing at a time. As always.

“Doesn't all forms of magic teleportation include the transfer of one's articles of clothing with them as a matter of personal dignity?”

“As I said, crude. It might be a lesser version of an established spell, chosen for brevity over function. If she was in the middle of a blow-up-everything attack, then that would've made it all the harder to cancel it. The feedback from stopping a big purple swirly ball spell that size would normally have knocked someone off their feet. If she managed to escape, then that would be her most impressive feat of spellcasting yet.”

I frowned. Impressive or not, Marina Lainsfont was now a wanted felon. She had attempted to murder me, and in the process dirtied my attire.

Ah, and she attempted to starve the poor. I almost forgot.

“How do we find out where she is now?” I asked as I brushed more dust off my skirt and legs.

Coppelia shrugged.

“That'd take a lot of factors. And we're missing the biggest one: a mage of our own.”

“Are you not capable of wielding magic? I just witnessed you summoning and desummoning a scythe. A scythe!”

“Handy, huh? I don't need to carry it on my back. Sitting down is really hard if I do that. I have to pay for an extra chair at restaurants.”

I continued waiting for her answer.

“… But no, no magic. Not really. I can cast spells from tomes and scrolls. Sort of. On a good day. When there are no crowds. In an empty field. But I'm not a mage. My scythe is unique to me. I don't summon it with magic. I call it from the Clockwork Repository.”

“What is the Clockwork Repository?”

Coppelia blinked at me.

“I said nothing.”

I gave her the raised eyebrow. She deserved nothing less.

“Very well … we've no magical method to track the mage, then.”

Frustrated, I looked back at the scattered clothing. That the culprit had fled without the possibility of pursuit was deeply vexing. Almost as much as the tiny pebbles rattling around in my boots–something I could only deal with when I had no witnesses to see me hopping around on one foot.

Then, I noticed something else amongst the hazardous collection of discarded clothing.

Sticking out from beneath a sock was the strap of a bag.

My interest perked up at once.

Well now … perhaps this wasn't a lost cause, after all?

“Her apron and dress weren't the only things she left behind,” I said, slowly dropping down the newly created embankment to this smouldering crater.

“Mmh, about that, are we just not going to talk about the racy corset?”

“We're not going to talk about the racy corset.”

“Because it's very bold.”

“I can see that, yes.”

“Why do you think she needed to wear something so daring under her work dress? Is it to make her feel more confident? Something to give her the mental edge when haggling with customers?”

“Please, Coppelia. She only tried to murder us. Allow her some dignity.”

“My bad.”

Coppelia followed after me, offering a hand as I almost slipped and fell. I accepted it, then allowed her to lead me as she treaded a path while I shone Starlight Grace upon the numerous smaller holes which dented the crater.

Once at the pile of shrunken and twice drenched clothes, I leaned down and picked up the strap of a bag.

“Ugh … the odour.”

It was Marina's alchemy satchel, filled with the contents of her store.

Potions of all shapes and colours peeked out at me, almost none of which I could recognise, save for the healing vials. There were more than potions, too. In addition to finished concoctions, a myriad of … dead things were here. Reagents, almost certainly. But whether they came from something that was once animal, plant or monster was a mystery to me.

More to my interest was the envelope.

“That's the one you handed over, isn't it?” said Coppelia, already motioning for me to open it. “Go on. Finders, keepers.”

Habit instructed me to pretend to hesitate before pulling out the letter.

To read another's correspondence was an unseemly thing to do, which is why I always feigned guilt before doing so.

Why, if my mother and father wished for me to stop reading their letters, then they needed to stop sending out invitations to meet with me. To date, more than two hundred replies had been inexplicably lost in transit. Couriers, apparently, had difficulty locating the Royal Villa.

Marina,

I won't waste ink on apologies. If you wish to hear them, then I will do so in person. Each night, I hear new stories from travellers, soldiers and adventurers. They spin tales of devastation to the south. Of felled crops sapped of life, as though drained of the will to live. I don't know what has happened, yet I fear the worst is to come. Something dark stirs in this kingdom.

I do not wish for you to become part of it.

Please come home. Before it's too late. Cedric will take you. He and Apple both know the way.

Your father.

I read the letter, then carefully placed it back into its envelope.

Did the barkeeper know, I wonder? The wording was … ambiguous. Perhaps to him, his daughter truly was a simple alchemist making do in a farming town.

I frowned. He'd need to reconcile with the fact that his daughter was a runaway criminal of the highest calibre. A problem. That pub was the only thing keeping the drunks of that village under observation in one location. If it closed for even a single night, we may have riff-raff wandering as far as the Royal Villa's main gate.

I shuddered at the thought.

“How boring, not even a love letter,” said Coppelia, before leaning over the alchemist's satchel. “Is there a book in there, by any chance?”

I offered her the satchel. She took it, then began tossing out potions and vials one by one. A disgusting ooze soon formed behind her, melting what remained of the earth until it was no longer inhabitable by even the dust.

“The spell she learned from that … book of yours. Are you familiar with its workings?”

“Here and there. I skim a lot of books. The library's big.”

“You mentioned that the original spell needed maintaining. If that's so, is it possible that the Withering will fade if the mage is no longer capable of doing so?”

Coppelia gave a hum, pausing to eye a black liquid, before tossing it over her shoulder. A plume of smoke in the shape of a skull rose from the bottle as it smashed.

“No spell lasts forever. And the rule of thumb is that the stronger it is in one aspect, the weaker it is in another. Magic is about compromise, not perfection. If I were to bet, I'd say that the Withering will fade exactly as fast as it spread.”

She looked up from the satchel and beamed.

“I'm not betting, though. So it'll be up to the poor farmers and townsfolk of this dreary town to decide how best to survive until then.”

I nodded.

In that case, the next set of actions was clear.

It was to ensure that every guard and adventurer in the lowlands was aware of Marina Lainsfont's plot … along with a generous bounty to boot. So long as she was suitably disrupted, then she would no longer be able to maintain her hold on the kingdom's grain production.

A name from the letter tugged at me as I thought back to the Adventurer's Guild.

Cedric. That was the … twirly moustache guildmaster? If so, I’d need him to deliver the news of Marina's nefarious plot to a host of parties. His own guild members. The local garrison captain. The baron and his staff. And then the adventurers, captains and nobility of all the surrounding towns as well.

And then also the barkeeper.

I glanced at Coppelia, noting her glum expression as she emptied the satchel from the bottom. I caught a glimpse of the smouldering pile of liquid death behind her and stepped away from the upside-down satchel.

“No unreturned book, I take it?”

“Nope. But this is good. I know who has it now. I'll be prepared next time.”

“Will you leave in pursuit?”

“Hmm ...” Coppelia pursed her lips in thought, looking to a faraway corner. “I could. But I have a feeling I don't need to. Miss Pyromaniac will appear again. And I'm guessing it'll be in front of you.”

For a moment, I felt nothing but grief, realising I now lived a life where people could very well do that. My appointments were considerably less dramatic when those without invitations were stopped by armed guards.

“Oh? And what makes you say that?”

“People don't plot famines for fun. There's a design. Whoever wrote this letter is right. Something dark stirs in this kingdom. And if you intend to shine that very bright sword of yours onto it, then those doing the stirring will take note.”

Coppelia leaned in and smiled.

However, in contrast to the usual stars which glittered in her turquoise eyes, all I saw within that smile was the impression of an empty night sky, devoid of even the thinnest moonlight.

“As assistant librarian, my job is to find missing books and levy fines on those who fail to uphold their borrow agreement. The fine is very far-reaching, and cannot be commuted. Should Miss Racy Corset fail to pay the full fee, then I will be forced to extend the terms of her punishment to those who can.”

I leaned back slightly, feeling a shiver run up my spine as I took in the coldness in her words. Needless to say, I was utterly shocked by the change in demeanour.

It was wonderful!

Oh, how truly marvellous! The broad shift in tone! The subtle hint towards indiscriminate methods to achieve her goals! The wanton disregard to those who fail to match her unilateral demands!

Here was not just a future attendant … but a future handmaiden!

Only those who could threaten with a smile were eligible for the role. Yes, she would need to learn how to dress me and de-bedify my hair. But those were skills that could be learned.

Laying low foes with but a word … now that was a talent.

Sadly, this version of Coppelia wasn't to last.

She upped the radiance of her smile, her eyes returning to their sparkly ocean hue as she lightly tossed the empty satchel back to me.

“That's why I'm going to stick with you a bit longer,” she finished, twirling around before pointing towards the chamber exit. “... Shall we?”

I blinked at this unexpected declaration.

And then–I smiled.

“Ohhohoho … but of course! You need not state the obvious. As my future handmaiden, your place is as set in stone as my cuteness is set in my embarrassing childhood portraits. I would not entertain you leaving my side for even a moment.”

“No, I'm definitely leaving your side for lots of moments. I have things to do. Sleeping. Bathing. Sleeping while bathing.”

“Come, Coppelia! We must deliver news of this evening's events to the Adventurer's Guild. We will find no shortage of willing mules there to carry word of Marina Lainsfont's vile actions.”

“Okie~”

Buoyed by the unexpected upgrading of a mere prospective attendant, I set off towards my next destination.

“Oh, wait. I almost forgot.”

And then came to an immediate stop.

Turning to Coppelia, I eyed the empty space over her shoulder, picturing the absurd weapon masked in moonlight and shadows that had briefly resided there.

“Why a scythe?”

Coppelia hummed, putting her finger against her cheek in thought.

At last, she clapped her hands together and beamed.

“Because scythes are cool!”

“I see.”

I turned to the chamber's exit, deciding not to ask any further questions.


Chapter 23: Valuing Crowns

Cedric Halls lay with his head in his hands, clearly desperate to block out the words he didn't wish to hear.

Unfortunately for the guildmaster of Rolstein's louts … adventurers … no, louts, I'd already delivered everything I had to say. And I made sure I'd been heard. Feigning ignorance was a skill many possessed. This man, who practically had tears rolling down his face, was not one of them.

We were inside the common room of the Adventurer's Guild. It consisted of a reception desk, two bars and enough tables to seat as many adventurers as required to rouse the dawn.

Tonight, it was empty. And the only new patrons were not here to drink.

We were here to deliver news of Rolstein's resident alchemist. And also judge the disgustingness of the floorboards. My boots stuck to the ground as I walked. It was vile. And if I knew how to cast [Infernal Tornado], I would use it in the sad knowledge that it wouldn't be enough to scrub off the decades of accumulated ale that had gone unwashed on the floor.

Seated across from us at a dingy table was a man in the prime of his life. As a branch guildmaster of one of the continent's oldest institutions, it was a position which afforded him a modicum of respect from deadbeats, layabouts and sponges up and down the kingdom.

However, the nature of the spotted lilac poncho he sported, in combination with the tears which puffed up his eyes and shrunk his extra twirly moustache, made him by far the most suspicious looking individual I'd encountered today. Had he stumbled onto the scene while Marina Lainsfont was in the midst of throwing fireballs at me, I would not have hesitated to turn my full attention on this fashion anarchist instead.

“Marina … I've known her since she was this high,” said the guildmaster, not actually demonstrating what height that was, but instead backhanding his own eyes to wipe away the tears. “She was always special … but to think she'd betray us … betray Rolstein like this. It's almost unthinkable ...”

“Oh? Almost unthinkable. But not outright unthinkable. There have been incidents, I take it?”

The guildmaster sadly shook his head. I took that to mean a nod instead.

“She used to reside here, back when her mother was still with us. Those days were fine. She was just like any normal girl. But after the tragedy happened, I'd hear the strangest stories about her. The … magic she could do, even without training. Things that could concern any adult. And Thomas was no different. He took a stern view. Sterner than most.”

“What did she do?”

“The same things that any budding young mage did. Set things on fire. Except unlike other budding young mages, she never bothered putting them out again. It always concerned me how little empathy she showed. But after she left and came back, I thought that the matter was settled. Marina had taken up training as an alchemist, and seemed to have abandoned advancing her magic.”

The guildmaster took out a flask from his side, fiddled with the cap, then returned it without taking a gulp. It seemed he wished to experience the full misery of today's news without softening it.

The smallest reprimand for his failure to identify the source of the Withering.

“A polite young woman. That's how she was to me now. To everyone. She'd fallen out with her father, but that was not my business to pry into. As guildmaster and a citizen of this town, I was happy to have her services. It's clear that her abilities were beyond what this town could pay her. Yet I assumed it to be a charity born of nostalgia. Of fondness. I had little idea that it was the opposite. That she'd instead wish to bring harm to this town is … deeply regrettable.”

I shook my head.

To claim that this woman only sought to bring ruin to one insignificant farming town was a downgrade of her crimes. Of all her acts of high treason, successfully defacing the front of my attire with dust and debris was her most heinous.

It'd taken me entire seconds to dust it all off. As a princess, I had highborn dignitaries waiting months for a moment of my busy time. Those seconds would need to be reimbursed.

“Rolstein is not alone in its grief. I trust you understand the steps that must now be taken to avert further hardship to the lowlands?”

The guildmaster slowly nodded. The weight of his relationship with both the culprit and the region hung heavy over his shoulders.

“I do. Although I must confess now that apprehending Marina is the easier of the tasks ahead of me. Informing Thomas … now that is a task greater than facing down any monster. Did you glean any reasoning from her for her actions?”

“I did not. She opted to deliver a hopelessly uninspired monologue instead. It was eye rolling. She did not even attempt to impassion it with more than a few seconds of maniacal laughter. No, she escaped when her spell was foiled by my clever machinations.”

Beside me, Coppelia nodded with excessive exuberance.

Naturally, as my future handmaiden, she understood that I had planned for the presence of a giant deposit of arcana crystals just beneath the feet of our would-be destroyer, and that our survival was the result of immaculate brinkmanship honed through years of statecraft.

I absolutely did not ride my luck.

“Indeed … Rolstein, no, the kingdom owes you a great debt for the brilliance you've shown. To think that you could identify and expose the source of the Withering the moment you arrived in this town, when those of us who have lived here with the culprit beneath our very noses were so blind to her ruse. It is an unforgivable mistake on our part.”

“A mistake, but not one made of incompetence, but loyalty. To believe in the goodness of those you have shared a table with is not a crime. It's the cog that drives the econo–I mean, the people to greater heights. To doubt your neighbours is to doubt us all. Do not allow this betrayal to spur you to distrust and apprehension.”

I stood up, leaving the guildmaster to his open mouth and the flask he clearly wished to indulge in. Coppelia joined me, but not before glancing at the kegs piled up behind the nearest bar.

I had to pause at that. Did clockwork dolls consume alcohol? Or any liquid, for that matter? Where would it … go?

“Wait.”

The guildmaster stood up also.

He dented his brows, then slung his fist against his chest.

I could only recoil slightly in alarm. Was this some sign of farewell appropriate for commoners? I could hear the thunk as his fist met flab! Was inflicting pain upon oneself a common gesture amongst the peasantry?

“I must apologise. Earlier, I had not shown the respect the both of you deserved. Allow me to officially thank you for your services to Rolstein.”

My, so that's what it was!

An apology.

And yet I saw no prostrating on the ground. A shame. Given the state of the floorboards, I would be inclined to forgive anyone who threw themselves upon it.

Still, I suppose his inconsolable grief gave partial room to forgive the slight. And he was a commoner. A poorly dressed commoner in a spotted lilac poncho. His life must already be of supreme hardship.

“The apology is not needed, guildmaster. Should you endeavour to hold Marina Lainsfont to account, then that is all the redress I require.”

The man nodded, his hand slowly falling from his chest.

“Juliette … and Coppelia. For all your efforts, I do not know who the both of you are. You are not adventurers. Nor are you associated with the local nobility.”

And how glad that I wasn't. One was a group of paid hooligans. And the other were adventurers.

“I am a proud citizen of this kingdom,” I said. “And this is my future handmaiden. You need not know anything else, other than the fact we are performing our just duties to crown and country.”

Coppelia raised her hand.

“Actually, I'm an assistant librarian. And I'm not a citizen of this kingdom. Seriously, this is important. I'm not paying taxes. I mean, I don't anyway. But I'm definitely not paying any here. I've seen where your money goes. Really, the amount of portraits of your king–”

“R-Regardless, our goals are noble and pure! Something foul creeps across this fair land. And we shall see it sent back across the seas and mountains.”

The guildmaster looked between myself and Coppelia. He took in the girl beside me, hesitated slightly, then turned to me with a look of utmost seriousness.

“I see the desire for righteousness burns in your eyes. Do you intend to take that flame wherever you go?”

“Why, naturally, I do.”

I smiled confidently. The guildmaster relaxed.

“Excellent! Then I take it you also have the funds, provisions and transportation necessary to see out your quest?”

I looked up in thought.

How many crowns did I have again? It was whatever amount I'd scooped up from behind the barkeeper's counter. What provisions would that buy? I had only the cost of my books for reference. And transportation ...

Ah!

“I have a horse. His name is Apple.”

“The draft horse belonging to Thomas?”

“It was destined for Marina Lainsfont. Given recent events, I'm requisitioning him for my use. Speaking of which, I believe he's still stabled outside the store. I'll need to fetch him quite soon ...”

“Wait!”

The guildmaster called out to me once more as I turned to leave.

Really! Now this was becoming aggravating. Apple was likely extremely puzzled at the lack of anyone to tell him where to trot or stand still. And he had the last apple in the saddlebags. If I didn't stamp my authority, he might claim it for himself.

“Those with a noble purpose, seeking to right the wrongs of this land, have ever gravitated towards a single trade,” said the guildmaster, holding himself suddenly higher. “As the Old Companions of past years once did, these courageous men and women gather together not beneath a banner, but the chorus of song and kinship. I would offer the both of you a commission, and to induct you into the ranks of the Adventurer's Guild–”

“No.”

“Assistant librarian. Taken.”

The guildmaster blinked, his rightmost ear turned slightly towards us, as if in greater disbelief than at anything else he'd heard today.

“R-Really? No? Are you, uh, certain? We ask of you nothing but your name and your vow to serve the people. If I must say so, to join the guild is a coveted dream of many. There is usually an arduous application process, letters of commendation, trials of valour, weapon skill examinations ...”

For the first time in my life, I was rendered speechless.

Not because I didn't know what to say. But because there were too many competing words wishing to fight for a place to summarily reject this man's offer.

I could scarcely believe it. He was asking me–a princess of the kingdom–if I wished to abandon my urgent commitment to righting the kingdom to instead do … whatever adventurers did when they weren't brawling in bars or breaking and entering into private property.

I had a list longer than my breakfast menu on how many issues I had to solve. I had revolution to the north, war to the east, pirates to the west and criminal syndicates, monsters, common brigands, holes in the ground, snowfall in our forests and now an escaped naked pyromaniac somewhere in between.

Suffice to say, I had no time to beat up fruit slimes for entertainment.

“I … I see … a shame,” said the guildmaster, shoulders slumped at my expression. “Indeed, it is this rejection of the old path that makes you all the more suitable. But I suppose that not all seek a guild ranking for their endeavours. In fact, I'd wager that most only seek the crowns. But if neither fame nor fortune appeals to you, then the guild has little else we can offer.”

Goodness me, at last, this man had the right of it!

I already had both fame and fortune. What need did I have for more? Indeed, were I not masterfully incognito, none would mistake me as some … what did that woman dare accuse me of being? Some bored nobleman's daughter?

Ugh. The indignity of it.

Whatever! The fact was that I was already incredibly famous and wealthy. That this man would seek to offer me more of what I had in abundance was laughable.

“Allow me to see you to the door, then. Will you be staying the night in Rolstein before travelling to your next port of call?”

I didn't move from my spot.

“Ohhohoho! W-Well, of course! Circumstances, however, have made the logistics of securing accommodation challenging. Do you have a … recommendation? Perhaps a well ventilated establishment which does not boast a bar as its main point of draw?”

The man thumbed his extra twirly moustache.

“A tall order, I'm afraid. Rolstein only has two inns I would truly call reputable. Between them, I recommend the Black Fowl. It's more expensive, but the baron himself stays there when he visits.”

Already, I felt the cold fingers of apprehension pinching the back of my neck.

The Black Fowl. What a terribly … inn like name.

“I see ...” I mentally counted the amount of coins I'd borrowed from the barkeeper. “I have 6 silver crowns, 37 copper crowns, and one crown which may either be gold or copper depending on how the light shines on it. How many days of provisions and nights in an … inn will that provide me?”

He paused and thought about it.

“At the Black Fowl? It's 5 silver crowns a night. You're short 3 copper crowns for two nights, but the proprietor can be haggled down with a smile.”

“I see. One night's stay, then. And provisions?”

“A fine meal of bread, cheese and salted beef.”

“… And how many days is that?”

“A third of a day. It's one meal.”

“Okay.” I pursed my lips. “What if the one ambiguous crown is a gold crown?”

“It's almost assuredly a copper crown.”

“You haven't seen it yet.”

“It's a copper crown, ma'am.”

I stared at him.

These prices … I did not understand them!

My books cost 250 gold crowns! Each! That felt … reasonable? Maybe? It was … well, it was difficult to tell! Naturally, the production of books was a highly skilled affair, so it made reasonable sense that the cost would reflect that ...

Yet even so!

To think that A Court Lady's Indiscretion, Vol. III had cost me the equivalent of … 500 days in an inn?!

Wasn't that discrepancy too much … ?

Had I … Had I perhaps paid above the accepted market rate … ?

“Uh … are you well? You appear a little shaken. Do you, um, perhaps not have the funds on hand to see through your entire quest?”

… And now a commoner was looking at me with concern!

A commoner!

No, no, no, no. This was … This was no issue whatsoever! I had little funds and nothing in the way of an income stream, yes, which was a problem if I wished to pay for anything–

Fortunately, I had no such wish! I could simply execute a royal requisition order! Ohhohohoho!

But … wait, wasn't I incognito?

Why, the optics of merely strolling in and demanding everything without payment was terrible! I'd look like some common robber, as opposed to royalty! There was a huge difference there!

Did … Did that mean I had to … to …

Work?

To … earn income?

Like a commoner? Or nobility? Or anyone not me?

“Um … are you okay? You … You look very pale? Do you perhaps need to lie down? Something to drink, perhaps? It's … It's clearly been a very tiring day for you. My apologies, I should have taken that into consideration. Please, if you'll wait a moment, I'll just get you something to–”

I sat back down at the table, my body shaking with trepidation.

No! This was not time to falter! I am Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea! No matter what challenges lay ahead, I must hold my head high and face them with the poise of a knight in a tournament!

“For … For my lifestyle needs, I'm willing to suffer any disgrace ...”

“... Huh?”

“T-That's right! No matter how humiliating! No matter how demeaning! No matter how close to the ground I crawl! I … I will do whatever it takes to see this kingdom flourish!”

“That's ... uh, that's highly noble of you. And I promise, if I can do anything in my power to assist, I shall. Rolstein owes you that much.”

Seeing the guildmaster unsure of whether to stay or call for a flagon of water, I swallowed a deep breath.

“What … what income … can an adventurer … expect … ?”


Chapter 24: Princess, Villainess, Genius

In the guildmaster's palm was a ring.

Not a signet ring, the likes of which I wore during my royal functions. This one possessed no emblems or engravings. It was a simple ring made of pure copper, and yet I was regularly informed that it was as famed as any banner.

I leaned in, assessing its quality, or lack of, with a feeling of utter disbelief. Not only due to the circumstances which led me to inquire about the financial benefits of placing this ring upon my finger, but also the rank it entailed me receiving.

“F-rank?” I asked, stunned.

“F-rank,” replied the guildmaster, rightfully looking sheepish. “Naturally, there will be ample opportunity to rise swiftly through the ranks with meritorious service. But all adventurers must start from the bottom. It's why the profession is sometimes referred to as the oldest ladder.”

I could scarcely believe what I was hearing.

I had neither the care nor the intention of rising through any ranks. But even so, this was the lowest possible status amongst the pecking order of adventurers!

The insult was palpable!

“You cannot be serious,” I said to the guildmaster. “To be offered such a low rank is preposterous. Why, it took me less than an evening to solve … this!”

I pointed outwards. It didn't matter where. There were farmlands in every direction. And I'd just saved all of them.

A bead of sweat appeared between the guildmaster's brow.

“I, uh, would like to do more. But to already offer you a ring with so little process is to use all the special dispensation I can offer. Nevertheless, I feel that it’s the least someone of your noble calling deserves.”

I was speechless.

Yes, the vast majority of adventurers were glorified hoodlums, but some were worthy of standing before the Royal Court. In times present and past, a few names had sufficiently murdered enough basilisks, krakens and badgers to warrant a place of honour within the kingdom. But those were few and far between.

Naturally, I did not consider my murdering abilities worthy of standing beside such esteemed company as … well, I didn't actually care to remember their names.

But even so–

I was the wielder of Starlight Grace!

A sword clearly powerful enough to carry me well beyond my lack of training! Why, with this utterly unfair sword alone, I should be recognised as … well, something higher than F-rank!

Anything higher! Even … Even E-rank was enough!

“I feel in awe,” said Coppelia, cheery as the bright face of the moon peeping through the window. “There are no adventurers where I'm from. Even so, I've heard about the world renowned adventurer, Juliette the F-ranked. To think that I'd get to walk beside a legend in such an agonisingly dull town! The world truly is a small place.”

I let out a quiet groan as I suffered the indignity of it all.

Here I was, officially the busiest person in the kingdom, and yet I still had to worry about daily living expenses?!

This! This right here! This was the problem! How were we supposed to encourage farm boys to pick up legendary swords from the ground if the job also didn't allow them to live in well-deserved luxury?

This was the difference between the Kingdom of Tirea and the Fabled Realm of Ouzelia. Their heroes received a publicly funded salary. Yet here I was, merely being offered to join the Adventurer’s Guild as an F-rank recruit. And all that meant was that I'd live in squalor until I'd saved enough cats from trees!

Special dispensation?!

Why, an F-rank adventurer was practically a beggar!

No, no, no. Changes would have to be made. Ouzelia may be filled with oddballs, but they did have one thing right.

Once I'd fixed two-thirds … no, half of the kingdom's woes, I'd immediately petition for every peppy town girl and freckled farm boy who finds a sword in a field, lake or stone to receive a hero's stipend under the direct employ of the kingdom. As long as they were enough of a nuisance to low-level miscreants that our trained knights could focus on the true threats, then they would be well worth the crowns.

They'd certainly be more effective than the Adventurer's Guild! What exactly have these louts been doing all this time? If they weren't preventing national threats from rising, what good were they?!

It already stretched the limits of my charitable nature to even consider the worthiness of offering my time to this guild of vultures. And now I had my answer.

There was a far less demeaning path available to me. One fit for a princess.

Rather than adventuring … I would simply acquire the funds myself!

“I understand,” I said. “I thank you for the offer, but I must decline.”

The guildmaster looked down at the table. Still, he didn't withdraw his palm or the ring nestled atop it.

“Is there truly no way to change your mind? I have no doubt that someone of your calibre could rise through the ranks swiftly, if that’s your concern.”

“I possess far more concerns than that, but it would be one of them. I cannot spare the time needed to rise up from the abyss of F-rank for the simple sake of acquiring crowns. While it's true that my business of single-handedly fixing everything is suffering cash flow issues, I believe I can alleviate my lack of funds by my own means.”

I smiled as a clear picture came to mind.

That of Coppelia carrying several sacks of paintings, jewellery, weapons and coins.

Ohohoho! Did this bizarrely dressed man believe I'd forgotten how I came upon his doorstep, laden with spoils? What need did I have of a third party to offer me scraps when I could simply requisition the funds I needed from the knaves which hounded our cities and countryside?

Anything illicitly taken from the kingdom was illicitly taken from me! And that included those huge sacks Coppelia had been swinging around like flower baskets earlier! Sacks which contained everything I needed to ensure I could solve the kingdom's perils while living the life of luxury I deserved!

“Now, guildmaster, before I leave, I would like to request that you present the spoils I earlier provided. There's been a mistake, you see.”

“A … A mistake?”

“Yes. All those sacks. I need them.”

The guildmaster blinked.

“Uh, well, as per your request, we delivered the sacks immediately to the local garrison for safekeeping.”

“... Excuse me?”

I couldn't believe it.

The sacks were gone? Already? Meaning these hoodlums only now chose to work promptly? These layabouts, who would only run if there was a keg of watery alcohol at the finishing line to meet them? This had to be sabotage.

The guildmaster nodded.

“Yes, uh, I believe there was talk about utilising the funds for repairing the old stables. Rolstein currently has none fit for purpose. Horses are tied directly outside establishments, or left to wander in the bleak fields.”

I pursed my lips.

Suddenly, I thought of Apple tied up alone outside the alchemy shop, foraging for daisies long gone in the cauldrons.

“That's ... That's good, then … A worthy cause … Yes, horses deserve a place to properly rest ...”

“Hey, hey.” I received a nudge to my side. It was less irksome than the treasonous amusement in Coppelia's voice. “You sure you don't want to go over there and ask for your stuff back? All those shiny crowns, bits of jewellery and other filthy lucre in those sacks I hoofed around? I bet they'd be really useful for buying things. Food and lodging. Those kinds of things.”

I refused to dignify Coppelia's delight with a response.

Mostly because I didn't need to. My goal was to restore the kingdom's finances. Not to build a treasure hoard for myself. I had zero regrets about failing to requisition any of those sacks for myself.

After all, if it's for the sake of propping up the Royal Treasury, I would gladly donate every copper crown I had at my disposal. This will never change.

“......”

H-However … !

Things were different now!

I was now responsible for the upkeep of a personal handmaiden, not just an attendant!

As a result, I was obliged to maintain a certain number of crowns just for her!

Yes ... it would need to be enough to pay for all of Coppelia's expenses, such as hotel rooms, buffets, baths and newly released adventure romance novels. As a clockwork doll, she likely had other specialised needs as well. Perhaps feather pillows and some manner of magical, portable bed. The amount of crowns I'd need to keep in reserve would be a significant percentage of my finds. The Royal Treasury would suffer, but as a princess, I had to ensure the dignity of my personal staff.

Really now. Coppelia was such an incredibly demanding handmaiden.

A problem, then, as I currently lacked the funds to pay for her extravagant expenses.

Thus–

I looked at the guildmaster.

I'd just saved his town. Adventurer or not, I intended to receive due compensation for my time, my hair and my state of attire.

“Uh, excuse me for asking …” he began, looking at me with uncertainty. “But by any chance, are you under the impression that lower ranked adventurers cannot receive crowns for higher ranked commissions?”

“Hmm? Is that not the case?”

“No, of course not. While the Adventurer's Guild has a Guild Code in place to discourage adventurers from taking tasks beyond their means, we would, of course, still pay out in full any commission completed regardless of rank. It's quite common for an F-rank adventurer to take on E-rank quests, or higher if they're particularly capable when they join. It's the primary means of climbing the old ladder.”

“My interest isn't in climbing any ladders. I've done it twice today. Two times too many. My only interest is in crowns and ...”

Suddenly, I held up my hand.

“Stop.”

“Huh? I wasn't saying any–”

“Stop there. Don't speak. I'm thinking. I ... I believe the start of a genius idea is forming in my mind.”

The guildmaster opened his mouth.

However, any words he was saying were drowned out by the millions, no, quadrazillions of predictions, permutations and possibilities intersecting in the depths of my mind.

Oho …

Ohoho … ohoho …

Ohhohoohhohooohoho … !!!

This man … this guild … these … these plankton with the wit of rolling pebbles! They had no idea what they were offering me!

Genius. I … I was a genius! Ohohohohoho!

“Um … Miss Juliette, is everything–”

“Wait. I'm laughing in my mind.”

“Huh?”

Ohohohoho! Fools! Did the Adventurer's Guild think they could use me?

I would use them!

Why, I already intended to fix every crippling issue with the kingdom! And there was zero possibility that all the ills that befell this fair land weren't already plastered as commissions on some wall like peeling posters for fetching lost trinkets.

That meant I could have my cake and eat it too!

If I was already saving the kingdom, then I could double dip and receive the exorbitant commission rewards from rescuing the nation and receive the spoils I requisitioned from any louts who dared evade our hard working tax collectors!

Fruit slimes and lost cats? I wasn't going to do that. I was going to save the kingdom from calamity. And those kinds of commissions meant a huge amount of crowns!

… Crowns that I would then use to fund my farm boys-into-heroes stipend! I would follow the Ouzelian model! I would see every adventurer in this kingdom replaced by a salaried hero under the direct employ of me and my family!

That’s right! I would use the guild's own funds to put themselves out of the job by finding, training and paying for their next generation of replacements!

Oh … ohoho … ohohohohohoho!!!!

The thought was … it was too delicious! It was so insidious! And they'd never know what happened! I could not only rid the kingdom of the disasters plaguing this land, but also do away with the worst political upstarts this continent had ever seen!

No longer would adventurers elbow into our national affairs with contempt of their own neutrality policy! With a band of officially sanctioned heroes and heroines under the Royal Treasury's purse strings, they would be as loyal as our greatest knights!

And they would never be allowed to slack!

This … This was it!

The ultimate plan to do away with everything souring this kingdom! Including nosy adventurers butting in each time my family's carriage procession ran over somebody's barn!

Oh … why was I so smart?! Why was I born with such unparalleled intellect?! Will anyone in my lifetime ever match the wit and beauty that I convey with every word, thought and motion?!

“I'll do it!” I said, holding out my palm.

“You'll do what?” replied the confused guildmaster, unable to comprehend my schemes upon schemes. “Sorry, but you've lost me. And what do you mean by, uh, laughing in your mind, exactly?”

“I'll do it! I'll become an adventurer!”

I reached out my palm further, my smile lighting up the dour common room of this guild branch more than even Starlight Grace ever could.

“R-Really?” said the guildmaster, his expression both puzzled and concerned. “May I ask why? You seemed rather adamant just a few moments ago.”

“My apologies. I wasn't aware that even F-ranked adventurers could receive the same rewards as higher ranked ones. While the insult to my standing still remains, I'm willing to accept the loss of reputation if it means my noble pursuit of ridding this kingdom of all its pests may be achieved.”

The guildmaster's face lit up with a smile almost as equal to mine.

“A common misunderstanding! Then, it's settled! Miss Juliette, in recognition of your services to Rolstein, I'm delighted to offer you your guild ring. Should you accept it, you will become a member of one of the oldest and most esteemed institutions to have graced Tirea's history.”

“Oh my … I would only be too delighted to accept.”

And so–

The guildmaster of Rolstein offered out the copper ring, never knowing that in doing so, he had just set in motion the doom of the Adventurer's Guild in the Kingdom of Tirea.

“… Ohhohohohohohho!!”

“Excuse me, uh, Coppelia, is it? Why is she–?”

“She does that. Don't worry about it.”


Chapter 25: Daily Grind

I found Apple chewing on the door handle to the alchemy shop. He raised his head when he saw me, snorted, then went back to chewing the wood.

I shooed him away, then gave him the last apple from the saddlebags instead.

Today had been a productive day for both of us. I'd done away with miscreants and mages both, and he'd done away with everything green in a large circle around where he was tied to. Given enough time, I was certain he would have chewed through the door handle as well, and then the door itself.

It would have been marvellously useful. We needed to go through it.

Coppelia and I had unfinished business here. Officially requisitioning Apple back into my employ as my noble, if rather slow steed was a must. But so was ensuring that any evidence of Marina Lainsfont's crimes were secured, as well as any hints on where she could have fled.

Neither of us expected to find Marina in the shop itself. But it was the abode of a powerful mage. And that meant the possibility of unforeseen danger.

We'd need to be respectful of potential traps, and that meant discretion.

“[Coppelia Kick]!”

Prooowwph.

Thus, the door to her shop flew inside as Coppelia roundhouse kicked it with a smile.

“What happened to discretion?!” I said, aghast at the damage it could have caused Coppelia's shoes. They were the nicest things she owned. “You said you were going to check the door for traps!”

“I did check the door for traps!”

“Then why is it now on the floor?!”

“There are two ways to check for traps. The dumb way and the Coppelia way. Dumb people cast counterspells and fiddle with locks until eventually, their spells and fancy hands fail one time and they blow up. Poof! If I kick the door down, then there's nothing to open and nothing to trigger.”

“You don't need to say the Coppelia way. You can just say wanton violence.”

“It works, though!” Coppelia stuck her leg past the doorway, paused, then skipped inside while pretending she hadn't just waited to see if she blew up. “And besides, it was a door. What are doors for if not to kick down?”

I raised an eyebrow. I also didn't walk in after her.

“Your library doesn't have any doors, does it?”

“Not anymore, no,” she said cheerfully. “Coming in?”

I waited five seconds for any explosions to occur, then followed after her. If that woman had planted a trap to detonate after more than five seconds, then she deserved her victory.

Inside, I was now experiencing my first act of breaking and entering a private property. Regardless of the criminal status of the owner, this was still trespass.

Luckily, laws didn't apply to me!

As a princess, any property was my own should I deem it to be. I could name a bench in the middle of a city as my private abode and anyone who sat on it would be charged with lèse-majesté. But while the option was available to me, it was problematic since I was currently masterfully incognito.

Luckily, that problem had just solved itself.

I wasn't just here as a princess. True, I was 99% here as a princess as anything less would make me irredeemable in my own eyes. But I was also here as a newly inducted adventurer. And while that 1% meant shame and disappointment on my family name and royal heritage, it did come with a useful advantage.

Namely, if anyone asked me why I was committing a host of minor offences, I could direct all liability onto the Adventurer's Guild!

Ohohohoho! Those fools! I'd bleed them and their reputation dry! It wasn't often I had the opportunity to plan the demise of the Adventurer's Guild, but now that I did, I took it with gusto.

I would brazenly ignore the law as usual, but now it would be the guild and not my family that were the target of the peasantry's vitriol!

My carefully constructed plan to diminish the Adventurer's Guild in the eyes of the people was taking shape. And it'd start with the ruckus Coppelia and I caused as we made our way through this narrow shop.

“The odour has become more pungent,” I noted, wrinkling my nose as I eyed the ingredients on the walls. “I thought it would become more bearable without anything green or purple or skull shaped simmering in the background.”

“Actually, I think that simmering helped overpower our senses so much that everything just became warm and hazy. Without it, we get everything as it is. Natural and raw and full of wholesome goodness.”

“I think I preferred it when it was an alarming miasma.”

“Get used to it. Adventurers dig around all the worst smelling places. That's where all the lost cats are.”

And that's where all the lost cats would stay.

Unfortunately for our feline friends, I wasn't a cat person. I was a me person. And I cherished myself and my sense of personal hygiene dearly.

“I'll remind you that I'm an adventurer in name alone. Rest assured that any task I complete is for my own benefit, and that the Adventurer's Guild is merely a fund to draw from.”

“By finding lost cats, right? I mean, they must have a huge fund for that.”

“Then it simply means there will be plenty of wide-eyed adventurers willing to degrade themselves with such menial tasks. My further loss of dignity isn’t required.”

Coppelia ceased her stooping around just to grin at me.

“I bet they'll climb the ranks way faster than you because of it, though. How terrible would that be, huh? You might be F-rank forever!”

I winced.

F-rank! The … The indignity of it! The sooner the Adventurer's Guild were removed as a force in this kingdom, the better! And it had nothing to do with the sheer absurdity of the rank I'd received!

“I have no care for the arbitrary ranking system of the Adventurer's Guild,” I said, valiantly keeping the shame at bay. “Both you and I have more pressing matters to attend to than rescuing cats.”

Why, even the thought of doing a single commission which wasn't related to saving the kingdom filled me with horror. I would rather shame myself by returning to the Royal Villa with my head cowed than do anything to risk normalising fetching lost pets. That was for people like … what was his name?

Something Oddwell. The strange adventurer who'd dropped on his knees to beg for my time.

Rising through the ranks concerned people like him, not me. I was no commoner who saw prestige in adventuring through the wilderness for plaudits. Rather, to be viewed as an adventurer was abject humiliation! Who would become a wanderer of cellars and sewers if they had the acumen to seek fame and fortune through wit and diplomacy?

“I'm almost a little jealous, you know?” said Coppelia, her hands ransacking through bags, drawers and shelves. She wasn't even looking at what she pulled out. “If I wasn't an assistant librarian, I'd definitely want to see what all the fuss concerning adventuring is about.”

“Only the unimaginative fuss about adventuring. For me, this is a financial transaction. Nothing more. I'll sell an iota of my time as I tear down a notice for solving a kingdom-wide calamity, and in return, the guild will spill out its coffers for me.”

Coppelia let out a laugh. It stopped as soon as she pulled out the strangely shaped skull from a barrel.

She put on a huge grin as she started playing with its eye sockets.

“A reluctant adventurer,” she mused. “First time I've heard that. I thought every wealthy girl and boy wanted to become one. You know, to get away from your stifling duties and horrendous expectations?”

I hid my smile behind my hand.

Ohohoho … my fair clockwork maiden, how little she knew!

I was not my siblings, cursed to trade smiles with the firstborn sons of mere barons as though they were worth a morsel of our time! No, my responsibilities were far more important! And gratifying!

“If you must know, I happen to be extremely fond of my duties. My orchard is the pride of my life.”

“Okay, well, I don't know what your duties are, but I'm already pretty sure they're different to what most other people do. Even the rich ones.”

Well, naturally!

I was a princess. Only my sisters could compare to me. And even amongst ourselves, none of us shared the same passions. Clarise was enamoured with her inventions and her observatory, while Florella was joyfully causing strife wherever men gazed at her.

Neither of them were quite as normal or level-headed as I was. But I cherished them nonetheless.

Suddenly, Coppelia's expression took on a serious hue.

“Weird. I don't know what you're thinking, but for some reason, I already feel strongly that I disagree with it.”

“E-Excuse me! Please don't claim to know what I'm thinking! That's a realm of insight and constant philosophy which would beguile the minds of even famed scholars!”

Coppelia stood up, blew some dust and dead things from herself, then purposefully eyed my idle hands.

“Is it because your mind's busy that I'm the only one looking for stuff?”

“You barrel through belongings with such disregard and nonchalance. I was enamoured. I believe you have what it takes to become an adventurer yourself, should you ever choose to adopt the profession.”

She laughed at that. I wasn't sure why. That wasn't a joke.

“Saving kingdoms sounds like a pain. But if I finished my reading list and was a bit bored, sure, I'll do what you're doing. You know, the super embarrassing F-ranked thing.”

I gave a flick of my hair in response, resolutely standing still and not helping to sweep my hands through all these … rotting objects.

“A means to an end. Nothing more.”

“It might actually be useful, though. As an adventurer, you get more than crowns. You get information, too. That's important. The Adventurer's Guild is a useful tool. It's one of the first places I asked around in when looking for my book.”

I turned to look at Coppelia, my mouth wide.

Of … Of course!

This is why she was my future handmaiden!

The Adventurer's Guild was more than a bag of crowns! They had assets at their disposal beyond merely coins. Why, they parasited themselves not just in Tirea, but almost every other nation as well–including our powerful neighbours to the east and south.

That meant an opportunity to weed out every last drop of information I could about Granholtz, Weinstadt and the Sands. What courtly information could I glean about the Grand Duchess's designs? How lost was the Royal House of Carx to revolt? Where next did the Dune King turn his golden knights and golden eyes?

Knowing how indispensable I'd become, the guild would surely bend over backwards to accommodate my every request!

Indeed, I could make use of this!

“Zilch here,” said Coppelia. “Want to look in the back with me or just stare open mouthed at how graceful I look while tearing through stuff?”

She did a spin for fun, tossing up a bundle of dried petals and herbs as she did so. I closed my mouth, then remembered I still needed to reply.

“You may look. If you still can't find anything, then endeavour to retrieve anything rare and expensive and stuff it in Apple's saddlebags. We've a great deal of expenses to cover and little time to be picky.”

“Rob everything!” Coppelia pumped her fist in the air. “Indiscriminate looting! Fill our pockets! Let's gooo~!”

I went to the counter, then began scouring it for crowns.

Rifling through drawers to expand my personal funds was certainly a novel experience. But despite Coppelia's assertions, this wasn't robbery or looting or pocket filling. No, no, not at all.

Ohohohoho …. why, this was merely adventuring.


Chapter 26: Braised Slime

Trepidation dogged my steps all the way through Rolstein's town square.

Well, not my steps. Apple's steps. But even so, neither his gratitude at being saved from his solitude, nor the time it'd taken to pillage his would-be owner's store had dented my deep feelings of apprehension mixed with academic curiosity for the night ahead.

For as I dismounted upon viewing the large building situated at the corner of the square, all I could do was gulp before gathering my courage to proceed.

It was beneath me to display fear in my own kingdom, and yet the greatest challenge I'd ever faced now stood before me as a monument of mediocrity.

It was an inn.

Three floors high. Brightly lit windows. Wonky black tiles for a roof. Stonework which, for some odd reason, seemed darker near the bottom than the top. And more kegs stacked outside its walls than could surely be consumed by the entire populace of this forgettable town.

It was like that pub near the Royal Villa. But bigger. More imposing.

More sinister.

An inn. But not just any inn.

No … it was the inn that I, Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea would be residing the night in.

My entire body shuddered as the ghosts of my forefathers brushed past me, their ire evident in how I could feel their disappointment magnified as my own.

An inn! A place where groups of travelling companions put aside their toils while enjoying the rare comfort of a bed, a roof and a fiery hearth. Here was where the plucky heroes and heroines of all the bestselling adventure romance books took stock of their journey … and then of their sordid affections for one another!

It was a den of depravity!

And I would not merely be passing through … but staying the night.

The … The shame!

Were it not for Coppelia's need for a bed, I would never entertain the fleeting curiosity I possessed to peek upon what disreputable actions occurred within such a vile establishment.

“Sooooooooo ...” Coppelia tapped her foot. As did Apple. “You want me to check this door for traps as well or … ?”

“Do not check this door for traps,” I immediately said, assaulted by the premonition of her crushing some peasant with the inn door. I had no time to pretend to be apologetic tonight. “I'm merely … yes, I'm merely gathering my bearings!”

“The inn is right there.”

“I'm … I'm aware the inn is right there! However, I also recall the guildmaster saying there were two inns located within the same vicinity. Why, it'd be terrible if I accidentally stayed the night in the less reputable establishment. I might leave this town with an even worse opinion than I already have!”

Coppelia pointed at the giant sign above the door.

The Black Fowl.

“I'm going to count to ten and then walk in,” said Coppelia, already edging towards the door. “And I like cozy, so I might not book the biggest room.”

I immediately swept past her and flung open the ramshackle door.

Inside, I was met by a barrage of warmth, light and noise as the common room opened up to me. Lanterns hung on the wall, their glow competing with the hearth that was occupied by a small group of older men. Other patrons sat around little tables occupying the floor and a raised platform, sharing a quiet word amidst sips of pale liquid. Some sat by themselves, slurping from bowls as the aroma of something highly unfamiliar pulled me in before I could even judge the worthiness of the menu.

It was busy. But it wasn't hectic. And although there were as many people in this inn as there were in that pub, the atmosphere was muted, almost polite.

The attire of those present indicated why.

Travelling garb.

The sight of long cloaks, tall boots and heavy knapsacks filled the common room. The local farmers didn't use this establishment. It wasn't rowdy enough.

A problem for someone who wished to hide the unseemly sound of a rumbling stomach.

My arms tried and failed to mask it.

Other than the sparse provisions I had in the saddlebags, I'd more or less done away with eating anything substantial today. What morsels I possessed had been given to Apple, who bore the brunt of our journey.

Beneath the chatter and the clinking of cups, my hunger could be heard.

“Let's … Let's choose a table!” I said, raising my voice and pointing wildly to hide the unspeakable noises. “I don't see an obvious proprietor! We should take a seat! H-How about by that very chatty group over there?!”

Coppelia looked over at the table nearest the group I was gesturing to.

“I want a window seat,” she replied, immediately searching for other candidates. “I like being able to look outside at all the people in the cold while I'm nice and snuggly inside.”

I had no choice but to nod. It was a reasonable request.

Adhering to her wishes, I scooted over to a table nearest the cleanest window. I pulled all the chairs back, then selected the one which made the least sticky noises as it was dragged across the floor.

Coppelia, meanwhile, went to the corner, picked up a fresh chair from a stack, then placed it down at the table.

I blinked at her.

After a few moments, I rose from my chair, went to the corner and picked up one for myself as well.

This girl! The chasm in practical experience between us! I could see it like the gap of a great canyon! I'd done well to choose such an accomplished future handmaiden to help guide me through these holdfasts of peasants!

Experience I intended to soon reward with a demonstration of my generosity towards my loyal retainers.

“Welcome to the Black Fowl!” said a barmaid, her smile as wide as the tray laden with bowls and drinks she carried. “What can I get you?”

“We … We require lodgings for the night,” I answered, distracted by the shocking contents of the bowls on her tray. They looked ghastly. Congealed bits and pieces of unidentifiable gristle dressed in a brown slather. The leftovers that patrons couldn't finish, no doubt. “And … food.”

“Excellent. For one room and two meals, the price will be 7 silver crowns. I've given you the smile discount.”

I touched my cheeks, then raised a brow in confusion.

“I'm not smiling.”

“No–but she is.”

I looked at Coppelia. She wore a wide beam as she looked at the gristle pooling in the bowls.

While I admit that there was little I understood about this clockwork doll, why she seemed joyful at the sight of a barmaid carrying away leftovers simply confounded me.

Still, I wasn't one to let her eccentricities go to waste.

“Why, thank you for your kindness.”

Reaching into my pouch, I retrieved a handful of requisitioned silver coins from Marina Lainsfont's now defunct shop and placed it on the least reflective part of the table. The barmaid scooped it into a pouch around her waist. I found the efficiency somewhat gratifying to watch.

“You're welcome,” she said cheerfully. “I'll let you know which room is yours soon.”

She lowered her tray onto the table, then slid two bowls in front of us.

Hmmmm?

“... In the meantime, please enjoy!”

I looked down at the bowl suddenly placed before me.

It was filled with, yes, congealed bits and pieces, gristle, brown slather and, oh my–did that speck of orange betray a carrot amongst the grease and sediment?

I stared at the bowl for several seconds, my head only slowly beginning to comprehend what my eyes were witnessing in front of me.

This …

This was not leftovers.

This was not the regurgitated remains of somebody's meal after they'd suffered an allergic reaction and all the results of someone's choking fit was now piled up in a bowl to see.

This was the food. The one they served. The one people ate.

Oh no.

“Is something the matter?” asked the barmaid, clearly puzzled at why I hadn't acknowledged her instant delivery of our food.

I looked up at her.

“My apologies. I actually wished to view the menu first.”

The barmaid blinked, then lowered the tray again. There were several bowls. All of them slightly different shades of brown. One of them was so brown that the carrots couldn't even be seen. That was good. Very good.

“This is the menu,” she said simply.

“I see.”

I looked more carefully at the choice of dinner fare.

Sludge, sludge and, ah, what was that? … No, it was just more sludge.

“May I inquire as to what manner of food this is?” I asked, smiling. “Is this … Is this a bespoke recipe utilising a new variant of braised slime? I … I'm afraid I'm not up to date with modern gastronomy techniques. I've been away from my usual circles for over a day now. Time moves fast in the world of haute cuisine. As a result, I now find myself at a loss in regards to identifying what dish this is. Was this perhaps inspired by the Death Swamps of Nargarion? Or maybe a metaphor for the chef's nascent struggle against the black tides of prejudice he faces as he climbs the unremitting ladder to satisfying the beau monde?”

The barmaid blinked at me.

Then, she broke into a smile and a giggle.

“Ahaha, very funny. Enjoy your meal!”

She left, humming as she approached the next table. I saw a man raise his hand, then readily accept a bowl of braised slime being presented to him.

Stunned, appalled and still somehow hungry, I peered down at the bowl of assorted goo.

And then I heard a gulping sound opposite me.

Coppelia, loyal future handmaiden as she was, had endeavoured to test the edibility of this dish first. Ignoring the spoon in the bowl, she'd picked it up with both hands and was now swallowing the unidentifiable mixture in a single, brave attempt.

When she lowered the bowl, she offered a satisfied smile.

“Mmh … mystery stew. My favourite.” She pointed at my bowl. “You want that? If not, I'll eat it.”

I waited, counting the seconds to see if any poison or curse took hold of her.

And then slowly, very slowly–

I lifted the spoon from my bowl.

My hands shook as the brown concoction wobbled, half of it dribbling back down into the bowl as I hesitatingly brought it towards me.

However, after inhaling a deep breath, I found the courage to push the mixture into my mouth.

“What do you think?” asked Coppelia, beaming as she waited for my reaction. “Not bad, huh?”

Moments later, I swallowed the concoction.

And then I smiled.

“Oh my.”

“Like it?”

“Yes, I do, actually.”

“Wow, really? … Okay, that's surprising. I have to be honest, I figured you'd toss the bowl over your shoulder or something.”

“Hmm? What bowl?”

“Eh?”

I looked down at my meal.

A wonderful plate of fresh sole a la meunière on a bed of buttered watercress with a warm chocolate soufflé to the side.

“Why, this freshly caught fish is so delicious. I've never experienced sole as wonderful or complex as this before. It's almost like the taste of salt and sadness mixed together. It's so marvellous. I'm going to eat some more. Especially this warm chocolate soufflé.”

“Salt and sadness? That's … That's not a flavour, I think? And that's definitely not fish. There's no chocolate soufflé there, either. Hey, Juliette? Juliettteeee? Are you okay? Your eyes have become all faint and dim. Hello? Helloooo?”

And so–

I, Juliette Contzen, 3rd Princess to the Kingdom of Tirea, came to experience my first taste of commoner food.

The next day, I did not remember a thing.


Chapter 27: Alchemist's Gamble

There were few alchemists who also wielded the power of magic.

Not because the two disciplines were mutually exclusive. On the contrary, alchemy and magic were, in many respects, two sides of the same coin. Together, they created wonders greater than the tallest castle. And yet the traditional rivalry between the two studies had sunk as many endeavours as it had created. Alchemy was always viewed as the poor man's magic. Wrongly, too. For what was alchemy, but magic of the mind?

Marina Lainsfont was living proof of that.

A brilliant alchemist and a mage with few peers, she transcended the line between both worlds. She willed the power of fire as easily as winter commanded snow, while her brews could cure diseases as easily as she could spread it.

Between her spells and her cauldrons, Marina Lainsfont was the pride of both professions.

Yes, even when fully naked.

“[Force Recall]!”

Marina stumbled as she suddenly snapped into existence in her workshop.

She recovered swiftly, despite the magical feedback coursing through her body. The only thing harder than casting that apocalyptically complicated spell was cancelling it. She'd never had to do that before. And she had to do it at short notice.

Very short.

Ignoring the blisters and burns pinching her bare soles, she swept into her small bedroom and fished out whatever wrinkled robes and undergarments were first to reach her.

Then, she stopped.

Like a statue remembering to pose as stiffly as possible, Marina stood to attention as sweat started pouring down her face.

They … They knew what she wore underneath.

The humiliation.

As if her loss wasn't en … no, it wasn't a loss. How could it be?

She hadn't been bested by superior spellcraft. Few could have. She’d self-evaluated herself to be an A-rank mage. Not even the weirdos in Lotus House could have stayed standing against her if she willed them to the ground.

No, she hadn’t been bested. Not by intelligence, anyway. But by sheer, overwhelming misfortune. A deposit of arcana crystals beneath her feet? Absurd. Almost as much as that ridiculous scythe.

A scythe!

Of all the things she'd heard about clockwork dolls, none of that included the possibility of one wielding a farming instrument as a weapon. And an incredibly effective one when there was little room to manoeuvre.

That was the only reason she'd been forced back. Was a scythe suitable as a weapon of warfare? Doubtful. There was no risk of soldiers marching in formation with such a terrifyingly impractical weapon. But as a weapon of simple-minded murder in a closed space?

Why, it was incredibly useful.

Marina shivered. And it had nothing to do with her state of undress. In truth, she'd barely escaped that encounter with the clockwork doll. It wasn't just her weapon. It was how she used it. The speed. The strength. The precision.

It was not Marina's choice to blast everything with fire and hope something hit. She was no third-year dropout from the Royal Institute of Mages. Or worse, some fresh-faced apprentice from the Mage's Guild. Yet it didn't take the genius she was to know that striking a leaping cat was harder than simply blasting the entire room it was jumping around in.

And it still hadn't worked!

Marina seethed as she stuffed her clothes on. Those two were still there. Down the well she'd practically dug herself. Neither the caverns nor the chamber were fully natural. She'd sculpted it to her needs, firstly as a summoning base, and secondly as a conduit ground. It'd taken her years of preparation to get that blighted plague to work.

And now?

Now it was over. She could no longer maintain control over the Withering.

She clenched her teeth as she pulled her socks on. The Withering. A name as cheap as it was devoid of the factual functions of the spell. But no matter how the simpletons called it, it left her too exposed to maintain while every poorly paid guard and hotshot adventurer in the lowlands had an eye on her inevitable bounty.

At least … if that's how she allowed things to proceed.

Her plans for the lowlands hadn't ended just yet.

She still had a choice. It was life or death. Not for her. But for those two. And she chose death. More than death, in fact. Anyone who saw that corset needed to be thoroughly obliterated from this world. How was she supposed to explain that it was the only thing she had to wear? She was a mage, an alchemist, and a shopkeeper. In none of those things was keeping up with the laundry strictly required. That corset wasn't even hers. Or it was, but it was a gift. She didn't want it. She'd never even worn it before!

No, they had to die.

Especially the clockwork doll–thoroughly. She couldn't risk her being rebuilt and her memory core salvaged. It'd be difficult in her state, but she could do it. That doll was possibly at the level of the Black Knight if he'd been drinking all night again. And Marina was stronger than that drunkard.

Marina sucked in a deep breath.

Her mana was depleted. But that was little issue. She had more stores of mana potions hidden throughout her store than her body could physically consume. She just needed her staff. Her actual one, not the prop she kept around to gather dust.

And then, she could deal with those ridiculous, meddlesome brats, utterly unworthy of the strength they possessed.

A girl whose sword could pierce the armour of her own creation. And a clockwork doll literally built to be superior. No matter how much anyone trained, how could they compete with a sword filled with more enchantments than a mage's tower? Or a clockwork doll whose cogs were hardier than both bone and muscle?

It was grossly unfair.

Was this how she was viewed when she was younger? If so, it was little wonder why the other children all seemed to despise her. She understood the stones thrown at her now. The unfairness was palpable. But she wasn't planning on tossing stones. She'd tried that, anyway.

No, this time, she’d throw the entire ground.

That chamber would be their grave.

“Hey, hey. I didn't even get a good look. Think you can pick another robe for me? Red, if you can. It goes well with your narcissism.”

Marina swivelled around, flames blazing in her hands.

It wasn't because she didn't recognise the owner of that disgustingly sweet voice, though. She could never forget. It was just so–grating. And if there was an opportunity to set her alight, then let self-defence be her witness.

“Really? Straight to the fireballs?”

The girl standing in the doorway crossed her arms and leaned to the side, not even bothering to feign unease at the flames burning in Marina's hands. Then again, when were their meetings ever less than dramatic? She never dropped by for a cup of tea and a chat. Nor would Marina have ever invited her for one.

With a sigh of impatience, Marina doused her flames.

“I'm busy. Go away.”

The uninvited guest smiled, toying with the cuff of her detached sleeve. Marina watched that part of her uniform carefully. She'd seen more than playing cards come out from there.

“Sure, with you. Let’s go. It's time to exit, stage left.”

“I'm not finished. If you have a table to get to, I won't stop you. Don't you have customers to scam?”

“The House always wins. We don't need to scam.”

“That's a scam.”

“It's not. The winning percentages are clearly written.”

“Convincing customers they can win despite the odds is a scam.”

“That's not a scam. That's just charisma. You should try it. Or is that wide-eyed shopkeeper thing the most alluring thing you've got?”

Marina fell silent. That front, brief as it was, was no longer available to her.

At least, as long as this girl kept distracting her.

“I have unfinished business,” said Marina, turning back to gather her staff from the concealed hatch. “Very time-sensitive unfinished business.”

“I know you do. You were discovered.”

Marina frowned. They'd been watching her.

“A temporary oversight. This will be amended momentarily.”

“Nah.”

Marina turned around, scarcely believing the sheer presumptuousness of this girl.

Who was she to tell her what she could or could not do? Rolstein wasn’t her playground. There wasn't a single casino in sight.

“You've done enough,” the girl added, fearless in the face of Marina's displeasure. “Destroying the town won’t be helpful. Or have you forgotten why you were allowed to return? Have you not had enough of hearth and home yet?”

“I don't take orders from you.”

“You don't. Which is why I'm not the one giving them.”

Marina clicked her tongue.

For a single breath, she considered refusing. She wasn't finished here. And allowing those two pests to walk free wouldn’t help. She still had work to do. More than any of these people would ever know, in fact.

… Which is why she had to keep it that way. For now.

“Fine. Where are you taking me?”

“Nowhere. You're taking me somewhere, though. We need to visit our winged friends, but they've sealed the door and swallowed the keys. You know a way inside.”

It wasn't a question, but a statement.

Knowing it was time to depart, Marina felt for her satchel, then remembered she no longer carried it, such was the crudeness of the spell she'd been forced to cast.

For a brief moment, she thought about the letter left behind.

And then, she pushed it out of her mind. Another memory. Another regret. Another distraction. She needed none of those things.

All she needed was her work. And her results.

With those thoughts in her mind, she snapped her fingers. Once. Twice. Thrice.

The forbidden spell tome appeared with an ear grating bang. It wasn't suited for being kept in a dimensional pocket. But it wasn't suited for not being returned, either. Case in point, it didn't fall into her hands. Instead, it veered away, as though hoping to bounce all the way back to the library shelf to which it belonged.

One day, it'd return.

But it wouldn't be via the hands of that clockwork doll. The next time they met, it wouldn't be in a chamber restricted by her own design of half the spells available to her. Nor would she be alone.

Well, neither would the clockwork doll, if she truly did serve as that other girl's attendant. Although Marina didn't believe that likely. The workers of that library already had a master, and it wasn't some bored nobleman's child playing at heroine. She'd defeated her stone golem, true. But that was clearly down to the strength of her enchanted sword.

Frankly, she couldn't even be ranked. That girl didn't have the poise of a swordswoman. In fact, she didn't look like she had a single day's training in her life.

No, Marina had nothing to fear from her. The clockwork doll, on the other hand ...

Well, no matter. If either one of them survived long enough in the coming days to prove a nuisance to this insufferable girl dressed like she was about to oversee a poker table for perverts, she'd condone their temporary existence. Even longer than temporary, if necessary.

Marina did, after all, have all the time in the world.


Chapter 28: Key Provisions

I woke up in an unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar room.

Usually, my time spent sleeping was non-negotiable. If anyone tried to wake me, they'd be promptly dismissed from my service.

As a beacon of knowledge and wisdom, few required beauty sleep as I did. It's no exaggeration to say that nations fell and rose depending on whether I received 8.5 or 9 hours of sleep each day. My plotting machinations were as delicate as a compass. One imperfection and the course of entire kingdoms went astray.

Today, the political landscape of the continent would shift.

I did not get 8.5 or 9 hours of sleep.

I did not, I believe, get any sleep at all.

Today, there were no maids under my mother's direct employ to rouse me from my slumber, discarding the duvet and sweeping aside the curtains until my face melted beneath the sunlight.

Today, there were no carts of breakfast staples, from strawberry topped pancakes to marmalade scones.

Today, there was no steam rising from the freshly drawn bath, seeping in from my private en-suite.

There was nothing.

Nothing but the barren, wooden ceiling, pockmarked with cracks and the clear signs of growing mould.

As I stared, wide-eyed and terrified, wondering if and when the roof of this inn would come crashing down upon me, it was all I could do to not shrivel up in concern. Even the slightest movement might set this derelict building crumbling.

Still, I bravely sat up in my bed … if one could even call this a bed.

It was a wooden desk with the colour of linen painted on top. Because if there was any fabric, I did not feel it. Neither as my mattress nor as my pillow.

I turned around and picked up the thing I'd placed my head on. It was … empty. There was no choice between feather or wool. It was simply empty. A linen pillow formed in and of itself, rolled up as some kind of hardened cushion. This was not a pillow. It was some device used in callisthenics. Or torture. Perhaps both. At the same time.

I shuddered, placing the nefarious object back down.

“Morning! How did you sleep?”

I turned to see the only thing shining merrier than the sun.

Coppelia was stretching animatedly on the floor, going through the entire spectrum of limb exercises necessary to apparently leap from floor to ceiling. I didn't fault her. I was sure it would stand her in good stead when this inn came crashing down.

My smile shook as I returned Coppelia's blasphemously bright greeting.

“I … I slept … wonderfully … thank you ...”

“Really? Bed not too hard?”

“Oh … Ohoho … Of … Of course not… I am not some pampered child who cannot bear without the comforts of a delightful feather mattress ... No, if these rotting, creaking, decrepit beds are fit for the unfeeling people of this equally rotting town, then they are also fit for me ...”

“Ooh … so modest!” Coppelia gave me a proud nod. “I thought from your baggy eyes and look of misery that you hadn't slept a wink! I guess I was wrong.”

I stared hard at Coppelia.

“... How do I look?”

Coppelia pouted, her eyes suddenly becoming distant, gloomy and thoroughly ugly.

“Like this. But twice as bad. Horrible, huh?”

I was appalled.

Not because I believed I could look even half as ghastly as the expression she was concocting. That was impossible. No, I was more shocked that my future handmaiden thought she could so easily jest with me while still casually stretching on the floor.

There was an order to things. And that meant dressing me, feeding me, bathing me, and then dressing me again.

Nowhere in that list included poor jibes without hurrying to meet my every waking need. Or the look of amusement she wore as I began to wonder how intensive her training regimen would need to be.

“You know,” she said, pausing in her stretching. “You look like someone having second thoughts about righting the wrongs of this dull kingdom.”

“Second thoughts?”

I looked up at the cracks in the ceiling. Then the cracks in the floorboards. And then the years of wear and neglect that decorated the sparse furnishings in this tiny cupboard of a room.

Second thoughts?

Why … my resolve only hardened!

This … This is what awaited me if I didn't act! A premonition of things to come! A life of squalor and misery! An abject life absent of fluffy pillows and functional ceilings!

A life as a … as a peasant!

Second thoughts? I didn't even have time for first thoughts!

Thus–I leapt from the bed, hurrying to the window where the sun was struggling to make headroom through the gap between the wooden panels.

I flung them open, then threw my palm out towards the bright dawn beaming upon the unwashed peasantry outside.

“Coppelia! As my handmaiden–”

“Assistant librarian.”

“–as my future handmaiden, there are things you must know. Just as the mountains never bend, nor shall my will ever waver. And so I ask you, look upon the east. Dawn rises upon–”

“It's almost midday.”

“M-Midday rises upon our fair kingdom–”

“Still not my kingdom.”

“–failing to reveal the shadows which slink beyond our eyes! Yet even if we cannot see them, we may still reach them, even if we do so blindly like paupers in the night. I will not abandon this kingdom to destitution and strife! Its people and its cherished leaders deserve more than abject poverty, mouldy ceilings and strange scuttling sounds in the dark!”

“Those were mice.”

My jaw dropped.

“M-Mice?!”

“Silly, Billy and Milly. I named them.”

I felt my head grow faint. Perhaps that’s why Coppelia sat up. Or as up as someone could be while performing a perfect split. It was … well, yes, that was impressive, I suppose. Especially if she intended to catch me in that position.

“Juliette?~”

“I'm … I'm okay!”

I cleared my mind.

Diseased rodents over my head was a problem. But a problem was merely a state of mind. By clearing my mind, I could clear any problem.

This is why I was a genius!

“Coppelia … we have work to do.”

“Uh-huh, like what?”

“Like everything. I have a list of problems longer than the amount of steps needed to keep my hair straight. This is a severe issue. We cannot tarry.”

“Got it. We're off to shine some tortuously bright lights into the eyes of ruffians while we take turns interrogating them, right?”

“That's … well, that's not precisely what I meant? However, if you ask whether I intend to imprison those who would bring harm to the kingdom and its taxpayers without trial or recourse ... then, why, yes.”

Coppelia giggled.

Once again, I wondered which part of my words were considered a joke.

“My clockwork heart is moved. To think you care so much about the well-being of the people, with their simple minds, their superstitions, and the fact that they only preserve books so they have an emergency stash of kindling for when they can't be bothered to chop down a whole tree."

"Indeed, Coppelia." I proudly placed my hand atop my breast. "I am a paragon of kindness. Rest assured that until the day each citizen has withered to a husk after a deeply fulfilling lifetime of backbreaking service, I intend to provide a kingdom free of any distractions from their gruelling labour."

"Gosh. Such infectious purpose of spirit is truly worthy of the calling of an F-rank adventurer!”

I forced my knees to stay upright as they threatened to collapse.

An F-rank adventurer.

It wasn't a nightmare, after all!

Which meant–it was time to change this reality for the better.

Clenching my fists, I turned to the window once more. Beyond the crumbling rooftops and the overwhelming noise of commoners drowning out the sweet sounds of songbirds, I considered where next to grace with my immense problem solving skills.

A challenging task. Frankly, everywhere needed it.

How did people even aim spoons into their mouths without me to feed them?

The road before me was less certain than when I'd departed the Royal Villa. It was plain that handling an inevitable famine was the undisputed priority. Even should everything else be resolved, that alone could bring my head beneath a guillotine should enough of the common rabble rouse themselves.

Now with Marina Lainsfont's plotting expertly coaxed from the shadows, I was free to pursue the other tragedies befalling my kingdom.

I frowned. Strife plagued the land from its western shores to its eastern mountains. To rush to the aid of one would mean putting the rest to the wayside.

Yet even so, one destination stood out amongst the rest.

The centre of the kingdom. Its royal capital. Its beating heart.

The city that represented the will of its people. And the nation's adherence to law and order.

My father had hinted to crime raging rampant there.

Oh, criminal syndicates burrowing beneath the streets like great families of rats was no grand news to me … aided, undoubtedly, by their entrenched collusion with the lesser nobility. Crime and corruption were ever the mentors to ambition, after all.

No, crime itself came as no surprise to me.

But that the beautiful paved streets adorned with lanterns and lush trees should be used to ferry gangs of rogues and hoodlums under broad daylight was not acceptable. If the rats were not content with feeding on scraps, then they shall feast on justice instead. And mine tasted like soap.

So long as the capital was under siege from within, how could order be imposed upon the rest? As the centre of the kingdom's administrative functions and the seat of our authority, it was imperative that security be restored.

… So why?

Why would my eldest brother, who stewarded there in my father's stead, be permitting such a dire state of affairs to occur beneath his very eyes?

For all his joyless pranks and eyeball rolling jests, Roland Contzen, Crown Prince of the Kingdom of Tirea, was not one to shrink from duties. Nor were our knights, of whom more of their Chapter Halls could be found in the royal capital than all our holdings combined.

Just … what was happening?

“Coppelia.”

“Mhm?”

I turned from the window, then headed straight for the door.

“I've decided. We make for the capital … to the Royal City of Reitzlake. Crime festers in our streets. It's time to cleanse the malady.”

“Cleansing! I like it! Do you have a remedy in mind?”

I abruptly stopped.

I ... I hadn't a single clue!

“Oho … ohohoho! W-Why, of course I do! Really now, do … do you believe I'd make such a brash decision as to combat the centuries of organised crime that have entrenched in the gutters of our capital without a well thought out plan beforehand?”

“Absolutely not. I'm certain your plan is as foolproof as it's unnecessary for me to know the finer details. Or any details. When does the ominously worded cleansing we need to do begin?”

I beamed. Finally, a retainer who didn't baulk whenever I so much as suggested I was going to prepare my own tea! So what if I used burning firewater? That simply meant it would be prepared faster.

True, fixing the royal capital was probably more serious than that. But it was fine. Probably. Until I saw what was occurring in the royal capital with my own eyes, why should I hamper myself with the chains of deliberation? Flexibility was an integral part of problem solving.

Therefore … it was only sensible to not cloud one's thought process until the time came to use it!

“Immediately,” I answered. “We depart at once.”

Coppelia nodded. She smiled as she glanced towards the window.

“Okay. But can we get a crêpe first?”

“Excuse me?”

“A crêpe. It feels like cleansing the streets of your poorly designed capital will take a lot of time. So we should get a crêpe first.”

I tapped my ears, as always doubting my own senses by the sheer unpredictability of the words this girl said. Perhaps I'd misheard. Or her saying we should pause in our highly urgent business of saving the kingdom to instead get a crêpe was some ritualistic expression of faith from Ouzelia.

“A crêpe?”

Gracefully hopping up from her stretching position, she skipped over to the window and pointed straight out. I cautiously followed the line of her fingertip.

A stall stood beside the town square entrance.

And from it, a sweet, unfamiliar smell wafted out the moment I stuck out my head–if I ignored the hundreds of other competing, much less favourable aromas.

“It's tasty. Never had one?”

“Never once.”

Coppelia instantly made for the door, as though deciding for the both of us.

I stood rooted to the spot.

A crêpe! I knew it to be something between a dessert and a confectionery, but in truth, I'd never had the novelty of experiencing one. Although gaining popularity in lower-brow circles, it was still considered far too unrefined to be served in any royal function.

Until it was no longer possible to be purchased from a street stall, I didn't expect I'd ever experience it without the help of a smuggling operation from the kitchen.

Even so, this was no time to be indulging in academic curiosity. Time was a commodity more precious than crowns. And currently, I had little of both.

“Coppelia, this is no time to be tasting the outlandish fare of common-born nobility. Even as we ponder, foul deeds sully the name of my kingdom while the econo–while the people yearn for relief.”

In response, she patted a small pouch by her belt. A small, but instantly recognisable clink rang out.

“I'll pay.”

“Indeed, the royal capital is far away. And it's important to accumulate energy for the journey, lest we falter before we even begin.”

And so–

With my head held high, I marched behind Coppelia as she loyally led the way to the securing of our first key provision.

A crêpe.

End of The Villainess Is An SS+ Rank Adventurer, Book 1.

You can preorder Book 2 of The Villainess Is An SS+ Rank Adventurer here, or join my Patreon to read the very latest chapters!





Afterword



Hello everyone!
Thank you so much for taking the time to read the first book of The Villainess Is An SS+ Rank Adventurer. Did you enjoy the start of Juliette's noble quest to rescue her quality of life?
If so, there's a lot more to come in the sequel!
This story was originally written on Royal Road. Since then, I've polished it up significantly for the release you're reading. I truly hope this book was able to meet your expectations.
If you wish to read the very latest chapters of Juliette's chaotic adventure, then you can do so over at my Patreon as I write them. I'm unsure when you're reading this, but currently, the story is on Book 5!
Once again, thank you for picking up the first book of The Villainess Is An SS+ Rank Adventurer! If you have a moment to spare, please leave a rating or review. As an independant author, each one helps me an incredible amount, allowing me to reach more people and write more books.
That's all for now! Our princess has quite the journey ahead of her, and I hope you’ll be there every step of the way ... beginning with the next book!



Read More



[image: ]


For more of my stories, check out my Lily Clairet books! Written in the style of Japanese light novels, it's a cozy, slice of life series about the daily struggles of a high school girl in Kanazawa, featuring mysteries, comedy and beautiful illustrations by Rumikuu.
You can read it on Kindle now!




Contact


Join my Discord to keep up with my books!
https://discord.gg/VJt46JS5Fy
You can also support me on Patreon to read the latest chapters!
https://www.patreon.com/kayenano
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