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      Observing the Order of Beast Hunters’ Training


      “So what’d you think, Dahlia?”


      “I’ve never seen such agility.”


      Before Dahlia, on the training grounds of the Kingdom of Ordine’s Royal Order of Beast Hunters, knights sparring and dodged attacks with movements so unreal that one would think they were computer-generated—an observation that she could only make as someone who had reincarnated into this fantasy world from another.


      In this world, her name was Dahlia Rossetti. In her previous life, she had worked for a company that produced household appliances—until she worked herself to death.


      Although this world did not have household appliances, it did have something similar, and while it lacked electricity, it did have magic. In place of appliances, there were magical tools.


      Dahlia worked as a magical toolmaker, one who developed and created said magical tools. She mainly created ones that could be used in everyday life, similar to her original world’s home appliances. The year before, in order to ensure her access to materials, she had started a company that sold those magical tools as well, so she was also the chairwoman of the Rossetti Trading Company.


      In addition, she had earned herself a position as the Royal Order of Beast Hunters’ magical toolmaker advisor. It was an important title, though it never actually put Dahlia anywhere near the front lines of battle. Her job was merely to invent, manufacture, and improve on magical tools that were essential to the squad’s operations. It was her prior fine service in providing the Order of Beast Hunters with supplies for their expeditions, such as drying insoles, toe socks, and camp stoves that had earned her this position.


      As a result, it did not take long for her to be promoted to the position of baroness, a decision that, for a commoner like herself, was so stressful that it tied her stomach up in knots.


      “Thanks to these combat boots, we can move even better than before.”


      The one who had asked Dahlia the initial question, and who was now looking at her with a smile on his face, was a knight by the name of Volfred Scalfarotto—or Volf, as Dahlia called him. As a Beast Hunter himself, he had been participating in the training session as well, just moments prior. He was one of the Scarlet Armors, the knights who took on the role of spearheading the attacks against monsters. He was also the son of Earl Scalfarotto.


      Volf had glossy black hair, a visage so perfect that you would have suspected it was crafted by a master sculptor, and dazzling, golden eyes that seemed to have their own gravitational pull. His beauty had earned him the unofficial title of the handsomest man in the kingdom.


      However, his handsome looks had also made him the target of many women’s affections, with some of them taking their fixation on him to the point of obsession and harassment. On top of that, his popularity attracted deep jealousy from and misunderstandings with other men.


      The more Dahlia learned about Volf’s past personal relationships, the more sympathy she felt for him.


      Contrastly, aside from her vibrant red hair and green eyes, Dahlia’s appearance was as plain in this world as in her last. Besides her broken engagement to the fiancé her father had picked out for her, she had no marriage or romantic history to speak of.


      Dahlia and Volf had met by happenstance, and after hitting it off, they became close friends. Nowadays, the two of them often drank and dined together at Dahlia’s home—the Green Tower—went shopping together in the city, and even worked together for the Order of Beast Hunters.


      Today, like many other days, they were having a casual chat together after the Beast Hunters’ training session, which Dahlia had been given the opportunity to observe.


      “Do these new boots really feel that much different from your older ones?” she asked Volf.


      “Yeah, they’re way more comfortable. I still haven’t used them to kick a monster, though, so I can’t tell you exactly how strong they are.”


      The new combat boots Volf was wearing were a joint production between the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department and a shoemaker. As the department’s name suggested, the boots were also magical tools. The boots, which were made by combining slime with scrap leather that had been meant for the discard pile, and then enchanted with reinforcement magic, were light, excellently waterproof, and very durable.


      The new boots were one and a half times more durable than the squad’s old ones. According to one squad member, they could be used to “deliver a good strong kick to any monster without getting damaged,” after he himself had in fact used them when fighting a forest serpent, a massive snakelike monster.


      The boots had now been further improved upon, with each pair being customized for each member of the squad, the ratio of leather-to-slime being modified, and every pair enchanted with even stronger magic. The durability had nearly doubled, and in order to increase the power of the knights’ kicks, the soles were reinforced with iron plates.


      The squad members tested out the new boots by kicking a thick wooden board to smithereens and blasting a large hole in a pseudo-wall made of brick. They all looked very happy with the results. Dahlia earnestly hoped that all monsters would move far away into the deep mountains and forests and far out of human reach before the knights kicked them to death.


      In any case, Dahlia was impressed by the feat of engineering the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department and the shoemaker’s workshop had achieved by working together. As she stood there, admiring the boots, someone called her name.


      “Miss Dahlia, do you have a moment?”


      “Yes, I do. How may I help you, Sir Randolph?”


      The one who had just called out to her was a knight named Randolph Goodwin. He was a Scarlet Armor like Volf and one of his good friends. Even among the other knights in the squad, many of whom were tall in stature, Randolph’s large build stood out. In his hands he held a heavy broad shield.


      “I wanted to ask if it’s possible to have more impact absorption material applied to the back of my shield?”


      “Of course. I can take care of that for you.”


      Randolph’s broad shield was a tool for both offense and defense. He used it not only to protect his body but also to immobilize and strike down monsters. The impact absorption material that was adhered to the back of the shield was another magical tool that Dahlia had had a hand in developing.


      Powdered yellow slime formed the main ingredient of the material, which was combined with a mixture of pennyroyal extract, armored crab acid, and powdered kingsnake, then enchanted with nonelemental magic. The texture of the material was similar to the memory foam that existed in Dahlia’s previous world.


      As the description suggested, the material could absorb shocks from impact, so it was being applied to the backs of broad shields to reduce the strain that was put on the wielders’ elbows and shoulders. However, it was a recently developed material, which was still in the process of being tested by Randolph and the other broad shield-carrying knights.


      Dahlia jotted down some notes, then asked the question that sat at the forefront of her mind.


      “Do you feel as if the impact absorption material has degraded at all?”


      She didn’t yet have any data regarding its deterioration over time.


      “The material itself does not appear to have degraded, but it has changed shape, and I do feel that it is becoming less shock absorbent,” Randolph said as he showed her the back of his broad shield.


      The material had been placed in the shapes of ovals in two spots—one large patch around the handle and one near the bottom where the knight often placed his knee. The material around the handle, which was where the most stress was applied, did appear partially sunken in.


      “Randolph, that’s no good. Even swords get dull,” Volf said bluntly when he saw the shield.


      “What do you mean?” Dahlia asked. She couldn’t see the connection between a dull sword and the impact absorption material.


      “During training, Randolph and the other knights who use broad shields strike at each other. Even with the impact absorption, it’s inevitable that their shields will get battered, just like swords dull.”


      “But I use my shield to halt and strike monsters during real battles too...”


      “Which means you should have the option to change out the material with new padding while on expedition,” Dahlia said.


      The impact absorption material clearly had its limits. More material could be added to the parts that became sunken in, as Randolph had asked for, but Dahlia wondered if it might be even better to replace the material entirely.


      Randolph furrowed his brow. “Wouldn’t it be more cost-effective to just add more where it’s needed instead?”


      “Ah, I see your point...”


      On top of risking their lives to fight monsters, the Beast Hunters even worried about their budget. Finances were as big of a concern in this world as in the one Dahlia used to know. She hoped that the Adventurers’ Guild could expand their yellow slime cultivation efforts to help lower their cost. Plus, she would also have to consult with the Scalfarottos’ magical tool development team. Dahlia took notes as she considered the priority of her tasks.


      The knights finished their training and walked from the training grounds toward where Dahlia was standing.


      “Thank you as always, Master Dahlia!”


      “Master Dahlia, what did you think of our training session?”


      The knights happily thanked her and asked her questions. Dahlia took even more notes.


      “Thank you for sharing your thoughts with me,” she said as their conversation reached its end.


      “Do you have work to do after this, Dahlia?” Volf asked.


      “Yes. Lucia wants me to go to the Magical Garment Factory to discuss the expedition nightwear. We have to decide on the placement of the warm air circulators, among other things.”


      The presentation Lucia had put on the other day at the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing regarding innovative expedition nightwear that resembled animals and monsters was still fresh in Dahlia’s memory. Already she was hard at work making improvements on the nightwear to make them better suited and comfortable for wearing on expeditions.


      “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”


      “Right, I need to discuss the impact absorption material beforehand, so I’ll go straight to the villa.”


      “Sounds good. I’ll come over as soon as the squad’s meeting is over.”


      Dahlia and Volf had plans at the Scalfarotto family’s villa tomorrow, but those plans did not include just the two of them. A few days ago, Volf’s older brother, Guido, and his bodyguard, Jonas, had gifted each other magical weapons—the Ice Spider Wand, a potent ice magic wand, and the Night Piercer, a magical sword that possessed powerful fire magic.


      Dahlia had been involved in the development of both weapons. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the magic and skill needed to actually create them, so she had enlisted the help of more experienced magical toolmakers to do so.


      She had witnessed the creation of both magical weapons, but she had yet to see them in action. When Guido and Jonas offered to give her a demonstration in person, she accepted without hesitation.


      “Looking forward to it!” Volf said.


      “Me too! I can’t wait!” said Dahlia, equally excited.


      They moved on to discussing magical materials as they made their way toward the carriage.


      ***


      “They’re so innocent, it’s like watching a pair of children just on the cusp of adulthood...” an older knight near Randolph muttered to himself. The knight was watching Volf and Dahlia as they walked away.


      Although he wouldn’t say so aloud, Randolph had the same thought. The pair were well beyond sixteen, the age of majority, but they smiled at each other as sweetly as children would. It warmed Randolph’s heart to witness, but it also made him a touch envious.


      “They should move at their own pace...” Randolph began, just for another voice to forcefully interrupt him.


      “What are you talking about, sir?!”


      The voice belonged to one of the younger knights. He had green eyes and was close with Volf. He probably took the older knight’s words as teasing.


      “Kirk,” Randolph started. He wasn’t sure if he should stop the young knight from offending his elder or if he should let him say his piece. In that split second of indecision, Kirk continued.


      “Even kids nowadays move faster than that.”


      Instead of objecting to the knight’s statement, Kirk just wanted to make sure he had the facts right. It was also clear from what he said that Kirk was on the side of wanting to give those two a push. Randolph even heard Kirk mutter under his breath, “Volf just needs to say the word to Master Dahlia...” but Randolph pretended not to have heard him.


      “I suppose you’d say that. Your wedding’s this summer, right?” the older knight asked.


      “Yes! We’re making preparations for it now.”


      “You must have a lot of things to decide on, right? Like food, speeches, clothes...”


      The older knight trailed off with a faraway look in his eyes. He was already married and from a noble family. He was probably reminiscing about his own wedding.


      Noble weddings involved the joining of two families, so there were many preparations to make, and many problems could arise as well. Though as someone not only older than Kirk, but even Volf, Randolph had no plans to marry anytime soon himself.


      “Yes, my fiancée and I are deciding on everything together, so it’s been a lot of fun!”


      The younger knight’s sunny smile was as radiant as the backs of the pair walking into the distance.

    

  

  
    
      The Bodyguard and the Blighted


      “Right this way,” Jonas said, showing Dahlia into the library room next to the study.


      Dahlia arrived at the Scalfarotto family’s villa shortly past afternoon tea time. Earlier in the day, she’d had a meeting at the Arms Works to discuss increasing the variety of thicknesses for the impact absorption material, after which Guido asked her to come here. He wanted her and Volf to see the Ice Spider Wand and Night Piercer being used after dark.


      Volf was meant to meet her here as well, but the Order of Beast Hunters’ meeting to make adjustments to their armor and uniforms was taking longer than expected, so he had sent word that he would be a little late.


      Since it was too late for afternoon tea and Guido advised against drinking too much tea before dinner, Jonas suggested Dahlia spend some time in the library room.


      “This is wonderful... I don’t even know where to start.”


      Two walls of the room were covered in bookshelves and appeared to form a small library of sorts. They were filled with books on various subjects, including history, geography, magic, as well as some storybooks. There were also many thicker tomes, likely deluxe or collectors’ editions. It was a fascinating collection.


      “If you see one you’re particularly interested in, feel free to take it with you,” Jonas said.


      It seemed they even loaned out books from this library. When Dahlia spotted an old magical tool book in the corner of her eye, her heart thrummed with excitement.


      “Thank you. In fact, I think I would like to borrow several, if possible.”


      Guido poked his head in from the adjoining room and said, “You are welcome to take several dozen, if you like. Or if you’d prefer, you can stay overnight here and read for as long as you like.”


      “Thank you for your kind offer,” Dahlia said with a chuckle. She knew he was only joking, but with the number of books in this room that were difficult to find anywhere else, she really could see herself reading all through the night.


      “Now then, I need to review a bit more paperwork. Choose whatever you’d like to read in here, Madam Rossetti.”


      “I apologize for intruding while you have so much to do.”


      “Not at all, it doesn’t matter to me where I read. In fact, I get so many people coming to my office and interrupting me in the castle that I often come here when I want some peace and quiet.”


      Dahlia remembered her colleagues from her previous world would say the same thing. Their working hours were taken up by visitors, reprimands from their boss, and reports from their subordinates. It was only during their overtime that they could actually do their real work. Dahlia hoped that her old colleagues did not work themselves to death like she had.


      “Jonas, do be sure to fetch any books for Madam Rossetti that she cannot get herself.”


      “Certainly.”


      “Oh, there is a step stool, so I can manage by myself. Please, I don’t want to keep you from your work,” Dahlia insisted.


      The bookshelves were quite tall, but Dahlia saw there was a step stool large enough for her to reach the top shelf by herself. She didn’t want to bother Guido while he was doing work he had taken home with him.


      Guido suggested she could call a maid for help too, but in truth, Dahlia wanted to be able to pick and choose the books she wanted at her leisure. Jonas seemed to have guessed what she was thinking. He left the door open a fist-sized crack, told her to call him should she need anything, and then returned to the study.


      Once he and Guido began leafing through documents, Dahlia headed for a bookshelf.


      She put on a pair of white cloth gloves, carefully pulled out an ancient-looking book about magical tools from a lower shelf, and carried it to the desk in the middle of the room.


      The book, which was bound in black parchment and edged with a decorative silver-blue border, was quite heavy. Dahlia’s heart was pounding with excitement as she placed her hand on the cover, when suddenly she heard a knock on the door of the room next door.


      “Pardon me,” said a man’s voice.


      “It’s rare to see you here,” Guido replied with familiarity. “Has something happened?”


      Dahlia guessed the man either had some connection to the Scalfarotto family or was a friend of Guido’s. She tried not to listen in on their conversation and gently opened the cover of the book.


      However, she could hear the visitor’s voice clearly through the gap in the door.


      “Lord Guido, I have come with a request concerning your protection once you are promoted to marquis.”


      “And what might that be?”


      “Lord Jonas can remain as your attendant, but I recommend you find another to take on as your bodyguard in the castle. I must implore you to choose a high-ranking noble’s son who can act as both your guard and an advisor.”


      “Having the son of a high-ranking noble as an advisor would indeed lessen the friction on our family as we climb the social ladder. However, I hate to think of the debt that would bring.”


      “Then at least consider hiring a bodyguard who is closer to you in rank.”


      Apparently the man had come to advise Guido to hire a new bodyguard, but Dahlia heard only the visitor and Guido speaking. She hadn’t heard Jonas say a word.


      This did not sound like a conversation that she should be overhearing. She wondered if she should close the door, but then decided against it as that could possibly disturb their conversation or cause undue worry. Unable to move, Dahlia sat and held her breath.


      “In your opinion as a butler, do you believe Jonas is insufficient as my bodyguard?”


      “No, that is not what I mean. I mean no offense to Lord Jonas, but blighted individuals are generally regarded as dangerous. Although they are quite capable, there have been instances involving adventurers who have died during incidents where they were unable to control their magic. In the worst-case scenario—”


      Finally, Dahlia heard Jonas speak.


      “Lord Guido, may I have permission to make a comment?”


      “Yes, go ahead.”


      “I understand your concern. However, I have signed a high contract with the temple. Should Lord Guido order me to die, then I will obey that order at once. Even in the unlikely event that I lose control, as long as he gives the order, my heart will stop. There is no need to worry.”


      “A high contract...? Why in the world would you do that? Doesn’t that mean you’re no better than a criminal?!”


      It seemed the visitor—the butler—had been unaware of that. His voice was filled with reproach.


      “It was my choice. I do not want to degrade myself by causing trouble for my master,” Jonas replied, his voice unwavering and cold.


      Dahlia bit her lip. Even among temple contracts, a high contract came with very strict restrictions. It required total obedience to another’s commands, so much so that one would be forced to comply even if their master ordered them to die. Dahlia had heard about high contracts as being a type of temple contract, but she hadn’t known anyone who had actually signed one.


      In the past, they were sometimes used for criminals with powerful magic, but Dahlia suspected Jonas’s contract was not to restrict his actions but a form of insurance were his blight to cause him to go berserk. Otherwise, she couldn’t see how Guido and Jonas could be as friendly with each other as they were.


      “Jonas has made his resolve clear. Nevertheless, while others may excuse his position as an attendant, rest assured that if he carries a sword in the castle as a bodyguard, there will be many who will condemn his being blighted. Once you become a marquis, you will receive criticism from every possible angle. I know this is a difficult subject for you, but please give it some consideration, Lord Guido.”


      Once the butler made his plea, a long silence followed.


      Then, at last, there was the sound of Guido’s chair creaking. Try as Dahlia might not to listen, his voice was clearly audible.


      “Your family has been working for my family since your grandfather’s time, yes? I myself had great trust in you. I appreciate what you have done for me from my childhood up to today.”


      “Lord Guido...”


      “Once I take over as the family head, please accompany my father to the country. I hear my uncle there is in poor health. I worry for my father to be there on his own.”


      Guido’s tone was kind, but his voice sounded terribly dry.


      “Please wait, Lord Guido! Who will oversee the main house—?”


      “Quiet, Jonas.”


      Guido cut Jonas off as he was about to plead for him to reconsider sending the man to the countryside. For a moment, no one spoke.


      “Well, do I need to ask our very capable butler to hurry with his reply?”


      After a pause, the man replied, “At your behest, my lord.”


      “I’ll ask for your son to take your place.”


      “But my son is still young and inexperienced.”


      “He is your son. I have full faith in him.”


      At Guido’s response, the butler gave a conventional goodbye and left the room.


      As soon as she heard the sound of the door closing, Dahlia finally let out a deep breath. She carelessly closed the cover of the book in front of her, which made an unexpectedly loud thud. Soon after, the door to the adjoining room opened wide.


      “I’m sorry you had to hear that uncomfortable conversation, Madam Rossetti.”


      “No, I—”


      I didn’t hear a word, would be a noblewoman’s courteous response. But Dahlia felt concerned when she saw the forced smile on Guido’s face and Jonas standing behind him with his rust-colored eyes cast downward. She was sure none of them were in the wrong. Not Jonas, who made the decision to become blighted in order to become stronger. Not Guido, who appointed him his bodyguard. And not the butler, who worried for both of them.


      “I... I think it’s a good thing that Master Jonas was, I mean is, and will hopefully be from here on, your bodyguard...”


      Unsure of what to say, Dahlia accidentally spoke in the past tense and had to hastily correct herself.


      “Thank you, Master Dahlia.”


      Jonas raised his gaze and spoke without changing his expression. Still, Dahlia could see there was a light in his eyes.


      “Thank you, Madam Rossetti. But truthfully, I just don’t think there are any bodyguards as good as Jonas.” Guido’s forced smile transformed into a mischievous smirk. “Jonas used to be shorter than me, long ago. When he told me he wanted to be my bodyguard, the butler who was just here told him that he was too small to be of any protection, so he encouraged him to study and become an attendant. He told me then too that I should have someone else be my bodyguard.”


      “I see...”


      “But Jonas is a knight to the core. He trained to be a bodyguard in tandem with studying to be an attendant, and to make himself grow taller, he ate twice as much, hung down from the trim of his room, and drank milk every day, even though he hated it—”


      Jonas interrupted his master by loudly clearing his throat. “Please refrain from talking about things from so long ago, Lord Guido.”


      It sounded like he had tried everything he could to grow taller. And it seemed his efforts had worked. When the two of them stood next to each other like this, Dahlia could see Jonas was two fingers taller than Guido.


      “Well, as a result, he became the perfect bodyguard and attendant,” Guido said.


      “That’s amazing. And you’re the head of the weapons development team too.”


      Attendant or bodyguard was a difficult position on its own, but Jonas was performing both roles. Plus, he was the head of the Scalfarotto Arms Works—though Dahlia did feel contrite for being the reason he was dragged into that role.


      “Ah, and since you’re rising to the rank of baron in the spring, I have to figure out how much to raise your salary. But my biggest worry is something else entirely...” Guido sighed.


      Dahlia felt awkward to ask him to explain, so instead she turned to look at Jonas. His rust-colored eyes were narrowed, and with a hardened expression, he asked, “Are you referring to the matter of my adoption, Lord Guido?”


      “No, that will sort itself out. A coward such as myself wonders how I will manage if I give you too much work to do and you one day tell me you can no longer toil under such a demanding master. You have no intention of doing that to me, do you, Jonas?” Guido asked with a smile.


      Jonas’s expression softened. Then his face broke into a wicked grin as he replied, “Who’d give up such a great meal ticket?”


      Guido laughed, and try as she might, Dahlia couldn’t hold back her laughter either.


      ***


      Once evening began to darken the windows, Dahlia was shown to a drawing room.


      Atop a plush carpet, so soft that Dahlia’s heels sunk into it, sat a large heated low table made of white wood. Instead of chairs, large, thick cushions were placed around the table. They were covered with brown fur that made them look warm and inviting to sit on.


      “I’m home!”


      Before Dahlia was even fully under the table and blanket, Volf arrived. He came into the room at a brisk pace and turned to look at her with his usual kind smile.


      “I’m home, Dahlia!” he repeated.


      “Wel...” Dahlia started, then hastily rephrased, “Thank you for having me, Volf.”


      She had almost told him “Welcome home.” Although, since this was his home, perhaps that wouldn’t be wrong to say after all.


      “Welcome back, Volf. How did your armor adjustment go?” Guido asked with an older-brotherly air.


      “They fixed up the shoulders and back and added impact absorption material to the elbow and knee pads,” Volf explained as he got under the table himself.


      The impact absorption material made of yellow slime was now being applied to the interiors of the royal knights’ armor as well, starting with those of the Order of Beast Hunters.


      “Oh, Master Jonas, Randolph wanted me to give you his thanks. He says that the new impact absorption material on his shield feels even better in his hand.”


      “I am happy to hear that. That is due to the efforts of Master Idaea, so I will pass that along to her.”


      Idaea, the chief researcher of the slime farm, was always hard at work cultivating and researching slimes. At the start of the new year, she informed Dahlia that the ratio of high-quality slime had increased. High-quality slimes required meticulous care, including being given the right food and temperature as well as individual attention. But knowing Idaea, she probably did all of that with a smile.


      “All right, then. Everyone is here now, but...” Guido looked out the window, then turned to Jonas. “I still see vestiges of twilight outside, so I don’t believe we’ll yet be able to see the flames of the Night Piercer in all their glory. Let’s have a light meal first.”


      “I will inform the kitchen.”


      Dahlia watched as Jonas left the room, then felt a twinge of nervousness. She did not know the correct etiquette for dining on a low table like this. This sort of thing wasn’t explained in any of her noble etiquette books.


      “Ah, Madam Rossetti, I want you to consider this a space where you can feel at ease. We are all friends here,” Guido said.


      “Dahlia, you can relax,” Volf assured her. “Dorino came over the other day, and we all drank together here.”


      “We chatted late into the night with him too. It was quite fun.”


      “Really?”


      She had made the brothers worry about her, but hearing that Dorino had also come here and conversed with Guido did make her feel a bit better.


      Not long after, Jonas returned to the room, pulling a large silver cart that held four large trays, one for each of them. Jonas placed a tray in front of each of them as Volf laid out the silverware. Dahlia guessed that servants and maids did not enter this room. The four of them took their seats around the table.


      “Let’s eat first and save the drinking for after the demonstration. I had to skip lunch today thanks to a meeting at the castle,” Guido said.


      For the time being, bottles of sparkling water and glasses were placed on the table instead of alcohol. Since they would be wielding magical weapons after dinner, delaying the alcohol was a wise decision in the name of safety too.


      “Did you have a busy day at work, brother?” Volf asked.


      “Not really, my meeting just ran late. A lot of end-of-the-year donations came in, so we want to distribute those funds for highway and port maintenance as soon as possible. Farmers have less work in the winter, so finding the labor should be easy.”


      As she listened to him speak, Dahlia was reminded of how Guido was a political figure. She felt a new wave of nervousness as she was encouraged to begin to eat.


      The arrangement of plates on top of the tray reminded Dahlia of a school lunch tray, but the food they held was incredibly lavish. There was a marinated white fish made to look like a rose, a neatly diced colorful salad, and a mousse pudding whose colors blended from orange to yellow to green. Dahlia hated the thought of destroying any one of them with her fork.


      But the dish that caught her eye the most was a thick baked pizza with nearly overflowing toppings.


      The pizza was topped with vegetables like onions, asparagus, and tomatoes along with thickly sliced ham and heaped with cheese. The edges of the pizza were quite tall to keep the ingredients from spilling over.


      “There are more pizzas baking, so have as much as you like,” Jonas said with a smile.


      “Th-Thank you,” Dahlia replied. He must have seen her admiring the pizza.


      But surely eating one slice of this pizza would be enough to fill her. There was also something on her mind. Can Jonas eat this too? Dahlia recalled that he wasn’t fond of vegetables or overly cooked food due to his blight.


      Worried, she looked his way and saw that in place of the thick pizza, his plate held a generous portion of what looked like seared steak.


      “Master Jonas, is your main dish today beef?”


      “Yes, Lord Volf. Courtesy of the Order of Beast Hunters.”


      The white fish served to him was likely unseasoned, but it was still shaped like a beautiful rose, just like the one on Dahlia’s plate. His salad bowl was filled with squid and octopus, cut into pretty red and white cubes. His mousse dish was white and yellow, so Dahlia had a feeling it was a meringue. It was clear how much creativity the chef had put in to make Jonas’s meal have the same appearance as the other plates.


      The butler from earlier might have expressed his concerns about Jonas’s blight, but it was undeniable there were many people who supported Jonas as he was.


      “It’s hot...”


      “Lord Guido, it will take some time for this pizza to cool down.”


      Guido had started with the pizza. He took the glass of water Jonas offered him.


      As Jonas said, a pizza with that many toppings and so much cheese was sure to take a while before it was cool enough to eat. Wondering if she should start with the white fish marinade, Dahlia looked to Volf. He was carefully chewing on a bite of pizza, and he had already put away over half of it. Apparently he did not share his brother’s sensitivity to hot foods.


      Against her better judgment, Dahlia cut into her pizza with a knife. She waited until the toppings and the melted, stretchy cheese were properly cooled down until she took a bite. The rich flavor of the cheese, the sweetness of the vegetables, and the chewy interior and crunchy exterior of the pizza dough combined in her mouth. She found she couldn’t help but chew more than usual just to savor the taste, though nowhere near as much as Volf was savoring it.


      Halfway through their meal, Guido suddenly announced, “Volf, Eraldo will be returning once I am promoted to marquis.”


      “Eraldo... Um, how is our brother doing?” Volf asked.


      Dahlia had heard of Eraldo Scalfarotto, but she knew him only by name. He was Volf’s older brother and the third son of Earl Scalfarotto.


      “He is well. But I’m sure you’ve heard about the wyverns that appeared at the end of the year, yes? Since then, he has been a bit busy patrolling the kingdom’s borders. Although lately there have only been fangdeer sightings.”


      “Fangdeer? I’ll make sure to say a prayer that he doesn’t get trampled by one,” Volf replied.


      “He’ll be fine. Knowing Eraldo, he’ll freeze them all in ice to be used for food.”


      “Lord Eraldo would likely even try to cut them with his sword before the ice even melted,” Jonas explained.


      Dahlia listened to the three of them speak as she ate bites of the mousse, enjoying its exquisite combination of salt and spices. She felt she was starting to form a strange impression of Volf’s third oldest brother.
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      “Speaking of, Eraldo also sent me a letter, asking if I was going to appoint someone to be my advisor once father retires to the countryside. No one has any faith in me, it seems.”


      “An advisor to a family head...” Dahlia repeated in wonder.


      The butler who had come earlier to discuss Jonas had also mentioned Guido having an advisor. An advisor to a family head must have been considerably different from a castle position like being an advisor for the Order of Beast Hunters.


      Dahlia had never even heard of such a position, so she decided she would research more about it once she got home. As she was thinking that, her eyes met Guido’s.


      He smiled at her gently and said, “Madam Rossetti, an advisor to a family head is someone who is by their side to give counsel when they need it. They even assist with their work sometimes. They are relied on when there is a sudden change in family head or when more specialized knowledge is required. Sometimes, advisors are brought in from higher-ranked families and are there for their prestige only. They are often a family member, someone of the same rank, or someone from a higher-ranked family.”


      “Thank you for the explanation. I was unfamiliar with the practice.”


      An advisor in this context was someone who gave support and guidance to a family head. It was no wonder it wasn’t included in her books about general noble etiquette.


      “Excuse me, brother, but I’m not too familiar with it either. Are there a lot of family heads that have an advisor?”


      “There are quite a few, but it also depends. In the case of the Dukedom Gastoni, the previous head’s younger brother is the current head’s advisor, and Lord Grato also calls on his younger brother to be his advisor during important meetings at the castle. Since the advisor performs the same duties as the head, they are allowed entry into the castle and participation in meetings along with them. Unfortunately, they do not receive double the salary,” Guido said playfully. Both Dahlia and Volf both couldn’t help but smile.


      “Our family started as a viscounty, so we’re subjected to a fair amount of criticism. That should lessen if I appoint a high-ranking noble as my advisor. Lord Gildo has even told me to call on his help should I need it.”


      “Do you intend to ask him for help?” Volf asked. “It’s not good to overburden yourself.”


      “No need to worry about that. I have no plans to take on a higher role than I already have in the Mages’ Corp. Moreover, due to the familial limit, I cannot take over the higher-up role our father had in the Mages’ Corp.”


      “Familial limit?” Dahlia repeated when she heard yet another term she was unfamiliar with.


      “Ah, I should explain. It’s not public knowledge, but top-ranking positions in the castle cannot be taken over by someone else from the same family. This is in order to prevent corruption and collusion. For example, the son or daughter of a senior official cannot take over until ten years have passed after their mother or father have retired into another role, no matter how brilliant or capable they are. That also goes for knight captains, the head treasurer, and the commander of the Mages’ Corps.”


      This was Dahlia’s first time hearing that such a system even existed. Unlike her previous world, this world had no television or newspapers. Her entire life here, she had never put names and faces to government officials. She knew nothing about them.


      “This rule only applies to high-ranking positions in the castle, not the jobs within individual families. Many families have been involved with managing the capital and castle, as well as maintenance of the city’s walls, highways, and ports for generations. The same goes for our family in regards to the production of water and ice crystals. This is because we must continuously pass down the techniques involved for the process. The same applies for magical toolmakers, right, Madam Rossetti?”


      “Yes, I believe you’re right.”


      When it came to magical toolmakers, they often learned their techniques from masters. Starting from scratch with self-study took an immensely long amount of time.


      “More than anything, I don’t want having an advisor to impact the distribution of water crystals. That alone is something I cannot let be influenced by another family. But there are limits to what I can do alone. I can leave our territory in the country to my father and uncle, and we can continue to coordinate with each other regarding the magic crystals too.”


      Guido, soon to become a marquis, still thought like the Earl of Water.


      “Lord Guido, are you sure this is all right?” Jonas asked, but although he said his master’s name, for some reason, his rust-red eyes were turned toward Dahlia.


      She was unsure what he was referring to, but Guido soon responded, “This is nothing that needs to be hidden from Madam Rossetti.”


      Dahlia had been given an audience to a declaration by the Earl of Water, but she certainly had no intention to spread this information around elsewhere. In fact, she felt a deep respect for him. If all nobles gave as much thought as he did to the citizens of the kingdom, then Ordine would become a much more prosperous place.


      “Well, considering the future of our family and the Arms Works, I do hope that you will become involved in our family’s work, Volf.”


      “Brother, I...” Volf trailed off, sounding baffled.


      “I know you take a lot of pride in your work as a knight in the Order of Beast Hunters. I don’t mean you should start right now. I just want you to consider it as an option for your future.”


      “Okay,” Volf said after a pause.


      A shadow passed over his face, worrying Dahlia. It was surely no easy task to weigh his duty as a Beast Hunter against the importance of his family’s work.


      “Of course, I know it will be difficult to ask for advice about your future with a family member. Madam Rossetti, could I ask you to lend an ear to Volf should he need your counsel?”


      “U-Umm... I’m not sure I could do much more than listen...” Dahlia squeaked out, thrown off by Guido’s sudden request.


      “That is more than enough. All someone needs to make their life easier is at least one person who they can be honest with.”


      Guido smiled as though he was speaking from personal experience. Next to him, Jonas was drinking sparkling water as if it were alcohol.


      But even if Volf came to Dahlia for advice about his future, she wouldn’t be able to give him advice or suggestions. What she could do was give him her full attention and maybe suggest they go out for a meal and drinks to raise his spirits. She wasn’t an especially useful friend.


      Surely Dorino or Randolph would be better suited to the task, she thought to herself as she looked at Volf. He was already staring at her with his golden eyes.


      Before she could speak, Volf gave her a smile of relief and said, “So I guess that makes you my advisor, Dahlia.”


      Once they were finished eating, the group of four moved to the back of the villa.


      A Scalfarotto family mage lit Dahlia’s way with a magical lantern. The light from the mansion did illuminate the surroundings a bit, but she was in an unfamiliar place and had bad night vision, so she was grateful for the assistance.


      Above her, the winter sky glittered with stars. Dahlia was wearing a coat, but the three men wore only their suit jackets, each carrying their respective weapons. Volf carried the Ice-Wing Sword (aka, just a hilt), Guido the Ice Spider Wand, and Jonas the Night Piercer.


      “Well, I suppose I’ll go first.”


      Guido moved away from the rest of them with his Ice Spider Wand in his right hand. He smoothly lengthened the extendable wand and waved it like a conductor’s baton.


      “Huh?”


      Dahlia gaped at the white blade that instantly appeared. It was made of ice and looked just like the longswords she saw at the castle. The wand had transformed into a sword.


      She worried that the ice handle was too cold, but Guido appeared unbothered. When he gripped the sword in both hands, spikes of white ice swiftly began to grow from the blade. They formed into sleek, exquisite shapes, adorning the sword like flower petals.


      “A lotus...”


      The massive ice lotus was so beautiful that it took Dahlia’s breath away, but she wasn’t given much time to admire it. Guido swung the sword, scattering the ice flower petals. They shattered into pieces the moment they hit the ground.


      He could have just slid it off and used it as an ornament... Dahlia thought sadly. But Guido soon began to summon more pale ice from the sword. The fluffy crystals reminded Dahlia of pictures of hoarfrost she’d seen in her previous life. Where this formation differed was the delicate strands of ice branching through it, which gave it the appearance of an airy bouquet of baby’s breath.


      “That should do it.”


      As Dahlia watched in silent fascination, Guido swung the sword again. The tiny flowers morphed into pure-white ice shards as they fluttered down to the ground.


      “Such a waste...” Dahlia muttered unthinkingly. She startled when she noticed Guido giving her an amused look.


      “Madam Rossetti, I can always remake it. You need only say the word.”


      “M-My apologies, I didn’t mean...”


      Dahlia felt ashamed for saying something so thoughtless. Both the ice lotus and baby’s breath bouquet had been pretty enough to put on display, but making flowers certainly wasn’t the main purpose of the Ice Spider Wand. However, even though that particular function wasn’t suited for fighting, she did find that it fit Guido’s elegant nature.


      “Volf, why don’t you go next and show us some more ice?” Guido suggested.


      “Sure!”


      Volf walked to where Guido was standing to take his place.


      “Here I go!” he exclaimed cheerfully as he held up the Ice-Wing Sword.


      The “sword,” which he and Dahlia had made together a few days prior, was currently nothing but a hilt. And unlike the Ice Spider Wand, its magical power was weak. She felt a little bad that Volf had to go after Guido, since his sword seemed so much weaker in comparison.


      However, Volf looked ecstatic as he gripped the hilt with both hands.


      “Ice-Wing Sword,” he said.


      It was more of a statement than an incantation, but Dahlia could have sworn she felt a wave of strong magic.


      The hilt glowed with a pale-blue light as a translucent blade grew out smoothly from it. The thinness of the blade, reminiscent of insect wings, made it look incredibly fragile. Dahlia stared, transfixed, anticipating the moment the quickly extending blade might snap, but it grew to the length of a longsword without incident.


      “Oho. You’ve gotten it to grow much faster,” Dahlia heard Guido mutter in awe from beside her. He was staring at his younger brother’s magical sword with delight.


      Meanwhile, Jonas’s rust-colored eyes were narrowed as if he were inspecting the sword. The half-moon emerged from behind the clouds, bathing the translucent sword in a pale light. The blade, which had extended soundlessly, easily surpassed Volf’s own height. There were no cracks or areas of uneven thickness, which meant Volf had managed to channel a consistent stream of magic into the hilt. That required considerable magic control to accomplish. It was no wonder why he had such mastery over his sköll bracelet.


      “Any more and it might break under its own weight,” Volf said.


      With a slightly disappointed look, Volf stopped the blade from growing further. Then, likely for the sake of safety, he snapped the blade of ice at the base and laid it on the ground.


      “You got it to grow quite long,” Dahlia commented.


      “Yeah, I’ve been practicing out here,” Volf replied with a happy grin.


      Indeed, he would attract a lot of attention if he used the Ice-Wing Sword within castle grounds.


      “Next up is Master Jonas, then.”


      “Very well.”


      Dahlia assumed Jonas would take the same place as the others, but apparently not. Instead, he walked to a spot even farther away from the one Guido and Volf had been standing in.


      “Now then, Master Dahlia—your attention, please.”


      “Ah, yes!” Dahlia nodded, startled at the sound of her own name.


      Jonas drew the Night Piercer from its red sheath, sending out a gentle undulation of magic. With the sword in his right hand, he held it straight up to the sky, and red flames flared from the reddish-gold blade. The column of fire contained a spectacular blend of colors, from dark brown, to deep crimson, to bright scarlet, vivid orange, and a radiant yellow that was almost white. The column reached high toward the sky.


      “Urgh!”


      Dahlia clasped her trembling hands tightly.


      Now she knew why Jonas had decided to stand so far away. The flames were hot, yes, but more intense were the vibrations of his magical power. The fact that his magic made her lightheaded despite her preparation showed just how powerful he was.


      The dazzling light of the flames shone even brighter than the moon.


      “That’s enough, Jonas,” Guido called out.


      Jonas lowered his sword and the pillar of fire vanished instantly, plunging their surroundings into what felt like an even deeper darkness than before, as if that spectacle had been nothing but a dream.


      “It’s gotten a bit chilly, hasn’t it? Let’s warm ourselves with a hot drink so we don’t catch a cold.”


      Volf nodded in response to Guido’s suggestion. The Night Piercer’s flames hadn’t burned for long. Jonas’s face betrayed no emotion, but he seemed like he could go on longer. They were probably being cautious for Dahlia’s sake—so that she would not become ill from the magic exposure.


      “I would like to see it for a bit longer, but potions cannot bring back burnt hair,” Guido said.


      “Hang on, is Master Jonas’s hair okay?” Dahlia asked nervously.


      He had produced an impressive fiery column. Standing directly underneath it must have been very hot. Jonas was blighted, and he had scales on his right arm, so it stood to reason that he would have some amount of resistance to heat. But naturally, he also had hair on his head—something that would not hold up well to getting burned.


      “Master Dahlia, there is no need to fret. My hair is just fine,” Jonas informed her.


      “Guido can dump water on his head if anything were to happen, so don’t worry,” Volf added.


      Dahlia was at a loss for what to say or how to react. She turned to look at Guido with uncertainty, and he smiled at her elegantly.


      “And in the worst case, I can always provide Jonas with a toupee. I have also been thinking that a magical tool that could protect him from heat would also be a good idea. I’ll call on your help for that, Madam Rossetti.”


      Faced with the smiling brothers and her work colleague, whose face was impassive as a stone, all Dahlia could do was nod noncommittally.


      ***


      The four returned to the drawing room and sat around the heated low table again. Although Dahlia hadn’t felt that cold outside, her hands and feet were chilled. The warm blanket was a relief for her hands.


      On top of the low table was one green bottle, another bottle of amber-colored liquor, and a silver pitcher of water.


      “Dahlia, would you like whisky or plum liqueur for your hot cocktail?” Volf asked.


      “Plum liqueur, please,” Dahlia replied without hesitation.


      Now she knew that the green bottle held the plum liqueur. And the silver pitcher was filled with hot water.


      Volf poured a light brown liquid into a thick glass. When he added hot water, a sweet scent wafted up that reminded Dahlia of her past life.


      Volf handed her the glass, then began to make the same thing for Guido. Across from him, Jonas made two cocktails using a dark whiskey.


      “Cheers! To not getting a cold.”


      “Cheers.”


      With their own glasses of warm cocktails in hand, they began to drink leisurely.


      The heat of the water warmed Dahlia’s tongue as the distinctive flavor of the plum liqueur filled her mouth. It must have been sweetened with a fair amount of sugar. It was sweeter than the plum liqueur of her previous world and went down smoothly, and perhaps because she was so cold, she downed half the glass in virtually no time.


      Across from her, Guido had only just brought his own plum liqueur cocktail to his lips. In her noble etiquette books, it was written that women should drink slower than the people around them. And yet here she was guzzling down her drink faster than the oldest member of their group, Guido. She wrapped her hands around her glass in a desperate attempt to conceal its contents, but there was no hiding what she had done.


      “Are you quite fond of plum liqueur, Madam Rossetti?” Guido asked.


      “Yes...”


      “As am I, but it takes me a while to drink it hot like this.”


      The hot water also intensified the scent of the alcohol. Guido was probably waiting for that to settle before drinking. As she considered that, Jonas slid out from under the table and went to grab another water pitcher from a cart in the corner of the room.


      Dahlia thought he was going to add more hot water into Guido’s glass, but the liquid he poured into it extinguished the white steam.


      “I’m sorry, brother, was it too hot?” Volf asked.


      “Only a little.”


      Considering the large amount of water Jonas had added, Guido’s drink must have been fairly lukewarm now. But after Guido took a small sip of the drink in his glass, which was nearly full to the brim now, he let out a deep exhale.


      “That just warms me right up...”


      Realizing now just how sensitive he was to hot drinks, Dahlia silently enjoyed the fragrance of her plum liqueur. She recalled how Lucia had once remarked that it seemed many nobles were sensitive to hot foods and drinks.


      Dahlia could think of several reasons why that might be—one being that their kitchens and dining rooms were far apart from each other so they had fewer opportunities to eat piping hot food, and another being that they were required to eat with refinement, which did not include blowing on their food—but the best temperature was one at which an individual could enjoy their drink.


      Just as Dahlia felt her chilled body start to warm, there was a knock at the door. Volf went out into the hallway, then came back inside pulling a silver cart.


      On the low table, he placed a large plate of a type of food that Dahlia often ate herself.


      “These are fried potatoes. According to Dorino, this is one of the most popular snacks people buy at his family’s restaurant. Dorino gave us the recipe, so I asked the chef to make them,” Volf explained.


      The potatoes were cut into rough wedges. White steam billowed up from them, and they were still sizzling with hot oil. They were seasoned in two different ways. Some had a generous amount of salt and pepper, and the others were sprinkled with sugar and a light amount of salt.


      Jonas passed out a small plate and fork to each of them. Obviously, they were not going to eat the potatoes the lower city way, with their fingers.


      Dahlia pierced a potato on her plate with her fork. The golden brown exterior broke open to expose the white flesh inside. She bit into the steaming hot potato and slowly chewed, covering her mouth with her fingers. Normally, she’d wash down the salty potato with an ale, but the sugary plum liqueur also paired nicely with it. She could never tire of the simplicity of salty and sweet pairings. Enjoying fried potatoes and plum liqueur so late at night, and after dinner at that—how sinfully indulgent.


      Across the table, Guido had cut up his potato into four pieces and was patiently waiting for them to cool down. She wondered if it wouldn’t be a better idea to just cool them down with a hand fan.


      Next to him, Jonas was chewing loudly. Dahlia thought he might be eating grissini, thin sticks of bread, but based on their short and jagged appearance, they seemed to be something else entirely.


      “How are they, Master Jonas?” Volf asked.


      “Delicious. They are perfectly salted and have an enjoyable texture.”


      “Great! Dorino thought you might enjoy fried fish bones too.”


      Jonas was eating fried fish bones made from the backbones of small fish. They were a commoners’ snack and one that Dahlia herself had often eaten as a child.


      “Could I try one?” Guido asked.


      “You are welcome to have more than one. I have more than enough to share. Master Dahlia, Lord Volf, please help yourselves as well.”


      Jonas served them all another small plate of fried fish bones, and they continued their conversation as their snacks crunched in their mouths.


      “This is my first time trying these. They’re quite nice and savory. From marinated mutton to candied apples, I’m starting to think the lower city has more delicious fare to offer than the noble’s quarter,” Guido remarked.


      “From now on, if I find something delicious, I’ll report it to you,” Volf said.


      “Please do. I look forward to your findings.”


      Dahlia couldn’t help but smile as she listened to the brothers’ conversation. She glanced next to her and saw that Jonas’s rust-colored eyes also seemed to be smiling, and that he was hiding his upturned lips with his glass.


      After they chatted for a bit longer, Jonas set down his empty glass. Volf was about to make him another hot cocktail, but Jonas stopped him and repositioned himself to face both him and Dahlia.


      “I beg your pardons, Master Dahlia and Lord Volf, but I would like to take this opportunity to speak to you regarding a certain matter.”


      “Of course, go right ahead.”


      Dahlia wondered if he wanted to speak to them about her company, matters regarding the castle’s weapons, or their work with the slime farm. She sat up straight and faced Jonas. He turned his gaze to Volf.


      “The Ice-Wing Sword you created for Lord Volf has the potential to be very dangerous depending on how it is used. I urge you to keep it an utmost secret, and to exercise full prudence when creating magical swords in the future.”


      “Master Jonas, we will take adequate precautions when developing magical swords,” Volf replied. “But the ice of the Ice-Wing Sword does not get very solid without the help of my brother’s ice magic, so it breaks easily once it gets to a certain length.”


      “Master Dahlia, do you share Lord Volf’s— No, let me rephrase. What effect did you intend the Ice-Wing Sword to have when you went into making it?”


      “I did not intend for it to be used as a sword. I, er, only had the idea of it being a fun way to make long pieces of ice, like a sword-shaped ice maker.”


      “A sword-shaped ice maker...” Jonas repeated. He put his fingers over his mouth and said no more.


      Without the reinforcement of someone with high magic like Guido, all the sword could do was extend a fragile piece of ice that had no hope of being used as a weapon. It might be capable of cutting skin if one wasn’t careful, but it stood no chance against a real sword.


      “Understood. I see now that you two view it as a regular magical tool, while I simply see it as a weapon. If it were me—” Jonas paused and lifted his plate up with his right hand.


      “It need not even be the shape of a hilt, but as long as it could be concealed in a small object, it could be used as an assassination weapon. If it were activated close to an opponent’s neck, even a powerless person could use it. One could equip several people with it so they could use them on someone from multiple directions. If you give them to young children and have them use them all at once, they could be used to create a disturbance.”


      Dahlia was dumbfounded.


      “I understand what you’re saying, Master Jonas, but if you think of it that way, then how is it any different from a knife or a fork?” Volf asked.


      “Bodyguards are watchful of those items as well. However, it is difficult for people to be vigilant of things if presented in unfamiliar forms. Lack of caution, weapons with unknowable range, and enemies that can come at you from any direction all pose a danger.”


      “Well...”


      “I am not asking for you to understand. I only wish for you to remember there are people who hold the same viewpoint as I do,” Jonas said in a low voice.


      Guido, who had been quiet this entire time, finally spoke up. “You two understand Jonas’s concern, yes? We only ask that you take sufficient precaution to keep this under wraps, and to continue reporting all of your creations to us. As long as we are made aware, we can keep them secret or do something about them through the Arms Works, if need be. That’s why I pay Jonas an additional salary, after all.”


      “Which I appreciate. I work as hard as that salary allows, so please report to us promptly.”


      With that, the tense atmosphere thawed. After she and Volf thanked them, Dahlia felt her shoulders relax. Then, she remembered something.


      “I do have one question. My father taught me that mages are much stronger than any magical weapon. Are there not many magical tools being used as weapons in the castle then?”


      “That is an internal affair of the royal knights, but I would be happy to answer if this is a question you would like to ask as an advisor of the Order of Beast Hunters.”


      Although Guido’s mouth was turned up in a smile, Dahlia sensed a slight coldness in his blue eyes.


      “No, that’s all right,” she hastily declined. “I apologize for asking such an impertinent question.”


      If she felt the need for such information, then she should go through the Order of Beast Hunters to obtain it. This was not a proper discussion to have over casual drinks, as a guest in someone’s home.


      “Not at all. It’s understandable you would want to know, as a magical toolmaker and a member of the Arms Works. But let’s change the subject.” Guido loosely folded his hands on top of the table and smiled brightly. “There are a certain number of people within the royal knights who believe in magic supremacy. While they are fine with using magical tools for daily life or as a support item, some believe it perverse to use them as weapons. They believe they are stronger than needing to rely on such tools. And, well, there are many more who hold that opinion in the Mages’ Corps.”


      Didn’t he just say that he wouldn’t tell me about their internal affairs? Dahlia took the wide-eyed look on Volf’s face to mean this was not common knowledge.


      “Most of those people are high-ranking nobles and their associates. Indeed, they have strong magical powers and offensive strength, but it’s unclear if they just hate to lose, or if they’re just plain stubborn—”


      “Lord Guido, another drink?”


      “Ah, yes...”


      Jonas skillfully stopped Guido from saying anything further.


      Dahlia quietly let out a breath. The mages of the royal knights were indeed exceptionally strong. She could understand why they would have trouble seeing the need for magical weapons.


      I wish they would lend some of their own power to slaying monsters, rather than the squad having to rely on magical tools, Dahlia thought, but she wasn’t sure whether that was something that she desired as an advisor to the Order of Beast Hunters, or if it was her own personal wish. But she couldn’t deny she felt slightly discomposed.


      “By the way, Master Dahlia, what did you think of our demonstration?” Jonas asked.


      “I found it beautiful... I was impressed to see how expertly you three were able to wield your weapons,” Dahlia answered, choosing her words carefully.


      She immensely enjoyed seeing their weapon demonstrations. It was such a spectacular thing to see that she wanted to borrow Volf’s words and liken it to a street performance.


      “My daughter finds the wand to be such a delight. She thinks the lotus and baby’s breath flowers I create are beautiful. But I have still yet to master it. I’m attempting to make my wife’s favorite flower, a rose, but I’m hopeless at it.”


      “A rose?”


      The lotus petals Guido had created earlier had been magnificent, and the bouquet of white baby’s breath had also been very pretty. A rose seemed like it should be easy for someone like Guido, but perhaps it was tricky to get the shape just right.


      “To make a rose, I have to make my magic curve to create the petals, which is a bit difficult.”


      “Compared to other types of magic, ice magic does prefer to stay in a straight line.”


      It sounded like it was the fault of a peculiarity of ice magic. Dahlia was sure she’d seen wind and fire magic curving, but never ice magic.


      Suddenly, she recalled how she’d rotated the kelpie bone as she was carving it.


      “Lord Guido, um, could you not make your magic curve by rotating the wand?” she suggested.


      “Madam Rossetti, can you explain what you mean by that?”


      “Well, if you channel your ice magic while turning the wand, I wonder if it would make the ice curve a little. Just something that came to mind...”


      Dahlia’s voice trailed off as she explained, rotating her fork between both of her palms. He’s probably already thought of such a simple idea.


      But Guido’s eyes lit up with a smile. “I see. Now that is interesting. I’ll have to give that a try.”


      Guido held the Ice Spider Wand in the palms of his hand and kept it unextended. He then created a flower of ice that could fit in the palms of his hands. He rotated the wand in his palms to make the lengthening petals curve and slowly fold in on themselves. The resulting petals could be seen as nothing else but the petals of a rose about to bloom.


      However, cracks began to form in the layered ice, and Guido tossed his creation into a nearby bucket.


      “That looked just like a rose bud, brother!”


      “I’ll have to do more practice before I can give one to my wife. Anyway, I have always been told that I have to keep a firm grip on my wand, so I’ve never used it this way before.” Guido wiped his fingertips with a handkerchief before continuing.


      “However, other mages are in fact able to make detailed ice roses, so I’m inclined to think the problem is my insufficient magic control. Perhaps I should brush up on my skills with the help of a teacher.”


      Even as a royal mage and a soon-to-be marquis, the value of a continued education was not lost on Guido. Surely whoever was going to teach him would have to be a competent individual with high magic.


      “Brother, why don’t you try Dahlia’s method for practicing magic control? You take a sheet of metal coated in sealsilver and channel magic through—”


      Dahlia nearly choked on her plum liqueur. Why bring that up? Guido’s magical grade was much higher than hers, and Dahlia couldn’t even produce a drop of water, much less ice. They were on entirely different levels.


      Guido and Jonas seemed surprised by Volf’s suggestion. They looked at Dahlia with mild suspicion.


      “Volf, is that metal sheet you’re referring to the same as the sealsilver sheets they use on some walls in the castle?”


      “I think so...”


      “Madam Rossetti, could you tell us how exactly you use sealsilver sheets?”


      Dahlia reflexively stiffened under Guido’s blue-eyed gaze.


      “Um, magical toolmakers bore a hole into a metal sheet coated in sealsilver and channel their magic through the hole to train their magic control. Control is important when drawing magical circuits, as it requires a lot of precision.”


      “I see. It’s training for drawing magic circuits...”


      “How do mages practice their magic control?” Dahlia asked.


      “Many channel their magic into magic crystals or do outdoor target practice. Those with grade-ten magic or above are forbidden from attacking a sealsilver sheet at close distance with their magic. While it would be fine if they were always precise and destroyed the sheet, if they make a mistake, they could lose a finger or an arm.”


      “Pardon...?”


      That sounded terrifying, but just how powerful did someone’s magic have to be to be able to destroy a sealsilver sheet? Someone like Dahlia with no offensive magic could only imagine.


      “Some mages avoid attacking with magic at close distance for that very reason. If their opponent has a shield that repels magic, like a sealsilver sheet, then their attack would be deflected. But magic that is powerful enough could break through a shield like that, and at long range, a little deflection is not a problem.”


      “It might even be more effective if you are surrounded by enemies, since the attack would rebound into the crowd,” Jonas said, adding an even scarier image to the conversation. It truly was a relief that they lived in peaceful times.


      “But even if it’s for the purpose of getting better at creating magical tools, isn’t it dangerous to use a sheet coated in sealsilver for magic control?” Guido asked.


      “It does hurt my fingers sometimes, but as long as the hole isn’t too small, it’s not very dangerous at all. And I use enchantment magic, not offensive magic. Have you never used a sealsilver sheet, Lord Guido?”


      “Well, technically. One cannot activate their magic when enclosed in a room whose walls are coated in sealsilver, so first I had to learn to detect those types of rooms. And destroying sealsilver sheets is a way for mages to test their power, so... I have hit one from afar. Jonas has as well.”


      “I did so to test my power after I became blighted.”


      So both of them were capable of breaking a metal sealsilver sheet. That meant they possessed quite powerful offensive magic. Volf was looking at the two of them with reverence.


      “Testing magic is a mage’s specialty. Though some daredevils test just how close they can get to the sealsilver sheet and end up having to be taken to the temple. They get a stern talking to from a priest before getting healed. I have not had that experience myself, mind you.”


      “That is because the Scalfarottos have excellent healing mages.”


      “And I recall you needing a high potion, Jonas.”


      “Brother... Master Jonas...”


      It sounded like a couple of those daredevils were close at hand. Dahlia finished off her glass of plum liqueur and decided to change the subject.


      “I was surprised at how long you were able to make your Ice-Wing Sword, Volf. It was the same width throughout, which means your magic was consistent...”


      “Thanks, Dahlia. I feel like after I got the hang of the Ice-Wing Sword, I also got better at using my sköll bracelet. It’s like, instead of using it in one burst, I can use a weaker version of its effects for longer. It’ll make expeditions even easier.”


      “I’m glad to hear that.”


      Practicing with the Ice-Wing Sword must have also improved Volf’s magic control. His hard work had indeed paid off.


      “On that same topic, Master Dahlia, I have a question regarding my Night Piercer. Do you know of any way I can increase the strength of the flames a bit more?” Jonas asked.


      Dahlia paused for a moment. She thought back to those brilliant flames reaching toward the sky, then shook her head.


      “My apologies, but I do not. Considering the sword’s enchantment, I think you would need a magical toolmaker with high magic to make any adjustments.”


      The Night Piercer had been enchanted by the Merchants’ guildmaster, Leone, who had high magic. It would be difficult for someone who wasn’t a magical toolmaker or a royal mage with high magic to make something that could surpass his creation. Dahlia thought of Carmine, of the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department, but she couldn’t imagine him creating a magical sword even if asked. However, she could think of no one else.


      “Jonas, I am seriously getting worried about your hair, so won’t you give it up?” Guido said.


      “I feel I am so close to adding one more color, but it is difficult to make the flames narrower and stronger...”


      When Jonas said he wanted to make the flames stronger, Dahlia had initially assumed he was talking about power output, but it seemed what he wanted was more color. The blend from dark red to orange to yellow was already pretty enough, but apparently Jonas was aspiring to create something even more beautiful.


      “It all comes down to magic control, as usual. Constricting magic into a thin line is no easy task...” Guido sighed. This was a typical refrain for those with high magic, but this time, Dahlia did not feel envious.


      “Dahlia, don’t magical toolmakers with high magic also use sealsilver sheets?” Guido asked. “I seem to remember Lord Leone and Oswald saying they did.”


      “Yes, they did mention they used them in their Magical Tool Research Group.”


      “Which means, if we practice, we can do it too!” Guido exclaimed, his eyes lighting up in a way that clearly showed he and Volf were brothers.


      No, that’s not what’s important here. He could get hurt, so I should stop him.


      Dahlia looked to Jonas, whom she expected to advise Guido against it, but he was already at the door. “Um, Master Jonas...?”


      “I am going to retrieve some sealsilver sheets from the workshop,” Jonas said, slipping out the door before Dahlia could stop him. Jonas’s motivation for learning was high indeed.


      “Um, Lord Guido, those with high magic typically have trouble with their magic rebounding, so it can be dangerous. I think you should at least have another mage present,” Dahlia said hastily.


      Guido smiled and nodded. “Volf, go fetch a potion and a high potion. I think being prepared for any emergencies will put Madam Rossetti’s mind at ease.”


      “All right.”


      Volf now left the room as well. With only herself and Guido in the room, Dahlia was beginning to feel nervous.


      “Madam Rossetti, among royal mages, my magic grade is about average. It’s only because those who can wield ice magic are so few that I am given preferential treatment. Jonas’s magic grade increased after becoming blighted, but his was originally in the single digits. That is why we both want to truly master the magic that we do possess. However, it won’t be looked on favorably in the Mages’ Corps should I become too close with the castle’s magical toolmaking department. There are factions and other constraints to consider. I’m sure this is something you are familiar with in the business world as well, yes?”


      Dahlia paused before answering. “Yes.”


      Guido’s words reminded her not of the Rossetti Trading Company’s circumstances, but those of the company she worked for in her previous life. Large manufacturing companies had many departments, cliques, and complex interpersonal relationships. She frequently heard about those cliques even getting in the way of product development and teamwork. Guido’s place of work was the castle, the center of the kingdom and politics, so things were probably even more complicated there than they had been at her old company.


      “Of course, we will practice using the utmost caution. We will stop as soon as we feel it is dangerous. So what do you say? Will you teach us your way of practicing magic control?”


      “Certainly. I’m sure there is little I can teach you, but I will lend whatever help I can.”


      “Thank you, Master Dahlia.”


      Guido’s bright smile was identical to Volf’s. And the sudden change in address caught her by surprise. While she was searching for the words to respond, Jonas and Volf returned.


      “Master Dahlia, what size would you recommend we make the hole?”


      Dahlia strained to change the direction of her thoughts, then gave the safest option she could think of. “Well, since this is your first attempt, I think you should start with a tube.”


      The three men before her stared at her with widened eyes.


      “What do you mean, a tube?”


      “You can roll the sealsilver sheet to make a tube. Your magic will just come out on the other side, so it is safer than channeling it through a hole. First, channel magic as little magic as you can through one finger, then keep an eye on it as you continue to constrict it.”


      “I see. That does sound less dangerous.”


      This method was typically the first step before using a sealsilver sheet. It was a way to practice simply channeling magic in a straight line. However, it was the safer and more reliable method of checking how narrow one could get their stream of magic.


      “Though since you both have high magic, there is a chance that your magic will hit the wall...”


      “Master Dahlia, there is no chance of us being that unable to control our magic. And anyway, even should Jonas scorch the wall, I can quickly put it out.”


      “Master Dahlia...?”


      “Indeed. I am receiving her instruction, after all. So I have decided to call her that too.”


      It seemed Guido was sticking to calling her Master Dahlia. She wanted to insist he not, but before she could find the words to say so, Volf turned to her with a broad smile on his face.


      “Of course! That makes complete sense.”


      Now that Volf was on his brother’s side, Dahlia found she really couldn’t say anything against it.


      “Here you go.”


      Dahlia decided to take the large sealsilver sheets Jonas had brought and have them rolled into tubes of varying sizes, from wide to narrow. She indicated the sizes she wanted and the three men obliged. She was envious of the way they were able to roll the solid sheets of metal as if they were just thick sheets of paper.


      In the end, they created six differently sized tubes, ranging from larger than a fist to just thicker than a finger. Starting with the widest, Guido and Jonas began channeling their magic through the tubes, with looks of total focus on their faces.


      “As little magic as possible... As little magic as possible...” Guido muttered to himself before shooting out a gush of enough water to fill an entire bucket out of the window.


      Based on how forcefully the water burst out of the tube, Dahlia was sure it made it all the way to the back of the garden. It had been Jonas’s idea to open the window. Had they not, the room would have been flooded with water.


      “Perhaps I can reduce the volume by using ice instead of water...”


      “Brother, doesn’t ice have more volume than water?”


      “Creating ice requires more magic than creating water. But I should probably try to avoid the flower garden just in case...”


      “That’s true, we wouldn’t want the flowers to get frozen in ice.”


      Guido experimented with his magic while consulting with Volf, but it seemed like it would take a long time before he made it to the narrowest tube.


      Meanwhile, Jonas stood facing toward another window with a tube in his hand. He wore a heat resistant glove on his left hand, which held the tube in place, and was getting ready to produce fire from his right pointer finger.


      Dahlia watched him from the side, seeing the pupil of this right eye narrow into a vertical slit—and then red flames spewed out with great force from the opposite side of the tube. It looked like he had successfully constricted his magic into a stream. The flame came out in a line thinner than the tube and extinguished in just a few seconds.


      However, this first attempt had clearly been nerve-racking for Jonas. He let out a long sigh that was audible from where Dahlia was standing.


      “Master Jonas, a flame like that would be very useful for kindling fires on expeditions!” Volf said with a grin from where he was standing in front of the other window.


      “For kindling fires...?” Jonas repeated quietly.


      From where she was standing, Dahlia could only see Volf’s back. He had probably meant what he said as a genuine compliment, but behind him, Guido’s shoulders were shaking with a suppressed laugh.


      “Well, I suppose that means I won’t have any trouble finding new employment.”


      New employment where, exactly? Dahlia wanted to laugh at Jonas’s joke, but there was also something chilling about the way he said it.


      She turned her gaze toward the window, and gasped when she saw the stars outside. She knew they had become absorbed in what they were doing, but she was surprised that it was already the middle of the night.


      “My apologies, I didn’t realize it had gotten so late. Thank you so much for having me here today,” Dahlia said hurriedly.


      But Guido just picked up the next tube. “Madam Rossetti, if you don’t have urgent business to attend to tomorrow, then you are welcome to stay longer. This villa has some spare rooms and available maids.”


      “I very much appreciate it, but if we keep this up too late, it might hinder your work.”


      Dahlia and Volf both had the day off tomorrow, but the same was not true for Guido and Jonas. Their lesson had started abruptly, but she didn’t want to put too much strain on them by having them continue practicing late.


      “Brother, I’ll escort Dahlia home.”


      “Very well. But considering the lateness of the hour, allow me to have a carriage of guards accompany yours.”


      Dahlia was about to decline, but just as she opened her mouth, Guido’s blue eyes darkened as he looked at her and Volf.


      “I am hesitant to say that even nobles are completely safe at night in their carriages. There have been cases in the past where even in the nobles’ quarter, people have been abducted for ransom money. And... No, I just worry too much. But please allow me to provide you with a guard.”


      The note of anguish that was briefly present in Guido’s voice made Dahlia think he was about to bring up the attack he and Volf had been victims of long ago. She silently lowered her gaze.


      “Thank you, brother. That would be great,” Volf said.


      “Thank you for your concern, Lord Guido,” Dahlia said, accidentally speaking over him.


      After a slightly awkward goodbye, Dahlia and Volf left the room.


      ***


      “I have returned. Two carriages have left, and Lord Volf will return here after seeing Master Dahlia home,” Jonas reported after escorting the pair to the carriage stop.


      Before him, Guido had submerged himself entirely under the low table. His jacket was slung across his shoulders, and he was munching on a cold fried potato with a smile on his face.


      Not a trace of the feigned sadness from earlier remained on his expression, nor any dignity of an older brother.


      “I see. This will stir up conversation among those nosing about the Scalfarotto family and Rossetti Trading Company.”


      It was already midnight. A guard carriage bearing the crest of the Scalfarotto family following close after a Rossetti Trading Company carriage at this hour? It wouldn’t take long before anyone who was gathering intelligence on both parties found out about it. This was precisely why Guido borrowed a company carriage from Ivano today. Of course, due to the hour, the coachman was a knight of the Scalfarotto family.


      “Next time Madam Rossetti receives an offer for a marriage interview, perhaps we can hint that she is already in discussions with our family.”


      “Isn’t that an abuse of your power as her noble guardian?”


      “I’m only trying to protect a dear young woman.”


      It seemed to Jonas that he was trapping her in his spider’s web, but as a way to ensure Dahlia’s safety and Volf’s peace of mind, it was a good method.


      The Scalfarottos would take action against anyone who harmed the Rossetti Trading Company—if people came to think that, it could serve as a powerful shield. If anyone chose to meddle regardless, that meant they had either considerable confidence or considerable power, or that they were absolute fools.


      Additionally, Guido had told Dahlia about the Scalfarotto family, internal affairs at the castle, and other things she should likely not be privy to. Treating her like family and teaching her about nobility sounded like a nice idea, but Jonas would rather Guido instructed his younger brother on how to steadily close the distance between them.


      “Anyway, do you really think these tubes of sealsilver sheets will actually break if hit with magic?” Guido asked, moving his gaze to a tube of a narrower size than he had been working with.


      Jonas himself was also curious to see if it would break, but it wasn’t something they should try here.


      “Don’t even think about it, Guido. Do you want to lose three fingernails again?”


      “It was only two. That third one was still hanging on,” Guido muttered back, wiping his fingers clean of the oil from the potatoes with a handkerchief.


      Recently, he had picked up more and more unrefined eating habits—not that it was Jonas’s place to comment on that, considering how much time he’d spent this winter lying under a table.


      “Since we have the opportunity, why don’t we give this a try too... Hmm?”


      Is he drunk, or is his relief making him careless? Jonas felt a slight vibration of magic from Guido as he pointed his index finger into the tube.


      “Wait, Guido!”


      He was too late to stop him, but his body reacted by running out of the way. At the same instant, a white shard of ice pierced the wall, creating a small hole.


      “Sorry, Jonas. Did you get hurt?”


      “Not even a scratch. But that would have been dangerous had someone been standing there.”


      “The ice came out faster than I was expecting it to... Ah, yes, this should help me learn how to hold back. Maybe I’ll keep this tube in my carriage. Or perhaps keep it up my sleeve as an extra weapon.”


      Even as he apologized, Guido seemed like he was enjoying himself. Jonas felt his head ache dully. A tube might very well decrease the number of thieves Guido froze in ice, but Jonas also felt this method would test his own reflexes too.


      It was just a narrow tube made from rolling a sheet of metal coated in sealsilver. And a channeling of magic from his fingertips that did not require an incantation. Yet, he could skewer someone with that ice needle activated before they even felt the vibration of magic.


      Jonas had instructed Volf and Master Dahlia on the dangers of a magical tool that could be used as a weapon, but it seemed a more problematic individual was right in front of him.


      “My master may be the most frightening of all...”


      Jonas’s muttered words did not reach his cheerful friend’s ears.

    

  

  
    
      The New-and-Improved Magical Prosthesis and Unexpected Visitors


      “An old friend of mine who has two magical prosthetic legs resumed his position as a knight yesterday and put in a request to join the Order of Beast Hunters. I was talking to Captain Grato about how we may have too many Beast Hunters before long,” Bernigi said as he removed his own new magical prosthetic leg.


      Bernigi was presently in the room of the Scalfarotto family’s villa that served as the weapons development and magical tool production workshop. He was here today to show them the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department’s latest version of a magical prosthetic leg. It was a welcome opportunity, as Dahlia hadn’t had the chance to see their work yet.


      Along with Dahlia, the assembled were Jonas and Lucia, the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory, as well as someone who was a magical toolmaker and mage from the Scalfarotto Arms Works.


      Unfortunately, Volf had training and was unable to be present for this. Ivano was also busy with paperwork and checking their inventory.


      “This is the newest model of magical prosthetic leg. The structure is the same as previous versions, but it’s been reinforced on all sides, with metal added to the toes and heel.”


      The magical toolmakers of the castle worked together with city prosthetists—craftspeople who made prosthetic arms and legs and various other assistive tools—to improve on the magical prostheses, making them stronger.


      The Scalfarotto Arms Works had similarly improved on Dahlia’s original magical prosthesis. However, unsurprisingly, specialized artisans were a cut above the rest.


      The new magical prosthesis was also made with green horse bone as the original had been, but the bones used were denser and higher quality. The heel’s range of motion was increased, and the curves of the shoe had been smoothed out.


      The metal that was added for reinforcement throughout did not disrupt the original balance.


      The part where the prosthesis joined at the knee was lined with impact absorption material made from yellow slime. It was molded to the shape of the knee, making it so the prosthesis was unlikely to come out of alignment.


      Dahlia was deeply impressed by all of the fine-tuning they had done. Across from her, the magical toolmaker was wordlessly and intently sketching page after page of observations. They were sure to make useful references for the future.


      The magical enchantment that was done using skybat was also superb. Dahlia suspected it was the work of Carmine. Her enchantment had resulted in a sky-blue prosthetic, while this one was a deep blue.


      Not only was the magical enchantment strong, but it was even throughout. Dahlia could spot no inconsistencies at all in the power of the magic. As Dahlia herself could never even dream of performing such an enchantment, she couldn’t help but feel a bit jealous.


      Now that Bernigi had such a wonderful prosthetic, she figured the one that she had made for him would surely be discarded. However, Bernigi informed her that he would continue to use his magical prosthesis for everyday use, while he would use the new prosthesis for his work as a Beast Hunter. It was indeed a good idea to have a spare.


      “I see your boot is very different now too. Is this wyvern leather?” Lucia asked.


      “Indeed. It was made from the leg of a wyvern that was slain at the end of the year.”


      Lucia took the boot that Bernigi had been wearing on his other foot and examined its leather and the sole. The boot seemed to have also been enchanted with strong magic, as it was a splendid dark blue. The fact that the magical toolmaker had achieved the same uniform color for both the shoe and the prosthesis illustrated just how skilled they were. Dahlia doubted she could ever achieve that no matter how hard she tried.


      “It’s remarkable.”


      “Indeed. However, strong magic does not a strong knight make. I still have moments where my own magic gets the better of me. I hate the thought of being outstripped by someone who’s just rejoined the squad...”


      It was a surprising comment to be made by a veteran-knight-turned-new-recruit such as Bernigi, but perhaps that just spoke to how strong the newly reinstated knight was.


      “With all due respect, I believed it would take more time before that individual could be reinstated.”


      “That’s naive thinking, Jonas. Longer legs make one taller and able to jump higher. Unfair, wouldn’t you say?”


      Despite the irritation in his voice, a smile peeked through his expression, eliciting a laugh from the others in the room.


      One more strong Beast Hunter had apparently been reinstated to the squad.


      “The thing is, since the prostheses are blue or navy, now he’s complaining that they don’t match his clothes. He normally wears cream-colored clothing. He has a weakness for finery, so might you be able to do something about dressing up his prosthetic legs, Ms. Lucia?”


      “I would be happy to! If he wants his legs to be a different color, we can achieve that with dye or upholstery, or we could fix it up with a cover or a shoe!”


      “Excellent. Also, Julicia has grown taller, so she’ll be needing a new prosthesis soon. I will entrust you to spruce that up when the time comes as well.”


      “Certainly!” Lucia replied cheerfully, the combat boot propped up on her lap.


      Last year, at the ball for Dahlia’s debut, she’d met a young girl with a magical prosthetic leg named Julicia Goodwin. Currently, the girl was studying to become a magical toolmaker. She was a relative of Bernigi, and she’d informed Dahlia in a letter that she was staying in his manor and undergoing rehabilitation. Dahlia promised to have tea with her once Julicia was able to board and descend a carriage on her own.


      It sounded like Dahlia could look forward to seeing Julicia with a new, prettily adorned magical prosthetic leg the next time they met.


      “Mr. Forto is the expert on decorating prostheses. He was very sorry that he could not be here today.”


      “He hadn’t much choice. They are discussing the budgetary allocation of donations at the large conference at the castle today. I heard every guildmaster has been summoned there. Ah, I’m sorry we had to pull you away from guarding Guido, Jonas.”


      “Not at all. Lord Guido is accompanied by his subordinates today,” Jonas said somewhat stiffly.


      Dahlia heard there were areas in the castle that only those with a peerage or those from families of a certain rank or higher could enter. Jonas was currently in the process of removing his name from his family’s register, so his status was in a tenuous standing until he received his barony. Although they were being conferred their peerages at the same time, Dahlia hoped Jonas could get his just a day earlier so he could stand by Guido’s side.


      As the group examined the new magical prosthesis and its documentation, there was a knock at the door.


      “I apologize for interrupting your meeting, but I have a message for Lord Jonas.”


      “For me? Is it from Lord Guido?” Jonas asked. He stood up from his chair and walked briskly to the servant at the door.


      “No, you have visitors. Chairman Haldard has expressed concern for your well-being. He says he will meet at your convenience, even just briefly.”


      The servant lowered his voice, but he was just loud enough to hear. Apparently, Jonas’s stepfather, Yusef, had come to see him.


      After a moment’s pause, Jonas replied, “Please tell him I am perfectly fine. That is all.”


      He lowered his rust-colored eyes, seeming slightly annoyed.


      “Jonas, could this be regarding the bout we had?” Bernigi asked. He hadn’t even pretended that he hadn’t been listening in on the conversation.


      “Perhaps.”


      At Jonas’s response, Bernigi turned his maroon-eyed gaze toward Dahlia and the others in the room.


      “A few days ago, Jonas visited the squad during our training. Thinking he might like to see how my magical prosthetic leg was working, we did some light sparring. After we were done, I went to the temple to treat some age-related pains in my shoulder, but it seems it was mistaken for an injury.”


      “I, meanwhile, had only dirtied my clothes a bit. But since I was wearing a knight’s uniform instead of my regular attendant’s outfit, perhaps I looked differently from how I usually do.”


      According to what Volf told her, it hadn’t just been a mild spar, but a fierce, hellish battle. Even Volf, as strong as he was, was confident in saying he didn’t stand a chance against those two. They must have just had a different perception about what light sparring was.


      “Jonas, the Haldard Company is a supplier of kingsnake, no? As the head manager of the Arms Works, you must treat your business partners better than that. What harm would it do to just let him see your face?”


      “Very well. I will do so.”


      “Ah, and would you mind if I tagged along as well? It may be more accurate to call me a customer, but I am technically also an advisor to this arms works. Having an elder present could help keep things on track.”


      “Thank you for your consideration.”


      After agreeing to Bernigi’s plan, Jonas instructed the servant to have tea served in both the drawing room and this room. In the meantime, Bernigi put his old prosthetic and shoe back on. He left his new ones with Dahlia and the others, telling them they could continue to examine them.


      Then, he and Jonas left the room.




      A short while later, a maid came in with tea, and the magical toolmaker was called away to inspect a delivery of materials. Since this room was a place for development work, the maid followed the toolmaker out into the hallway.


      Dahlia and Lucia were now the only ones left in the large workshop. Lucia had a lot of questions about monster materials, so Dahlia answered them one by one.


      “Wyvern leather is just amazing. I heard it’s resistant to most scratches and bites, and examining myself, I would believe it.”


      Lucia ran her fingers along the wyvern leather’s surface with keen interest.


      “Lucia, your fingernails might actually break if you scratch it too hard, so be careful. And biting it is probably not a good idea either...”


      “Okay, Dahlia. I’ll stop,” Lucia said disappointedly. Dahlia was glad she was able to protect her friend’s fingernails and teeth.


      They placed the combat boot and magical prosthetic leg onto a side table, then relaxed with their cups of tea. A soft light spilled through the glass window—which was crafted with aqua-blue water crystals—and across the floor. This room would make a pleasant spot for some light afternoon reading.


      “We received some fabric from Išrana the other day, but it’s nothing like the red fabric we have here in Ordine. It’s an interesting color, almost like a vermilion. They use the same dye as us, so I wonder if maybe their water’s different?” Lucia said wonderingly.


      “Yeah, the water quality probably differs between countries and regions.”


      “It sure makes it tough to get consistent colors though. Especially from monster dyes. Not only are there regional and individual differences, but even their diet can change the color. Even professional dyers have a hard time keeping their dyes identical. Just the other day, I just ran out of this one light-blue dress fabric that was dyed with monster dye. I went blue in the face myself just trying to match the color.”


      It sounded like Lucia, who had gone from working at her family’s workshop to being the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory, which was managed by the Tailors’ Guild, had her work cut out for her. She had to learn about so many things, not just about dressmaking, but also fabrics, dyes, and even magical enchantments.


      “By the way, Chairman Haldard is Mr. Jonas’s relative, right? Were you aware of that?” Lucia asked.


      “I was. I met him during a business meeting. We requested some monster materials from the Haldard Company.”


      “I met him at the Tailors’ Guild with Mr. Forto. We’re also expecting to receive monster dyes and gemstones from his company. There are a lot of dyes that can only be found in Išrana, so I think it’ll turn out to be a good opportunity.”


      Dahlia and Lucia occasionally shared information like this. However, their conversations usually consisted of Lucia teaching Dahlia about noble society and their familial connections, of which Dahlia knew little.


      “It seems like Chairman Haldard wants to take Mr. Jonas to Išrana, but I really don’t see that happening,” Lucia said.


      “Me neither.”


      Dahlia just couldn’t imagine Jonas leaving the Scalfarottos and his post as Guido’s bodyguard to go to another country. Not even to return to Išrana, where his mother lived.


      “If only he could bring the person he wants Jonas to see to Ordine, but I suppose that would be hard, given the distance...”


      “Yeah...”


      The person Yusef wanted Jonas to see was probably his mother. There were probably a number of reasons why traveling here would be difficult for her, chief among those being that she had once divorced from a noble family of Ordine.


      Besides, only Jonas could decide whether he wanted to see his mother in the first place. Even Dahlia didn’t think she would be keen to meet her own mother, even if the woman were still alive.


      “A dragon should be able to soar the skies when he wants to,” Lucia said.


      It sounded a bit childish, but as Dahlia watched her friend’s blue eyes looking up at the distant sky outside the window, she found herself unable to respond.


      ***


      “Jonas, you are meeting him as the head of the Arms Works. Since you are wearing a knight’s uniform today, why don’t you carry a sword as well? It’ll make a good impression.”


      “I don’t see the point...” Jonas muttered evasively.


      He was going to meet with Yusef, his mother’s husband. The man was supposedly worried about him, but he was probably just using that as an excuse to convince him to go to his mother. The man needn’t waste his breath.


      “There are plenty of reasons,” Bernigi replied bluntly. “The head of the Scalfarotto Arms Works is meeting with the chairman of a major company from Išrana. How could you not accord every courtesy to such an important business partner?”


      “My mistake. I will get one now.”


      Considering their positions, what Bernigi said did make sense. Jonas followed his suggestion and went to retrieve the Night Piercer from the other room. He had other swords, but this was the one that he had grown most comfortable with. The red sheath was a bit conspicuous, but he was happy that meant it couldn’t be mistaken for someone else’s sword.


      When he placed his sword on his left side, Bernigi nodded with satisfaction. The pair then walked together to the drawing room.


      “Is this the room? Well, shall we go in? Ah, wait. Let me go first and open the door for you.”


      “No, I couldn’t possibly allow you to do such a thing, Lord Bernigi.”


      Bernigi was a former marquis. Jonas couldn’t let him act like his attendant. As he was internally panicking, Bernigi grinned at him.


      “In we go, head manager of the Scalfarotto Arms Works.”


      The old man was going entirely overboard. What is he thinking?


      As resistant as Jonas was to the idea, he couldn’t very well have a disagreement with the man in front of an open door. Jonas walked into the room.


      Mitona and Yusef stood up from the sofa and addressed him.


      “We apologize for coming without a prior appointment. Thank you for your time. We heard that you suffered an injury, Mr. Jonas.”


      “Jonas. Injured? Hurt?”


      “Please, have a seat. I only sullied my clothes during a sparring session. As you can see, I am not injured or hurt in any way.”


      “Thank goodness...” Yusef breathed with relief in Išranic. It seemed he understood without needing Mitona to translate for him.


      Internally, Jonas was confused. He couldn’t think of why Yusef should be worried about him—but then it occurred to him that Yusef probably did not want Jonas’s mother to be upset.


      They all sat down, and the maid served additional teacups for Jonas and Bernigi. Once they all had their cups, Bernigi dismissed the maid from the room.


      “Now then, allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Bernigi D’Orazi. I am a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters and an advisor to the Scalfarotto Arms Works.”


      There was nothing strange about Bernigi’s eloquent and courteous way of speaking, but Jonas was unused to hearing him speak like that. But Bernigi was a marquis, even if a retired one. He likely spoke in that manner for his work.


      “It is a pleasure, Lord D’Orazi. I am Mitona, an interpreter for the Haldard Company. This is the company chairman, Yusef Haldard.”


      “Lord...D’Orazi. A pleasure. To meet you.”


      “I apologize for the concern our sparring match caused you. Master Jonas is very strong, so I was happy to have had the opportunity to train with him, but I am old, you see. I believe there was a misunderstanding that came from my visit to the temple to receive treatment for my stiff shoulders caused by old age.”


      As Bernigi spoke in his very courteous manner, Mitona interpreted what he said. There was no moment for Jonas to interject, so he observed them wordlessly. They should have no more business here now that they have seen I am uninjured. Now we just have to say something about being busy with work and—


      “Ah, are you blighted as well, Mr. Mitona?” Bernigi asked suddenly.


      Everything came to a standstill.


      “And where did you hear that, Lord D’Orazi?” the young man asked, his voice dropping low. He turned his eyes to Jonas, a subtle, dangerous glint in his eye.


      Jonas tensed. Although he did not know what monster Mitona was possessed by, he did know that he was blighted. But neither Jonas nor Guido had said anything to Bernigi.


      “As a Beast Hunter, I can just tell. An old comrade of mine was blighted. His excellent night vision often came in handy.”


      “I see...”


      “Ordine, are the possessed not...shunned?” Yusef asked in Ordinato.


      “It depends on the person, but there are some who hold prejudiced views. Anywhere you go, there will be some people who are wary of those they find strange. However, if the individual desires it and can make effective use of it, I consider that a good thing,” Bernigi stated as if it were a matter of course.


      Mitona quickly interpreted what he said.


      “Speaking of, I hear that blighted individuals’ taste in food becomes more limited. Do you mind if I ask what your preferred food is, Mr. Mitona?”


      “Well, about that...”


      Another abrupt question. Mitona trailed off uncertainly and looked to Yusef for assistance.


      “Mitona likes...sweets.”


      “I see. I happen to have brought some sweets from home that are made with honey. I only have a few, but I would like for you to take them with you.”


      “Thank you very much,” Mitona said, his hardened expression softening.


      Jonas felt both admiration for Bernigi’s handling of the situation and surprise at seeing this unexpected side of him. Although he no longer was a marquis, his title as one had certainly not just been decorative.


      Anyhow, it would not be long before Guido returned. Jonas did not want him to run into Yusef if he could help it.


      Time to thank them and be on our way, Jonas thought as he opened his mouth, but a pair of maroon eyes met his.


      “Now, I have been doing all the talking. I should give the floor to the head manager himself. Oh, I know—would you like to see his sword?”


      “I would be honored to see it.”


      “The chairman said he would be honored to see it.”


      Caught off guard by the unexpected request, Jonas jostled his sword, letting out a loud clatter.


      Although it was a magical sword, its magical circuitry was not visible. As long as he did not channel magic into it, they would be none the wiser. With that thought, he rose from his seat and put distance between himself and the other three.


      “Pardon me.”


      Jonas unsheathed the sword as slowly as possible. It slid out without a sound. The sword’s color resembled that of a drop of blood seeped into glittering gold, with a sliver of blue glinting along its single edge. The decorative guard was black with a reddish sheen, and the hilt was the same deep red as the sheath.


      As accustomed as he was to the sword’s appearance, no matter how many times he saw it, its beauty never diminished. He was not surprised to see the others’ eyes transfixed on the blade. Jonas moved the sword to catch the sunlight coming through the window at different angles. But he neither channeled magic into it nor swung it.


      Then, he slowly returned it to its sheath.


      “A truly magnificent sword. I’m sure it must be worth several of those speedy sleipnirs,” Bernigi said as he smoothed his beard. Jonas suspected he was right.


      It didn’t feel right for him to own such an expensive sword, but when he tried to find out how much was paid for it, he found that the Scalfarottos only paid a sum of ten gold coins to the Merchants’ Guild. That was hardly close to the price of several sleipnirs. Who could have paid the difference?


      When Jonas returned to the sofa, he inadvertently met eyes with the man across from him.


      “Jonas. A red sword...suits you very well. Your sword.”


      His genuine smile, the restrained excitement in his voice, his clenched fists—in an instant, it all made sense. Jonas had thought of this possibility somewhere in his mind. But his heart refused to accept it.


      The one who covered the remainder of his sword’s cost, one of the gifters of this sword, was Yusef.


      Should I thank him, or pretend I haven’t realized? As he struggled with indecision, a quiet voice spoke to him.


      “Your master has given you an exceptional sword, Head Manager Jonas.”


      “Yes, an exceptional sword indeed,” Jonas said, mimicking Bernigi’s professional smile.


      For pity’s sake, keeping an impassive face next to Guido as his attendant is a thousandfold easier than this.


      “The maker is ‘Dawn.’ Do you know of them?” Jonas asked.


      If he could find out the workshop or identity of the person who had forged the sword, he could find out generally what it cost. He didn’t want to owe Yusef anything. He had to think of some way to repay him.


      “Yes, very well, in fact. That is the pseudonym of Yusef’s father, Fajr Haldard,” Mitona replied.


      “Fajr... Ah, that means ‘dawn,’ doesn’t it? He must be a very renowned swordsmith,” Bernigi said with his cup of tea in hand.


      So, Yusef’s father had been a skilled blacksmith. Jonas remained silent, shocked by that revelation.


      “Master Fajr used to make spears and sickles to fight against the kingsnakes that would invade the croplands.”


      For a craftsman like that to forge a sword for someone who isn’t even a blood relative... Did Yusef push him for it? Or perhaps my mother—


      Jonas stopped his train of thought there. It didn’t matter. All he needed was an idea of the sword’s worth so he could repay Yusef and balance the scales again. Meanwhile, Mitona continued his explanation.


      “As the elder of the clan, Master Fajr was supposed to name the child of Chairman Yusef and his wife, Madam Nadja. That is how the Haldards pray for the health and longevity of the children in their family.”


      Bernigi nodded. “Oho. That custom sounds like Išrana’s equivalent of writing a hand.”


      But Jonas was not a part of their family. He shouldn’t qualify for that.


      “Since he was not able to bestow a name, from the time Mr. Jonas began aspiring to be a knight, Master Fajr began forging a sword that he would not sell. It took a while, but that sword is the result of his efforts.”


      From the time Jonas began aspiring to be a knight—was that when he had enrolled in chivalric studies in college, or when he began working as Guido’s bodyguard? Either way, he had been working on that sword for a long time. However, surely Fajr could have made other swords during that time. Why not sell those?


      “We sent many letters saying we wanted to send Mr. Jonas weapons or armor, but the Goodwins, arms manufacturers, responded that while they appreciated the thought, they had to decline. Then, Lord Jedda, the Merchants’ guildmaster, purchased a sword that we just so happened to be looking to relinquish,” Mitona said, a bite in his voice.


      Jonas did in fact recall a discussion about them wanting to send him a weapon or armor. But he had no intention of accepting something that his own family, the Goodwins, made their living from, and neither did he know that Yusef’s own father had forged the sword. In truth, he had never wanted to learn anything about Yusef.


      Now he understood why Mitona was not fond of him. Perhaps that was an understatement—he seemed to despise him from the bottom of his heart.


      “I know you often decline gifts or give them away, but considering this particular case, I hope you hold on to that sword.”


      “Of course. It is a sword given to me by my master. I would never part with it,” Jonas replied with his own biting remark. The smile disappeared from Mitona’s eyes.


      “Jonas, the sword. Name?”


      “A name?” Jonas repeated, not understanding.


      A professional smile returned to the young man’s eyes and face as he explained Yusef’s question. “In Išrana, it is customary for warriors to name their swords. Have you by chance given your sword a name?”


      “Yes. I call it the Night Piercer.”


      “Night... Peers?” Yusef said, not quite catching the words.


      “A sword that pierces the night,” Jonas enunciated.


      “To pierce the night—Alzaraak.”


      Alzaraak—it must have been a word in Išranic. Jonas was unfamiliar with its meaning.


      “Alzaraak is an old Išranic word meaning someone who cuts through darkness,” Mitona explained.
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      Next to him, Yusef continued speaking enthusiastically and with a wide smile on his face.


      Mitona interpreted for him. “I am glad the sword made it in your hands. A night piercer, one who cuts through darkness, is a splendid name that suits you, Mr. Jonas.”


      Something wasn’t quite right. Mitona’s translation was slightly off. What Yusef in fact had said was, “A night piercer, one who cuts through darkness—I’m very happy the sword has a name that suits you, Jonas.”


      “Head Manager Jonas, if only you had been able to express your thanks to Master Fajr for this sword you were fortuitous to receive while he was still in good health,” Bernigi said quietly.


      “Yes, indeed,” Jonas agreed automatically.


      Only Yusef seemed to be smiling genuinely following Mitona’s interpretation.


      “Thank you for today. We look forward to the next opportunity to—”


      Just as Jonas attempted to wrap up the conversation, someone knocked at the door. He gave his approval for them to enter, and in walked Guido. He had returned earlier than Jonas was expecting.


      “Welcome, Chairman Yusef. Am I interrupting?”


      “No. I see Jonas, unharmed.”


      “Lord Guido, we have just finished up here, so let us return to the main residence.”


      He didn’t want the conversation to start again. Learning so many shocking revelations one after another had left him feeling antsy.


      When he proposed they depart to the main residence, an aristocratic smile formed on Guido’s face.


      “But our guests came all the way here. We cannot just send them on their way after a cup of tea. Drinks are being prepared in the other room. We have so much catching up to do.”


      It seemed Guido had placed some ears in the neighboring room. He was becoming more and more like a marquis. It wasn’t as though they were discussing anything that Jonas wouldn’t want overheard, but it was unclear to Jonas how his master was planning to proceed from here.


      “Well then, do you mind if Mr. Mitona and I, being an interpreter and subordinate of the workshop, retire to a separate room to relax?”


      “Of course, I’ll have it prepared for you.”


      Bernigi and Guido had a conversation only with their eyes. The former marquis was yet again trying to behave as if he were beneath Jonas in rank. Guido’s expression didn’t so much as twitch as he informed a servant to prepare another room.


      A former marquis and a future marquis; they both made Jonas’s head ache dully.


      “Pardon me, without an interpreter, Chairman Yusef—”


      “My younger brother will be here momentarily. We can leave the interpreting to him, so that won’t be an issue,” Guido said, cutting Mitona off. He must have been referring to Volf. Jonas should be able to interpret just fine, so why did Guido call for Volf?


      Mitona explained to Yusef how he would be leaving the room and how another would be taking care of interpreting for him, but he looked worried. It was understandable. Depending on how his words were interpreted could put him at a disadvantage. As a chairman of a foreign country, Yusef had the right to decline being separated from Mitona. And if he did, not even Guido could refuse him.


      Regardless, Yusef told Mitona to leave the room as if it were completely normal, then turned to look at Bernigi. Understanding he was being asked to take care of Mitona, Bernigi turned to the young man with a smile.


      “Mr. Mitona, let’s take this time to wind down, yes?”


      “Very well,” Mitona replied quietly after a pause.


      When Jonas turned to look at him, he saw the young man staring at him with his dark eyes. Jonas betrayed no emotion as he returned his look. Mitona opened his mouth, then closed it, only to hesitantly open it again.


      “This is my own personal request. Mr. Jonas, until the day he died, Master Fajr created weapons to protect people, not instruments of death. I hope you wield that sword with great care.”


      “Ah, yes, we are in agreement there. Jonas will not be using that sword to kill, but to protect me. That is the sword’s purpose,” Guido said, making it unnecessary for Jonas to respond.


      His words might sound arrogant, but coming from him, one could only take it as the truth. However, in contrast with Guido’s kind smile, the magic slowly flowing from his feet was chilling. It seemed Guido was in a sour mood today.


      Mitona pursed his lips and bowed. Then, he and Bernigi went out into the hallway.


      Not long after, a servant came to tell them their room was ready as well, and so they moved to another drawing room. It was one of the smaller rooms that had a heated low table. It was a suitable room for relaxing, but considering the company, Jonas didn’t feel relaxed in the slightest.


      He straightened his posture and sat at the table with Guido and Yusef.


      “Chairman Yusef, winter in Ordine must be cold for you. Is this low table to your liking?”


      “It is. Very nice...” Yusef sighed contentedly as he slouched slightly in his seat.


      A table like this was apparently capable of bringing out one’s inner self. Instead of a chairman, Jonas simply saw a man who was sensitive to the cold.


      “I have heard that although Išrana’s climate is hotter than here, the desert gets very cold at night.”


      “Yes. In daytime, desert very hot. At night, very cold.”


      “That drastic of a difference, is there? In that case, we’ll have to arrange for you to take several of these tables with you before you leave, then. Include it with your luggage home.”


      “Thank you, Lord Guido,” Yusef said with a smile. He seemed pleased with Guido’s offer. However, he soon straightened his posture, then looked to Guido and Jonas. “I apologize. Earlier...for Mitona.”


      He must have been referring to their conversation about the Night Piercer. Yusef had likely not expected Mitona to tell Jonas about the particulars of the sword or to tell him to hold on to it and use it with great care.


      “Mitona is...my right hand. Someday, my son’s right hand. He still learns. Please forgive him.”


      Yusef’s sand-colored hair fell forward as he bowed his head deeply.


      “Jonas.”


      Jonas had also been waiting to hear Guido give his forgiveness, but for some reason, he’d said his name instead.


      “This is not for me to forgive. It is up to you,” Guido told him.


      “I was not particularly bothered by it. You needn’t trouble yourself.”


      “Not...partick-you...?”


      Jonas must have spoken too quickly. Yusef did not seem to have picked up the meaning of his words.


      “I am not worried about it. Please do not trouble yourself over it,” Jonas said in Išranic.


      Yusef’s dark eyes went wide. Now that he thought of it, he almost always spoke to Yusef in Ordinato with an interpreter present. Just as he realized that, a knock came at the door.


      “Pardon me.”


      In walked Volf, who was dressed in the exact same outfit as Guido. Perhaps because of the awkward outfit, or because he was here as an interpreter, his expression was stiff.


      “Good, you’re here. This is my younger brother, Volfred.”


      “My name is Volfred Scalfarotto. Welcome, Chairman Haldard. It is a pleasure to have you here,” Volf greeted Yusef in fluent Išranic.


      The Scalfarottos had been educated to converse fluently in Ordinato, Ehrlichian, and Išranic. Consequently, even Guido could speak Išranic without issue. Of course, even though Guido was capable of trading insults with Jonas in Išranic, he pretended he could not speak it well.


      After Yusef and Volf exchanged standard greetings, alcohol and snacks were brought in. This was only an informal, cordial post-tea reception, but Jonas felt even more on edge.


      “Let us continue from this point in Išranic. Volf will translate anything I am unable to follow.”


      That confirmed to Jonas that Volf’s interpretation skills would remain unused, though there was the possibility that Guido would pretend to need them anyway.


      They poured amber liquor into each other’s ice-filled glasses, then toasted to health and prosperity. For snacks, they had a casual arrangement of cheese, wyvern jerky, dried kraken, and a variety of canapés. Jonas had barely drunk any of his tea from earlier. It wasn’t until he took his first sip of liquor that he realized how thirsty he was.


      “In Išrana, the desert can become so hot in the daytime that the sun and sand can burn you. Meanwhile, the night can become so cold that ice forms.”


      Mid-conversation, the sound of Yusef’s mellifluous Išranic captured Jonas’s attention. His speech sounded much more natural.


      Volf asked several questions about the desert monsters and the company’s wyverns, keeping the conversation flowing amicably. As Jonas watched Volf diligently keeping Yusef’s glass full and offering him food, he understood what was going on. Guido’s intention was to have his younger brother practice interacting with guests.


      Jonas was gnawing intently on a bite of wyvern jerky so as not to get in the way of that when he met Yusef’s red-rimmed eyes. Perhaps Yusef had drunk too much too quickly because of the ease he felt speaking in Išranic. His expression was more relaxed than Jonas had ever seen it.


      “Jonas, will you answer me a question from within?”


      In Išranic, “from within” must have meant “honestly.” Jonas prepared himself to be asked if he really did not want to go to Išrana, or if there was truly nothing he wanted at all, but told Yusef to ask his question.


      “Is Chairwoman Rossetti your...lovely woman?”


      “What?!” Jonas, Volf, and Guido all yelped in unison.


      “Where did that come from?”


      “Um, what do you mean by that...?”


      “How did you reach that conclusion, may I ask?”


      All three asked their own questions, and Volf, their interpreter, had switched back to Ordinato. It was in fact very simple. A “lovely woman” meant one’s beloved or sweetheart. Though he could understand Volf’s urgent need to clarify.


      “When I asked Chairwoman Rossetti if she was your comrade, your female friend, or your close friend, she replied that you are an important friend, and that you two support each other. She also said you have other good friends.”


      Yusef had also mixed in some Ehrlichian words. While their connotations were a close friend or a close female friend, what Dahlia had likely meant was “work colleague,” which was different from the original sense of the word “friend.” Due to the language barrier, Yusef had gotten the completely wrong idea.


      “The nuance is different. Those words do not refer to a lover. Chairwoman Rossetti and I are nothing more than work colleagues,” Jonas explained.


      “Right now, you mean? You just don’t know if things will progress further—”


      “If I know anything, it is this. Neither of us is interested in the other.”


      “Was it not Chairwoman Rossetti to whom you gave the vermilion fabric?”


      “No. I sent that to someone from the Tailors’ Guild. Someone I work with.”


      Jonas grew tired of explaining things and ended the conversation there. He didn’t want to create any more misunderstandings. More importantly here, couldn’t those brothers—who hadn’t said a single word thus far, he might add; especially the elder—how the least bit of kindness in lending their friend a helping hand?


      As Jonas suppressed his mild irritation, Yusef continued. “You have a softer look on your face than you used to. If you have a woman in your life whom you love and who has changed you in this way, I would want you both to come to Išrana... I wanted to ask that of you, one last time.”


      Jonas was suddenly aware that Yusef was giving him an uncomfortably tender look. He had lost track of the number of times Yusef had asked him to come to Išrana so he could live together, if there was anything he wanted while he lived there. But today, he spoke in the past tense. Perhaps that meant this man had finally given up.


      Jonas did not have a woman he loved, but he wanted to avoid the possibility of Yusef making his plea again once he heard that. He decided to continue holding his tongue.


      “I would be no father if I did not celebrate you becoming a baron of the Kingdom of Ordine. Nadja will also be delighted to hear about your promotion. Though it is unfortunate that she will not be able to see your dashing figure on the day...” Yusef said somewhat sadly.


      There was no note of performance in his voice. But Yusef was not Jonas’s father. He was his mother’s, Nadja’s, second husband.


      No, Yusef was whom mother first— Jonas interrupted his own thoughts as he became aware that he was clenching his fists. He relaxed them. He didn’t care. The matter had nothing to do with him.


      “Chairman Yusef, how about I send you a portrait of Jonas on the day he confers his barony? That way the whole family can see him.”


      “That would be wonderful, Lord Guido!”


      Hearing Yusef reply so enthusiastically to Guido’s absurd suggestion nearly made Jonas choke. Moreover, Guido was now speaking in fluent Išranic. Wasn’t that going to raise questions?


      “Any portrait of Master Jonas would look exquisite!”


      And to his smiling pupil who was shirking his interpreting role, Jonas wanted to point out that a portrait of him would sell for a much higher price.


      “Jonas, in celebration of your barony, isn’t there anything you want or need?” Yusef asked.


      “There is not. I have no need for anything at the moment.”


      “Well then, do let me know when you find your lovely woman. That is an occasion that calls for a grand celebration,” Yusef said, his smile never falling. The alcohol must have gone to his head.


      Strangely enough, Jonas found it difficult to come up with a retort. To fill the silence, he sipped the dark amber liquor in his cup and let out a long exhale.


      “Yes, it would be nice if you found your lovely woman sooner than later, Jonas. Why don’t you try your luck with a noble lady who will satiate your preference for older women?” Guido said.


      “Jonas, you prefer older women...?” Yusef asked.


      “No, I am not strictly interested in older women.”


      “Then would it be more apt to say you like a mature woman?”


      “Well, I suppose...”


      How did I come to be having this conversation with Yusef? Jonas looked to Guido for help, but his blue eyes were gleaming mischievously. It made Jonas uneasy.


      “I see,” Yusef said. “So then younger women still have a chance. The future is not set in stone...”


      “Um, Master Jonas, what kind of woman do you wish to be your...companion?” Volf asked, choosing his words carefully. He seemed confused by his older brother’s comment.


      Jonas wished Yusef would stop looking at him with his shining dark eyes. Brilliant. Now my headache’s getting worse.


      “All I want is a levelheaded, self-reliant woman,” he said.


      “Levelheaded and self-reliant...” Volf repeated, looking bemused. Guido smiled at him and refilled his glass.


      “An independent woman... Yes, that sounds right...” Yusef said.


      It seemed the man was about to dig back up a possibility that had already been buried. Jonas didn’t want to say another word. In order to silence himself, he stuffed his mouth with a big bite of dried kraken.


      As he chewed, he muttered quietly so no one else could hear, “I want a woman who doesn’t cry.”


      ***


      “See you later, Dahlia!”


      Once they finished examining Bernigi’s magical prosthetic leg, Lucia left with a member of the Tailors’ Guild, who had come to pick her up. Since Marcella was not present, Dahlia would be leaving in a Scalfarotto family carriage, accompanied by a bodyguard.


      Earlier over tea, Dahlia told Lucia she felt bad that she was always burdening others with the task of picking her up and dropping her off places.


      Lucia had smiled at her and said, “It’s our bosses’ job to keep us safe, and it’s our job to follow their instructions. It would cause a whole lot more trouble for them if, gods forbid, we were abducted, since they’d have to go through all the work of finding us. And if anyone were to harass us, depending on the severity of the incident, they might have to file an official complaint on our behalf. It’d be worse to make them deal with all that when they’re already busy enough as it is.”


      Dahlia reflected on what Lucia said and decided she was right.


      In any case, she felt that even though she herself was the one receiving a barony, Lucia was the one who was far more knowledgeable about the behaviors and attitudes of nobles.


      Dahlia had been reading up about noble etiquette, but she still lacked some fundamental understanding of nobility. As she walked down the hallway with a maid, considering this, someone called out her name.


      “Master Dahlia!”


      At the other end of the hallway was Bernigi, his hand raised in greeting. Although he was some distance away, his voice had really carried.


      Dahlia walked toward him, thinking he was going to ask her whether she was finished examining his new magical prosthesis. However, as she got closer, she saw a familiar face behind him. It was Mitona, the interpreter from the Haldard Company, whom she had met the other day. But Yusef was missing from his side. The tired look on his face made her concerned that something had happened.


      “Master Dahlia, are you leaving?” Bernigi asked.


      “Yes, I was just on my way to the carriage stop. Are you changing rooms, Lord Bernigi?”


      “Yes we are. Lord Guido and Chairman Haldard are conversing together, so we subordinates are on our way to have tea in another room until they are done,” Bernigi said, speaking more politely than usual.


      Yusef must have gone to meet with Guido after he confirmed that Jonas was all right, leaving Mitona with Bernigi in the meantime. But then who’s interpreting for Yusef? Dahlia wondered. When she met Mitona’s gaze, she couldn’t help but ask.


      “Um, will Chairman Haldard be all right without you, Mr. Mitona?”


      “Lord Scalfarotto informed me his younger brother will interpret. I was instructed to entrust the task to him.”


      That must have been Volf. She knew he spoke Ehrlichian with Randolph, but she’d never known that he could speak Išranic too. She did recall Dorino saying that Volf once had good grades in college. As someone who had struggled with Ehrlichian pronunciation, she was very envious.


      “It seems I would only be a hindrance,” Mitona said, sounding pained.


      “No! I’m sure they only wanted to give you a break,” Dahlia said hastily, trying to make him feel better.


      Bernigi turned to her with a pleading look. Although butlers and maids would be present in the room, it was not as if they could join in on their conversation. Dahlia knew if she were to have tea alone with Mitona right now, the conversation would end as soon as it started.


      “Would you like to join us for tea, Master Dahlia?” Bernigi asked.


      Dahlia arranged her face into a smile and accepted.


      They went into a drawing room that had a heated table laden with cakes, muffins, cookies, and jams. The sheer amount of food made Dahlia wonder if someone else would be joining them, but the maid only served them three cups of tea. Bernigi sat next to Dahlia, and Mitona sat across from them.


      “Since you two already know each other, let’s all be at ease. Mr. Mitona, this white cheesecake and this raisin butter sandwich are especially delicious,” Bernigi said. With a smile, he recommended several foods for Mitona to try.


      “Thank you. Don’t mind if I do,” Mitona said, taking one of everything that was recommended to him. He happily began eating.


      It didn’t seem like he had taken that big of a bite of the cake, but a third of it had disappeared. Mitona chewed three times, stopped, then slowly swallowed. His mouth turned up at the corners and he closed his dark eyes.


      “Delicious...”


      Dahlia had learned about Mitona’s fondness for sweets when they had first met, but it seemed he really liked them. His face melted into a smile.


      “Glad to hear it! Try this too,” Bernigi said, offering another slice of cake to Mitona.


      Normally, that was a butler’s or maid’s job, but Bernigi looked completely comfortable offering the plate, a wide grin on his face. As for Dahlia, she had already eaten fruitcake with Lucia, so she placed just a few cookies on a small plate and had a cup of tea with milk.


      Mitona, who had already polished off three plates, asked, “Are you not overly fond of sweets, Chairwoman Rossetti?”


      Dahlia quickly swallowed the cookie she was chewing on. “No, I do enjoy them. It’s just that I already had tea a short time ago.”


      “I am terribly sorry for making you sit down for tea again for my sake,” Mitona said, sounding apologetic.


      Dahlia hastily shook her head. Mitona was a guest of the Scalfarottos. She didn’t want to make him feel uncomfortable.


      “There is no need to be sorry,” she told him. “You aren’t making me do anything. And it is true that I like sweets.”


      “Mr. Mitona, you would be surprised at how much dessert and alcohol Master Dahlia here can consume!”


      Dahlia appreciated Bernigi’s efforts to support her statement, but the way he said it almost made her sound like a glutton. She racked her brain for a different topic to talk about. “Mr. Mitona, would you mind if I asked you something about Išrana?”


      Mitona blinked once at Dahlia, then smiled charmingly at her. “Not at all. What would you like to know?”


      “I have heard that horned camels are quite strong, but I was wondering just how heavy a load they are able to carry.”


      Horned camels were camel-like monsters. In Išrana they were a vital resource, used along with camels for transportation, and they were said to be even stronger than horses. Dahlia was curious how they compared to sleipnirs.


      “Horned camels? Well, there are individual differences, but I believe one would be able to pull the load of a two-horse carriage of Ordine with relative ease.”


      “That is impressive strength. Would you say they are comparable to sleipnirs?”


      “I have not had personal experience with a sleipnir, but from what I have witnessed here in Ordine, they are superior to horned camels in strength and speed. However, horned camels are better suited for carrying loads over long distances, as they can do so without rest.”


      “Horned camels don’t need to rest?”


      “They can maintain a certain speed over long distances without needing to stop for water as horses and sleipnirs do. They say that even if you become lost in a sandstorm in the desert, as long as you tie yourself to the back of a horned camel, you will make it back to town.”


      “I see. So they have excellent stamina and sense of direction.”


      As desert monsters, it made sense they were capable of that. They were quite different indeed from horses and sleipnirs.


      “Yes. They are very clever and useful. That is why they say the prosperity of a family or merchant is displayed by the number of horned camels they own.”


      “Oho, I have not heard that before. So, does Chairman Haldard own many horned camels?” Bernigi asked.


      “The family owns one hundred and the company owns two hundred.”


      Those were large numbers in terms of horses—and staggering in terms of sleipnirs.


      “And the Haldard Company has wyverns as well, isn’t that right? I always wanted to ride a wyvern when I was a boy...”


      A faraway look came over Bernigi’s face. He’d probably dreamed of being a dragoon when he was younger.


      From there, their conversation turned to wyverns and other desert monsters. Mitona continued eating one dessert after another as he gave thorough answers to all their questions. Dahlia decided that another muffin or two would be her dinner, and their chat continued.


      After some time, Bernigi got out from under the heated table and undid his magical prosthesis.


      “Ah, excuse me. I’m not supposed to let this get too warm,” he said. “It would be bad if my prosthesis got warped. If it bothers you, Mr. Mitona, I can cover it with a blanket.”


      “No! You are perfectly fine as you are,” Mitona said somewhat loudly. He must have been caught off guard. He stared fixedly at the magical prosthesis before looking back at Bernigi.


      “Pardon my asking, Lord Bernigi, but have you been using a prosthesis for long?”


      “Yes. Long ago, I injured my leg badly in a fight with a monster. Recently, the Scalfarotto Arms Works made this prosthetic for me,” Bernigi said cheerfully.


      Mitona stood up from the table, his face pale. “My deepest apologies, Lord D’Orazi, for behaving rudely toward the former Marquis D’Orazi.”


      “Worry yourself not. I am just an old man who, having no purpose at home following my retirement, returned to the Order of Beast Hunters as a new recruit.”


      It sounded as though Bernigi had only introduced himself as a knight in the Order of Beast Hunters, and had not told Mitona he was the former marquis of the Marquisate D’Orazi. No wonder Mitona was so flustered.


      “My apologies. I should have known when I heard you sparred with Mr. Jonas.”


      Bernigi looked at the young man, who remained standing, with concern. “Enough of that, Mr. Mitona. In the squad, I am but a recruit, and though I may be an advisor of this workshop, I know nothing of magical tools. I am simply an old man who is on the receiving end of their care. You may simply call me Bernigi. I would like for us to continue conversing comfortably, so be at ease.”


      “Thank you, Lord Bernigi. And you may just call me Mitona, please.”


      At last, Mitona returned to his seat.


      As affable as Bernigi was, he was still a former marquis. Normally, Dahlia would not be able to just sit down to tea with someone like him. Though by that logic, she should not be able to have dinner with Volf as often as she did either. As her thoughts started to take an odd turn, Mitona spoke.


      “Lord Bernigi, it seems you and Mr. Jonas are very friendly with one another.”


      “Well, we are colleagues, both in the squad and the workshop. And I find him endlessly amusing.”


      “Jonas? Amusing?”


      The young man’s composed expression faltered slightly.


      “He is a skilled knight, a shrewd attendant, possessed by a fire dragon, and an expert on weapons. He is awful at sarcasm, and he tells these horrid jokes with a straight face. Oh, he is amusing indeed.”


      “You must be very close... Lord Bernigi, please tell me. Do you believe it would be difficult to get Mr. Jonas to come to Išrana?”


      “Personally, I would like him to stay here, but it is up to him.”


      “Mr. Jonas’s mother, Madam Nadja, longs to see him. The life expectancy in Išrana is not as long as it is in Ordine. If possible—”


      “Mitona.” Bernigi wiped the cream from his beard with a napkin. In contrast with his elegant mannerisms, his voice had an edge to it. “If you want Jonas to go to Išrana, you do not try to go through other people, but tell him yourself, directly. And you should hear what Jonas has to say as well. I also recommend that you try not to get emotional.”


      “My apologies. I have asked him multiple times, but I have never been able to get him to consider it... And I said some selfish, pointless things earlier.”


      “They were not pointless. The fact that Chairman Yusef gave Jonas his sword, and that it was forged by his own father, were important things to communicate. The people of this workshop also know about that magnificent sword. It is a fine sword that is filled with powerful emotions.”


      At first Dahlia wondered if she should be here for this conversation, but she realized that Bernigi wanted her to hear this too. Now she knew where the Night Piercer had come from. She thought it was wonderful how the sword held the love his mother had for her son, as well as what Yusef and Fajr had done for him as his father and grandfather.


      But she was convinced Jonas would not abandon his chosen path.


      After a pause, she said, “I cannot see Master Jonas going to Išrana.”


      “Can you clarify? Do you mean you do not want him to go?” Mitona asked. Perhaps her wording was confusing.


      “That is true too, but Master Jonas’s work and his friends are here in Ordine. And most importantly, he is Lord Guido’s right-hand man.”


      “His right-hand...”


      In spite of the discrimination he would face, the changes to his palate, and his new sensitivity to cold, Jonas chose the power he gained by being blighted. In order to stay by Guido’s side, he signed the highest temple contract there was. That resolve was Jonas’s alone. Dahlia didn’t want anyone to take that away from him, even his family.


      Dahlia was worried the term “right-hand” wouldn’t be understood. Mitona remained silent for a time, then he straightened his posture and faced Dahlia.


      “I heard you and Mr. Jonas are both becoming barons. I congratulate both of you on achieving such an honor.”


      “Thank you. I am very grateful for it,” Dahlia said, surprised by the sudden change in topic.


      Mitona flashed her the brightest smile she had seen on him that day. “Please let our company know when you two overlap your names on a single sheet of paper.”


      “When we can overlap our names on a sheet of paper?” Dahlia repeated, confused.


      Bernigi let out a strange-sounding cough. Dahlia turned to see him hastily gulping down tea and guessed that a pastry must have gotten stuck in his throat.


      She watched him with concern until he turned to her with an unreadable expression and said, “Master Dahlia, to overlap names on a sheet of paper is a figurative expression in Išrana which means to get married.”


      “Huh?! Wait, no! Mr. Mitona, Master Jonas and I do not have that kind of relationship! Nor with anyone else, for that matter,” Dahlia explained, her mind in disarray.


      Išranic was much too confusing. She could understand if the phrase referred to signing their names to the marriage registry, but why would they “overlap” them? Wouldn’t that just make the names hard to read?


      “It’s a custom that does not exist here in Ordine. Two people write their names on the same piece of paper, which is then folded several times and then burned. By doing so they pray that they will never be torn apart, in other words, they will be together forever.”


      “I’m sorry, I was ignorant of such a custom...”


      “I should apologize for phrasing it in a way that was incomprehensible in Ordinato.”


      Before Dahlia and Mitona could get into an apology contest, Bernigi muttered, “I wouldn’t have known about it either had I not done so myself...”


      “You did, Lord Bernigi?”


      “My wife made—I mean, my wife happens to be knowledgeable about such things, and she suggested we try it for the experience! When we were young, you see, we were always looking for new things to try...”


      Dahlia was keen to know more, but Bernigi evaded any questioning by saying that he couldn’t remember the details in his old age. Politician-speak was as present in this world as her last.


      From there, they went on to talk about other customs, like what it meant to write a hand in Ordine and the naming practices in Išrana.


      In Išrana, it was often the head of the family who was in charge of naming the children. In the past, the head and their advisors thought up the names, but they would sometimes bear the grudges of parents who did not think the name suited their sensibilities or felt it was too old-fashioned. For that reason, the more common practice nowadays was for parents to produce a list of possible names, from which the head of the family would choose one.


      “Does Mr. Yusef follow that practice too?” Dahlia asked.


      “Yes, with the family’s full approval. The parents write down several names, but the name they want to give their child is written in the largest letters.”


      So it was an unspoken agreement. Dahlia did feel that was best for both parties anyway.


      “In that case, it’d be faster for the parents to just name their child themselves,” Bernigi pointed out.


      “Well, this method allows the family head to discuss the name with the parents should they have any reservations.”


      “Are there names that should be avoided?”


      “Yes. Names such as that of the emperor or his children, names that are too long, names that are hard to say, and names that could be mistaken for magical incantations.”


      “I see...”


      Those did indeed sound like names that were best avoided. They could cause several problems.


      “There are also some parents who try to name their children things like ‘Leviathan’ or ‘Ice Dragon’ in hopes that they will grow up to be strong, ‘Siren’ in hopes they will be beautiful, or foreign words meaning Demon King or Queen...”


      “Indeed, it is a necessary system, then,” Bernigi said. Dahlia nodded.


      They continued chatting about Išrana until Yusef’s meeting was over and Mitona was summoned away.


      ***


      “Ah, Volf!” Dahlia called out when she saw him turn a corner in the hallway. Then she saw he wasn’t alone, and added awkwardly, “And Lord Guido, and Master Jonas...”


      She was meeting a lot of people in the hallway today. Though the day was almost over—it was dusk now.


      “Dahlia, have you been working until now?”


      “No, I was having tea with Lord Bernigi and Mr. Mitona. I just saw Lord Bernigi off, actually.”


      “Yeah, we were talking with Chairman Haldard ourselves. We just finished up. He said he was going to leave with Mr. Mitona.”


      “We had quite an engaging conversation. I wish you could have been there, Madam Rossetti,” Guido said.


      Dahlia thought of the conversation she just had with Mitona, but her attention was soon pulled away by the sight of Volf’s outfit. He was wearing a dark-blue, three-piece suit, such as the one Guido normally wore, and a white silk shirt. The brothers both wore light-blue neckties. The red pocket square peeking out was also a nice touch. With his hair slicked back and his glossy black leather shoes, he looked every bit like a noble. And he cut a very fine figure.


      “I see you two are wearing the same outfit today. You look very nice,” she said.


      “Lucia suggested it. I mentioned that since my brother and I have different hair and eye colors, people don’t always assume that we’re brothers, so she said we should dress alike. Apparently a lot of families dress in matching colors and styles,” Volf explained.


      Of course a couturier like Lucia would know that. She was well-informed even when it came to clothing for nobles.


      “Though unlike my brother, I feel like my clothes are wearing me.”


      “I wouldn’t say that at all. That suit looks great on both of you. You look very handsome.”


      Volf froze for a moment, then replied. “Thanks, Dahlia.”


      His bashful, boyish smile left Dahlia feeling tongue-tied. Then she noticed Guido next to him, his blue eyes sparkling.


      “Very well, we’ll have matching clothes made for Volf for the spring and midsummer! I’ll have to request some additional new items from Head Manager Fano. Ah, and we’ll need some for Eraldo too—”


      “Lord Guido, that can wait until later,” Jonas said.


      It sounded like more work was coming Lucia’s way, which was great. And though she dared not say so aloud here, Dahlia was curious to see the three Scalfarotto brothers in matching outfits. Even from afar or in a painting would do.


      “We should hang up a portrait of you three brothers in the manor,” Jonas said, as if reading her mind. Dahlia smiled and nodded at him.


      The corners of Guido’s mouth turned up. “Don’t forget a portrait of you, Jonas. We’ll have to put that up too.”


      “Brother, uh, maybe we could also have a portrait of Dahlia made?”


      “Wonderful idea! I’ll make an appointment with the artist to have it painted soon after she receives her barony.”


      Dahlia swallowed a scream and managed to compose herself enough to say, “No, a portrait of me won’t be necessary!”


      Why are you dragging me into this, Volf? I don’t need the same treatment as Master Jonas. With her father having passed, there was no one to look at a portrait of her anyway. She would just feel weird looking at herself. But the brothers looked too pleased with the idea and showed no signs of abandoning it. They began talking about the artists who’d painted the portraits in the manor.


      Dahlia looked to Jonas, who she assumed was feeling the same way as her. She hoped he would have some sort of clever comeback for them, but instead he smiled at her placidly and said, “I believe the demand for it is exceedingly high.”


      ***


      The light outside the window of the carriage on the ride home was a brilliant orange. Across from Dahlia, Volf’s profile was dyed the same color. It was clear to see why he was called the most handsome man in the capital. If someone painted him as he looked now, they would be showered in gold coins. As that thought crossed her mind, Volf opened his mouth to speak.


      “Have you ever had someone paint or draw you before, Dahlia?”


      She wasn’t expecting the question, but she thought back and recalled a small drawing that used to hang on the wall when she was a little girl.


      “Not a painting, but when I was small, my father’s friend drew a picture of me and my father together. I think it might’ve been thrown away by now.”


      “That’s too bad,” Volf said with sincerity.


      But Dahlia was pretty sure the paper it was drawn on wasn’t that sturdy to begin with. Besides, it wasn’t easy for a commoner to have a portrait painted of them in the first place. Photographs had made things easier in her previous world, but this world only had paintings done by hand. And a portrait painted by an artist cost a hefty sum.


      “Did you have paintings or sketches done when you were a child, Volf?” Dahlia asked, thinking of the portrait of his mother, Vanessa.


      She had seen it in the hallway of the villa, and it was a very beautiful portrait. The model was already beautiful, of course, but the skill of the painter was also undeniable. The Earldom Scalfarotto likely had their own personal painters.


      “I seem to remember having my portrait painted when I was young, but I’ve never seen it in the house, so maybe they got rid of it... Though I could be remembering wrong and there was never a painting at all.”


      Dahlia thought she detected a note of sadness in his voice. She made her voice as cheery as she could and said, “I would’ve liked to have seen a portrait or drawing of you as a child. I’m sure you were very cute.”


      “I wish I could’ve seen yours. I bet you were even cuter.”


      It didn’t sound like pure flattery, which Dahlia felt a little embarrassed by. Just then, she remembered what Volf had said earlier.


      “Earlier you asked Lord Guido to have a portrait painted of me, but please don’t.”


      “Huh? Why not?”


      He asked in complete seriousness, but that the painting would just go to waste.


      She didn’t want to hang it up in the Green Tower, and she had nowhere else to put it. She could just imagine it gathering dust in the corner of her storage room.


      “I can’t put it up in the tower. Who else would want it, and where would they even put it?”


      “I would, in my room—”


      Volf stopped abruptly. Dahlia stared unblinkingly at his face. Even if he was only teasing her, she wished he would think about how that sounded.


      Volf slid his gaze away from her. “I’ll hang it up in the hallway at the villa. Next to my mother. That way I can look at it every time I walk by. It’ll make a good keepsake.”


      “Absolutely not!”


      Why would he put her up next to his mother? How would he ever explain that to guests? If that was where he displayed it, Dahlia had a feeling she would have to turn her face away every time she walked by it.


      After she vehemently vetoed his idea, Volf sank into thought for a bit. Then, his face broke into a smile.


      “Okay then, I’ll put it up in the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing. You’ve done so much to improve our conditions on expeditions, so I think everyone will offer prayers of gratitude. Me included, of course!”


      “Don’t even think about it!”


      That sounded like some bizarre religious ritual. No thank you. They were already calling her the Goddess-Savior of Athlete’s Foot, and its shortened version Goddess of Athlete’s Foot, when she wasn’t around. What if that stuck? Not to mention it would be just too embarrassing. She really hoped he wouldn’t put up her portrait there.


      “If anything, you should put up a portrait of you in the villa, Volf!”


      “Nah, it’s no fun looking at my own face. My brother probably wants it as a keepsake, but that might not be true for others...”


      A portrait of a noble’s son like Volf would make a good keepsake or memorabilia, but his expression was dark.


      “Something on your mind?” Dahlia asked.


      “Did you have to draw your classmates in art class in college?”


      “No, when I was in college, we used plaster busts as references, not each other.”


      “Ah, I wish that’d been the case in my class. We had to decide on poses and draw each other. It was difficult—for more than one reason...”


      Dahlia assumed he’d had a female classmate as a partner, which had made things uncomfortable for him.


      Volf turned to face the wall. “My partner was a guy studying chivalry, but he was also in the art club. He was a good artist, picky about his poses, drew several pages of drawings, and even said he would submit them for the school festival...”


      “That must have been hard for you...”


      I wish I could have seen those drawings... Dahlia swallowed down those words. She didn’t want to wound his pride. This had happened during adolescence. Surely having several drawings of himself plastered around the school must have been embarrassing for him.


      “A little while after that class ended, all the pictures were stolen. Later, I heard similar drawings were being sold, and there was a fight over who had drawn them first. I got dragged into it. A teacher ended up scolding me, telling me not to let just anyone draw me... I explained that I didn’t even get a single copper coin from it, and it was just for class. Thankfully the art teacher came and understood what had happened.”


      “That sounds like a complete disaster...”


      Why was it that Volf’s beauty and popularity always brought him negative experiences? Dahlia wondered sympathetically. Then, she suddenly realized something. The reason my class drew from busts instead of classmates was probably because—


      Dahlia crushed that thought and decided not to mention it.


      Theft was wrong, there was no doubt about that. But she could understand wanting a drawing of Volf. He was beautiful. If there was a portrait that faithfully captured his likeness, she’d want to possess that work of art. Though she knew her dear friend wouldn’t like that, so she would never tell him.


      What Dahlia hadn’t realized was that the young man sitting across from her did avidly wish for a portrait of a certain red-haired magical toolmaker, but he was unable to say so aloud.

    

  

  
    
      The Sound Collector and Adoption Talk


      “Here is the report from the last expedition. There were no complaints, but some of the knights have suggestions and requests.”


      Today, Dahlia was at the castle, visiting the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing in order to discuss the magical tools she had supplied them with. Currently, she was sitting across the table from Grato in his office. He passed a sheaf of parchment paper to her. It was a report of the squad’s impressions of the camp stoves, portable warm air circulators, and other tools that they had been supplied with.


      Dahlia scanned the pages and saw mostly favorable reviews, such as “It’s made winter expedition food taste much better,” “Camp stoves still in working order,” “The portable warm air circulators keep me nice and warm during night watch,” and “It’s helped relieve my stiff shoulders.”


      But of course, the report wasn’t filled with only praise. There were requests like “It’d be nice if the camp stoves had a higher heat setting,” “I wish the pots could hold a little more,” and pleas such as “Please make portable air circulators tickle less...”


      There were also some requests that seemed difficult to fulfill, but Dahlia was determined to do her best to implement them when she made modifications.


      “Ah, and please read over this one with Jonas—I mean, the head manager of the Scalfarotto Arms Works.”


      Grato passed Dahlia another sheet of parchment paper that had drawings of gloves alongside the text. It was a written request from the bow knights that stated: “We would like to prevent our fingertips from getting cold. We want to warm them in a way that won’t interfere with our shooting arrows.”


      This was outside of Dahlia’s realm of expertise. She would have to discuss with Jonas and those more knowledgeable about bows at the Scalfarotto Arms Works.


      “Next, I want to discuss the nursing carriage we’re using for expeditions...” Grato began.


      “Is there something wrong with it?” Dahlia asked.


      One of the carriages brought along on the recent expedition had been intended for medical care. The interior floor was covered in a mat of yellow slime-derived impact absorption material, a heated low table with a blanket was placed inside for warmth, and the carriage was stocked with potions and other first aid supplies. It was used to transport the injured and sick, much like an ambulance from Dahlia’s previous world would be.


      “Several people in the squad sustained minor injuries, but since Father Aroldo came along on two of our expeditions and healed everyone, we ended up not having a use for the carriage. Father Aroldo rode in the carriage during the expeditions,” Gismondo, a veteran of the squad, explained.


      “Father Aroldo...”


      Aroldo wore a silver stole that marked him as a deacon, a high-ranking priest of the temple. Dahlia couldn’t help but worry if it was all right for him to be spending so much time outside of the temple. However, the fact that the medical carriage went unused and that Aroldo had been able to quickly heal all the injured was a very good thing. If anything, she rather wished that he could come along on all expeditions from now on.


      “I asked Aroldo to write a report about the carriage since he rode in it the entire time. This is what he came back with,” Grato said.


      “He seemed to have enjoyed it immensely,” Gismondo added.


      “Hee hee...” Dahlia giggled despite her best efforts not to.


      Upon the sheet of parchment that Grato placed on the table was a single word that was written to take up the entire space on the page: Amazing!


      It was a very Aroldo response (as rude as such a sentiment might be).


      Before Dahlia could school her expression, Grato cleared his throat.


      “This is confidential information, but the bishop has taken a great liking to his plain wood heated low table and has placed it in the small room attached to the back of his office. Along with a baphomet wool blanket and rug, of course.”


      “I am very honored,” Dahlia said after a brief pause. She was glad he was making use of it, but she just couldn’t imagine the golden-stoled bishop lazing under a kotatsu. Still, she managed to compose her face and respond.


      “We also donated a number of additional impact absorption cushions. He seemed to like those very much too. On an unrelated note, as part of his training, Aroldo will be joining us on expeditions now and then going forward.”


      That wasn’t unrelated at all. Could that be considered a bribe? No, since the items were going to the temple, it wasn’t wrong to call it a regular donation. And it was a cheap price to pay in exchange for a silver-stoled priest to accompany the squad on their expeditions.


      Dahlia recalled the day she went to visit Irma at the temple, and made a modest suggestion.


      “Sir Grato, this has nothing to do with Father Aroldo’s participation in the expeditions, but the hallways of the temple are very cold. What do you think about donating portable warm air circulators next?”


      Grato’s red eyes widened, while the dark brown eyes of the knight next to him narrowed into slits.


      “Heh heh heh! Rossetti, you really are one of us now!” Grato guffawed with an intentionally villainous grin.


      “Thank you for the compliment,” Dahlia replied with a grin of her own.


      “Members of a squad tend to take after its captain. I pray his bad influence on you extends no further, Master Dahlia,” Gismondo said with a sigh.


      The Beast Hunter’s captain finally stopped laughing. “Speaking seriously, you are right that the temple is cold. We’ll donate to the high-ranking priests first and then the regular priests. I’ll speak to my advisor about it once I get home.”


      “It’s because you keep off-loading things to your brother that you are told to stay in the countryside,” the knight said thornily, but Grato acted completely unperturbed.


      Dahlia recalled hearing that Grato’s advisor was his younger brother. In that case, maybe there was a possibility that Volf, as Guido’s younger brother, would someday become his advisor—though it was hard for her to imagine anyone but Jonas in that role.


      “Sir Grato, do high-ranking nobles ever have lower ranking nobles as their advisors?” she asked.


      “Yes, and sometimes they have multiple advisors who are put in charge of different duties. But when it comes to having an advisor at meetings in the castle, a high-ranking noble is best. One has to be a viscount or from an earldom or higher to attend the large conferences. This is not a matter of ability, but a long-standing rule to be in the presence of the king.”


      “I see...”


      “Master Dahlia, have you been asked to act as someone’s advisor?” Gismondo asked.


      Dahlia shook her head. “No, I have not. I’ve just only learned about noble family advisors, so I only wanted to know more about them.”


      “I see. I thought you might have been asked to be Volf’s advisor.”


      Dahlia froze for a second, then pretended to the contrary. Just the other day, Volf had said to her, “I guess that makes you my advisor, Dahlia.” But that had just been talk. Although she would love to assist him with anything he might need help with, advising on aristocratic-related matters was beyond her.


      “Well, that’s all we had for you today. Do you have anything for us?”


      “No. Thank you for your time.”


      Once they ended their meeting, Grato glanced outside the window.


      “Nice weather today. Maybe now’s a good time to spar with the rookies.”


      “Sir Grato, you still have two-thirds of today’s paperwork to get through,” Gismondo pointed out.


      “Come on, now. I need to keep in shape too—for monster encounters...”


      “Whenever you and Lord Bernigi and the others fight, you go overboard and there is a high possibility that you end up needing a potion or healing magic. Please wait until you finish all the paperwork.”


      “Hmph, those recruits would give me a good workout, though...”


      It sounded like the new recruits, Bernigi included, were popular.


      Dahlia bowed and then slipped out of the room.




      “Oh, Dahlia! Perfect timing!”


      Volf came walking briskly down the hallway, dressed in a knight’s uniform. He was either sweaty or had just had a bath—his hair was damp.


      “I’m sorry for asking you to leave in the middle of your training, Volf.”


      Dahlia was planning to head to the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department from here, and Volf was accompanying her there. But they had only decided on that shortly before the meeting she just had, so he had to cut his training session short.


      “It’s okay, I just reached a good stopping point. This is from Vice-Captain Griswald’s water magic,” he said, indicating his hair.


      “You trained with him?”


      “He and Sir Leonzio were training with spears, and they must’ve gotten a little too fired up—they doused the whole place with water...”


      Leonzio was a one-eyed knight who had rejoined the squad as a new recruit like Bernigi. Apparently, Volf had gotten caught up in their fierce battle.


      “Volf, it’s chilly out, so you should dry your hair first. You don’t want to catch a cold.”


      “No, I’m all right. I changed clothes and my hair’s mostly dry anyway. Kirk dried it for me.”


      With a friend who could use air magic, who needed a dryer?


      “Lord Bernigi and the other rookies were filling in the holes in the field that had been gouged out by the water. They said it needs to dry really well, so I’m thinking they’re going to use fire magic to torch the field again. I wish they wouldn’t, though...”


      “I guess they won’t need to do any weeding for a while...”


      A faraway look crossed both their faces. Something similar had happened before that had resulted in mages in the castle having to jump out of the windows. Would the same thing happen today? Dahlia wanted to think that the other knights would surely stop them from doing so, but she couldn’t be certain.


      Despite their concern, the two of them headed to the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department.




      After they alighted from the carriage, Dahlia looked up at the buildings that had started to become familiar to her. The two four-story, white stone buildings stood side by side like twins. In front of the building of the first section of their department, and which was their destination, was a large crimson flag, fluttering in the wind.


      Once inside, instead of stopping by the reception desk, they headed straight to the room where the director of the department was, which they had already received permission to do.


      “Pardon us,” Dahlia said after pushing open the dull silver-colored door. Inside was Uros, director of the Magical Toolmaking Department, and his attendant.


      Uros welcomed them into the workroom, his vermilion eyes—one behind a monocle—softening into a smile.


      After they exchanged formal greetings, Dahlia took an object wrapped in black cloth out from her bag.


      “Director Uros, thank you so much for letting me borrow this.”


      Inside the bundle was a spellbook about shortening magical circuits that Uros had lent her. She had borrowed it about a month ago at the year’s end. She had spent nearly every day copying down its contents and had finally finished yesterday.


      “You needn’t have returned it with such haste, Chairwoman Dahlia.”


      “I haven’t memorized everything in it yet, so I transcribed it.”


      “Then you did rush, if you transcribed an entire book in such a short amount of time while still working a full workload. You shouldn’t push yourself,” Uros admonished her.


      But the spellbook he had lent her was very valuable. Normally, magical toolmakers only gave the spellbooks they wrote themselves to their apprentices or someone who worked in the same magical tool workshop as them. Yet, Uros had lent his to Dahlia, with whom he had had little interaction. She knew it was because she held the title of magical toolmaker advisor for the Order of Beast Hunters, but still, with her father gone, she was very grateful for this.


      Of course, Dahlia had blood-bonded to the transcribed spellbook so that only she could open it, to ensure that its contents remained strictly confidential. If someone else ever tried to force it open, the book would burn to ash.


      “I didn’t push myself, and I thought it would be a waste if I kept it to myself for too long. And since I only transcribed it, my studying of it begins now.”


      When she’d seen the exquisite designs of the magical circuits, she did some serious reflection on the excess waste present in her own circuits. She could probably shorten all of her designs by as much as five percent. She vowed to revise all the blueprints she had already submitted to the Merchants’ Guild by the end of the year.


      “Is that right? In that case, let me know if there is anything you need clarification on. If I have the time, I’ll answer your questions,” Uros said.


      “Thank you.”


      She had been given a precious opportunity—the ability to ask the director of the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department questions. But actually doing so would probably turn into a battle with her stomach pains. As she thought about that, Uros ordered his attendant to serve tea in the reception room.


      “Um, are we not interrupting your work?” Dahlia asked him.


      “You came at just the right time. I just finished up what I’m working on. You should have a look.”


      Uros picked up a silver tray from the shelf. On top of it were what looked to be rainbow-colored spiral shells about the size of quail eggs. Dahlia had never seen a magical tool like them.


      Wondering if Volf knew what they were, she turned to look at him. There was a small wrinkle between his brows.


      “These are sound collectors, a magical tool that can pick up a certain amount of sound. It’s made with horned rabbit bone and fragments of aspidochelone shell.”


      A tool that can pick up sounds. In other words, a listening device? It made sense that one would have to use something like that to protect oneself in the castle. The thought made her tense up.


      Uros looked at Dahlia and lightly waved his hand. “To be clear, this is not a listening device. It cannot pick up sounds from very far away. It is for those with hearing loss due to old age or are otherwise hearing impaired, as a communication aid.”


      “I see, it sounds like it would be a welcome magical tool for those with trouble hearing.”


      It’s like a hearing aid from my past world. This is revolutionary. If they could be mass-produced, then they could spread among commoners too. It was clear to see how Uros earned his position as director of the department.


      “They seem like they’d be invaluable to elderly people,” Dahlia added.


      “That too, but there are more than a few mages in the castle who have hearing loss. I’ve heard that those who wield air magic especially can lose their hearing easily. Sometimes they notice it’s happened too late for healing magic to have an effect. If mages can’t hear their own incantations, they can lose their concentration, which can delay the activation of their magic or make it more difficult.”


      “I see...”


      “I never knew that...”


      Volf was also surprised by this fact. Even he, who worked in the castle, hadn’t known.


      “Would you like to see how it works? From here, you might be able to clearly hear the footsteps of people walking down the corridor, or the sound of birds singing outside.”


      “Yes, please!” Dahlia replied excitedly, accepting the sound collector from Uros.


      Dahlia thought she was supposed to insert the small device into her ear, but there was a silver metal hook attached to the back. She hung the hook over her ear, like putting on glasses, and the silver shell fell over the inside of her ear like an ornament. It was kind of cute.


      Once she, Volf, and Uros had put on the sound collectors, Uros opened the door a crack.


      She could hear the sound of people walking down the hallway more loudly than usual.


      “Your family was approached too? So was mine.”


      “My family refused after a discussion. My father was considering it, but my mother was against it. She thought it would interfere with my sister’s marriage prospects.”


      Dahlia clearly heard the voices of people walking in the hallway. With a start, she was made to remove the tool, when again she heard plainly audible voices.


      “It doesn’t matter how capable he is. Adopting a blighted is just, well, you know. No amount of gold coins would make it any easier for my family to bear the responsibility for the worst-case scenario.”


      “His mother is a foreigner with no rank. If he at least had some social standing—”


      There was only one person Dahlia could think they were talking about. But she knew she couldn’t keep listening. She took the sound collector off her ear.


      Volf’s mouth was a hard line as he soundlessly closed the door.


      Uros had a look of pure disgust on his face. “I’m sorry to have sullied your ears with that talk.”


      “No, um, I couldn’t hear that well.”


      “I have already forgotten what they said.”


      “Good that you have. Those simpletons... I’ll have to lecture them on thinking about where they are.”


      Uros had a very stern expression on his face that Dahlia wasn’t sure whether to describe as that of the department’s director or an aristocrat. However, he said nothing about the content of the conversation. Did he know they were talking about Jonas? Or did Uros perhaps hold the same opinion as those people? The thought made her uneasy.


      When she searched his vermilion eyes, he said quietly, “Mr. Jonas is rising to baron soon. There is nothing wrong with starting as the head of a one-person family. That man is just being overprotective.”


      “Do you mean my brother?” Volf asked.


      Guido must have been searching for a family to adopt Jonas, and Volf was probably just as concerned about the matter.


      “Mr. Jonas’s older brother, actually, is searching for an adoptive family, going so far as to offer gold and weapons,” Uros explained. “However, since he is going to families above his own rank, no one has accepted.”


      The overprotective one was not Guido, but Jonas’s older brother. Dahlia recalled when she overheard Jonas talking to his brother at a carriage stop. At that time, Jonas had called his own brother Lord Goodwin. Was he going to such lengths to find someone to adopt Jonas for the sake of his family, or for his younger brother? It wasn’t a question she could hope to know the answer to.


      “You two have nothing to worry about. Even if the higher-ups of the family tell him not to use the Goodwin name, if all he needs is to borrow a last name, then there will be plenty of options for him. I’ve heard Mr. Jonas’s swordsmanship is on par with Lord Bernigi’s, and it’s not as if that skill is subject to what surname he takes. If he prefers, he could even take his mother’s last name and create a new barony family name,” Uros explained gently. He must have taken their silence for concern.


      “Man, I—I mean, I wish there was something I could do for Master Jonas about this,” Volf said, sounding frustrated.


      Dahlia felt the exact same way. She was powerless in this situation.


      “Well then, might I suggest speaking to Guido about the possibility of making him Jonas Scalfarotto?” Uros said.


      “Ah, good idea! I will talk to him!”


      From the beaming smile on Volf’s face, Dahlia knew he was going to suggest it right away. But she had no idea if it was appropriate or acceptable, or if it wouldn’t cause other problems.


      She did not notice that Uros was staring at Volf, a befuddled look on his face.


      The black-haired young man was still grinning as he muttered, “Brother, huh? I think I could get used to that...”


      ***


      After Volf accompanied Dahlia to the castle carriage stop, he returned to the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing. Dahlia’s next stop was the Merchants’ Guild, where she had a meeting with Ivano. Volf still had some time left for training, so he entrusted her to Mena, who had come to pick her up.


      After some quick thought, he decided it was best to bring things up sooner than later. He wrote a letter addressed to Guido in the Mages’ Corps reading, “I have something to consult with you about, if I can borrow some of your time” and gave it to a castle messenger.


      By dusk, he had finished his training and received a response from his brother that read, “Come to the villa tonight. I might be late, but I will be there.”


      That brought him to now, where he sat face-to-face with his brother under a heated low table in one of the rooms of the Scalfarotto family villa. On his left was Jonas, who was placing coffee cups on the tabletop. Volf had asked Jonas to be present too, so he set down three cups of coffee. The coffee had milk added to it and was just the right temperature. Its warmth relaxed the tension in Volf’s throat.


      Once his brother picked up his cup of coffee and Jonas started drinking his, Volf jumped straight into things.


      “Brother, this is less of a consult and more of a request.”


      “What is it? I will do everything I can to grant any request of yours.”


      Ordinarily, this would be the moment Volf, as a noble, should explain what benefits and such their family would gain by adopting Jonas. But this was his brother he was asking, regarding his bodyguard and Volf’s own teacher.


      However, he decided not to beat around the bush, instead asking straight out, “Would you consider giving Master Jonas the Scalfarotto name, like me?”


      “Pfft!” Jonas spewed his coffee out spectacularly.


      “Master Jonas!”


      “Volf... What in gods’...?!”


      It seemed Volf had given him a frightful shock. Jonas fell into a coughing fit, and though he tried to say something, he only managed a few strangled words. He tried to mop up the coffee with his napkin, but it wasn’t nearly enough to do the job.


      After Volf handed him his own napkin, he turned to look at Guido. His brother didn’t move a muscle, much less blink, as he stared at him with his blue eyes.


      “Um... Is that a no? Brother...?” Volf asked uneasily. Maybe it’s difficult for the family or puts him in an awkward position?
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      Guido finally unfroze. “No, I would certainly give my blessing if the feelings were mutual, and I suppose that would be one way to go about it, but...I don’t believe Jonas would be open to that...”


      “Hack... Come off it... Enough with this teasing, you two!” Jonas choked out.


      “I’m not teasing! I’m being serious! I sincerely believe you deserve the Scalfarotto name, Master Jonas!”


      “Volf, don’t prolong this dreadful joke!” Jonas shouted angrily, having recovered from his coughing fit.


      Is it really that bad of an idea? Jonas was born to a viscountcy and the Scalfarottos were, at present, an earldom. They had only one difference in rank. What did it matter if his mother was a commoner from Išrana? Jonas was skilled in the sword, he was Guido’s longtime bodyguard, and Guido knew who he was at heart. He was Guido’s most trustworthy friend.


      “I really am not joking. I would be honored to call you my brother!”


      “Is that so...? Right, I see, you would think that’s the way to ask...” Guido muttered, nodding as he poured too much milk into his coffee.


      The coffee was on the verge of overflowing from his cup, and he slurped it down. As he watched his brother, Volf felt a wave of disappointment as he realized his suggestion would not be met with approval. He shifted his gaze to his left, to Jonas, and saw that he was staring at him with cold, snakelike eyes.


      “Volf, allow me to correctly explain to you what it is you just said to me...” Jonas grasped Volf’s right shoulder so tightly that he feared his bones might crack. He slid over to him; up close, his rust-red eyes looked frightening. “Just now, you asked if I could be given the Scalfarotto name, like yourself, yes?” Jonas said in a low, threatening voice.


      But Volf had meant his words in earnest. Unflinchingly, he replied, “Yes. I truly want you, Master Jonas, to have the Scalfarotto name.”


      “Asking the head of a family or other authority figure to give someone of another family your same last name generally means you want to make someone your husband or wife and are asking the head to proceed with discussions.”


      “Huh?”


      “For example, if you wanted to make Master Dahlia your wife, you would go to your father, Lord Renato, and ask, ‘Could you please give Miss Dahlia Rossetti the Scalfarotto name?’ In that situation, Lord Renato would give his approval for the marriage and take action to bring her into the family so she could become Dahlia Scalfarotto.”


      “Whaaat?!”


      Thrown into chaotic confusion, Volf nearly toppled over his coffee cup. Thankfully, Guido seemed to have foreseen that. He reached out and held the cup in place.


      Dahlia Scalfarotto—I feel like that sounds more natural than it did before... Wait, Volf. That’s not the point here.


      He never knew that asking for someone to be given the same last name as oneself had that connotation. It wasn’t written in noble etiquette books either, and Altea had never mentioned it to him. Since when was it a thing?


      As he sat there, still confused, Guido gave him a troubled look and said, “Volf, you should bear things like this in mind a little more. Even outside of nobility, someone taking another’s family name means joining that family. A bachelor such as yourself saying something like that will obviously be taken not as an adoption offer, but a marriage offer. If that’s not your intent, you need to mention the word adoption from the start.”


      Jonas, who had been gripping his shoulder, finally returned to his seat.


      “Not only is there not a hair’s breadth of a chance of me becoming your husband, there is not a one billionth of a chance. But you will soon be a member of a marquisate. What happens if someone misconstrues your words as a pledge of commitment? And remember this—when someone without a peerage is wanted by a high-ranking noble family, such as a marquisate, no man or woman, young or old, will find an easy escape route.”


      “I am very sorry!”


      Volf reflexively moved back and bowed his head lower than the tabletop. He had caused a huge misunderstanding through his ignorance and carelessness.


      “So, Volf, can you tell me how you imagined Jonas being given the Scalfarotto name?” Guido asked.


      “I thought I would ask you to ask father to adopt Master Jonas as his son, and then I could call him Brother Jonas...”


      “It’s a good thing that you didn’t go to father first... But Brother Jonas, hmm?”


      “Urgh!”


      Jonas was mid-sip as he listened to the brothers and spewed out his coffee once again. Unlike last time, he hadn’t spit out quite as much coffee, but he wiped furiously at his mouth with his sleeve.


      Guido glanced over at him, then let out a shallow sigh. “This is disappointing, Volf...” he said sadly.


      “Brother, no! My feelings for you as a brother haven’t changed! You’re still very important to me!”


      Guido suddenly burst into a cackle of playful laughter.


      “Thank you, that makes me happy to hear. In any case, while I do think it is a very good proposal, unfortunately, Jonas has already turned that offer down. He refuses to become my little brother or my son.”


      “If I’m going to be adopted by a troublesome family, I might as well just pay some random commoner family to take their name. Then I can use that name as a one-person household after I become a baron. I can even create a new name. That would take care of things. But I do want to ask what spurred this on, Volf?”


      “Well, uh, today I met with Director Uros at the castle...”


      Volf told them how he had met the director of the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department that day and how the subject came up about the possibility of Jonas taking the Scalfarotto name.


      Guido smiled, his eyes narrowing, and he gave a short nod. “I see, so you took Director Uros’s teasing as sincere. Well then, before my promotion, perhaps I’ll invite him for tea, in order to get better acquainted with this Mr. Director of the Royal Magical Toolmaking Department.”


      “That is a good idea. Have a good, long chat with him,” Jonas said.


      “Um, I was being serious, though...” Volf said.


      Guido reached into his inner pocket and took out a sheet of paper that had been folded six times. Volf only got a glance of the black lettering, but he saw them gleam red in the light of the magical lantern.


      “Jonas’s older brother, Lord Hadis, is also searching for a family to adopt Jonas. He is looking for an earldom or higher, and he plans to pay a sum of fifty gold coins and supply weapons of the family’s choice, within reasonable means. I myself learned of these conditions just today.”


      “I’ve already told him I’m breaking ties with the family...”


      This was news to Jonas too, apparently. A deep furrow formed in his brow when he looked at the paper.


      “It’s likely Lord Hadis wants you to be my advisor.”


      “There is no noteworthy noble family who would take in a blighted like me. Besides, even if I am adopted by some family or other, I have no intention of suiting the convenience of my birth family. My brother should know that.”


      “Well, the fact that he is doing this anyway means someone gets some sort of benefit from this. We just can’t see what yet.”


      Someone somewhere was pulling strings, but neither Jonas nor Guido knew who or why yet. There was no way Volf himself could figure it out. He felt frustrated at his own inadequacy.


      “What better time than this? Jonas, why don’t you give some serious thought to becoming a member of the Scalfarotto family? You would have no right to succession, but if I ask my father, I suspect he’ll say yes,” Guido said.


      “No. I am your guard. I will not become your brother, to be protected by you.”


      To Volf, who was always being protected and taught by his older brother, those words hurt a little to hear.


      “Never mind me. You can have Volf calling you Brother Jonas. Doesn’t that sound nice?”


      “Oho... Brother Guido! Father!” Jonas called out with emotion. “Does that sound nice too?”


      Guido raised an eyebrow, but as ever, his elegant smile did not fall. “Yes, that doesn’t sound bad at all.”


      Volf clenched his molars and dug his fingers into his thighs under the blanket. But even if he could stifle his laughter, he couldn’t keep his shoulders from shaking.


      “I would happily welcome you as my adorable little brother, Jonas,” Guido continued. “If father refuses, I can adopt you as my son.”


      “Volf, that might mean you’ll be Uncle Volf to me. How does that sound?”


      Just when Volf managed to compose himself, that was thrown at him. There was just something too unsettling about Jonas calling him Uncle Volf. But thanks to that, his shoulders stopped shaking.


      He gave it some serious thought. If Jonas were adopted by Guido, then he and Gloria, Guido’s daughter, would become siblings who were far apart in age.


      “If that happens, then it wouldn’t be me calling you Brother Jonas, but Gloria. I think she would be very happy to have such a great older brother,” Volf said with a smile.


      For some reason, the others responded with only silence.


      Jonas was the first to speak. “I see. In that case, I would be the first non-blood-related man who would be able to call her Gloria, sans title.”


      There was something very strange about Jonas’s intonation. He placed too much emphasis on Gloria’s name.


      “Jonas,” Guido said after a pause, “I really do think it would be best if you were adopted by my father. I’ll put forth all my efforts to properly educating my darling little brother.”


      Guido’s blue eyes narrowed as he smiled, his hands tightly folded on the tabletop. Volf was sure the sudden glittering light he saw around him was just his mind playing tricks on him.


      “I refuse. Though if it is you adopting me, you can consider that a one ten-thousandth of a chance,” Jonas said. His red mouth curled into a smile and the pupil of his right eye turned into a vertical slit.


      Was that sensation Volf felt swirling around under the heated low table magic overflowing? No, surely it was just his legs going numb. And the reason the temperature in the room had plunged so dramatically was undoubtedly because it was a cold winter’s night. But he did grasp that there was something unpleasant going on with his brother and his teacher.


      Maybe I shouldn’t stay in this room, Volf thought, and then he had an idea. Getting some exercise for a change of pace would certainly ease any tensions.


      “Hey, brother, Master Jonas! Why don’t we take advantage of this opportunity to go outside and—and do some training?!”


      “Yes, indeed.”


      “I suppose you’re right.”


      With both men’s agreement, the three of them moved to the rear of the villa.


      ***


      Which one of us took the teasing too far? Jonas smiled tensely as he took a few practice swings with a training sword behind the villa.


      That tumultuous conversation had started off with Volf’s accidental marriage proposal before swerving to his own adoption and the topic of Guido’s cherished daughter, Gloria. Guido was relatively forgiving of his subordinates and his friends, but he was always uncompromising when it came to his wife and daughter.


      However, Jonas had things he refused to concede on as well. It was out of the question for him, as Guido’s bodyguard who was sworn to protect him, to be adopted by him. Jonas could not bear to go from being protector to being protected.


      Eventually, their back-and-forth took an ugly turn, with neither one backing down, so Volf suggested they settle things outside. Recently work had been piling up for both Jonas and Guido, so they had been feeling a bit under pressure. It probably was a good idea that they blow off some steam with exercise.


      And I wish that master of mine could try and understand my position, Jonas thought, seeing that the man in question himself had already taken off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and picked up his training sword. He was more eager to do this than Jonas had been expecting.


      As they faced each other, Volf—the tallest among them—stood next to them looking frazzled.


      This isn’t some children’s squabble. There’s no need to be so concerned, Jonas wanted to tell him, but the flow of magic he sensed coming from the man across from him made him second-guess that.


      “Well, let’s begin our training. By the way, Jonas, are you really that against the idea of being adopted by my father? If you were, then I could teach my sweet little brother a lesson.”


      “I would rather be adopted by you, Lord Guido. Then Gloria and I can both call you father dearest.”


      Things began unremarkably. After a few verbal jabs had been volleyed, Guido swung his training sword at Jonas with little force behind it, starting their bout in a conventional fashion.


      “You know, I didn’t think pairing you up with Volf was such a bad plan either,” Guido said.


      “That joke has played itself out. I wouldn’t want to muddy the tracks of that path he’s already carving.”


      Jonas wished Guido would stop bringing up Volf’s marriage proposal. Even if it was a joke, it was mean-spirited. He was not interested whatsoever, and Volf already had someone who he already was making progress with—a certain precious red-haired magical toolmaker.


      “Let me guess, that makes you sad?” Guido taunted.


      “I thought I already made myself clear there was no chance of that?”


      It should go without saying, but he had no intention of falling in love with Dahlia nor competing against his black-haired student.


      Even as their swords clanged against each other, both had enough breath in them to continue this nonsensical conversation. Between his heavy responsibilities both as a future marquis and as a member of the Mages’ Corps, Guido never failed to train his swordsmanship, which meant his proficiency was on par with that of a knight’s. However, as the speed of their blows increased, Jonas naturally had the upper hand.


      Before he became possessed by a fire dragon, he’d suffered many defeats, but now he had powerful magic, physical strength, and endurance to match. The power of a blighted was often something that proud knights scorned. Some saw that power as a sham, gained instantly and not earned through hard effort.


      But what of it? As far as Jonas was concerned, that did not matter. There was nothing a knight such as himself wanted more than the strength to defeat his foes and protect his lord.


      I will not be the one being protected. As that thought crossed his mind, he struck Guido with an unrestrained blow from his sword.


      “My apologies, are you hurt?” he asked Guido.


      “Is your hand okay?” Volf asked.


      “I’m just fine. I’m just a bit unversed with the sword, you know. Ed, bring me my Ice Spider Wand,” Guido instructed the attending mage, covering his reddening right wrist with his left hand. “You should use your Night Piercer, Jonas. Otherwise this won’t be much of a workout for me.”


      They had been cautioned against using the Ice Spider Wand and Night Piercer, but a lord’s words held weight. As an attendant of Guido’s himself, Jonas abided his wish. Volf looked on in dismay as Jonas switched out his training sword for his Night Piercer. In no time at all, the Ice Spider Wand was soon within Guido’s grip.


      Perhaps because they had switched to real weapons now, several people came out of the villa to watch. No one in the crowd spoke; some of the onlookers’ eyes shone with anticipation, while others’ were full of concern.


      Jonas did not plan to make a spectacle of himself today, so he doubted he would be able to meet their expectations. He muttered as much to himself. As Guido held his wand at the ready, he slid his sword from its red sheath. He watched as the wand transformed into a long sword of ice and Guido stepped forward. He brandished the icy blade, then grinned like a little boy about to play a prank.


      “Would you like me to seriously consider the matter brought up earlier?”


      “What?”


      Guido’s question was so unexpected that Jonas clumsily took too long to react. Grains of ice with rounded edges grazed his cheek, practically slicing at his face.


      Guido was offering to once more consider what Volf had brought up earlier, in other words, he was making a deranged joke about Jonas making Volf his husband—a joke Jonas was more than fed up with. While he could shout at Guido to cut it out, he was not a child anymore. Rather, now was the time to reply in kind.


      Jonas arranged his expression into one of heartbreak and blocked Guido’s next icy swing with his Night Piercer.


      “I’m sorry, Guido, I never knew you felt that way...”


      “Hrngh!”


      Jonas’s brilliant performance had hit the mark. A strange noise escaped his friend’s mouth, shards of ice scattering as he stepped back.


      “Brother’s finally getting through to him...” Volf muttered happily, dealing a second blow. Guido shot a look at his younger brother.


      Jonas had only responded to Guido’s teasing with that of his own. He hadn’t accepted Guido’s plan for his adoption. But before Jonas could even scoff at what Volf said, Guido spoke in fluid Išranic.


      “And how did you reach that interpretation, Jonas?”


      “Some things cannot be buried in sand,” Jonas replied.


      It was a figure of speech in Išrana meaning that love could not be erased.


      Guido put on a fake smile as he swung at him again and said, “One moon is enough.”


      In other words, he only loved one person, his wife.


      Jonas returned Guido’s blow with his own sword and replied, “The sky of this land is scattered with many moons and stars.”


      In the Kingdom of Ordine, same-sex marriages and marriages with multiple partners were accepted. Jonas spoke with the wish that Guido not say imprudent things, even as a joke, and to give some thought to his friend’s frustration. And yet Guido’s expression turned suspiciously sweet.


      “Indeed, you did say I was the only one for you.”


      It was something Jonas had said as his bodyguard. When he was younger and offered his sword to Guido, he had said, “You are the only master I will serve.” That was all. It was an ill-natured thing to say, considering Guido knew what he had meant, but it was his job as guard and attendant to follow his master’s lead.


      “That was because you cried in my arms,” Jonas replied.


      After the attack on the Scalfarotto family’s carriages long ago, Jonas had poured drink after drink into the wounded and shaken-up Guido until he was finally able to express his grief. All Jonas had done was hold Guido up as he wept, but technically, he spoke the truth.


      Jonas was relieved to see that Volf seemed to have not been able to keep up with their quick Išranic. He was tilting his head to the side questioningly. However, Jonas had probably gone a little too far. Guido had stepped back, and the air around him began to vibrate with magic so cold it bit the skin.


      “Jonas, what if I ordered you to stay by my side?”


      For pity’s sake, do you really intend to keep this banter up? Ready to put an end to things, Jonas concentrated his magic to make his Night Piercer a shade redder. It was an intoxicatingly beautiful color.


      Now was the time to stomp on the lion’s tail and laugh in his face.


      “If you did, I would sufficiently serve both of you.”


      The only thing he needed to do to set Guido off was to mention his wife.


      Guido’s eyes blazed an angry blue. “You hold your tongue, Jonas!”


      Guido was the one who had started this malicious teasing. Jonas had no mind to hold his tongue or back off. They both swung their swords high. A column of roaring flames soared toward the heavens. As a powerful wind blew, Jonas readied his sword and his magic for his next strike.


      “Ah, brother! Master Jonas! It’s getting late—think of the neighbors!” Volf cried out pleadingly, rushing between the two of them. Guido immediately halted his magic. Jonas followed suit. It would be unwise to cause anyone to worry by escalating further.


      And so, thus ended their overindulgent horseplay—that is, their “training session”—without any injuries or damage to their clothing. However, after ruminating on their dispute, Jonas vowed that from here on, he would stop his master earlier and more calmly.




      Incidentally, the news of their training session had already reached the Scalfarottos’ main residence. Guido and Jonas were unaware of what—or rather, who—awaited them at the entrance hall, so they headed home as if nothing had happened. It was the wife of the next head of the Scalfarotto family, a gentlewoman who possessed even more powerful ice magic than her husband, Guido.


      When they had last crossed weapons and ended up with unexpected injuries, they had caused Guido’s wife and subordinates an inordinate amount of concern, and had also received stern warnings. This time at least, they returned home unscathed and with their garments intact.


      However, for some strange reason, their carriage slowed down once they reached the gates of the mansion. Guido even heard the horses neigh twice. The gatekeeper stood still, so there was seemingly no danger. Guido assumed that either the two horses pulling the carriage had gotten out of step, or the dogs guarding the lawn had run past them. In actuality, it was the horses’ animal instincts that made them whinny with fear, expressing their dread of walking forward any farther.


      When Jonas got down from the carriage, he pursed his mouth tightly and narrowed his eyes. The loyal guard did not inform his master of what was to come, for it was already too late. Guido felt something was off when the entrance doors were opened for him, and he only truly understood when he saw his beloved wife, smiling at him with a frigid air.


      “Welcome home, Lord Guido. There is something I would like to ask you...”


      That night, one of the rooms in the Scalfarottos’ home was, despite the blazing fireplace, bitterly cold.

    

  

  
    
      Pan-Fried Breaded Meat and Chitchat


      “Are you all right, Volf? I hope you didn’t force yourself to come here,” Dahlia asked hesitantly.


      “No, that’s not it. Some things happened yesterday... Anyway, it’s all over now,” Volf replied vaguely.


      It was evening, and the pair were in the living room of the Green Tower. Sitting across from each other as they were, it was easy for Dahlia to see the heaviness of Volf’s fatigue. She suspected his training today had been particularly intense. Thank goodness I prepped dinner beforehand, she thought to herself as she placed a compact magical stove and plates onto the heated low table.


      “Hey, Dahlia, what are those round things on this plate?”


      “It’s pan-fried breaded meat that’s been pounded flat. They cook in a flash.”


      On top of a platter were flattened discs of meat covered in breadcrumbs. They looked just like the cutlets from her previous world, but these were made not with veal, but regular beef, and they were a bit tough.


      Dahlia had used a meat mallet to pound the thickish meat as flat as she could make it, sprinkled it with salt and pepper, and lightly coated it in wheat flour. Then, she dipped the meat first into an egg mixture and then covered it in breadcrumbs, repeated that process twice, and then let them sit on a plate. She’d tried to use the back of her knife to crosshatch the surface, but it came out a bit crooked.


      “These must’ve taken you a lot of work to prepare, right?” Volf asked.


      “Not really, I made them to de— I mean, for a change of pace. They were really fun to make.”


      She had almost admitted that she made them simply to destress before quickly rephrasing.


      Since she had finally finished copying the spellbook on shortening magical circuits that she had borrowed from Uros, starting from yesterday she had been hard at work actually putting the methods into practice. Her first goal was to reduce the length of the magic circuitry of the compact magical stove by ten percent. After reworking things on paper, she was finally able to come up with something that was three percent smaller, at least. However, when she tried to actually draw the circuit, she failed to keep her magic under control and ended up with a broken mess. Was it an error in the circuit itself, or was it an issue with her own skill? After ruminating over the matter, she finally discovered a careless mistake in her original blueprint, which sunk her spirits.


      In an attempt to shake herself out of her funk before Volf arrived, she’d pounded away at the thick meat, which she had originally meant to make into stew, ending up instead with this breaded meat.


      Dahlia poured olive oil into the saucepan on the compact magical stove, waited for it to heat up, and then placed the tenderized meat down on top. As the meat sizzled loudly, Volf and Dahlia toasted with dark ale.


      “Dahlia, this might be a weird question, but...if I asked my brother, ‘Can you please give Master Jonas the Scalfarotto name?’, what would you think that meant?”


      “Hmm... That would mean you want someone in the family to adopt him so Jonas could bear the surname Scalfarotto, right?” Dahlia answered.


      It wasn’t something she had read in her noble etiquette books, but she thought of Uros’s suggestion from yesterday.


      “Yeah, I was thinking my father could adopt him and he would become my brother. But it turns out—” Volf took a big gulp of his ale. “It’s a marriage proposal.”


      “Pardon?” Dahlia said, unsure if she heard him right.


      “I was told to be aware that asking for him to be given the same last name as my own meant that I was proposing to Master Jonas, and that I should include the word adoption if that’s not my intention. They really gave me an earful about it...”


      Dahlia was shocked that such wording could denote a proposal and not an adoption offer. From the way Volf was looking and clutching his right shoulder with his left hand, Dahlia guessed he had been harshly reprimanded.


      Same-sex marriage was normal in the Kingdom of Ordine, so sometimes nobles married one another for territory or professional reasons. When the goal was to unite families, the actual relationship of the married couple was irrelevant. Since nobles did not have the concept of a sham marriage, it made sense why Volf had been misunderstood in that way.


      “I’m sorry you had to go through that...”


      “After that, Guido asked if Master Jonas really wouldn’t consider becoming a Scalfarotto—either adopted by my father or Guido himself—but he said no.”


      “Ah, so he refused.”


      If Jonas was taken into the Scalfarotto family, then he would have no issue serving as Guido’s advisor. The reason he refused despite that was probably because of Jonas’s unwavering dedication to being Guido’s bodyguard.


      “And then,” Volf continued, “Guido and Master Jonas got into a really intense sparring match...”


      “How did that happen?” Dahlia asked when she saw Volf’s golden eyes grow misty. She couldn’t see how they went from a refusal of an adoption offer to sparring.


      “At first they were just playfully teasing each other, saying things like ‘I’ll teach my sweet little brother a lesson’ and ‘I’ll call you father dearest like Gloria does,’ but at some point they switched to Išranic and started talking about work and doing a sufficient job and such... I couldn’t really understand the vocabulary they were using, and they both had a really serious look on their faces. I know that my sister-in-law told them not to fight with the Night Piercer and Ice Spider Wand since they’re so dangerous, but they ended up using them, and I wasn’t able to stop them.”


      “Did either of them get hurt?”


      “There were mages present, so they were fine. But both Guido and Master Jonas were going all out with their fighting, so no one else around was able to stop them either. Toward the end, the servants of the villa also came out to watch. I only managed to stop them by saying they were going to wake up the neighborhood if they kept going late into the night.”


      Now Dahlia understood why Volf looked so tired. Stopping a fight between those two seemed like something that would shorten one’s lifespan. And she doubted anyone else could have stopped them either. As for the onlookers, she couldn’t deny that she would have been curious to watch herself, but she felt too badly for Volf to say so aloud.


      “You should be careful too, Dahlia. This surname giving stuff isn’t in books on nobility, and I never heard about it from Lady Altea either, but it sounds like it’s common knowledge. Guido and Jonas said I could be mistaken for promising a commitment without even realizing it.”


      “I’ll be careful. Wow, I never knew.”


      To be honest, despite her response, she hardly ever knew what to be careful about when it came to noble phraseology. Having said that, she had access to come and go from the castle and was going to become a baron. She couldn’t stay ignorant of the nobility forever. And my pile of things to study grows ever higher.


      As Dahlia flipped over the cutlets in the saucepan to fry the other sides, a question popped into her mind.


      “Do nobles always propose in such vague ways?”


      “Well, I don’t think they even say the word marriage itself much. Since it involves families, they say things like, ‘I want you to meet my father’ or ‘Please say hello to my grandfather, the head of the family.’ Others might put a twist on it and say, ‘Would you like to live in the countryside together?’ I’ve also gotten someone handing me flowers from their family’s territory and a ‘Could we please have a long, beautiful relationship together?’”


      It was clear from Volf’s casual listing of all the different proposals that he had a lot of experience in this area. However, knowing him, he gained neither honor nor vanity from it.


      “That last one sounds quite nice,” Dahlia said, trying in some way to respond and settling on the phrase that stood out to her.


      Volf looked off into the distance. “I was so confused, I just ran away. The person was sixteen, basically an adult. But you can’t expect a twelve-year-old to understand that sort of thing.”


      “Ah, yeah...”


      Dahlia thought back to her own twelve-year-old self—she almost certainly wouldn’t have understood what that meant either. She doubted she was even thinking about love or marriage at all at the time.


      “I also received a letter once that read, ‘Let us become white ash in the same resting place.’ In other words, to be buried in the same family burial plot together.”


      “Doesn’t that almost sound like a lovers’ suicide?”


      “Yeah. When I ignored the other letters, I was sent a lock of hair inside a card that read, ‘Words fail me.’ But at least that’s better than a fingernail.”


      “Jeez...”


      Dahlia shuddered. The fact that he was even able to make such a comparison was horrifying. Why was it that every time Volf talked about his past experiences with women, it turned into a horror story? Dahlia decided to hurry up and change the subject.


      “So, you can interpret Išranic too?” she asked.


      “Only to a certain extent. I took two foreign languages as electives in college. I don’t know it as well as my brother or Master Jonas, and I’m not familiar with more specialized terminology.”


      It sounded like Guido and Jonas were quite proficient in Išranic. As someone hopeless at foreign languages like Dahlia, she was jealous of all of them.


      “I took Ehrlichian, but my pronunciation was atrocious. I also took classical Ordinato,” Dahlia said.


      “I could never get the hang of the quirks of classical Ordinato, which is why I went with Išranic. I was taught a little bit of it at home growing up too.”


      “Still, it’s amazing that you can speak three languages.”


      “Well... I had a lot of free time when I was a student. I didn’t really hang out with friends much, so I was always either training or studying. I studied because I wanted to read Ehrlichian and Išranic books about magical swords... Ah, do you think they’re about ready?”


      “You’re right, let’s get them on the plates.”


      The cutlets had finished cooking at just the right time. Dahlia placed one of the circular cutlets onto a new plate and topped it with plenty of diced tomato and basil.


      “It’s easier to just eat it with a fork instead of using a knife. You can even feel free to just tear off a bite with your teeth.”


      “All right, don’t mind if I do.”


      Just breaking the thin, crispy, pan-fried meat apart with a fork or biting into it was the fastest way to eat it. Dahlia broke off a piece with her fork and brought it to her mouth.


      The meat, which she had assiduously tenderized, ended up being even thinner than she expected. It was savory, crispy on the outside, and delightfully chewy. The black pepper flavor hit her pleasantly. She knew adding a lot of it was the right call. The meat wasn’t that moist, but the juiciness of the tomato and basil made up for it nicely.


      Dahlia washed everything down with the room-temperature dark ale she had left unrefrigerated, which sweetened the aftertaste and provided a nice, satisfying finish.


      Pan-fried breaded meat was a typical commoners’ meal in Ordine. By reducing the amount of meat used and adding bulk with breadcrumbs, it was considered an affordable yet substantial meal. Alongside the cutlets, Dahlia served cheese and steamed vegetables, including potatoes. It was commoners’ fare through and through. By all rights, it wasn’t the sort of meal that should be appropriate to serve to someone from an earldom like Volf.


      Nevertheless, Volf was intently chewing a bite of cutlet, which was his habit to do when eating something he found delicious. He seemed to enjoy the dark ale as well. He emptied the glass in one go.


      “It’s said that overcooked meat isn’t good, but this is fantastic. It’s easy to eat, the edges are nice and crispy, it’s not too fatty, and it goes perfectly with ale,” he said.


      “I’m glad you like it. It means it was worth spending all that time tenderizing the meat,” Dahlia replied happily.


      A smile filled Volf’s face as he said, “I’m going to buy a meat mallet too. Then I can try to tenderize the meat as much as I can on expeditions!”


      “I think if you did that, you’d end up with mincemeat,” Dahlia pointed out. He always takes things to extremes.




      Later, Dahlia offered to make another cutlet for Volf, but he expressed wanting to learn how to make it, so they moved to the kitchen to do so.


      It was not a difficult recipe. The steps were just to thoroughly pound a thick slab of meat on a chopping board to flatten it out, coat it in salt and pepper and wheat flour, then dip it in an egg mixture and breadcrumbs twice.


      Dahlia entrusted Volf with the meat tenderizer, and since he was using it with just the right amount of strength and keeping a good rhythm, she momentarily stopped paying attention to him, which proved to be a mistake.


      After washing her hands, Dahlia came back to find meat wider than a plate and so thin that she could see the chopping board beneath it. She doubted the meat could even be lifted off the board.


      “Sorry, I was having so much fun, I got a little carried away...”


      Dahlia couldn’t bring herself to blame Volf for testing his meat-tenderizing limits. In fact, she had done the same herself.


      “It’s okay,” Dahlia said. “Let’s chop this up with some onions and turn it into hamburger steak.”


      And so, Volf’s second helping turned from fried breaded cutlet to a hamburger steak.


      Once they were back in the living room, Dahlia placed the hamburger ingredients into the saucepan on the compact magical stove and then closed it with a lid. The steak was sizable and thick, so it would take some time for it to cook fully.


      Dahlia refilled their glasses with more dark ale and resumed their conversation. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to finish making your spare glasses before the end of the month.”


      “No, I should be the one apologizing. I haven’t made myself available.”


      Dahlia had meant to make Volf another pair of glasses made with fairy glass in the new year. However, they needed to find a time when they could take two days off from work—one day to spend working together, and the next in case Dahlia needed to recover from magical exhaustion—which made it hard to coordinate their schedules.


      “I’ll take some personal days whenever you’re next free,” Volf said. “I don’t take very much time off, and the squad keeps telling me I should.”


      “Okay, I’ll let you know as soon as I schedule two days off in a row.”


      If Volf’s current fairy glasses broke, then he would no longer be able to walk carefreely around the city. The thought weighed heavily on Dahlia. But fairy glass was a rare material. She didn’t want to rush and fail, so she wanted to be fully prepared.


      “In the end, they didn’t make a decision about Master Jonas’s adoption. He’s done so much for me, but I can’t do anything to help him when he needs it.”


      “It sounds like it’s out of your hands, if even he declined Lord Guido’s offer.”


      “I thought it might be nice, you know—to call him brother.”


      Strangely enough, it sounded completely natural for Volf to call him that. That was just how much he trusted Jonas.


      “So, um, is it difficult for blighted individuals to be adopted by noble families?” Dahlia asked.


      “Seems so. Adopting him means he would be given the same treatment as one’s own child, which means even though he has no right to succession, if anything were to happen, the family would have to bear the blame. Several years ago, a blighted adventurer went on a rampage when fighting a monster and ended up burning his teammates too. The teammates lived, but the blighted himself died... People are probably worried about the possibility of that happening again.”


      “I don’t think that would happen to Master Jonas.”


      “I agree. His bracelet protects against rampaging, and Guido told me he regularly gets a checkup by a priest.”


      On top of that, Jonas had willingly bound himself to a high temple contract. If he did lose control, Guido would be able to stop him.


      “But the biggest reason is probably because they want to avoid having their family be suspected of deliberately creating a blighted,” Volf said.


      “But I’ve heard that becoming blighted is a rare occurrence, not to mention incredibly dangerous.”


      “Yeah, it is rare even if you do kill a monster. There are hardly any even in our squad.”


      If it was rare for beast hunters to become blighted, then it certainly did sound like it wasn’t an easy process. Dahlia tilted her head questioningly.


      Volf lowered his voice and continued, “This is a sad story, but a long time ago, there was an organization that, in an attempt to artificially create blighted, collected young children and forced them to eat magical cores of various monsters. The children who gained powerful magic were to be sold abroad for a large sum. For children, magical cores can be a potent poison, so many of them died. When the possessed children were being transported on a ship, it was attacked by a kraken. The survivors confessed to everything.”


      “That is horrifying... Were the children saved?”


      “Many of them drowned, but the ones who made it were put in the care of the temple. I found out about it recently. Lady Altea told me about it when I went to deliver her scarlatterba, the alcohol from my family’s estate.”


      How could they play with children’s lives—human lives—like that? Dahlia wished bitterly that the kraken had drowned only the wrongdoers in the sea.


      “Several nobles from the kingdom were involved, and some families disappeared entirely. But since it was important for the kingdom to maintain peace with the other countries, while the nobles knew, it was kept largely a secret from commoners. I know it’s not a pleasant truth, but since you’re becoming a baron and you deal with magical cores as a magical toolmaker, I thought it was best that you know.”


      “Thank you for telling me. I’ll bear it in mind...”


      Information such as this, which she received from Volf and Ivano, was very valuable to someone like Dahlia, who lacked knowledge of the nobility. As sad of a story as it was, it wasn’t something she ought shut her ears to.


      Dahlia had studied the precautions for handling magical cores as a toolmaker, and she had read about monsters eating each other’s magical cores in a bestiary. She also knew about how, in rare cases, breaking a magical core inflicted one with a curse—in other words, blighted them.


      However, she had never imagined that there were people out there going so far as to force children to eat magical cores, much less traffick those children to foreign lands.


      She brooded over this while Volf poured more dark ale into her glass. As he set the bottle back down, the sköll bracelet on his wrist hit against the glass with a solid clunk. The sound made her start. Volf had told her this story to broaden her knowledge ahead of her promotion, not so she could be glum during the time they were spending together.


      As if he knew what she was thinking about, Volf changed the subject.


      “Sir Nicola got married at the end of the year and started wearing a marriage bracelet. When the squad went out drinking the other day, we had a debate about whether or not engagement and marriage bracelets should be kept on during training.”


      “Is the concern that the bracelet will get damaged?”


      “Yeah. A training sword could put a dent in it, and it’d be unfortunate if the stones got scratched, so a lot of the knights were in favor of taking it off. On the other side, about fewer than half the knights felt an engagement bracelet should never be taken off, and if it does get dented, it can just be repaired. Lord Bernigi and the other knights in favor of keeping it on were all very vocal about it.”


      “I think that’s a question without a definitive answer,” Dahlia said. She could understand both sides and felt it was something that should be left up to the individual.


      “We started talking about it after everyone was drunk, so they were all very assertive about their opinions. I was asked about my bracelet, actually. When I said ‘It’s not an engagement bracelet but a magical tool, so I’m for keeping it on,’ I was told I had no right to talk, since it wasn’t an engagement bracelet...”


      “No right to talk...”


      “Dorino said he would want his own spouse to wear it at all times, and someone told him, ‘Bachelors, shut up or hurry up and get married.’”


      “Was he trying to make an enemy of the bachelors?”


      It was a merciless thing to say to the bachelors in the squad, Volf included. All sense went out the window once alcohol was involved.


      “I had the same thought, but then he immediately began offering to introduce us to a young female relative of his, and he was completely serious about it too... Randolph and I moved to another table, leaving Dorino behind. Oh, but some knights actually moved to that table.”


      It sounded to Dahlia like they had sacrificed Dorino. Perhaps in times like that, friendships could be momentarily set aside.


      “Next, we got really into talking about bracelets. Some of the single knights talked about dreaming of giving someone a bracelet and proposing in a cool way. Speaking of, how were you—? Sorry! I shouldn’t ask you about that,” Volf apologized hastily.


      “Oh, I was never proposed to,” Dahlia replied simply.


      “Huh? Why not?”


      “My father just told me, ‘This is your fiancé’ and that was that. We were already apprentices together, so there wasn’t much to each other.”


      Her and Tobias’s fathers had decided on their engagement, so there had been no exchange of sweet nothings. It had all been very businesslike. In fact, they hadn’t exchanged a single loving word with each other even after they were engaged. Dahlia was pretty sure they had only ever talked about magical tools. She almost wanted to ask if her inexperience in love in both lives was something just inherent to her.


      “So when the parents decide, there’s no proposal...?”


      “In my case, yes. But among commoners, it’s becoming less common for parents to decide, and marriage itself can look different for different people. Mena told me this, but in the capital, sometimes people don’t even register their marriage due to work or family reasons.”


      “If they don’t register their marriage, then they’re not married, right?”


      “I think it depends how you look at it. They might not want work associates to know about their marriage, or their parents or family are against it, or they want to avoid having to deal with their relatives.”


      For some occupations, it was easier to remain single. In this world where the aristocracy existed, the question of someone’s social standing, what their family did for work, and what factions they were in all played a role. And it seemed there was often some sort of trouble to be had with the other party’s relatives.


      She had heard of such conflicts even in her past life. Two people could love each other, but that didn’t mean things would go smoothly with their families and relatives. For that reason, in Ordine, it was normal for an engagement period to last for quite a long time before marriage.


      But there was one more thing people could do besides get engaged.


      “A lot of commoners try living together first.”


      “You mean, before marriage?”


      “Sometimes you don’t know if you want to marry someone until you try living with them for a while. That way you get to understand how you each manage your time, your food preferences, and how you split up chores.”


      “Ah, so they test out daily life together... Yeah, nobles don’t do that.”


      “Lucia knows a lot of couples where the woman is the one who proposes or suggests living together first.”


      Additionally Lucia had told her that at the Tailors’ Guild, instead of waiting for the other party to drop hints or make a move, many women took direct action themselves. Dahlia thought that was quite brave, but maybe that was just because she was a coward.


      “How would the average woman propose? Maybe something like, ‘I want you to meet my parents’...?” Volf said as if to himself, likely thinking of the proposals he received in the past from noblewomen.


      Dahlia had a feeling that wasn’t quite right, so she helped him out. “Before commoners ask their partner to meet their parents, I think they probably start by asking them, ‘Will you marry me?’ Depending on their family’s occupation, they might say, ‘Please marry into my family’ or ‘Will you spend the rest of your life with me?’”


      “I see. That sounds straightforward enough to just say ‘Yes’ to right away,” Volf said, then immediately froze.


      Dahlia fell silent too. Their conversation had taken a funny turn, but for some reason, she could neither laugh or point it out.


      From the compact magical stove came a loud sizzle! The hamburger in the pan was wailing to be turned over.


      “I think it’s almost done, so I’m going to flip it over!” Dahlia said.


      “Right, um...how about we grab some ale from the refrigerator?”


      “I’ll get it now.”


      “No, I’ve had a lot to drink and I’m getting cooked under this table, so I’ll get it!” Volf said as he stood up and then briskly walked to the kitchen.


      The bottle of ale sitting on the table was still only half empty. Dark ale tasted perfectly fine even when unrefrigerated, but if Volf was feeling warm, then maybe he wanted to drink something cool and refreshing.


      Dahlia was feeling the same way. Perhaps because she had been sitting for too long under the heated low table, she felt a bit hot.


      Next time I’ll stock the refrigerator full with ale to chill, she thought as she carefully flipped the hamburger steak on the saucepan.

    

  

  
    
      The Vice-Guildmaster’s Elucidation and Discussions of Adoption


      Dahlia arrived at the Merchants’ Guild’s vice-guildmaster’s office during afternoon tea time.


      The room was furnished with a heated low table, which had been installed recently at the end of the year. It had a cover made with a sleek, crimson fox pelt and the white tabletop was engraved with an illustration of blooming roses. Dahlia had had tea in this room many times before, but even to this day, she found it difficult to relax in the space.


      Incidentally, the heated low table in the guildmaster’s room was also used to conduct official business, and the guild had begun installing heated tables in the rooms of divisions that requested them and even one in the break room. While Dahlia was appreciative of that as the tables’ inventor, she was astounded by the speed at which they had become popular.


      Gabriella encouraged Dahlia to sit down across from her, so she did. Today, the vice-guildmaster was dressed in a deep-blue dress, but as her lower half was hidden beneath the table, she couldn’t see what the design of the skirt was like.


      Dahlia had taken Lucia’s advice and worn a long, brown culotte skirt. The material was wrinkle resistant, which made it a practical choice for when her work required her to stay seated for a long time.


      “Let us drink before our tea gets cold,” Gabriella said.


      The steaming teacups on the tabletop contained not black tea, but green tea from Esterland. The sizable orange cake set next to the teacups smelled heavenly, and even though Dahlia had eaten a filling lunch, she was starting to feel hungry again.


      “It’s been a while since we’ve sat down to talk like this, hasn’t it?” Gabriella remarked.


      “Yes, things have been busy.”


      Dahlia took a sip of tea and sighed. Her schedule had been jam-packed these days with the development of several magical tools—including the heated low tables—along with reviews and inspections, meetings with the Order of Beast Hunters, and her own debut.


      “Well, it seems to me you are well and truly surrounded these days, but does it seem that way to you, Dahlia?”


      Dahlia gripped the handle of her teacup a little more tightly. A while ago, she had indeed been approached by several women at the Merchants’ Guild asking if she could introduce them to Volf and asking about his tastes and hobbies.


      However, Ivano—who was an employee of the guild at the time—had warned them off, and after that those incidents became less frequent. Thinking Gabriella was worried about that, Dahlia shook her head.


      “No, I’m not being pestered or asked to introduce people to Volf anymore, so I’m all right.”


      Gabriella’s dark-blue eyes narrowed, and she looked at Dahlia as if she were a troubled child. Evidently, Dahlia had misinterpreted her question.


      “I thought Ivano or Lord Volfred might have told you, but it seems not. To be surrounded means to be protected. There are those who are taking action without your knowledge. Would you like me to enlighten you? Or would you rather remain in the dark?”


      “I...would like to know, please,” Dahlia said, thinking she was referring to the Scalfarottos.


      “The coachmen who drive the Scalfarotto family carriages and the coachmen who occasionally drive for the Rossetti Trading Company are all knights of the Scalfarotto family. The couriers are affiliated with them as well.”


      “I see... Well, Lord Guido is my noble guardian, so he must be looking out for me.”


      Now Dahlia understood why they all had impeccable etiquette and pin-straight posture. Guido was probably concerned with safety during travel because of that past carriage attack.


      “Next are the Dielses,” Gabriella continued. “You remember how, for your debut at the end of the year, you were situated between the couple, don’t you? Normally the standing order would have been Lord Gildovan, Lady Tilnara, then either Lord Guido or Lord Volf, and then you. Having you stand between Lord Gildovan and Lady Tilnara shows they either care about you a lot or see you as being like a daughter to them. Rumors are circulating—is your business relationship really that important, or is it that the Diels family is planning on eventually adopting you?”


      “What...?” Dahlia sputtered, too startled to give a proper response.


      Gabriella continued without her input. “Then there is the Bartolone family. Your makeup and dress were styled to be similar to that of Lord Grato’s wife, Lady Dalila. You already have similar hair and eye colors, so anyone would be convinced if told you two were relatives. And so now some are saying that you might be her distant relative.”


      “Uh, wasn’t that a simple coincidence?”


      “No, it was Lord Gildovan himself who fed the rumors of you being distant relatives to the gossip-birds, so yes, I’d say it was deliberate.”


      “Huh...?”


      “Lastly, the D’Orazis, Lord Bernigi’s family. They are of a different faction, yet he attended your debut and had a spirited dance with you, so now there are also rumors regarding your connection to his family. It is highly likely that is why you have been receiving fewer matchmaking requests and the like recently.”


      Dahlia was struck dumb. She had thought the Scalfarottos were the only ones involved in protecting her, but as many as three marquisates were apparently involved.


      She assumed it was because of her position as the Order of Beast Hunters’ advisor, but she couldn’t understand why they had taken that course of action. There was nothing explaining this in her noble etiquette books.


      “Um, why are they doing all that for me?” she asked.


      “Because you have reforged the bonds between their families,” Gabriella stated.


      “Sir Grato and Lord Gildo were already friends, so really, they just rekindled their friendship. And Lord Bernigi used to be a Beast Hunter,” Dahlia replied, thinking of the three men chatting amicably with each other.


      “When the heads of the households become distant, that creates a distance between their families. With Lord Grato and Lord Gildo’s friendship restored, and by adding Lord Bernigi to the mix, their families become even more strongly united than before. That is advantageous for all their families. And so, that is why they are trying to, in positive terms, repay the favor, or in negative terms, keep you surrounded.”


      “I’m sorry, I just don’t follow...”


      Even as someone rising to baroness soon, Dahlia still couldn’t wrap her head around this type of aristocratic behavior.


      As she brooded over this, Gabriella continued to elucidate.


      “Right now, there are seven marquisates. Soon there will be eight, once the Scalfarottos are promoted, but families want to be prepared to be able to join hands with those of the same rank in times of crisis. While restoring the friendship between two heads of households and the activity of a former family head is something to celebrate, behind the scenes, it is the improvement of the relationship between the families that is more important. I find it especially terrifying for the family of the captain of the Order of Beast Hunters, renowned kingdom-wide, to be so thoroughly hand in hand with the family of the royal head treasurer, who holds the kingdom’s purse strings.”


      When Dahlia first developed the camp stoves, she and Gildo had gotten off on the wrong foot. However, after it was decided that she would supply the squad with the camp stoves, both Gildo and Grato had helped her out in many ways. It was undeniable to her that they had paid her back—with interest.


      “Gabriella, what should I do? Shouldn’t I pay them back in some way?”


      “Just smile and accept it,” Gabriella said with her own elegant, businesslike smile.


      “Huh?” Dahlia said, stunned.


      “Your calculation of debt does not matter here, Dahlia. That is how much they have benefited from this. Enough so that they are taking action to protect you without even telling you. They are simply showing their gratitude, so you should just accept it.”


      “Well, okay,” Dahlia agreed, but she felt terribly guilty.


      “Nonetheless, it is fair to say everyone is being overprotective. If they wanted to go to such lengths, they could at least bother to explain everything to you. If it were me, I wouldn’t consider it safer to be protected without being told what was happening. Learning about it after the fact is enough to make you sick to the stomach.”


      “Gabriella...” Dahlia said, knowing just how she felt. It was a very commoner-like remark to make.


      Gabriella fixed Dahlia with a stare, a wicked sparkle in her dark-blue eyes.


      “When I found out about my husband’s web, I was flabbergasted. I became angry, and I told him that the least he could do was tell me before doing something. After all, isn’t it safest to be aware of what is happening?”


      “That is a good point...”


      Gabriella’s husband was Leone, the guildmaster of the Merchants’ Guild. He was a self-professed and widely acknowledged overly doting husband.


      Surely his web of protection was extensive and robust. Dahlia was curious to know more, but she was a little too scared to ask.


      However, more than her fear, she felt an overwhelming awareness of her own obliviousness and weakness.


      “I still have so much to learn about how nobles think. I at least wish I could get a better handle on things so as not to be an inconvenience to everyone.”


      “Why, even I still have a lot to learn. I have my husband to thank for a lot of what I am capable of now.”


      It was very like Gabriella to separate her own ability from that of her husband’s. Still, everyone involved in commerce had heard of Gabriella’s talent to manage commoner business owners and craftspeople. It was often said that the vice-guildmaster was even more capable when it came to working with commoners and craftspeople than the guildmaster.


      “When I was your age, I was even more confused than you are.”


      “I can’t imagine you ever being confused...”


      “Time can become strength—if you use it wisely.”


      Gabriella smiled and began eating her orange cake. Dahlia did as well. When she pierced the spongecake with her fork, orange liqueur slowly seeped out from inside. The cake was a perfect balance of sweet and bitter—a sophisticated flavor.


      As they ate, Gabriella surprised Dahlia by saying, “We actually received an inquiry regarding adopting Mr. Jonas Goodwin.”


      But perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised. Leone was a viscount, and he held economic and political power as the master of the Merchants’ Guild, which made him a good candidate for an adoptive family.


      “Really? I don’t personally know many people who have adopted someone.”


      “Adoption is more common among nobles than commoners, but in Ordine adoption itself is not out of the ordinary. My husband and I would have adopted Ivano if we could.”


      Dahlia smiled and nodded at Gabriella’s joke. In a way, it made more sense for Ivano to be Leone and Gabriella’s son than it did for Jonas.


      “I was also adopted before I married. By a faraway noble family,” Gabriella said.


      “Did you live there for a time?”


      “No, though I did visit their territory once. My husband chose them precisely because they were far from the capital and we could settle things with little communication. But I went to say hello.”


      “Were you nervous?”


      “I was at first, but the boat trip with my husband—my fiancé at the time—was so memorable that I just stopped feeling nervous altogether.”


      “I’m guessing the two of you made some good memories, then?”


      A trip at sea with a betrothed. The two of them on a boat, enjoying the wide open sea, gazing up at the night sky—as Dahlia secretly imagined that romantic trip, Gabriella turned her gaze to look out the window at the distant sky.


      “We were cuddling and admiring the setting sun when a kraken appeared in our path. The guard mages set it aflame with fire magic, then a shark approached and... While the shark was eating the kraken, mages used air magic and the sailors air crystals to put wind in the sails so we could flee.”


      “Wow...”


      A tale like that was enough to make one cry. Dahlia was relieved to hear the ship had made it out intact. She shook away the image in her head of a poor kraken and a terrifying shark as she drank the rest of her green tea.


      “Well, that is neither here nor there,” Gabriella said. “Is there someone who you think would be a good choice to adopt Mr. Jonas?”


      “I don’t think that’s something I can comment on, though I do hope he finds a good family.”


      “Ordinarily he should have been able to find one long ago. Even though he is blighted, a viscount or lower would be eager to form ties with the Scalfarottos, and the adopting family would surely receive support from Chairman Haldard too. It wouldn’t be strange if one were to accept just for the sake of connecting with his company.”


      “Then why is it so difficult for him to find someone?”


      “Someone must be preventing it. But don’t even think of trying to find out who. It is almost certainly someone at the top.”


      “You think so?”


      “Yes, it has to be, if they are capable of opposing the Scalfarottos.”


      Dahlia could think of no person or family whom that might be. The only thing she did know was that, like Volf, there was nothing she could do.


      Gabriella spoke again, interrupting her train of thought. “We are reasonably close with the Scalfarottos, and we can withstand some pressure from the top. If you—no, if Chairwoman Rossetti wishes, then we can act. The Rossetti Trading Company has made significant contributions to the Merchants’ Guild, and it would benefit our family as well, so just say the word.”


      “Thank you very much. I will let you know if Master Jonas expresses wanting that.”


      At this point, she didn’t care if it benefited her work or her vested interests. Jonas, Guido, and Volf had all done so much for her. She wanted to do what little she could to help them when they needed it. Although, even in this situation, all she could really do was make an introduction. It wasn’t as if she were really doing anything herself.


      If nothing had been decided by the time she next saw Jonas, she would bring this up to him.


      “By the way, I heard that you were escorted home from Lord Volf’s villa late at night the other day. That is what we call family treatment. Are you prepared for that?”


      They must have passed by Gabriella’s family’s carriage or the Merchants’ Guild carriage, either while on the road or just in front of the Green Tower. Dahlia had been so engrossed in her conversation with Volf that she hadn’t even noticed.


      “I wouldn’t call it family treatment. They were just worried for my safety traveling at night by carriage. You know the Scalfarottos,” Dahlia hedged, thinking that as a viscount’s wife, Gabriella would likely know about the attack that occurred during Volf’s childhood.


      “Hmm, indeed,” Gabriella said with a quick nod.


      Dahlia judged it best to not pursue this thread of conversation any further. She decided to change the subject.


      “Well, I am glad that people aren’t asking me for marriage interviews as often anymore. I feel badly for my employees who have to write the refusal letters.”


      First it had been Ivano writing the letters, and then Mena took over at the start of winter. Mena had the contents of the letter completely committed to memory and in no time at all, had started to write them without even looking at the template.


      She remembered feeling deeply guilty about when she saw him do so while she was writing out specifications for magical tools across from him.


      “Marriage interviews are just another way of meeting people. Dahlia, if you are ever thinking of marriage, do be sure to tell me. I can introduce you to the perfect man.”


      “I don’t think I ever will, but I appreciate your consideration.”


      Gabriella had a meeting that was set to start soon. Dahlia chewed over the contents of their conversation as she stood and gave the vice-guildmaster an aristocratic thank you.


      Behind her, Gabriella muttered something that did not reach Dahlia’s ears.


      “But I really would like to set you up with the perfect man sooner than later...”

    

  

  
    
      Dizziness and the Lifesavers


      “Ah, Chairwoman Rossetti. You are here.”


      “Chairman Yusef, Mr. Mitona. Is there something I can help you with?”


      When Dahlia returned to the Rossetti Trading Company’s rented office, she found Yusef and Mitona in the hallway. They’d had no plans to meet that day, so she wondered if an urgent matter had come up. Mitona opened the white cloth surrounding the bundle in his hands slightly, revealing several small glass bottles.


      “We unloaded some rock salt from Išrana from the ship and would be pleased if you would try it. I heard that you enjoy cooking for yourself,” he said.


      In their previous meeting together, they had mentioned that rock salt was one of the products the Haldard Company dealt in. It was said that rock salt from Išrana brought out the flavors of ingredients and had quite a different taste than salt from Ordine.


      Dahlia gratefully accepted the gift. The salt inside the bottles looked like crystals, and there were enough bottles for each employee of the Rossetti Trading Company to have one. Dahlia hoped to learn something from this level of care and attention to detail.


      “Thank you so much. Would you like to stay for afternoon tea?” she asked.


      “Thank you. A little of your time, please.”


      With Yusef’s acceptance, Dahlia showed the pair into the office. Ivano looked up from his paperwork with an expression of mild surprise, but he quickly stood up and greeted them.


      As Dahlia walked farther into the room, she heard an abrupt cry of “Chairman Yusef?!”


      Yusef had lost his balance and was holding on to the wall as if he had a sudden bout of dizziness. Mitona was holding him up with a worried look.


      “Just a bit...tired...” Yusef said hoarsely.


      Dahlia urged him to sit down on the sofa that was against the wall. It was used by employees to nap on, so it was large enough for him to be able to lie down on it.


      Once Yusef was stretched out on the sofa, he immediately shut his eyes.


      “My apologies. We were out late last night, so his exhaustion must have suddenly caught up to him...” Mitona said.


      “It’s okay, Mr. Mitona. There is no need to apologize,” Dahlia assured him.


      They were actively bustling about in a foreign land. Of course he was tired. The best thing for Yusef to do right now was simply to lie down for a while.


      “Mr. Mitona, would you like to have some tea until Chairman Yusef wakes up?” Ivano offered.


      “In that case, I’ll pop down to the first floor to buy some confections,” Dahlia added. “They’re selling butter candies from Ehrlichia. I think you’ll like them, Mr. Mi—”


      “Hrrrak! Hrrrak!”


      Dahlia was cut off by a sudden loud sound that made her shoulders jolt. She turned around to see that Yusef had started snoring loudly.


      Mitona looked at him as well and gave a dry chuckle. “He does indeed seem to be very tired today. I do apologize, but please allow him to rest there for a while.”


      “Um... Don’t you think his snoring sounds a bit loud?”


      “It’s all right, Chairwoman Rossetti. He is just sleeping off his fatigue. Yusef snores when he is tired. Although it is unusual for it to be this loud.”


      “Perhaps we should call a doctor to be safe...”


      Struck with concern, Dahlia took a second look at Yusef’s sleeping face. His complexion was not so bad, but she just couldn’t shake off the feeling that his snores were too loud. Unable to dispel her anxiety, she stared at him fixedly. When she noticed his trembling fingertips, she gasped.


      “Let’s call a doctor,” she insisted.


      “He is fine. Chairman Yusef, Chairwoman Rossetti is worried about you, so wake up now—”


      “Don’t move him!”


      Dahlia grasped Mitona’s arm with all her strength before he could shake Yusef awake.


      “Chairwoman?”


      “Chairwoman Rossetti, what is the matter?”


      Ivano and Mitona looked at Dahlia as if they were more concerned about her than Yusef.


      She couldn’t properly explain the danger Yusef was in, but she knew there was a good chance it was a race against time. She didn’t mind if they laughed at her for being a worrywort if it turned out nothing was wrong.


      “Ivano, please send for a doctor and a temple priest. You can use my name!”


      “Yes, right away!”


      Ivano ran out of the room. Perhaps he had caught on to the danger of the situation.


      “Mr. Mitona, I could be mistaken, but please let Chairman Yusef be examined by a doctor. Please.”


      With her hand still grasping his arm, the young man nodded at her with a stricken look.


      ***


      “He is all right now,” the silver-stoled priest said with a smile, rolling his sleeves back down.


      Before him lay Yusef with a blanket over his legs and stomach, sleeping soundlessly.


      Mitona was by his side, watching the steady, rhythmic rise and fall of the chairman’s chest. His lips pursed were so tightly they were turning white.


      “Thank you, Father Aroldo.”


      “Thank you, Father.”


      Aroldo had come from the temple. He had just arrived there from the castle, so he had already been at the carriage stop. Instead of boarding a carriage, he rode to the Merchants’ Guild on his own horse. Ivano had been waiting for him in the entrance hall to guide him straight to this room. Aroldo took over for the doctor who was examining Yusef and promptly cast his healing magic.


      Aroldo’s face had looked more grave than Dahlia had ever seen it, and his forehead was slick with sweat. His magic alternated between white and rainbow-colored, bathing Yusef’s body in light.


      After spending so long casting his healing magic, Aroldo finally smiled. Outside the window, the sunlight was already fading.


      “Father Aroldo, I am very glad that you made it here. I wouldn’t have been able to heal a head blockage on my own,” said the doctor, relief plain on his face.


      The doctor had arrived slightly before Aroldo, but after checking Yusef’s pulse and pupils, he only informed them to wait for the priest.


      Dahlia suspected that the Ordinato term “head blockage” was used to describe a stroke—a cerebral hemorrhage or cerebral infarction.


      It was often too late to treat it once one knew what was happening, and it was said that even the temple was successful in fully curing the ailment a handful of times. In this kingdom where even grave injuries could be healed with magic or high potions, head blockages, along with heart stoppages, were feared ailments.


      “Chairwoman Rossetti, well done for correctly identifying it was a head blockage,” the doctor praised her.


      “No, I... Well, my father passed away suddenly, so...”


      “Is that right...?”


      Dahlia couldn’t do much else but reply evasively. The reason she had urged them so strongly to call for a doctor and priest was because of a memory she had from her previous world.


      When she was an employee of the company she used to work at, her director had suddenly fallen asleep in the middle of a drinking party.


      He had started snoring loudly, so she just assumed he was very tired, but one of the senior employees cried out he might be having a stroke and called an ambulance. That employee explained they had lost a family member that way who had exhibited the same symptoms.


      And their fear had turned out to be correct. The director’s condition turned out to not be life-threatening, but Dahlia heard he had had to be hospitalized for some time.


      That memory had resurfaced after her father, Carlo, had collapsed at the Merchants’ Guild. Even though a doctor was called immediately, it had been too late.


      Maybe if a priest like Aroldo had been at the Merchants’ Guild that time, then maybe... Dahlia still had thoughts like that, making it evident that she likely still wasn’t at peace with her father’s death.


      “Thank you so much,” Mitona said to Aroldo.


      “There is only so much that a priest can do. He must be a man whose light must continue to shine.”


      Aroldo smiled, squinting his amber-green eyes. He continued, “I want to avoid moving Chairman Haldard for a while, so have him continue to rest here, and then I will bring him to the temple. There, he should receive treatment for seven days or longer, just to be safe. Ah, I know of a comfortable carriage that absorbs impacts well. We can borrow it from the Order of Beast Hunters.”


      “Father Aroldo, you must be exhausted. I’ll send a messenger to the castle, so please go rest for a bit in the other room,” Ivano suggested solicitously.


      Aroldo gave it a little thought before nodding. “Very well, I will take you up on your offer. Allow me to write a letter to Captain Grato asking to borrow a carriage. And—I do apologize for this, but do you mind if I request something tangential? You see, I was called to the temple this morning before I had my breakfast, and now I’ve gone without lunch too...”


      “I’ll have something prepared for you right away!” Ivano said.


      Dahlia was appalled to hear that he had performed such difficult healing magic on an empty stomach, and she felt impelled to order the best takeout food she knew.


      As she thought that, Aroldo lowered his voice and said, “If possible, could I request some crespelles from that stall just down the street? I get scolded when I eat there in my priests’ robes.”


      “Understood. I’ll buy an assortment.”


      “Mr. Ivano, if you would, I would like a pork-and-cheese crespelle and a seafood crespelle with plenty of mustard and salt sauce, please.”


      “Is red ale acceptable?”


      “Yes, thank you kindly.”


      Ivano guided Aroldo to a drawing room used for nobles and then began making arrangements for his meal.


      “Chairwoman, I’ll send a guild employee over here, so wait just a moment,” he told her. He was offering to have a Merchants’ Guild employee take her place in this room.


      Dahlia shook her head. “No, that’s all right. I’ll stay here with Mr. Mitona and Chairman Yusef.”


      Mitona had yet to unclench his tightly wound fists. The entire time, he had stayed where he could always have an eye on Yusef while also keeping out of the way. He looked haggard. Dahlia was worried he might be next to collapse. She thought having a stranger be in the room with him would only add to his stress.


      Even though Yusef was sleeping, he was still present, so it was not as if she and Mitona would be alone together. It might have been a technicality, but it was the conclusion she came to.


      “Understood,” Ivano said. He left the room with Aroldo and the doctor.


      “Mr. Mitona, Chairman Yusef is doing well now, so won’t you sit down? Please feel free to slide a chair over to sit next to him,” Dahlia said as gently as possible. Mitona had been standing this entire time.


      At last, he took his eyes off Yusef to look at Dahlia. “Very well.”


      But despite his agreement, instead of sitting in a chair, he walked over to Dahlia. He stopped a few paces away from her, just out of her reach, then knelt with both knees on the floor.


      “I thank you, from the bottom of my heart, Madam Dahlia Rossetti!”


      Mitona bowed his head so low it nearly touched the floor. The hem of his long robes spread out widely, and even his madder-colored sash brushed the floor.


      “I nearly let him die. I will never forget how you saved Yusef’s life, for as long as I shall live.”


      “Please raise your head, Mr. Mitona. Really, it was just luck!”


      “To you it might be luck, but to me, it was a miracle. If we hadn’t done as you said, I would have lost our dear chairman...”


      As he trembled, Mitona looked very small, like a little child.


      His black hair, head lowered to the floor, made Dahlia think unexpectedly of Volf.


      Volf had lost his mother, and she had lost her father. The pain of that remained present to this day. Dahlia felt enormously relieved that Mitona had not lost Yusef, whom he seemed to love as dearly as a father.


      “Mr. Mitona, um, my father passed away in the very halls of this Merchants’ Guild. A doctor was called for him right away, but they didn’t make it in time... Because of that, I got worried. That is all. So please, I beg you to raise your head.”


      Mitona finally looked up, but he remained kneeling. Before Dahlia could figure out what to do or say next, he continued his passionate speech.


      “Please allow the Haldards and the company to express our deepest gratitude for today. Please tell me if there is anything you desire, whatever it may be. Precious stones from Išrana, even coral from the southern sea. Should you wish for horned camels or sleipnirs, I can arrange for several to be brought to you.”


      “No! If you should thank anyone, it should be Father Aroldo and the doctor. Your words of gratitude just now are enough for me.”


      All Dahlia had done was call for the doctor and priest out of concern. She really wished Mitona wouldn’t offer such excessive gifts. All this talk about repaying her was making her break out into a cold sweat.


      Mitona looked straight at Dahlia and said, “Of course, I will thank them as well. Regardless, the Haldard family, the Haldard Company, and I owe a great debt of gratitude to you for what you did today.”


      Mitona’s white canine teeth lengthened. Simultaneously, his dark eyes turned a rose madder and caught the light like crystals.


      As these changes occurred, Dahlia felt a vibration of powerful magic, and she recalled hearing that he was blighted. Mitona seemed to have noticed his own transformation. Quickly, he covered his face with his hands.


      “P-Please forgive me, Chairwoman Rossetti! I was so overjoyed that you had saved Yusef that I exposed you to this unsightly form! Oh how I must I have frightened you—”


      “It’s all right, Mr. Mitona. Chairman Yusef is saved—we should celebrate to the fullest!”


      Mitona moved his hands away from his face, revealing a look of pure shock that lasted for a moment until slowly softening into a boyish smile. Those rose madder eyes, filled with rejoicing, hadn’t been frightening at all.
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      ***


      Jonas was in the mages’ wing of the castle, looking over some paperwork in Guido’s office, when a messenger arrived.


      “I have a message for Lord Guido Scalfarotto from the temple!”


      The messenger, who wore a red sash diagonally across the chest, was in charge of delivering messages from priests. Since their communications were largely concerned with life-and-death matters or other emergencies, they were granted permission to wear the sash even inside the castle. The messenger’s presence meant that something must have happened to a family member or someone else Guido knew. The room became charged with tension.


      “Relay the message now,” Guido said.


      “Chairman Yusef Haldard suffered a head blockage at the Merchants’ Guild, where he received treatment and was subsequently transported to the temple. His condition is not life-threatening and there are no issues with his speech. This message comes from Father Aroldo.”


      “A head blockage, again... What a relief that he’s all right,” Guido said, the tension melting from his face as if he were hearing about a family. He then turned his blue eyes to Jonas.


      “Thank you for delivering the message,” Jonas said with an impassive look as he handed the messenger a silver coin as a tip.


      The messenger bowed and swiftly left the room.


      Besides Jonas, Guido and two other mages were present in the office. All three of them were staring at him, their gazes hesitant.


      “I know the message said he is not in life-threatening condition, but this is worrisome. Jonas, why don’t you go drop by the temple?” Guido suggested.


      “I think I would only get in the way if I did so. Perhaps another—”


      Before he could finish, there was a knock at the door. Bracing himself for it to be another messenger, Jonas gave them permission to enter. In came a man with gray hair and beard.


      “Jonas, Lord Guido. Have you heard about Chairman Haldard?” the man asked as soon as he entered.


      It was Bernigi, clad in his Beast Hunter armor, his hair damp with sweat. He must have been in the middle of training.


      “Yes, just now.”


      “I’m going to the temple now, but I thought it might be best if I brought Jonas as well, so that we could be there on behalf of the Scalfarotto Arms Works. What do you say, Lord Guido?”


      “Please do, Lord Bernigi.”


      “No, there is still work that must—”


      “Jonas, go. We’ll be fine without you,” Guido said, cutting him off before he could decline.


      And so, without any say in the matter, Jonas followed Bernigi to the temple.




      Jonas changed out of his attendant’s uniform into a knight’s uniform. Bernigi had changed out of his armor into a black, three-piece suit. Jonas was a little surprised to see him dressed as if he were going to welcome a distinguished guest.


      They rode in the same carriage to the temple, where Mitona was waiting for them as they disembarked. Bernigi must have sent advance notice of their arrival; the man worked quickly.


      “Lord Bernigi, Mr. Jonas, thank you for coming! Please, follow me.”


      The youth’s radiant smile convinced Jonas of Yusef’s recovery. Then there should be nothing to worry about, Jonas thought. Though he hadn’t seen her in ages, an image of Jonas’s smiling mother crossed his mind.


      From there, they followed Mitona to the temple’s sick ward. On the way, they passed by priests walking at a rapid clip and people with reddened eyes. A medicinal scent hung in the air, mingled with the smell of blood. Between the opening and closing doors around them, Jonas heard the voices of priests and doctors, sighs of relief, and sobbing.


      Jonas was overcome with a feeling of uneasiness as they walked farther down the ward to a private room. In front of the door were two people standing watch, both dressed in Išrana-style long robes. Jonas suspected they were Yusef’s guards. They nodded at the group and let them inside.


      Instantly, Mitona bristled.


      “Chairman Yusef! What do you think you are doing, reading paperwork?!” he shouted in Išranic.


      On the bed in the center of the room lay Yusef. Aroldo sat on a nearby chair. Yusef was lying down and reading documents that he was holding with both hands.


      “I am fine. Had nothing to do,” Yusef replied with an abashed smile.


      Before he was even finished speaking, Mitona plucked the papers from his hands. It appeared there was no need to worry about Yusef. In fact, it seemed like the more serious concern was his subordinates’ excessive worry.


      “Chairman Haldard, we are very sorry to hear of your illness. Please accept this gift voucher from the Scalfarotto Arms Works,” Jonas said.


      “Chairman Haldard, please remain lying down,” Bernigi said as Yusef tried to get up.


      He passed the voucher to Mitona, who thanked them along with Yusef. The voucher was for different kinds of bedding: a mat of impact absorption material made from powdered yellow slime, dunasphera cushions that perfectly conformed to the body, and a warm, lightweight blanket stuffed with longicollis feathers. Guido had made all the arrangements while Jonas was changing into his knight’s uniform. This assortment was in fact almost identical to the set Jonas had in his own room, but he had no desire to inform anyone of that right now.


      “Chairman Haldard, how are you feeling?” Jonas asked.


      “Just fine. Ordine wine, very good. Drank too much, I think.”


      Despite lying prostrate, the man still had it in him to crack jokes. Jonas couldn’t help responding with his own teasing remark.


      “I am relieved to hear that. Mother can scold you for that once you return to Išrana.”


      “Nadja angry is...very frightening,” Yusef replied, his voice low and his face grave.


      Jonas privately agreed. His normally gentle-mannered mother rarely became angry. However, when she did lose her temper, she would grasp him by both shoulders, look him close in the eye, and lecture him until they reached a mutual understanding. It had been so long since he thought of that. The memory made the corner of his mouth quirk up.


      “You will just have to surrender,” Jonas said.


      At the same time, Mitona remarked, “It is only natural that she will be angry.”


      Aroldo, unable to hold himself back, broke into a chortle.


      “Father Aroldo, thank you for notifying us. And...for healing him,” Jonas said.


      He had hesitated a beat before saying the last part, but Yusef was his mother’s husband. It would not be odd for him to express his gratitude.


      “I am happy to have been of help,” Aroldo replied, still recovering from his laughter.


      In any case, while Yusef was a wealthy merchant, it was a lucky thing that someone had been able to call for Aroldo, a silver-stoled deacon. Normally, it was difficult for anyone who wasn’t a high-ranking noble to summon him. Even Guido had to request help from higher-ups to ask him to fully heal Marcella’s wife.


      “Was it Lord Jedda who summoned you to the Merchants’ Guild, Father Aroldo?” Bernigi asked.


      “No, it was Master Dahlia. I had just returned to the temple when I was told that I had an ‘emergency request from Chairwoman Rossetti.’”


      “Master Dahlia?” Jonas echoed, surprised to hear her name come up in this context.


      It was Mitona who explained what had happened.


      “We happened to be in the office of the Rossetti Trading Company at the Merchants’ Guild when Chairman Yusef collapsed. I assumed he was only tired and needing sleep, but Chairwoman Rossetti insisted we not move him and to quickly summon a doctor and a priest, and to use her name to do so. It was as if she had foreseen everything. She is truly like a Goddess-Savior.”


      Mitona’s dark eyes deepened as he recalled the events. Jonas thought he heard a note of longing in the young man’s voice.


      The red-haired magical toolmaker had saved someone once again. However, knowing her, Jonas had an acute feeling she was unaware of it. Jonas still hadn’t repaid his debt to her for her role in his promotion to baron after being appointed an advisor to the Order of Beast Hunters, but he was doubtful she even remembered that.


      “How lucky that Master Dahlia knew Chairman Yusef was suffering from a head blockage,” Bernigi said.


      “She said that her father had passed away at the Merchants’ Guild,” Mitona explained.


      Yusef’s collapse must have reminded her of her own late father.


      Still, Yusef had been exceptionally fortunate. Even high-ranking nobles died frequently from head blockages and heart stoppages. Sometimes the priest did not make it in time, and sometimes their healing just was not effective. A foreign merchant like Yusef being saved could only be called a stroke of good luck.


      “Father Aroldo, thank you truly. Our employees at the capital branch will be bringing the first thank-you gift shortly,” Mitona said.


      “I do appreciate the thought, but that will not be necessary. Priests cannot accept personal gifts.”


      “Is that so? In that case, we will donate a platinum coin to the temple.”


      At the mention of a platinum coin, Jonas narrowed his eyes. Perhaps the offer spoke to the wealth of the Haldard Company, or perhaps to just how highly they valued their chairman’s life.


      But Aroldo smiled and shook his head. “No, please. If you donate that amount, our priests will all move away to Išrana.”


      “But then, how can we properly repay you...?” Mitona asked.


      “We will pay. What is right,” Yusef added.


      “I am warmed by your sentiment, but you have already paid the treatment fee, and it would not be fair to the other healers.”


      “But—”


      Mitona and Yusef both looked dissatisfied. Jonas had heard that the citizens of Išrana placed heavy importance on debts of gratitude, and it seemed that was true.


      “Well, how about this? What if, in lieu of a monetary donation, I ask you to reupholster some carriages? The interior of the carriage that brought Chairman Yusef to the temple is excellent for transporting patients.”


      “Of course. Where may we send this request to have that done?”


      “Please speak with Mr. Ivano of the Rossetti Trading Company. Oh, I’ve just remembered! If you do not mind me asking, could you send a set of the latest Ehrlichian medical texts to the doctor who was there with me? He was having trouble procuring them himself.”


      “Understood. I will have that arranged right away,” Mitona said.


      Jonas was amazed at the way Aroldo marvelously managed to rope in the temple, the Rossetti Trading Company, and the doctor. Perhaps this was a hidden talent of the silver-stoled deacon.


      Bernigi smiled and said, “Well, once you are discharged from the temple, we will have to find a time to celebrate—”


      Aroldo cut him off with a cough. All his prior lightness abruptly vanished and there was a hardness in his amber-green eyes. Jonas had a feeling he wasn’t the only one who tensed up. Even Bernigi remained silent.


      “Chairman Haldard, in the interest of your health, I would suggest that you abstain from alcohol and salty foods in the future. I would also recommend that you avoid any long journeys.”


      “Do you mean to say you believe there is a possibility of recurrence, Father Aroldo?”


      “I cannot say there is zero possibility. I believe if he continues to take his medicine, that will lower the possibility of recurrence. However, it is best if he avoids alcohol, traveling at high altitudes on wyverns, and spending a long time in a swaying carriage as much as possible. Long trips are hard on the body. Please have him rest sufficiently here, and exercise caution on your return journey home.”


      If Yusef had to avoid long trips, that meant that not only would his journey back to Išrana be challenging but also that it would be complicated for him to visit Ordine again. That meant Yusef’s once-every-other-year visits—which Jonas had to confess he sometimes found to be bothersome—would cease. Somehow, Jonas felt some strange resistance to the idea.


      Once Mitona finished interpreting what was said into Išranic, Yusef closed his dark eyes. After he let out a long sigh, he turned his gaze solely to Jonas.


      “Jonas, some of your time. To talk.”


      “Very well.”


      Jonas had no choice but to agree.


      “Well then, I will be going to the treatment room. Please call me right away should you need me,” Aroldo said.


      “I’m feeling a bit parched. Mitona, would you accompany me to the lounge?” Bernigi asked.


      “Yes, Lord Bernigi. Allow me to guide you.”


      The three men came up with perfect excuses to leave the room. As Bernigi passed him, he lightly patted Jonas on the shoulder. The act made him realize his shoulders were even more tensed up than he thought, but when he turned around, he only saw the old man’s receding figure.




      Once the other three had gone, Jonas stepped one pace closer to the bed.


      “Jonas, sit. That chair,” Yusef said as he began to sit up.


      “Please stay lying down. You must think of your health—”


      “In temple, I am safest. We talk, face-to-face.”


      It seemed Yusef was unwilling to yield on this point.


      Jonas stuffed a pillow and a rolled-up extra blanket between Yusef and the headboard.


      After thanking him and leaning against the extra cushioning, Yusef ran his fingers through his disheveled sandy hair. Jonas brought a chair close to the bed and sat on it.


      Yusef began talking, his voice quiet. “Someday, should tell you, from Nadja. But time, chance...never know future.”


      He must have been ruminating over Aroldo’s warning from earlier. It seemed likely indeed that Yusef would not return to Ordine in the future.


      “Jonas, I am sorry. Everything, because I...weak.”


      Unable to derive meaning from Yusef’s string of words, Išranic rushed out of Jonas’s mouth. “What do you have to apologize for? Outside of my mother, there is nothing connecting us.”


      “You do not mind if we speak in Išranic?” Yusef asked in his natural, mellifluous tone. Jonas nodded mutely.


      “Nadja wanted to tell you this herself someday, but it is not easy for her to travel to Ordine. And I do not know if I will have the chance to come here again myself. So, I am making the decision to speak to you about this now, and I take full accountability.”


      Yusef folded his hands and continued speaking matter-of-factly.


      “When I was but a young traveling merchant, I was bitten by a venomous desert snake that caused my leg to gangrene. When the doctor told me I would never walk again and that I could not expect to live very long, I revoked my promise of marriage to Nadja, my childhood sweetheart. Nadja refused to accept the situation and began working as a dancer to pay for my treatment. Then, at a banquet for nobles, she met your father, who told her thrice that she was beautiful.”


      The news was hardly surprising to Jonas. From the beginning, he’d assumed that the two of them had truly loved each other from when his mother lived in Išrana.


      “Your father was unaware of the customs of Išrana. The family who invited him to the country wanted to form a relationship with him. Nadja entreated the nobles to make her their slave and to send money to my family as consolation money to end our engagement. I learned of that after my leg was healed.”


      That was a choice his mother had made before he was born. It was not his place to comment on it—yet suddenly he heard a phantom ringing in his ears.


      “Following that, I worked to buy back Nadja. Pathetically, that took me over ten years to accomplish...”


      Yusef’s voice was raw with emotion, and his clenched fists were white. The man, who had built up a wealthy company that expanded beyond his country’s borders in a single generation, was lamenting his powerlessness from the depths of his core.


      “The day I went to get her, your father—Viscount Goodwin—gave up Nadja without asking for anything in return. However, we were unable to bring you back to Išrana with us.”


      “That was my own wish. It was not my father’s fault,” Jonas said, an edge to his voice. It sounded like Yusef was implying his father had forcibly detained him.


      He would never forget that day when Yusef came to take his mother and tried to take Jonas, who was only ten years old, to Išrana as well. Yusef had held his hand out to him, smiling as he told him he would love him as his own son.


      But Jonas had not taken his hand. No one had pressured him not to. He had simply chosen to live in the Kingdom of Ordine as Jonas Goodwin. That was all there was to it.


      “I know,” Yusef replied. “But your father saved my life.”


      “If you are saying you want to repay his favor, that is your business with my father—though, of course, since he is no longer with us, you will have to redirect your thanks to the Goodwin family. This matter has nothing to do with me.”


      “Yes, it does. I believe I have been saved by Nadja, your father, and by you yourself.”


      “Saved by me?”


      He needn’t have said that. Saying it changed nothing. Jonas knew that, yet something hard within him began to crack, darker emotions seeping out.


      The question he had since the first day he read the name “Yusef” on a sheet of parchment paper burst from his mouth.


      “The spelling of Yusef in Išranic is read as Jonas in Ordinato.” Try as he might, bitterness stained his voice. “Was I named Jonas to be a substitute for you? Or was it to rejoice that your life had been saved? I was never able to ask my mother.”


      Ever since he was very young, he remembered his mother frequently hiding and crying silently. If Yusef was the man she loved, why did he name her child a name that was linked to him? The question he had thought he would never ask his delicate mother as long as he lived sounded painful to his ears.


      Yusef simply stared at him with deep eyes and said, “Nadja named you Jonas because she decided she loved you more than me.”


      “What?”


      “With no choice but to accept her situation, she prayed to the heavens and, by turn of fate, was able to save the man she loved. Thus she decided to love Viscount Goodwin—whom the gods had brought to her and who had saved me—with all her heart, and she committed to loving her son more than anything else in the world. That is why, despite how much it tore her heart to pieces and destroyed her health, she chose not to return to Išrana.”


      “She chose not to? What do you mean?”


      It was true that his mother could never adapt to Ordine and it had destroyed her in mind and body. But Jonas had been under the impression that she hadn’t even had a choice to return to Išrana. Hadn’t she cried and wanted to go back home to be with the man she loved?


      “Under the pretext of recuperation for Nadja, Viscount Goodwin tried to send her back home to Išrana. He said they could dissolve their marriage afterward... However, Nadja did not accept his offer and wanted to remain in Ordine. If the emperor of Išrana hadn’t written a letter asking for her to be returned, I would not have been able to come and take her, the wife of an Ordinato nobleman. I wagered that if I arrived with the letter in hand, I could bring Nadja back without disgracing Viscount Goodwin. Cowardly though it was, I threatened the emperor with a wyvern to achieve that.”


      “You...threatened the emperor?”


      Hold on, just what did this man do?


      Išrana supposedly had an even stricter hierarchical society than Ordine. Threatening the emperor was downright reckless. It was just not what a respectable merchant did.


      “It was I who broke Nadja’s vow to live in Ordine with you, whom she loved so much.”


      Yusef’s words finally made Jonas realize something. Now he understood the reason his mother, who had spent much of her life in submission, had remained in Ordine despite his father’s encouragement to leave.


      The reason she hadn’t returned to Išrana, where this man had been waiting for her. The reason his mother remained silent regarding the pain she was going through, the reason she asked for help from no one, was to raise her son in Ordine, his birthplace, without letting him know of her suffering or hurting him.


      Suddenly, he recalled a letter he had received from his mother after she returned to Išrana. Her vivid blue lettering was the same color as the embroidery stitched on handkerchiefs praying for health and good fortune.


      In a clumsy but painstakingly written script, his mother wrote a message in her rudimentary Ordinato: My darling Jonas, please be healthy, please be happy.


      His mother prayed for his happiness—continued to pray. If she had forced herself to stay in Ordine, it was likely she would have died. This man had made the right choice.


      “Nadja truly loved you and your father. No, she still loves you to this day.”


      Jonas had never heard as much from his mother’s own mouth. He couldn’t judge if it was the truth. He was split in two. Part of him wanted to believe it, and another part wanted to forget it. Even at his age, he was still pitifully childish.


      However, it was clear to him now the strength that his mother, whom he always thought was weak, possessed.


      “Everything happened because of my own weakness. You can hate me, blame me. You have that right. But when it comes to Nadja—”


      “That is enough. I understand now. I bear no such feelings toward either of you,” Jonas said.


      He had meant what he said, yet Yusef’s face crumpled. “Jonas, I am so sorry...”


      He placed his arms down and abruptly bowed his head down low.


      “Don’t move your head!” Jonas shouted in a panic. “You’ve just suffered a head blockage! It’s dangerous!”


      “I have stolen so much from you. If there is anything you desire that I can give you, it is yours. Even if you do not come to Išrana, I will do everything in my power—”


      “I am no longer a child who needs your patronage.”


      So I don’t need to take anything from you. Jonas thought he had made that clear, but the man continued in an anguished voice.


      “Jonas, even though you’re an adult, even though we are not blood related, you are my son. You are a child of the Haldard family. You are my wife’s child, the child of my two lifesavers, and you saved my life as well. I am your second father and, someday, will be your third father. It is okay if you never call me or think of me as your father for as long as I live. I only ask that you forgive me for thinking that way...” Yusef pleaded, his head still bowed low.


      Jonas couldn’t find his voice. It would be easy to think those were just empty words. It would be easy to call him a foolish man. Yusef had weak magic and lacked the strength of a warrior. He, a man with no social standing or wealth, in order to get back his one and only woman, had established an international trading company and built up a respected name for himself. He even went as far as to threaten the emperor of Išrana, and regained his beloved from Jonas’s father, an Ordinato noble.


      Even without a sword, without magic, this man proved to be far stronger than Jonas.


      Until Yusef died—no, even after he died, his children and family would protect Jonas’s mother. That was good. That was enough. He had nothing to anguish over now.


      “Yusef, please look after my mother.”


      “Of course.”


      Unable to form a response to Yusef’s plea, this was all Jonas could think to ask.


      I am so damn weak. If only I were capable of a tenth of what this man is capable of, Jonas thought as he said goodbye and stood to leave the room. His fingers suddenly began searching for his Night Piercer. Since he was in the temple, he was not carrying it, and yet his hand reached out on its own. He attributed it to a desire to cut away the discomfort inside him.


      “I do have one thing I want to ask of you,” Jonas broached.


      “Anything, Jonas. I will do whatever I can for you!”


      Yusef replied so emphatically that Jonas couldn’t help but laugh. The man looked like he would happily supply Jonas with platinum coins or wyverns if he were only to ask.


      But what he wanted was something even more costly.


      “Very well. I want you to promise that you will not pass on before my mother, that you will never make her cry again—no, that you two will continue to live happily together.”


      “Yes, I promise...”


      The merchant, who made no promises he could not keep, clenched his shaking fists on his lap and nodded solemnly.


      Jonas bowed deeply to him and then left the room. He could do nothing about the wave welling up from the bottom of his throat.


      ***


      After tidying himself up in the washroom, Jonas headed to the waiting room. Bernigi’s bodyguard, who was waiting by the entrance, showed him to a private room in the back.


      Two bright voices rang out from the small room. In Bernigi’s hand was a wooden cup of fruit juice, and in Mitona’s was a half-eaten profiterole. There was a large box of confections on the table and a pile of empty wrappers. It looked like they had eaten sweets in lieu of dinner.


      When he saw Jonas’s face, Mitona popped the rest of the profiterole into his mouth.


      “Thank you for waiting. Chairman Yusef and I have finished our conversation, so you may return to his side, Mr. Mitona.”


      “Oh dear, I forgot! The captain told me to check in with Aroldo regarding the matter of the Order of Beast Hunters’ carriage. I’ll be just a moment. Jonas, wait here for a bit, if you don’t mind.”


      “Understood, Lord Bernigi.”


      Jonas was aware that Aroldo had borrowed a carriage from the Beast Hunters to transport Yusef from the Merchants’ Guild to the temple.


      The Scalfarotto Arms Works had crafted the carriage. Aroldo often accompanied the squad on expeditions, and he supposedly liked the carriage very much. Even the Haldard Company had been hounding them for a carriage reupholstery, and he could expect the temple to ask for more carriages of the same type too.


      “Mitona, you had something to discuss with Jonas, yes?”


      “No—well, yes. I do.”


      The young man was clearing away the wrappers on the table when he rephrased himself after a beat.


      “It would be good for you two to talk, being that you both serve to protect your dear masters,” Bernigi said as he walked out of the room.


      Jonas had no choice but to do as the worldly elderly man said. He and Mitona sat across from each other at the table.


      “Mr. Jonas, if I may ask for some of your time—”


      “Please, go on,” Jonas said in Išranic.


      Mitona smiled. “I see that everyone is taking my job.”


      Mitona’s voice when he spoke Išranic was a touch softer, as was his expression. It made Jonas realize how much Mitona was younger than himself. Even that fact was something he hadn’t bothered noticing until today.


      “I apologize for my behavior toward you, Mr. Jonas.”


      The way Mitona bowed his head reminded Jonas of Yusef from earlier. He was being apologized to left and right today.


      “I... I was envious of you. You lived in a faraway land, yet you had Chairman Yusef as a father, Madam Nadja as a mother, and Master Fajr as a grandfather, and I was shamefully jealous of that. As pathetic as it is, I could not repress my envy, and as a result, I have treated you with disrespect. I am truly sorry.”


      It made sense when he put it into words. It was understandable why Mitona, as a member of the Haldard family, would treat him that way. He could even understand why Mitona would be jealous. He was not angry about it.


      “Pathetic though I am, if you were to come to Išrana, I would dedicate my life to serving you—”


      “Please stop, Mr. Mitona. My discussion with Chairman Yusef settled everything.”


      The young man before Jonas closed his mouth. He wasn’t sure if Mitona had correctly understood him, but he had no intention of speaking about his mother, so he simply waited for him to respond.


      “Mr. Jonas, I know it is not my place to say this, but there is something I want you to know.”


      “By all means, tell me,” Jonas replied, thinking he couldn’t be told anything else that would surprise him further today.


      “In Išrana, bonds are honored more than blood, and a child is loved and raised by all the members of the family as their own. I believe things are different here in the Kingdom of Ordine. However, the reason Master Fajr forged that red sword for you is because he thought of you as his own grandson.”


      “Well, I suppose everyone has their own definition of family.”


      “Viscount Goodwin has also been concerned about you ever since you left the family. He desperately wants you to find a good family to be adopted into. Chairman Yusef has been supporting him.”


      The current Viscount Goodwin was Jonas’s older brother, Hadis Goodwin. Jonas had heard that Hadis was throwing around gold in an attempt to find him an adoptive family. If those gold coins were coming from Yusef, then the most likely explanation was that Hadis wanted to form a connection with the Haldard Company.


      But I doubt my brother is actually worried about me, Jonas thought as he unwittingly averted his gaze from Mitona.


      “I also believe Viscount Goodwin is disappointed that we were unable to bring you back to Išrana.”


      “To Išrana...”


      After his older brother had been treating him harshly for some time, Yusef came to take his mother away. Jonas had not gone with them.


      From that day onward, he avoided his brother, went to live with the Scalfarottos, and only returned home when he absolutely had to. Even when his brother approached him in the castle, Jonas assumed he was only doing it for the sake of his family and would end the conversation with patronizing politeness.


      But if his brother disliked him, he could have made up some excuse to have him removed from the family register long ago.


      Just then, Jonas remembered something. The first time he had ridden a horse was with his brother. He had been very young, and Hadis had been laughing and holding him as he made the horse walk at a slow trot. They had even shared a special candy together given to him by a friend, in secret from the maids.


      Those days had been many years before Hadis had called his mother a slave and told Jonas to never call him older brother, but they had indeed happened. Young and weak, Jonas had sealed away all of those memories.


      Could it be conceivable that his brother thought if he bullied Jonas, then he would obediently go with his mother to Išrana? Perhaps he thought it would be easier for him if he had less of an attachment to the family.


      Good grief, no one ever tells me anything.


      Even as a child, he would have tried to understand if his brother had only just said so. Suddenly, he thought of another older brother, and felt a headache come on. He wouldn’t know without verifying, but he had a feeling older brothers were often incompetent.


      “Yusef has instructed the Ordine branch of the Haldard Company to always be ready to receive you. If there is a product you want, they can have it arranged for you at any time.”


      “Thank you. I appreciate the thought.”


      “Yusef’s wealth is on par with high-ranking nobles of Ordine. Please do not hesitate to—”


      “That wealth should be inherited by the Haldard family’s children. It is not for me to touch.”


      Jonas did not need status in Išrana or the enormous wealth of a company. He had decided to spend his life here, in Ordine.


      “Mr. Mitona, please do not be mistaken. My father is Bardis Goodwin. Not Yusef Haldard.”


      Mitona’s black eyes widened with a start, then he bowed his head down low.


      “My deepest apologies, Mr. Jonas. I continued to speak with such disrespect to you, without giving thought to the burdens you carry.”


      “No, I understand you speak out of consideration for Chairman Yusef. Loyalty to one’s master is only natural for a right-hand man.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Chairman Yusef called you as such.”


      Normally, a reliable person was more often referred to as a “left-hand man.” A right-hand man was someone even closer and on whom one depended on. For a loyal subordinate to be called that by their master was the highest of honors.


      “Chairman Yusef...” Mitona’s dark eyes, brimming with delight, gently closed. He spoke slowly, as if thinking back on a precious memory. “It is strange—Chairwoman Rossetti said the same thing. She said that you were Lord Guido’s right-hand man. And that is why you cannot go to Išrana.”


      “Oh, did she?”


      Jonas’s mouth unconsciously curved upward. It had not even been a full round of seasons since he had met her, and yet she bestowed him with such high praise.


      “Chairwoman Rossetti—that is, Madam Dahlia Rossetti is a truly remarkable individual. My eyes nearly turned red in her presence,” Mitona said with a bright smile.


      Jonas recalled a letter his mother once sent him. She described the massive ant monsters that inhabited Išrana—giant ants, which the locals called the black devils of the desert. The adult male ants’ eyes turned red when in the presence of the female they acknowledged as the queen of the colony. The queen was the only one of the giant ants who did the courting, and she selected a suitable mate among the males with red eyes.


      Jonas narrowed his eyes at Mitona. “Are you saying you would want to call her queen?”


      “Perhaps, yes. Though there is not a grain of sand in all the desert’s chance of that future.”


      If there was even a one in a hundred million of a chance of that happening, there would be trouble. Who knew how Jonas’s black-haired pupil would react?


      “That is just how wonderful she is. Mr. Jonas, shouldn’t you give her a veil to cover her hair sooner than later?”


      It seemed there was still a misunderstanding around this. If they were speaking of giving her a wedding veil, Jonas would certainly love to encourage his pupil to do so. However, it seemed wise to set the man right here and now, given his closeness to Yusef.


      “It is not I who is Chairwoman Rossetti’s desert waterskin. There is another who is more suited to that role.”


      A “desert waterskin” was an Išranic expression referring to a person one loved so deeply that they could not live without them.


      “Is that right? I see you have traveled a painful road, Mr. Jonas...”


      Please don’t look at me with so much sympathy. You really have got it all wrong.


      “But I don’t believe it is an impossible road for you! Chairwoman Rossetti praised you so highly, after all...”


      It’s a road I have no desire to go down, so stop with the encouragement.


      However, the fact that things had reached this point was almost laughably absurd. Jonas struggled to keep his laughter from bubbling out of his throat.


      “You are very much mistaken, Mr. Mitona. It is a road neither of us is open to... To be perfectly clear, she is not my type.”


      “A woman as magnificent as her?!”


      Are you out of your mind? Jonas wanted to ask him. Then, he was hit with a strong whiff of alcohol. He could have sworn the man had been drinking juice, not wine, but when he looked at the box of sweets, he spotted a black square cake.


      It was a type of cake that was very sweet, but it was also drenched in strong alcohol. Guido had once half-jokingly told him it was great for when wanting to woo someone. Of course, he had brought it to his wife.


      But why had Bernigi fed this cake to Mitona? Was it because it was very sweet, or because the alcohol was strong enough to make someone reveal their inner thoughts?


      Recalling that the man before him was a fellow blighted, of which he had few, he asked vaguely, “I understand that you like sweet foods, but is this your dinner?”


      “Yes, and it is scrumptious. Would you like some? I heard you used to be fond of sweets.”


      It was likely Jonas’s mother who had told him that. It was true, he had liked sweets as a child.


      “I am not too fond of sweets ever since I became blighted. Did you form a preference for sweets after you were blighted?”


      “That is anyone’s guess. I have been blighted since I can remember.”


      “Do you mean to say you were blighted from childhood?” Jonas asked, shocked.


      As he responded in the affirmative, Mitona’s lips formed the shape of a smile, but the warmth disappeared from his black eyes.


      “I was made blighted by people from the Kingdom of Ordine and sold to Išrana.”


      Jonas knew of this story. Many years ago, there existed a criminal organization that assembled children and forced them to eat the magical cores of various monsters to artificially create blighted individuals. They took those with powerful magic and sold them for a high price to foreign countries as slaves.


      The children were brought up in the southern islands, not Ordine proper, so it took some time before the crime of selling children outside of the kingdom was brought to light.


      Though properly speaking, several of the kingdom’s nobles were also involved. It would have been within their abilities to hide what was going on. If a kraken hadn’t attacked a ship en route transporting the children, it might still be a secret now.


      “I have no memory of eating the magical core of a giant ant, but I was told that I was made to do so. I was also told my skin, hair, and eye colors were all originally different, though I do not know what they were.”


      “So, you were then sold to the Haldard Company?”


      “No, before I could be sold, my smugglers discarded me. A giant ant attacked us in the desert, and thinking I was the cause, one of the smugglers tossed me out of the horned camel-drawn wagon. The ant passed right by me and attacked the smugglers.”


      Mitona grinned cheerfully as his canine teeth lengthened slightly. Jonas felt a wave of frigid magical energy, but he did not put himself on guard.


      “I survived in the desert by feeding on all kinds of carcasses, and just before I turned into a monster, Chairman Yusef found me. He gave me, a blighted child whose name he did not know, a potion and many gold coins to save me. If he had ignored me, he probably could have come for you and Madam Nadja even sooner...” Mitona was interrupted by a hiccup. “For that reason, I consider Chairman Yusef someone I am deeply indebted to, a master for whom I would not regret giving up my life.”


      “I see...”


      Now Jonas understood why Mitona acted like he worshiped Yusef.


      “As grateful as I am, today has brought me another person to whom I owe a great obligation to. I suppose one never knows what the future holds.”


      “Yes, indeed...”


      That other person to whom Mitona felt indebted to, about whom he spoke of with a sigh, must have been Dahlia. That red-haired magical toolmaker had left an impact on Jonas himself, Volf, Guido, and even Yusef. She had scattered red flower petals on a surface of water that had once appeared to be stagnant—at least, that would certainly be an elegant way to describe what she did, but it was hardly that trivial. When he tried to imagine her as she truly was, he could only think of a woman throwing magical tools into a spring with a smile on her face.


      It felt strangely right but much too discourteous.


      “I also do not know if there will be a next time.”


      Mitona stood, his long robe and red sash swaying as he did. Then he placed both hands on his chest.


      “Mr. Jonas Goodwin, as a citizen of Išrana and member of the Haldard family, I pray from the depths of my heart that you are showered with the love of the divine.”


      Jonas’s mother had performed the same praying gesture on the day she had left. But Jonas did not pray like a citizen of Išrana.


      “I cannot return the same prayer, but I promise to hold on to Master Fajr Haldard’s sword, Alzaraak, until the day I die.”


      No matter if he was wearing an attendant’s uniform, if he changed his name, if he held the position of head manager or advisor, his primary duty was that of a knight. He could now definitively state that about himself.


      Suddenly, Jonas became aware that Mitona was looking at him as if he were staring at something bright.


      “Mr. Jonas, if I may ask, please go see Madam Nadja some day. People do not live as long in Išrana as they do in Ordine. At least let her see the fine man you have become—”


      “When I was ten, I pulled away from my mother’s hands before we parted. That was a choice I made.”


      To say he did not miss his mother would be a lie. However, she was the ex-wife of a viscount who sold weapons to the kingdom’s knights. He had divorced her and sent her back to her home country. Now she was the wife of a wealthy chairman who had expanded his trading across national borders, and she was the mother of the head manager of the Scalfarotto family’s weapons development team, who supplied weapons to the royal knights.


      Were she ever to come to Ordine, there would be a mass of nobles and merchants just waiting to pull their strings. She might even find herself in physical danger, though the threat to her heart and mind would be more dangerous. Not even potions were very effective in treating illnesses of the mind. This kingdom, this city had already destroyed his mother’s mind and body once. What if that happened again?


      It seemed highly unlikely that Yusef would ever bring Jonas’s mother to this country. And Jonas absolutely did not want that either. In that case, Jonas would have to go to Išrana. And that was a choice he could not make at this moment.


      There was too much going on right now, from the Scalfarotto family’s promotion to Guido taking over as head of the household. They still did not know who were their true friends and who were their enemies. Their eyes were still not sharp enough and their arms not long enough to ascertain that. Under no circumstances could Jonas leave Guido’s side or the Scalfarotto family.


      More than anything, Jonas had chosen to live in Ordine. He had already given his answer long ago.


      He and his mother lived in different places and pursued different futures.


      He wanted his mother to live happily in Išrana. There was no need for her to look back on Jonas.


      And there was no need for Jonas to look back either.




      “Mr. Mitona, I have a favor to ask.”


      “Yes, anything, Mr. Jonas.”


      Mitona placed his left hand over his chest and waited for Jonas to continue. It was the same gesture he made to Yusef.


      Jonas faced the young man and said in a level voice, “Please tell this to my mother: Jonas is living well in his homeland, Ordine. He is blessed with good friends, a good master, and good colleagues. He is very happy there. He says he wants you to live happily in your homeland of Išrana as well.”


      “Understood. I will tell her. You can count on me for that.”


      Mitona smiled and nodded at him, but for some reason, he looked like he was crying.


      ***


      The only sound was the rattling of the carriage wheels. Beneath the night sky, the D’Orazi family carriage traveled from the temple to the nobles’ quarter.


      Bernigi turned his gaze to Jonas, the only other occupant of the carriage, who sat across from him. Bernigi had offered to drop him off at the Scalfarotto’s estate on his way home, and Jonas had readily accepted.


      During the time that Jonas was with Yusef, Bernigi had been conversing with Mitona over dessert. Bernigi had directed the conversation toward the stress Mitona must have been under from his employer’s illness, but the young man had taken the opportunity to praise Dahlia with a smile. It was not simply praise—he had extolled her as a beautiful goddess. It was probably best that Bernigi not mention that to a certain black-haired fellow in the Order of Beast Hunters.


      Later, Jonas arrived, and Bernigi excused himself and encouraged him and Mitona to talk. Both men were still young. There was no need for them to bottle up what they wanted to say for the sake of acting like mature, sensible adults.


      Bernigi thought it would be a good idea for the two of them, who seemed to have some bad blood between them, to clear the air a bit. He did not know what Jonas had spoken about with Yusef or Mitona, nor had he placed anyone to serve as his ears. But it seemed neither conversation had gone all that badly.


      In the light of the carriage’s magical lantern, it seemed to Bernigi that a heavy weight had been taken off Jonas’s shoulders. Unfortunately, Bernigi would have to ruin that peace for him. He smoothed his gray beard with his fingers and straightened his spine.


      “Jonas, I want to speak to you about something.”


      “Of course. What is it in regards to?” Jonas replied immediately, his face turning into a blank mask as he looked at Bernigi.


      With rust-colored eyes meeting his gaze, the older man decided to get right to the point.


      “Let my family adopt you.”


      “What?”


      Jonas couldn’t possibly have not heard him, but he looked as if he had completely misheard. Clearly, he had not been expecting this.


      “You would be adopted by my son, the head of the D’Orazi family, so you would become my grandson. Everything can remain as is, nothing needs to be done nor reported. No strings attached. I can provide you with a moderate amount of extra spending money. You would only need to visit the D’Orazi estate once or twice a month.”


      “And I am to bring along Marcella the bodyguard with me, yes?”


      Jonas was quite perceptive. Bernigi was truly eager to see what the man’s future held.


      “That would be most appreciated. You would have no right to succession nor can I give you a share of the family wealth, but I can bequeath you with some money in the event of my death. By being adopted into the family, you will be given a fast sleipnir and riding gear, everything a knight needs, and money to cover the cost of arrangements you must make. Ah, you don’t need any more swords, do you?”


      “May I give everything given to me to Marcella after some time has passed?”


      Jonas was reading too much into things. Bernigi shook his head at him.


      “No, it is not for Marcella, it is for you. The riding gear, armor, clothes, everything will bear the D’Orazi family crest. They should protect you from pesky gnats.”


      “That is...much too generous. I really do not think I would ever be able to pay you back.”


      Despite his words, Bernigi assumed he was already planning not to accept. Immediately bringing up price and trying to read behind another’s words—the man was truly a nobleman.


      “If we adopt you, our family will send an official notice to all families in our faction, along the lines of ‘Never lay a hand on our son Jonas, his employer Marquis Scalfarotto, or his father-in-law’s company, the Haldard Company.’”


      As Bernigi spoke, giving no room for Jonas to interrupt, the man’s rust-colored eyes narrowed slightly.


      “Is someone targeting Lord Guido and Chairman Yusef?”


      “As of now, I have not heard anything. But if our family sends a warning in advance, then no families from our faction would be able to openly target or harass them. Moreover, it will be difficult for anyone to meddle with the D’Orazis and Scalfarottos when they are two united marquisates of different factions. Things will become even easier than they are now.”


      “Thank you. This is a high honor. I will consult with Lord Guido before giving my reply.”


      Bernigi had expected this response. Prioritizing one’s master above all else was an outstanding quality for an attendant. However, this man’s true nature was not that of a mere attendant. He was a knight, without question. He was far more suited to be wielding his red sword than he was black-lacquered hidden weapons.


      “Now, now, there is no need for that. I am certain you won’t turn this down,” Bernigi stated firmly.


      Jonas remained silent, looking at him with a sharp glint in his eyes. The man looked ready to walk into battle. Bernigi returned his look and smiled at him as widely as he could.


      “In the name of the Marquisate D’Orazi, we will recommend our family member, Jonas D’Orazi, to be the future Marquis Scalfarotto’s adviser. You will be permitted to stand by Guido’s side always and everywhere, even remaining as a blighted. You will be an even better protector to him than now.”


      Jonas let out a small gasp. His normally composed face broke into surprise and joy—one that said, Ah, he got me.


      Yes, this is the face I wanted to see him make! The expression made him look quite young and adorable, Bernigi thought.


      For as much as he was grateful for everything the man had done for him, Bernigi wanted to get him back in some way. Surely Guido would make the same face as him. It was a shame Bernigi wouldn’t be able to see it for himself, but it was fun just to imagine it. He could not allow himself to be outdone not only by the younger Beast Hunters, but also the Scalfarottos.


      Marcella was a knight of that family. In order to get closer to him, he had to go through Jonas and the Scalfarottos. And in order to protect Marcella’s family, the Scalfarottos’ power was vital.


      And when it came to his own family, having a relationship with the Scalfarottos, led by Guido, and the Rossetti Trading Company, with whom the Scalfarottos were close, would be a significant source of power.
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      The stronger connections were, the better. Well, that might have been the plan, but to him, it was only a surface-level reason.


      Bernigi wanted to use the remainder of his life to protect not only his family, but everyone who he was indebted to, everyone he had become connected to, including Dahlia and Volf, Jonas, Lucia and the other couturiers, and the Order of Beast Hunters. That was all.


      “I gratefully accept. You have my most humble thanks, Lord Bernigi,” Jonas said, giving Bernigi the answer he was waiting for along with a deep bow.


      “I am happy to hear that, Jonas. We’ll begin the formal proceedings right away,” Bernigi said with a smile and a nod.


      The plan he and his wife had meticulously refined had now been realized. Jonas would be adopted into their family and be recommended to serve as an advisor to the Scalfarottos while remaining as a blighted. Even as a former marquis as himself, it had been a monumental task. He’d had to do the impossible: convince those who were opposed to Jonas based on the fact that his mother used to be a slave from Išrana, their aversion to his blight, and his belonging to a different faction by preaching to them his capabilities, his value, and the importance of a relationship with the Scalfarottos.


      And finally, he had to persuade his sons, the family, and everyone else involved to get on board.


      His wife, after so long of not picking up her pen, had written a mountain of letters in order to make sure that in the meantime Jonas was not poached by another family or that no one else interfered. She had told him she left the matter of the difference in factions to her pupil, but he was not told the details of that exchange. But with the results being as they were, he felt he was falling in love with his wife all over again.


      He had long since handed over his seat as marquis to his eldest son. He had never been skilled at scheming. Nevertheless, he had returned to being a royal knight in the Order of Beast Hunters. He was back in aristocratic society, which he had only ever deemed bothersome, and it wasn’t so bad getting to show off his dance moves.


      The day Jonas had introduced him to Marcella, he and his wife had talked until morning. It had been amusing for the two of them to play at being greedy, crafty nobles. For the time they had left, they wanted to extend their reach for the sake of those they wanted to protect—so they had sworn to each other, grinning at each other devilishly.


      “You have done so much for me. Aren’t my own contributions to you insufficient?” Jonas asked, his expression back to being composed.


      Behind the man’s impassive facade, Bernigi could sense his determination. He felt it would be quite worthwhile to train Jonas as his grandson. Well, well. It turns out living a long time does have its perks.


      “It’s enough. It would make this old man happy to raise you as his adorable grandson.”

    

  

  
    
      A Night on the Town and the Confession Game


      “Maybe I should stop here for today...”


      Dahlia let out a small sigh. She was in the workshop of the Green Tower, holding a metal sheet coated in sealsilver. It was already dark outside the window. She only just became aware of the rising chill that started at her feet.


      After she saw off Yusef as he was taken away from the Merchants’ Guild to be brought to the temple, Dahlia finished up some urgent work tasks before going home.


      Chairman Haldard from Išrana had collapsed in the Rossetti Trading Company’s office located in the Merchants’ Guild—word of the incident was spreading, whether she liked it or not.


      Ivano had told her, “Things will go more smoothly if I, a former guild employee, explain things to everyone else, so please go home before you are detained by any busybodies.” Dahlia had followed his advice without question and gone home.


      Feeling relieved that Yusef had been saved, she had first headed to her kitchen, but she didn’t have an appetite. Thinking it was the stress, she took a shower and changed into loungewear. Then, she practiced channeling her magic through a small hole in a sealsilver sheet, as was her daily routine, but she failed miserably and ended up with red fingers. They still stung even now.


      Accurate magic control required a stable mind. She had learned that many times over in her magical toolmaking courses in college. She knew that, so she usually was mindful of it, but it seemed she was just out of sorts today.


      Lit by the glow of a magical lantern, the seat across from her at the worktable was empty. That was where her father used to sit, teaching her all she needed to know about magical toolmaking. Her father also used to drink while working, a habit Dahlia used to chide him for out of worry. Those memories came to her with distinct clarity.


      She was sincerely thankful that Yusef was safe. But also, she couldn’t help but question why she hadn’t been able to save her own father. Even if she had been there on the day her father, Carlo, had collapsed at the Merchants’ Guild, she might have been able to call a doctor, but she probably wouldn’t have been able to summon a high-ranking priest like Aroldo. They hadn’t even been acquainted with him at the time. He most likely would not have been able to save her father. Still, she felt herself filled with unshakable regret.


      And there was one other thing. She knew she had probably made her mother and father from her previous life feel even more heartbreak than she felt now. She was sure they had deeply grieved the fact that they hadn’t been able to save their daughter who died from overwork at her workplace, that they hadn’t even noticed what she had been going through.


      This current life of hers wasn’t even in the same world as her previous life. No matter how much she wanted to apologize, her voice would never reach them.


      She knew there was nothing she could do about either one. Nevertheless, her heart was running in endless circles, the feeling of helplessness tormenting her to no end.


      She suspected that bad dreams awaited her tonight.


      While she was sluggishly putting away the sealsilver sheet, she caught sight of a silver, magically sealed box on a shelf. It contained several materials given to her by the Order of Beast Hunters, including forest serpent hearts and skybat bones.


      Dahlia stroked the box with her still sore fingers and thought of Volf. Even on a melancholic day like today, she couldn’t help but think something so self-indulgent as wishing they had made plans today.


      Volf had training tomorrow too, so there was no chance that he would come over tonight—just as she had that thought, the doorbell rang. Thinking it was something urgent, Dahlia hastened to the door.


      “Good evening, Dahlia. Sorry for dropping in out of the blue.”


      “Volf?”


      Stunned by the uncanny timing, Dahlia could only stand there with the door open and say his name. Then, she gave a start. The fact that he was showing up unexpectedly at this hour must have meant that Yusef’s condition had worsened.


      “Has something happened to Chairman Yusef?!” she heard herself cry out.


      “No, I’ve been told he’s doing well. Ivano said he was sent a message that the chairman was feeling so bored at the temple that he started reading paperwork until Mr. Mitona confiscated it.”


      “Well... I’m glad he’s feeling okay, but he needs to rest...”


      What was he thinking? It was only that afternoon that his life had been in danger. Dahlia could only think of the stress Mitona was under. However, if Yusef felt well enough to do that, then that probably meant there was nothing to worry about. Dahlia decided to see it that way.


      “So you came here to tell me that?” she asked.


      “Er, well, I just... The stars are pretty tonight, so why don’t we go out?”


      “Huh?”


      Behind Volf, Dahlia couldn’t see a single star in the cloudy sky. She couldn’t remember that phrase being an aristocratic metaphor either. What is he trying to say? she wondered as she stared at him.


      His shoulders slumped. “Sorry, I knew that wouldn’t work. I thought it’d be a nice way to invite you out, but I’m just not good at these sorts of things...”


      Dahlia tilted her head in confusion, unsure why Volf sounded so disappointed. If he wanted to go out, all he needed to say was something simple like, “Let’s go out to eat.”


      “Ivano came by the castle. He said that after what happened today, you were probably thinking about your father and that I should make up some excuse to invite you out, like that the stars are pretty tonight, and keep you company until you felt sleepy.”


      “Ivano...”


      Dahlia thought she hadn’t let her feelings show on her face at the Merchants’ Guild, but her clever vice-chairman had seen right through her. She felt a little embarrassed, but it also made her happy to know he was thinking about her.


      And she was also happy that Volf had come over.


      “Thank you for coming. He’s right, I was thinking about him a little. But I’m all right now. You have training again tomorrow, don’t you? I wouldn’t want to keep you out too late.”


      “I took tomorrow off. Besides, even though we can’t see the moon or stars, there is something else we can do.” Volf grinned at her. “Let’s go out for a night on the town, Dahlia!”


      “Huh? Where, exactly?”


      “There are several establishments near the port that are open until late. There are visitors from different countries, and a lot of different cuisines, and it’s lively and loud, so let’s go there to eat all the greasy and salty and sweet foods and drink all the ale we can!”


      It sounded like such a fun plan that Dahlia couldn’t stop herself from smiling. She would have to pack some stomach and hangover medicine in her bag.


      Dahlia grinned back at him and said, “It sounds like we’ll be on our very worst behavior.”


      “Yeah. And to add on to our misdeeds, we can go to different establishments to drink different types of alcohol! And once we’re good and drunk, we’ll get a private dining room and play the confession game!”


      “Now that goes beyond bad behavior into frightening!”


      “It’ll be fine! And even if we can’t walk anymore, the knights will surely carry us home.”


      “As if that wouldn’t be a huge inconvenience to them!”


      Dahlia knew he was joking, but how could they start the night with the expectation that they’ll be complete nuisances? The knights’ duty was to protect them, not babysit drunkards. And the confession game was scarier than anything. Who knew what she would end up spilling?


      As her laughter was turning to quaking, she noticed Volf was looking at her with a very gentle expression, as if his golden eyes had seen through to her fear.


      “But if we go, I’m sure you’d be able to sleep without any nightmares.”


      Ah, that’s right. They both knew about bad dreams. They both were well-acquainted with nightmares of themselves not being saved, of the ones they hadn’t been able to save—nightmares that did not disappear with the darkness after waking.


      But if they passed the night having a lively time together, then surely they would have fewer of those kinds of dreams. Maybe Dahlia could allow herself to be self-indulgent, just for today.


      “Okay! Then please, allow me to join you on a night on the town. I’ll go get ready, so wait here in the workshop for just a minute.”


      “Sure... Ah! Sorry, take all the time that you need!” Volf cried shrilly and turned to look at the wall after she opened the door fully and invited him to come in.


      Dahlia finally remembered what she was wearing—a cream-colored baggy shirt and pants loungewear-slash-pajama combo. They were well-worn and very comfortable, but they were definitely not the kind of clothes one should wear in front of other people. Her face was also completely devoid of makeup.


      “I’ll be quick! Super quick! I’ll go change and come right back!”


      “No need to rush, Dahlia. I’ll just hang out with the slime here...”


      Volf’s gaze was locked on the blue slime on the nearby shelf. His consideration for her was painful.


      Resisting the urge to scream, Dahlia ran up the staircase as fast as she could. As she climbed, she swore to herself to buy a new pair of cute pajamas that she never planned to show to Volf.




      “You... You didn’t just get bigger, but shinier too, huh?” Volf said to the jiggling blue slime inside the square glass case.


      As if it had heard him, the blue slime clung to the glass nearest to Volf. Compared to the last time he’d seen it, it was clearly larger, and its surface looked more glossy.


      Inside the slime’s body, he could see gently floating white scraps of something. Dahlia must have fed it a snack in addition to its nutritional water today. The scraps looked to be the skin of a radish, and it was starting to take on a see-through quality as it was being digested.


      In the back of his mind, Volf was reminded of what Dahlia had just been wearing. He guessed that was loungewear that commoners wore. Sure, it was cute and different from what he normally saw her wear, but it wasn’t as if it had exposed a lot of skin or anything. There was nothing to get so flustered about.


      However, for winter, the material was thin, and the open neckline seemed like it would make her collarbone cold, and when she put a hand over her mouth to cover her laugh, he could clearly see her slender, dainty wrist—for her own safety, she should wrap herself up in a blanket so she didn’t catch a cold! Though, of course, then she wouldn’t be able to move.


      “What if I gave her some warm nightclothes...? No, I can’t do that!”


      A noble only gave nightclothes to family members, a betrothed, a lover, or someone with whom they were on very intimate terms with, or whom they wanted to be on intimate terms with. Remembering that, Volf shook his head vigorously from side to side.


      With the young man in agony as its entertainment, the blue slime continued to digest the radish skin.




      “I need to hurry...”


      As soon as Dahlia stepped into her bedroom on the third floor, she undid her haphazardly tied up hair. It was a tangled mess of curls.


      Volf was waiting for her. She had no time to take a shower again or properly do her makeup.


      Then, she remembered something. Volf was planning to bring her to taverns that were open late near the port. There was no need for her to get all dressed up. If they were going to eat and drink to their fill, then she should dress in clothes she could move around and feel comfortable in. With that thought, she felt a playful impulse.


      She took off her pajamas and put on a dark-blue, round-necked sweater, thick, black pants, brown winter boots, and a jacket of her father’s that was too big for her. She slapped on a sorry amount of face powder, applied some lip balm, and put on a pair of prescriptionless black-rimmed glasses. She ran a brush through her hair, tied it back in a ponytail, and covered it with a black hat.


      That took a little under five minutes to do. All she had to do now was pack a small shoulder bag with her handkerchief, some pocket change, stomach medicine, and hangover medicine.


      With a smile playing at the corners of her lips, she ran down the stairs.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Volf!”


      “Dahlia, you really didn’t have to rush... Ah, you’re Dali tonight!” Volf said, grinning from ear to ear.


      Does he prefer when I look this way? Never mind, it’s just clothes, anyway.


      “That kind of outfit suits you, Dahlia,” he added.


      “This way, it doesn’t matter if I spill a drink on myself or sit outside on a bench. I’m also bringing a voice caster just in case.”


      A voice caster was a magical tool that could alter one’s voice. Along with her clothes, it would make it possible for Dahlia to pretend to be a man. She would attract no attention drinking and walking outside.


      “All right, let’s drink until we collapse!”


      Dahlia followed Volf—whose statement sounded like his actual intention rather than hyperbole—to the carriage waiting in front of the tower. She thought they would be going straight to a tavern, but they first changed carriages at a carriage stop in the West District.


      As one might expect, it wasn’t a good idea to draw up to a block of pubs by the port in a Scalfarotto carriage. Also, they weren’t going alone. After a muttered conversation with the coachman, Volf turned to Dahlia with slightly furrowed brows and asked, “Dahlia, um, since we’re going to an area with a lot of people, do you mind if we have bodyguards with us? If it bothers you, they can probably sit at a different table...”


      “Of course, that’s completely fine.”


      Dahlia sometimes almost forgot this, but Volf was a son of Earl Scalfarotto. And since his family was rising to marquisate, ensuring his safety was just a matter of course.


      After they boarded a different carriage, two bodyguards entered.


      They were dressed in a way that made them look like any other commoner, with collarless shirts under jackets with elbow patches and pants that were sagging at the knees.


      “Apologies for the intrusion. My name is Sotiris, and I will be one of your guards for this evening.”


      “My name is Dona. Please just think of us as part of the wall or floor tonight.”


      “No, thank you for taking time from your busy schedules. We are in your care.”


      The knight named Sotiris had blue hair streaked heavily with gray and introduced himself politely, while Dona, who had dark brown hair, greeted them cheerily.


      Dahlia felt a little guilty, since all she and Volf were doing was going out drinking. She almost wondered if it wouldn’t be better for the two of them to end the night short and go back to the tower to drink instead.


      As if he could tell what she was thinking, Dona smiled at her and said, “Enjoy your night and stay out as long as you’d like! We get paid for as long as this night goes on!”


      “Button your lip, Dona!” the older knight scolded the younger with a frown. “Our apologies. Please enjoy yourselves without paying any mind to us.”


      “Thank you. We will do just that,” Volf replied as he put on his fairy glasses.


      Dahlia decided to place her trust in the knights, praying she and Volf did not inconvenience them too much, as their carriage headed toward the bustling business district by the port.


      ***


      “Oh, wow!”


      The portside street lined with small taverns and restaurants was truly buzzing with activity. Mixed in with the constant hum of conversation were the occasional sounds of loud bursts of laughter and singing coming from open windows.


      Just like Volf had said, there were many people from all over here. There were people dressed in Ehrlichian leather clothes, long robes of Išrana, and the folded collars worn in Esterland. They were all walking along the street and drinking and singing together in pubs. They weren’t only sticking with people from the same countries either. National borders did not exist when it came to enjoying a drink.


      “Dali, let’s go in here!”


      After walking down the street for a bit, Volf pulled Dahlia into a tavern by the sleeve. They passed through the two orange-colored noren-like shop curtains into a tavern that extended far back. Magical lanterns were suspended from the ceiling, emitting a swaying orange glow. The place was full near to capacity with customers. Amid the din of many overlapping voices talking, Dona went to speak to an employee.


      “There’s only one open table, in the back. You two good if we sit together? We’ll stay out of your conversation,” Dona said, speaking casually.


      They had been briefed about this in the carriage, so his manner of speech didn’t catch Dahlia off guard. If they spoke politely in the taverns, they would be more likely to stand out.


      “That okay with you, Dali?”


      “Uh, you bet!” Dahlia agreed in a fluster, needing a moment before she could think of a masculine response.


      There was a table in the very back corner of the tavern that could seat exactly four people. Once they each took their seats, a young server came to take their order.


      “Let’s start with two orders of fried potatoes, one with salt-and-pepper seasoning and one with sugar, four beef skewers and four lamb skewers, and a bottle of Four Nation Alliance. We’ll think of what else we want in the meantime.”


      Dona put in their first orders.


      “Just to get us started. You can tell me what else you want, and I can relay it to the server.”


      “Uh, what’s Four Nation Alliance?” Volf asked the knight. Dahlia had also never heard of it.


      “It’s a drink that’s gotten popular lately. Its flavor is all you need to satisfy you!” Dona declared enthusiastically. Dahlia was looking forward to trying it.


      “Here is the Four Nations Alliance, the salt and pepper fried potatoes and the sugar fried potatoes. I’ll bring out the skewers once they’re ready!”


      The server placed the two plates of fried potatoes on the table along with a small plate heaped with salt, another plate of sliced green lemons, four glasses, and one medium-sized bottle.


      “Are we mixing the lemon into the alcohol?” Dahlia asked.


      “I know how to drink it, so I’ll show you,” Dona said as he filled each glass with an equal share of alcohol and placed it in front of each of them. From its scent, Dahlia could tell it was estervino.


      “First, wipe the back of your left hand with your right sleeve!”


      Dahlia didn’t understand where this was going, but she and Volf did so unquestioningly.


      “Now put the lemon slice on the back of your hand and give it a slap!”


      Dahlia did as he said and slapped the lemon, which released its scent. She looked to Dona, thinking that they were to next drop the lemon into the estervino, but he left the slice on his hand.


      “Now move the lemon to your right and keep your hand still.”


      Dona sprinkled a heavy amount of the white salt on the back of Dahlia’s hand. The juice of the lemon helped keep it from falling off, but the salt tickled and made her want to laugh.


      “Now, pick up your glass. Salt from Išrana, green lemon from Ehrlichia, and alcohol from Esterland, all drunk here in Ordine—that’s the Four Nation Alliance!”


      “Aah, I get it!”


      Maybe it was a bit of a stretch, but it made enough sense. It was quite a cosmopolitan name.


      “An alliance that can only be struck among heavy drinkers...”


      “Well, my arm is shaking, so let’s make a toast.”


      If Dahlia so much as laughed, the salt would spill. They made their toast carefully.


      First, she took a sip of the estervino. It was fairly dry, but the flavor was on the weaker side, and the scent was also not too strong. It could just be that type of estervino, or perhaps the fragrance had already faded.


      Dahlia had a good idea of what the next step was, but she looked at Dona anyway. He licked up some of the salt and took a sip of his drink. Then, he let out a long exhale. Volf watched him through squinted eyes.


      I won’t know until I try. Dahla licked just a tiny bit of salt from the back of her hand. After the salty taste filled her mouth, she took a sip of estervino. Her tongue was enveloped in a sweetness, fragrance, and savoriness all at the same time. It was a completely different experience from her first sip. As the alcohol went down her throat, its aroma filled her senses like a perfume wafting gently into her nose.


      “Ah, that’s good...” she muttered to herself.


      Next up to try was the green lemon.


      “As for the lemon, you can either lick it, bite it, mix it with the salt, or add it to your drink!”


      Dona nibbled at the edge of his lemon slice, so Dahlia decided to do the same. The sourness that spread in her mouth was like a sting to her tongue. As her face began to pucker, she reflexively took a large gulp of estervino, which opened up the fragrance of the lemon in her mouth.


      The sweetness differed slightly from before, but it passed over her tongue like a caress. The aftertaste was refreshing, and she knew she would have a hard time putting this drink down.


      As she was enjoying the drink, surprised by how its flavor profile could change so much, she heard a heavy clunk next to her.


      Volf had put his empty glass down, his eyes swaying with bewilderment.


      “Gods, what a drink... It’s the same alcohol, but the flavor changes. I feel like I could drink this forever...”


      “I could spend the whole night drinking this same drink...”


      Volf and Sotiris both spoke with serious faces. Dahlia agreed with both of them, but drinking solely this alcohol would be very bad for their health.


      “Um, I don’t think that would be especially good for one’s... Ahem! Drinking too much of this’ll really do a number on you!”


      “Yeah, I’ll be careful...”


      “Yeah, I know...”


      Even as they said it, the two men stared forlornly at their empty glasses.


      The server appeared by the table with a bright smile. “Here are the skewers! Would you like another Four Nation Alliance?”


      “Four more bottles, please,” Dona said without asking for anyone else’s input. His glass was empty too.


      Dahlia drank her next round of Four Nations Alliance, getting her fingers greasy as she ate fried potatoes.


      Volf was eating and drinking as comfortably as if he were in the Green Tower, and even the bodyguards had their legs crossed and elbows on the table, not abiding by any rules of etiquette. Dahlia matched their attitude as much as she could.


      With her elbows on the table, Dahlia felt a little ill at ease as she recalled how her maid, Sofia, used to admonish her for doing so as a child by saying, “Dahlia, elbows on the table are not very elegant.”


      “Dali, here’s your lamb and beef!”


      “Thanks!”


      Next, Dahlia was handed a lamb skewer and beef skewer, hot off the grill. They were dripping with grease and a little too charred, but she copied the three men and took a bite of one.


      The skewer was nice and salty and very big. The beef was on the tough side, and while it was flavorful, it was giving her jaw a workout. As she was laboriously chewing on the meat skewer, Dona squinted his grass green almond-shaped eyes happily and spoke.


      “All right, I’ll order some shaved cheese and salted nuts. For Volf, spicy sausage, sautéed liver and vegetables, and dark ale. For Dali, baked ham, a mashed potato omelet, and red ale. How’s that sound?”


      Dona’s suggestion suited their individual tastes perfectly. Both Dahlia and Volf nodded.


      This particular tavern used an old-fashioned hearth instead of a heater powered by fire crystals. The hearth emitted the smell of burning firewood and a bit of smoke. Although it wasn’t a very efficient heating source, the warmth of the other people in the establishment was enough to keep the room from feeling cold.


      Unlike in her past life, there was no television, radio, or internet. The lively voices that filled the room were swapping city gossip, workplace complaints, and relationship talk. The bits of pieces of conversation she overheard did not stay with her, but rather passed through her ears like music.


      “I’ll be right back with the rest!” the server said while setting four glasses of ale, the shaved cheeses, and salted nuts on the table.


      “These are pretty salty. Do you think you’d like them, Dali?”


      Volf offered her the bowl of nuts. She took a handful and ate them, and they were indeed very salty.


      “If I drink some ale right after I eat them, I think they’ll be just right.”


      In fact, it was probably better to fill her mouth with a sip of ale beforehand. While she was contemplating that, Dona addressed her.


      “I have good news for you then, Dali. I’ll use magic to make them perfect!”


      Dona placed another bowl of nuts in front of Dahlia. They looked the same as the other nuts, but she guessed these must have been lighter on salt. As she examined them, Dona picked up a glass jar filled with a golden viscous substance.


      “These salted nuts get a drizzle of sweet honeeey!”


      “Whoa!”


      Dona deliberately made his voice louder, making the people at the nearby table also shout and burst out laughing, both of which startled Dahlia.


      Dona pushed the bowl toward her. “Okay, the salt has been neutralized.”


      “How do you figure that?!”


      Please be serious. Salt does not get neutralized by sugar. That will only intensify the flavor.


      “Dali, if you don’t eat it, it’ll harden.”


      Sotiris laughed and handed her a spoon. Naturally, this wasn’t the sort of thing she could easily eat with her hands. But wouldn’t pouring honey on salty nuts just make the flavor too rich? she thought as she scooped up a spoonful of nuts.


      “Ah, they’re delicious!”


      There was the initial rich salty-sweet flavor, followed by the crunchiness of the nuts, their aroma, and the taste of oil. When she washed it down with red ale, she found its flavor and refreshingness were even more pronounced.


      This flavor combination is just perfect! Immediately, Dahlia reached out to take another spoonful.


      “Dali, are they good?” Volf asked.


      “Oh yes, I highly recommend, uh... Try ’em! They’re great!”


      Dahlia rephrased her usual manner of speaking and hastily moved the bowl with the spoon in it toward Volf. She pushed it a little too hard, though, so the bowl nearly toppled over. Volf caught the bowl with one hand and quickly scooped up a few nuts that had only a thin layer of honey on them. Then, he brought the spoon, from which the honey was nearly spilling over, to his mouth and took a bite.


      “So? Tasty, right?” Dahila asked.


      For some reason, Volf froze with the spoon still in his mouth. Sotiris picked up his spoon and poked at the bowl of nuts without any honey on it and started asking Dona about tomorrow’s weather. Dona smiled and looked out the window, and the two men didn’t spare another glance back at them.


      “Volf, what’s wrong? Are they too sweet?”


      “No... They’re good—I find them quite delectable, in fact,” he responded with a sudden reverent tone as he chewed. Does he like them that much?


      Volf picked up the bowl of nuts with both hands and gave it back to her like it was an offering. Dahlia attributed this behavior to his drinking on an empty stomach. She found it hilarious.


      While she was laughing, their next round of dishes were brought to the table. Volf hid an anti-eavesdropping device behind a large plate. Dahlia guessed it was so they could talk freely about what had happened today.


      “I’m glad Chairman Yusef is all right,” he said.


      “Yeah. Good thing Father Aroldo was able to make it.”


      “Just as you’d expect from a deacon, Father Aroldo’s healing abilities are really amazing. One time, when I dislocated my shoulder, he popped it right back in and healed it. He also knows a lot about medicinal arts, so some knights from the squad go to him for all sorts of advice,” Volf said as he speared a spicy sausage with his fork.


      What he said worried Dahlia. “Do they have health concerns?” she asked.


      “Well, maybe not health concerns exactly. They mainly ask for hair and joint advice. But there’s not much medicine can do about getting old, and healing magic isn’t much help either. Father Aroldo said if he could use magic that turned back time, that’d be another story.”


      “Does that type of magic exist?”


      “Probably not. His advice is to drink less alcohol, not to be picky about your food, and to moisturize your skin... This isn’t the best way to put it, but he’s like the squad’s caretaker.”


      “It sounds to me like he’s a genuine advisor. I wish Father Aroldo could just join the squad already...”


      Dahlia knew it was impossible, but she couldn’t help but say it. Volf gave a small nod of agreement.


      Priests could heal injuries and illnesses, so they were widely revered and valued as important. A silver-stoled deacon was treated more or less the same as a high-ranking noble. It was not the norm for Aroldo to accompany the Order of Beast Hunters. He was only doing so on the pretext of training his healing magic.


      “You two, you better eat before the food gets cold,” Dona told them.


      “Right!”


      Dahlia scooped up a spoonful of the mashed potato omelet that was in front of her. The mashed potatoes, flavored with salt and pepper and grated cheese, were enveloped in a thick layer of lightly fried egg. As she savored the mashed potatoes melting in her mouth, she took a sip of red ale and continued her conversation with Volf.


      Suddenly, she realized that she had her body turned toward Volf, and the two of them were leaning on the corner of the table while they talked. The tavern was loud, so if they didn’t sit like this, they would have a hard time hearing each other.


      The knights next to them were eating from their own plates and drinking their ale. However, outside of anything related to alcohol and food, the knights didn’t talk to them about anything. Indeed, they had said to consider them as just part of the wall and floor. When Dahlia looked closer at their faces, she saw their cheeks weren’t red at all. She wondered if they had taken medicine that prevented drunkenness or were wearing bracelets or rings that had a similar effect.


      The thought came over her like a chill. Was it really okay that she was drinking like this while they were there protecting her? As soon as the idea crossed her mind, Dona stood up and walked up to Volf.


      “Once you’re finished eating, mind if we get a private room at the next stop? It’s going to get a bit cold tonight.”


      “Yeah, let’s do that.”


      “Um! Mr. Dona, thank you...” Dahlia said, half rising from her chair.


      Dona dropped his voice to a whisper. “You really do not have to worry yourself over us. We receive free drink, free food, and pay. If I were not here, I would be on night watch duty, where I would simply be playing with the night dogs in the garden until morning,” he said, speaking in a serious tone that made Volf and Dahlia laugh.


      The knight smoothly returned to his seat, then turned his eyes to the tavern’s entrance.


      “If only it were clear skies, we would’ve seen a nice moon tonight,” Dona commented.


      “It’s nice to see the moon reflecting on the sea from the deck of a ship too. I went with my wife once. It was great,” Sotiris said.


      Perhaps being at sea gave one a better view of the sky. Gazing at the reflection of the moon on the water did sound like a charming time.


      As she was chewing on her baked ham and listening in on the conversation, Volf spoke to her at a whisper. “Up above the clouds, I’m sure the moon and stars are beautiful.”


      When Dahlia saw the faraway look that crossed his eyes, she knew exactly who he was thinking about.


      Dahlia made her voice as cheerful as possible and said, “Right about now, I bet my father’s having a drinking party up there!”


      “My mother too, probably. She would always finish off her glass in one go.”


      Volf let out a laugh, and as soon as he did, there was a loud clang! sound across from them.


      Dahlia turned to look and saw a glass had fallen over and part of an empty white plate had broken. Sotiris was scrubbing his hand, which was wet with alcohol, with a handkerchief.


      “Hand slipped. It’s all sticky, so I’m going to go wash it,” he said.


      “Are you sure you’re all right, sir?” Dahlia asked. In her worry that he had hurt his fingers, she reverted to her usual polite way of speaking.


      Sotiris turned to her and passed his index finger over his lips for only a brief moment.


      Volf also reverted to calling her by her real name by whispering, “Dahlia, you’re back!” They both covered their mouths. It really was difficult speaking in a way one wasn’t accustomed to.


      “I’m fine. I’m not so thin-skinned that something like this would hurt.”


      “You two, there’s no point worrying about this guy. The skin of his fingers is as thick as his head,” Dona quipped.


      “Oh, shut your trap!” the older knight said with a laugh as he disappeared down the path alongside the bar counter.


      ***


      “This is going to take a while...”


      After leaving his seat, Sotiris, the knight, let the water run in the washroom and smiled bitterly at his reflection in the mirror. Fortunately, it was not an issue for him to spend some time in here. Other Scalfarotto family knights who had come with them were seated at all the nearby tables and even keeping watch outside. In addition to knights, there were also mages. They essentially formed an iron wall of defense.


      Let it be noted that they were all merely guards, through and through. Their purpose here was not to admire Lord Volfred and Chairwoman Rossetti.


      Sotiris dipped a handkerchief into the basin of water and held it gently against the redness that still hadn’t faded. It wasn’t his fingertips that were red, but his eyes. Since his eyes were a pale blue, that only made the redness that much more noticeable.


      Sotiris was taught that a guard must not let emotion show on their face, and in following that instruction, he had managed to keep his face muscles composed, but he hadn’t been able to do anything about the ache in the back of his nose or the reddening of his eyes.


      “Blast it, I haven’t trained enough...”


      His voice, which should have sounded disappointed, had a note of brightness to it.


      Sotiris had served as a knight for the Scalfarottos since his youth. Starting with Guido, he had looked after all the sons from the day they were born. The fact that they had different mothers had not prevented the brothers from getting along exceptionally well. The youngest of them, Volfred, was very much doted on and he was always smiling when he was with his older brothers.


      Sotiris had had his hands full dealing with the brothers’ mischief, but he watched over them with wonderment as they grew up quickly. Sotiris felt it was his duty to protect the smiles and laughter of the spirited brothers, their father, Renato, and his wives as well.


      However, there was one among them who he had ultimately failed.


      On the way to the country, Renato’s third wife, Vanessa, had lost her life, along with many of their knights, thanks to an ambush. It had happened while Sotiris was away from the estate, having taken time off to attend a relative’s wedding.


      When he returned to the Scalfarottos’ residence and heard about what had happened, it felt as if the air itself had frozen around him.


      Renato had retaliated against his second wife’s family, who was behind the attack. His second eldest son, Fabio, died from falling off a horse, and his second wife left home in mourning. His first wife was so overcome by grief that she couldn’t even bear to look at Volfred. Not long after, Volfred was moved to the villa.


      Renato sacrificed eating and sleeping to devote himself to increasing the production and stable supply of ice crystals in addition to water crystals, as well as the management of Ordine’s sewer system. Guido, the eldest son, used the excuse of being the next head of the household to task himself with an inordinate amount of studying and training. It seemed as if both father and son were focusing all their efforts solely on making their family more powerful.


      Then, starting a few years ago, news began to spread of the achievements of the youngest son, Volfred, in the Royal Order of Beast Hunters. His feats as a Scarlet Armor—knights who put their lives in danger for the sake of protecting the kingdom—only added to the Scalfarotto family’s honor. Each of them had worked hard treading their respective paths and achieved dignified results. However, even though the Scalfarottos had gained more political influence and renown, their laughter never returned.


      Sotiris lost track of how many hundreds of times he had wished that attack had never happened, how many hundreds of times he’d lamented that he hadn’t been there to do something. He assumed he would never see those men look as happy as they once had ever again. That thought had weighed on his chest like a rain cloud.


      However, ever since last summer, something started to change. Renato’s expression had begun to soften, Guido began to laugh more often, and Volfred, who used to avoid coming to the estate, started to visit from time to time. Sotiris, who had been entrusted with the duty of being a guard and coachman for the Rossetti Trading Company, slowly was coming to understand the reason for that.


      And now today, he saw Volf laugh out loud with his own eyes.


      Although there were some moments that had made Sotiris feel uneasy, Volf had laughed as innocently and unguardedly as he had as a young child. And above all, he had spoken about his mother without his eyes darkening.


      Behind his glasses, his golden eyes reflected one other person who laughed as innocently as he did. To Volf, she was surely more beautiful than the stars and more radiant than the moon.


      The sky that was visible from the tiny window in the washroom was unfortunately cloudy. Not one star was visible. But the atmosphere within the knight’s chest finally felt clear.


      ***


      Once all their dishes and glasses were empty, the group of four left the tavern. Dona led the way through the buzzing street toward the next establishment. After walking for a little, they passed through a narrow alley between buildings and entered another tavern from the rear entrance.


      Dahlia thought it was strange that they would be going in from the back, but Dona explained while scratching his chin with his finger.


      “There are usually many pretty young women at the entrance of this place...”


      “Ah, I see.”


      It sounded like this was news to Volf too. He probably had never been here before. But if Dahlia weren’t here, then maybe they could have had fun drinking with pretty women.


      “If we give in to their begging to buy them drinks, they’ll empty our wallets. They’re sea serpents, all of them.”


      It sounded like the women went beyond being heavy drinkers to being bottomless pits. In any case, Dona seemed surprisingly knowledgeable about such matters. Dahlia stared intently at him, and he averted his green eyes away from her.


      “There are many things that must be learned in this world, Dali,” he said.


      Dahlia didn’t know how to respond to that, so she simply nodded.


      After Dona spoke to an employee, they went into a corner room on the third floor.


      “Ah, a heated low table!” Dahlia exclaimed as soon as she saw it.


      In the middle of the small room was a heated low table with a tabletop of plain wood. It had a reddish-brown cover and a brown cotton-stuffed underquilt. It was a more affordable model that was marketed for commoners, and it looked very inviting.


      “Nothing beats one of these in the winter...” Volf said with genuine admiration.


      It had only been a few months since the tables had gone into circulation, but apparently they had already become a winter fixture in Volf’s mind.


      Once they all sat down at the table, they were first brought distilled liquor with hot water.


      “I requested the chef’s recommendation, so they’ll be bringing out food shortly too. Ah, Dali, would you like honey in your hot cocktail?”


      “Yes, please.”


      Now that they were in a private room, Dahlia went back to speaking how she normally would. But then Volf whispered next to her “Dali turned back into Dahlia,” so she felt seriously confused as to how she should speak.


      “Um... D’you want honey, Volf?”


      “Yeah, definitely!”


      After some indecision, she decided to ask as Dali, and Volf responded with a smile and a nod. He normally did not take honey, but it seemed he did tonight.


      And so, the four of them toasted to a night on the harbor.


      “First out is cheese, ham, and rabbit corn.”


      The food had arrived, but there was one plate—that is, pot—that caught her eye. The thin metal pot was riddled with dents and filled with white balls the size of large grapes. Their shape reminded Dahlia of popcorn from her previous life.


      “Rabbit corn, huh? This is an Ehrlichian specialty, isn’t it?” Volf asked.


      “Yes. It’s been a while since I’ve had them. The warehouse that was storing them caught on fire and the roof blew off, so for a time they were banned from being imported,” Sotiris explained.


      “What? Is it okay for them to be imported now?” Dahlia asked.


      “They’ve been selectively bred, so they don’t have quite the destructive power as they used to.”


      Rabbit corn—while its name was cute, Dahlia thought their potential for destruction might just be a bit beyond what food should be capable of. It was completely different from the popcorn of her past life and even the popcorn that was common in this world. How in the world did it evolve to be like this?


      But when she took a bite of the rabbit corn that was passed to her, she found it sheerly delicious. Some people did not like popcorn because of its bland taste, but this had a richer flavor. It was delightfully crunchy and the aftertaste was mildly sweet.


      However, the outer shell was harder than the inside, so she had to be careful the first time she bit into it. The outside was as hard as the crust of blackened toast. Worse still, as she ate the rabbit corn, it all but soaked up all the moisture in her mouth. If she accidentally stuck it against her moistened lips, it threatened to peel away the thin skin there, so she had to be careful of that too.


      The snack’s flavor was definitely something that would keep them drinking.


      While Dahlia was munching on the rabbit corn, more food arrived to them on a cart. Dona brought it over from the door of the room to the table. There were grilled seafood skewers, buns stuffed with steamed meat and vegetables, and cups of soup that smelled amazing. Each dish came out steaming.


      “These grilled skewers are balloon fish. Are you all right to eat this, Lord Volf?” Sotiris asked at one point while they were eating.


      “I’ll be fine. I’m wearing a magical tool, and I’m already used to them, anyway.”


      “That’s good to hear. It was heartbreaking having to watch you try to build up a tolerance to poison when you were little.”


      “Huh?”


      Volf froze with his grilled skewer in hand. Dahlia also had to make sure she had heard right. Immunizing oneself to poison was a common thing that nobles did as children. However, Volf had said that he hadn’t done that as a child. But based on what Sotiris said, it sounded like he had.


      “When was that? I don’t remember going through that as a child.”


      “I believe it was when you were between the ages of five and six. You tried twice, but with a quarter of the standard dose, you had a fever for three days and a terrible vomiting. The doctor said you should stop until you grew bigger.”


      “I think it had to do with your constitution. Lady Vanessa also became bedridden after taking a quarter dose, so Lord Renato ordered a set of high-quality magical tools.”


      “I see,” Volf said after a pause. He placed the grilled skewer back on its plate, then reached for his glass of amber liquor. “I had been under the impression that I had never done that.”


      Volf scowled at the honey-sweetened liquor as if it were incredibly bitter.


      He had once said that he had never gone through such laborious training as building a tolerance to poison because he was of no interest to anyone, and he had no value to be used even if he remained at home. It was a misunderstanding that he’d held for a very long time. Even though it had now been cleared up, he couldn’t get that time back. It was probably hard for him to digest the truth.


      But there was one thing that was clear to Dahlia.


      “You were so young. It makes sense you don’t remember it.”


      “It doesn’t make much sense to me.”


      “Children quickly forget experiences that are painful or hard. Do you remember falling down and skinning your knees?”


      “I’m sure that happened, but yeah, I don’t remember...”


      “Lord Volf, that’s just how children are. When I was small, I was playing on the roof when I fell off and had to be carried to the temple to be cared for by the priests, but I have absolutely no memory of it. I was told I was breaking bones all the time, though.”


      “Dona, you dolt, it’s stunts like that that make your parents cry!” Sotiris barked.


      That sparked some laughter-filled chitchat, and the poison tolerance talk was put to rest. Dahlia felt relieved at that.




      As the conversation continued endlessly, the night went on in a relaxed manner. Sitting under the heated low table with her belly full of food and drink, Dahlia was starting to get a little sleepy.


      “Aah, finally, we can see the stars,” Sotiris said.


      Dahlia looked out the window at the sky. At some point in the night, the thick clouds had drifted away, revealing a sky full of twinkling stars. In just a few hours, the sky will brighten, she thought to herself, when she heard a groan beside her.


      “I feel sick...”


      “Come on now, Dona, did you seriously drink that whole bottle? You know you can’t hold your liquor.”


      Sitting before Dona, whose face was in his hands, was a brown bottle of alcohol. Sotiris picked the bottle up and shook it, listening, but there was no liquid left inside. It was completely empty.


      “But I heard expensive alcohol doesn’t make you sick...”


      “Of course it does. That’s just a myth,” Sotiris said exasperatedly. He left the room and came back a few minutes later.


      “My apologies, you two. I am going to let Dona rest in one of the empty rooms. I believe he will sober up with medicine after two or three hours. Until then...the next knights will be arriving early in the morning to relieve us. Would you mind waiting here?”


      “Uh—do you mind, Dahlia?”


      “No, that’s fine.”


      Dahlia was more worried about Dona, whose face was buried in his hands.


      If he were unconscious, they would have to call for a priest, but his voice sounded steady when he apologized. The best thing for him now was to take something to sober him up as soon as possible.


      And so, Sotiris supported Dona with his shoulder as the two of them left the room. Dahlia and Volf would be drinking together for a while longer.


      When she turned to look at Volf, she saw he had taken his fairy glasses off. His golden eyes were focused on the distant sky outside the window. Dahlia wondered if the conversation about poison had made him start thinking back on his childhood.


      She and Volf were both remembering too much today—well technically, yesterday now. She didn’t want him to just stay quiet like this. She wanted to spend the rest of the time they had left tonight chatting the night away, like he had invited her to do. Doing so would help both of them loosen up a bit.


      “C’mon, Volf. Let’s play the confession game.”


      Dahlia poured a merciless amount of amber liquor into two glasses.


      Volf’s golden eyes widened at her proposal. But after a few seconds, a very playful look came over his face.


      “Yeah! Since it’s just us two, it’ll be hard to stay on one topic, so why don’t we just take turns coming up with questions for both of us to answer?”


      “Sure.”


      Already he was assuming they would continue the confession game past the first question. But Dahlia didn’t necessarily dislike the idea.


      “Okay, I’ll go first,” Volf said as he placed his right hand on the table.


      Dahlia also placed her hand down and instantly heard the sound of her bracelet hitting against the table. She anxiously checked the heated low table’s top, but there wasn’t a scratch on it. Still, the tabletop was just regular wood. She decided it was probably best to take off her bracelet for now. After she removed it and wrapped it in a handkerchief, she put it away in her jacket pocket.


      “I’ll take mine off too. Sometimes it gets itchy under my sock.”


      Volf took off his anklet—a magical tool that nullified poisons among other effects—and put it in his pocket. The only things that remained on the table were the amber-colored liquor and water. It meant they were easily going to get even more drunk, but that wasn’t a problem.


      “What’s a creature you dislike the most? I hereby confess, it’s wyverns for me. Big surprise.”


      “Yes, getting carried off by one will do that to you...”


      “But I’m actually thankful for the wyvern that did that. It was how I got to meet you.”


      “Hrk!”


      Dahlia nearly choked on her drink mid-swallow. Indeed, she had found Volf, covered in blood, trying to make his way back to the capital after being captured by the wyvern. If it hadn’t been for that chance encounter, they wouldn’t be together like this. It was a strange and marvelous coincidence, and one that she treasured like a gift. However, she certainly did not want him to go through such a dangerous experience again.


      “Let’s see, as for me...”


      Several creatures she did not like came to mind. But there was one that stood out to her the most, having read about it just the other day in her bestiary.


      “It would have to be the gorge moss bug...”


      “Huh? I thought you didn’t mind bugs?” Volf said, giving her a puzzled look.


      It was true that Dahlia didn’t really mind bugs themselves. She even used them as materials for magical tools. But gorge moss bugs were different.


      “Bugs are a different matter, but those I just have a visceral reaction to...”


      “Gorge moss bugs may be monsters, but they eat plants, so they won’t even bite a human. They’re also supposedly very clean,” Volf said in defense of the gorge moss bugs.


      But even though she knew her past and current worlds were entirely different, there were just some things she could not be comfortable with. She recalled the illustration of the gorge moss bugs in her bestiary. They had oblong bodies that were glossy and black, brown inner folded wings, long, black feelers, and six legs—they looked just like washbasin-sized cockroaches. She truly wished to never cross paths with one.


      Incidentally, it was common for insect-type monsters to be larger in size to the regular insects they resembled. For example, monster silkworms were fifteen centimeters long and moonbeam butterflies’ wingspan was about fifty to sixty centimeters wide, which made regular hornworms and butterflies seem downright cute at their sizes. Even marsh spiders were huge, about the size of a small hill.


      Now that she thought about it, even though she didn’t dislike bugs, there were a lot of bug-type monsters that she did not want to come face-to-face with.


      “Do you like gorge moss bugs, Volf?”


      “I wouldn’t say I like them, but they make good materials for elbow pads and knee pads. They’re lightweight but still good at absorbing blows and impacts. They can’t defend against magic attacks, though. Plus, they’re black and shiny, so they turn out looking pretty stylish. Do you not use gorge moss bugs in your magical tools?”


      “I never have. Though it is true that using them for enchantments does make things lightweight...”


      Gorge moss bugs had a weight reduction effect when used to enchant magical tools. However, Dahlia had never used them. There were other materials that were cheaper and easier to work with.


      No, let’s be honest. There were as many as two opportunities where she could have used them, but she had wholeheartedly entrusted the task to her father and senior apprentice.


      She had never seen one of them skittering in the kitchen in this life, but regardless of size, she couldn’t help disliking what she disliked. But especially since they were the size of washtubs. Scary things were scary.


      “I have heard they cost about three times the price as they used to. And they’re apparently hard to catch,” Volf said.


      “How would you even catch them? Aren’t they fast?” Dahlia asked after remembering the skittering creatures of her past life moving too fast for her to drive back easily.


      “They are fast, but if you sprinkle some poison down, they slow down right away. That way you can capture them without damaging their outer wings. According to Randolph, they’re often overhunted and poached, so there’s a concern that they’ll go extinct.”


      “That’s too bad...”


      Even though Dahlia called gorge moss bugs scary, she really did feel bad for them. Humans were the far more terrifying creatures.


      Since the confession game was turning into a monster lecture, Dahlia thought hard about a new question to ask.


      “Let’s see... Is there anything you’ve ever wanted to be besides your current occupation? I hereby confess, I wanted to be a maid.”


      It wasn’t really a confession, but it was the first thing that she could think of.


      “Dahlia as a maid...”


      She really wished Volf wouldn’t just mutter and stare at her unmoving like that. She couldn’t even give a witty retort.


      “Miss Sofia, who used to come to our house when I was a child, was an experienced maid, and she was always so organized and efficient. I thought that if I didn’t become a magical toolmaker, I wanted to be like that.”


      “I see. You’re dextrous, so I definitely see you being a maid, but... Yeah, being a magical toolmaker suits you more.”


      Dahlia had read in a book that in this world, physical ability was regarded as important for maids of nobles. Volf probably didn’t want to point out Dahlia’s lack of athletic ability. She felt like she could have done a good job if she were a maid somewhere like the Green Tower, but there was no one there for her to serve.


      “Okay, it’s your turn now, Volf.”


      “I hereby confess, I considered becoming an adventurer if I couldn’t become a knight.”


      “I think you would have made a good adventurer too.”


      “Thanks. But adventurers have to form parties. I didn’t have great personal relationships at the time, so I felt like it was pointless to try...”


      Since childhood, Volf had trouble with his interpersonal relationships. And when women were involved, his experiences became something like horror stories.


      “But things are better now, right? Remember when you caught treasure fish with Sir Randolph and Sir Dorino during the expedition in the fall? You three were in perfect sync.”


      Randolph tossed the treasure fish out of the river, Volf caught them, and Dorino killed them on a cutting board.


      Volf seemed to also remember that moment of perfect synchronization.


      “When I try to become an adventurer, I’ll invite those two to come with me.”


      He laughed cheerfully as he said so, though that would certainly deal a serious blow to the Order of Beast Hunters.


      “Okay, next question,” Volf continued. “Let’s see... How about making a mistake with giving a gift?”


      “That sounds good.”


      “I hereby confess, when I was a kid, I stuffed a box full with over twenty snails and gave it to my brother, who hates them. Dona reminded me of that the other day.”


      “Over twenty... You must have given him a real shock.”


      “Yeah, I don’t doubt it. But I remember that he took it with a smile, said thank you, and gave me a pat on the head.”


      Guido was a paragon of an older brother. Dahlia suspected he felt the same way about snails as she did about gorge moss bugs. When she thought of it that way, she felt an overwhelming amount of sympathy for him.


      “Okay, I hereby confess. I once tried to give Miss Sofia a necklace I made by attaching a red jewel to a string. I was very young, so I used an oval stone I found in the back of a desk drawer that I thought was cute. Right before I gave it to her, my father stopped me, saying that the metal clasp was loose and that the stone needed to be polished.”


      “Your father, ever the magical toolmaker.”


      “Indeed. The metal clasp was loose because I had attached it without much care, but what I thought was a red jewel was actually a whetstone for magical tool use. My father pretended to have polished it, but he actually switched it with three red fiendfish scales. I complained about it, saying that he had broken it and it wasn’t cute anymore...”


      Not only had she interrupted her father’s work, but she had tearfully whined about what he’d done. Still, her father hadn’t scolded her.


      It was Sofia who threw the troubled Carlo a lifeline.


      “Oh my, how pretty. One scale for Dahlia, one for Carlo, and one for me. And we’re all connected together by the Green Tower,” she had said.


      Conveniently, the string was dark green in color. It made Dahlia happy to think that each scale represented one of them, making it seem like the three of them were a family.


      Once she was finished retelling the account, Volf’s golden eyes softened.


      “That’s not a failure at all. It’s a really nice story.”


      “No, whetstones for magical toolmaking need to be used with caution. If you breathe in any dust particles, it could irritate your throat, and at worst, make your lungs stop working...”


      After Dahlia entered college, she had used that type of whetstone while wearing glasses and a mask. Her father had laughed, but Dahlia had gone pale when she learned of the dangers.


      “Good thing nothing happened to you or Miss Sofia. You know, one of the senior knights in the squad said that children have a talent for finding dangerous objects or wandering into harm’s way.”


      “It would be easier on their parents’ stomachs if they had as little of that talent as possible.”


      From there, the confession game continued. They spoke about topics that they could look back and laugh on, like reckless stunts they had attempted as children, exam regrets from their student days, minor mistakes and misunderstandings at work, and so on.


      Some stories were included that would make any other person wouldn’t find remotely funny, such as certain brothers thinking that, if kites could fly, then it stood to reason they too could fly by tying a sheet to their arms and legs and climbing up a tree and jumping off it, or a young girl who tried many times over to see if she could transfer the magic from a magic crystal into an empty one.


      When Dahlia had completely finished the amber liquor in her glass and was feeling comfortably drunk, she heard another question.


      “Is there anyone you dislike or just can’t get along with?”


      What sort of question is that to bring up now? But Dahlia was curious to know who that person was for Volf, which told her she was indeed quite drunk.


      “Okay, I’ll go first. I hereby confess, the person I dislike the most—well, came to dislike—is a maid. After the carriage attack, she came with me to the temple and we cried together.”


      Based on that information alone, it sounded like she was someone whom he had shared his grief with. But Volf the way he was speaking, in a lower voice than usual, was how he spoke when talking about something he wanted to forget.


      Recalling his troubled history with women, Dahlia waited for him to continue.


      “After we left the temple, we were separated between the villa and the main residence, so we didn’t see each other anymore. Around the time before I entered college, she was reassigned to the villa, and she invited me to have tea with her to talk about my mother. I started to feel dizzy, so, thinking I was sick, I ended the meeting short. Later, when I was dosed with an even worse drug in college by a monster of a young lady, I realized that I had been drugged back then too.”


      “Volf, what happened to that maid...?”


      “She quit immediately. She was probably being manipulated by some other family, but I couldn’t think logically about it at the time. After that, I stayed at the dormitory all the time. I felt afraid of everything. I wanted to run away.”


      He didn’t end his story with a self-deprecating laugh like he usually did. He didn’t downplay his fear. He spoke about the incident with open sadness.


      Dahlia didn’t know what position that maid had been in or how she felt about drugging Volf, but she felt anger and indignation in her chest, and before she knew it, she was clenching her fists.


      “Well, of course you were! Anyone would be scared and want to run away if they went through something so horrid. No, they should run away.”


      “They should?”


      The incident happened before college, when Volf was still just a child. And to make matters worse, he felt he couldn’t trust anyone. It only made sense for him to run away. Even an adult would.


      “Yes, I think it’s okay to run away when a situation is too difficult and you can do nothing about it. Stay alive, reposition yourself, and start moving from a different direction.”


      “Dahlia, that sounds like an army strategy...”


      “Sometimes, a strategic retreat is what a person needs to do too.”


      Volf repeated the words “strategic retreat” quietly to himself and nodded.


      “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind from now on.”


      “Please do.”


      “Dahlia, you...you really are rewriting all of my bad memories.”


      The harshness faded from his expression as he smiled at her peacefully. It was a very lovely smile that made her feel at ease.


      And now it was Dahlia’s turn. She thought of the uncomfortable memory that she always wanted to forget each time she remembered it and tried to recount it as calmly as she could.


      “I hereby confess. There is someone I dislike, though we don’t know each other that well. He once said to me, ‘Since you’re a woman, why don’t you put more effort into your appearance?’ I thought he was giving me professional advice, but he ended up mistakenly thinking I was romantically interested in him.”


      “Did he suddenly confess his feelings to you or something?”


      “No. I hate to say it aloud, but he accused me of flirting with him. Though that wasn’t my intention in the slightest,” Dahlia ended evasively. This was a story that had happened in her past life, and she did not want to tell the rest of it to Volf.


      The department manager who was above Dahlia’s boss at her old company was famous for being a hard worker and a loving husband. He had a picture of his wife and children as his phone wallpaper and Dahlia had even heard that he had taken a paid vacation for his wedding anniversary.


      That department manager had called her into his office to give her advice on documents she had submitted, before slipping in, “As a woman, shouldn’t you put a little more effort into your appearance?”


      Thinking in a panic that she was failing at being a working adult, Dahlia seriously put effort into making her hair and clothes look more acceptable for the workplace. Nevertheless, since she tended toward a plainer style in her past life too, she had only made minor changes to her already simple makeup and hairstyle.


      After that, her boss complimented her on her appearance, so she thanked him. Others also told her she had made an improvement, which made her genuinely happy.


      However, at the end of the year party, the department manager had asked her if she wanted to be in an intimate relationship with him. She had flatly refused, thinking he had just had too much to drink, but he threw these last words at her: “Weren’t you flirting with me?”


      It had taken everything she had not to shout at him in anger right then and there. She had respected him, but nothing more than that. Though even that respect had been smashed to pieces. Now she wished that she had been recording him and given him a good slap in the face.


      The encounter had left her feeling depressed and troubled, but she felt she couldn’t go to her parents for help. She hated the thought of making them worry.


      When she finally told a friend about it over the phone, after consoling her, her friend had said, “Well, did you lead him on? You need to be careful.”


      Lead him on how? Dahlia was told to work hard and put care into her appearance. She had only done what she was told. As time went on, she realized she had distanced herself from that friend.


      She didn’t want to talk about what happened. She didn’t want to turn to anyone for help.


      From then on, she kept her makeup to a minimum and returned to being her plain old self. She figured that anyone, regardless of gender, could avoid having inappropriate things said to them as long as they could achieve results at work. She wouldn’t have to make her parents worry. She could probably even go back to chatting happily with her friend again.


      It was those types of thoughts that contributed to Dahlia pushing herself harder and harder.


      In the end, the last thing she remembered was a terrible pain in her chest and the pattern of her desk. Even though she couldn’t even remember the name she once had, she held on to these memories as if for dear life.


      “The person who said this to you, are they still around you?” Volf asked with an icy tone, bringing Dahlia back to herself.


      “No, I’ll never see that person again, so don’t worry.”


      “Deceased?” Volf muttered to himself.


      Dahlia was the one who had died, but it was something that had happened a long time ago anyway.


      She adjusted her seating position, and her toes hit against the leg of the heated low table. Suddenly, she was overcome with an urge to kick it away. It was ill-behaved, but she didn’t need those memories anymore. It was much better to hold on to the memories she made with Volf here in this world.


      “Talking about it has made me feel much better, so starting today, I’m going to completely forget about it!”


      “Yeah, you should!”


      She thought she had spoken forcefully, but Volf doubled her intensity. The force of his words made her burst out laughing.


      But Volf kept talking emphatically, his fists clenched. “You can forget about that dead guy and bury him deep in the sand! Even if he’s alive, you can still bury him deep in sand!”


      Um, wait. Even if that second part is a joke, it’s a little too disturbing. Never mind, I should just laugh it off—


      “Let me say this loud and clear! Dahlia, you are really pretty and cute!”


      “Hwha?!”


      “You’re pretty whether or not you’re wearing makeup and you look cute in any clothes you wear. And you’re an amazing magical toolmaker. Plus, you’re kind and dependable—so you don’t have to pay any attention to any stupid things someone says to you.”


      Volf was drunk out of his mind. He was speaking nonsense. Or maybe this was what they called mocking someone with excessive praise? Yes, it had to be. Okay then, let’s see how he likes it.


      “Well, you’re handsome yourself, Volf! Not just your face, but you have a lovely voice, you look stylish in everything you wear, and when you’re sparring with the other Beast Hunters, I get captivated by how well you move. And you’re always so nice and gentlemanly.”


      “Th-Thank you...”


      After heaping excessive praise on each other loudly, they both came to a sudden stop. What in the world are we doing? We must be really drunk.


      Dahlia poured two glasses full with water to sober them up and placed one in front of each of them. For a brief moment, they silently sipped their waters.


      Dahlia realized that at some point, the prickling thorn of her memories had stopped aching. Or rather, Volf’s compliments felt more vivid. Even though he had only been flattering her out of sympathy, she felt she was going to blush every time she remembered it for a while.


      As for herself, she had only said things she already thought normally. It was Volf who was the one rewriting bitter memories.




      “Look, the sun is about to rise.”


      At Volf’s voice, Dahlia raised her head to see that the sky outside the window was taking on a reddish hue. Neither one of them spoke as they stood up and walked closer to the window. They stood side by side and looked out at the slowly brightening sky.


      They watched as the sky and sea gradually turned from dark blue, to purple, and then to red, marking the shift from night to morning—and signaling, too, the end of their night out.


      “Thank you, Volf. I had a lot of fun tonight.”


      “Me too. Should we do this again sometime? We can overwrite tragedy with even more fun memories.”


      “Yes, let’s!”


      After the two shared a laugh, they turned to look back out the window, to the beautiful sunrise she wanted to remember forever.
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      The Gratitude of the Haldard Company


      “The Haldard Company has asked if there is anything you require.”


      A few days had passed since Yusef’s collapse. Ivano was sitting across the table in the Rossetti Trading Company’s office at the Merchants’ Guild, a strained smile on his face.


      On top of the table was a square basket filled with flowers of all different colors and a container of cookies sprinkled with white sugar. Both were gifts from the Haldard Company. However, they were not sent by Yusef, but by the manager of the company’s Ordine branch store, which was located in the South District near the port.


      It was just past noon. Dahlia had just arrived in the office, so they had just missed each other.


      “They’ve offered some incredible things here. Sleipnirs from the Ehrlichian royal family’s official ranch, a heap of marsh spider hearts, a box full of coral from the southern sea, just to name a few. Just hearing all the suggestions made my head swim,” Mena said, reading from his notepad from his seat next to Ivano.


      He had been the one to receive the branch manager while Dahlia was away and Ivano was busy at a meeting. It sounded like it was the contents of the branch manager’s offer, rather than simply having to be the one to deal with him, that had caused the blood to drain from his face. Dahlia felt a little guilty.


      “I told them to direct their gratitude to Father Aroldo and the doctor...”


      “Frankly, it seemed like that branch manager would stop at nothing to give us something as well.”


      “Dahlia, I think it might be best to accept at least one thing on the smaller side. Lord Bernigi said that people in Išrana tend to take debts of gratitude more seriously than in Ordine,” Volf said by her side. He had come to participate in the meeting as a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters.


      In looking back, Dahlia realized Mitona’s offers had had a similar ring to them. She expected absolutely nothing in return from him, but perhaps that just spoke to how different their sensibilities were, due to their backgrounds.


      “I also asked Forto about it, and he told me that it is standard for people from Išrana to pay someone back more than double for helping them out of a predicament.”


      “Did you say more than double?” Dahlia asked.


      “Yes. It is likely due to their history of having an unforgiving climate and survival there being difficult. Well, it’s not just gratitude they take seriously. Supposedly they also pay their grudges back double as well. Those who have committed grave crimes in Išrana are left in the desert to bake in the sun.”


      “Ugh, I don’t even want to imagine that...” Mena groaned, squeezing his light blue eyes shut. Dahlia shuddered at the thought too.


      “I guess it is just a matter of cultural differences,” Volf said.


      “I believe so,” Ivan agreed. “I also think it has to do with Chairman Yusef’s own personal virtues. I wouldn’t shout this from the rooftops or anything, but I have heard that a considerable percentage of those working for the Haldard Company are people without family or former slaves. Not only is Išrana home to many monsters, in the past there were frequent conflicts over water sources.”


      “There also aren’t many people who can use healing magic, and it’s hard to grow medicinal herbs for potions. They rely heavily on imports for that,” Volf added.


      It seemed to Dahlia that this was part of the reason for the depth of Mitona’s love and respect for Yusef. However, though she had learned about Išrana’s geography and history in her college courses, she was unaware of just how severe their situation was. Her worldview was still quite limited.


      “That explains why they take obligations of gratitude so seriously. There is that famous story from Išrana of someone marrying off their only daughter to the man who saved him from being lost in a sandstorm,” Ivano said.


      Dahlia could understand feeling indebted to someone for that, but she felt the daughter in the story was treated too trivially. As an only daughter herself, she had some mixed feelings about that.


      “Wait, so in this case, does that mean the chairwoman will be given a groom?” Mena asked.


      “No thank you!” Dahlia refuted vehemently. People are not objects. Besides, what would I even do with one?


      “Dahlia, I really do think you should just accept something as small as you can,” Volf said seriously.


      “I think so too...”


      Volf was right. That was probably the best way to settle things. Something not too expensive... Desert worm skin, perhaps, Dahlia was about to say, but she stopped herself at the terrifying thought of receiving a delivery of a mountain of desert worm skins that could fill an entire warehouse. Meanwhile, Ivano brought up something even worse.


      “Incidentally, today’s offer was a wyvern hatchling.”


      “Huh? Do you mean material from a wyvern hatchling?”


      “No, one that is alive and kicking. It would be given to us after it was old enough to be separated from its parents so as not to disrupt its development, so more accurately it would be a young wyvern. The manager said they can give it to us if we are willing to wait for six months to a year.”


      “No, I couldn’t possibly take that. It’s a wyvern.”


      Dahlia’s voice rose in spite of herself. She had seen wyvern material, but not an actual wyvern. But from what she could imagine of its size based on what she knew of them from her bestiary, she had no hope that owning one would go well.


      “Could you not keep in the yard of the Green Tower, Chairwoman?” Mena asked. “It’s pretty spacious.”


      “You probably couldn’t keep it inside the city, so what about outside? You’d need permission from the king, though,” Volf said.


      They both sounded pleased by the idea.


      Don’t tell me they actually want to keep a wyvern? Dahlia thought.


      Ivano’s dark blue eyes squinted into a smile. “Ah, yes. Being a dragoon is every young man’s dream.”


      “At the orphanage, it was everyone’s dream, boy or girl! The dragoons that showed up in books were so cool,” Mena said.


      “I also longed to go on the adventures dragoons did in fairy tales...” Volf said.


      It seemed Ivano was right. Dahlia had also read those types of books, but she hadn’t grown up wanting to be a dragoon. Rather, she remembered being more enthralled by stories about objects that reminded her of magical tools, like a flying carpet, a vase that could pour out as much water as a lake, earrings that allowed one to understand animal speech, and so on.


      “Forgive me for crushing your dreams, but the wyvern wouldn’t belong to us necessarily, but it would be given to the king of Ordine in our name. Presenting a wyvern that is comfortable with humans to the royal family is a way to earn a title.”


      “What?”


      “Ah, I see, so you’ll essentially be donating a wyvern to the royal family in the name of the Rossetti Trading Company,” Volf said.


      “We don’t need to do that. I’m already receiving a barony,” Dahlia said.


      “Chairwoman, what do you think about stacking your achievements and aiming to be a viscountess?”


      “No thanks,” Dahlia replied in a monotone before she could stop herself.


      Mena burst out laughing, but it really wasn’t funny. Dahlia’s stomach was already going through enough suffering ahead of her receiving a barony. Anything more than that was out of the question.


      “Isn’t it sad to take a lone wyvern away from its flock in the first place?”


      “What if we ask for a mated pair?” Volf suggested.


      “That is not what I meant!” Dahlia replied sharply. I don’t want more, one is already a problem.


      “Oh, we most certainly could receive two. This is what the branch manager said.” Ivano cleared his throat, then pitched his voice down and spoke slowly in imitation of the branch manager. “The Haldard Company is prepared to give one or two wyverns. It is all the same to us.”


      Why’d he have to go and say that? Dahlia thought curtly. A wyvern was just too much. Wasn’t there something smaller she could take?


      “Chairwoman, why don’t we just accept the wyverns?”


      “Must you make such a horrifying joke, Mena?” Dahlia said, thinking he was teasing.


      But Mena continued with a serious look on his face. “If Lord Volf could learn how to ride it, then couldn’t you accept it as a Rossetti Trading Company wyvern?”


      Volf’s eyes went wide. “Huh? Me, ride a wyvern?”


      Of course. Although Volf had experienced killing and being carried away by wyverns, he likely had never ridden one.


      “Lord Volf, you’re athletic, aren’t you? You could take this opportunity to learn how to ride a wyvern to become a Rossetti dragoon. You could deliver goods and protect the chairwoman. What could be better?”


      “A Rossetti dragoon...” Volf repeated. Dahlia thought she saw a sparkle in his eyes.


      She imagined him riding on a wyvern in the knight’s uniform he was currently wearing. The image did suit him immensely, but if she said that aloud, she’d lose the argument.


      “Will you give it some serious thought, Sir Volf?” Ivano asked.


      “Oh, I don’t know, Ivano... Wouldn’t that be a bit complicated?”


      “I really don’t think we can accept a wyvern,” Dahlia said.


      It was one thing for a company like the Haldard Company, which traded with foreign nations, to have wyverns, but they were too much for a company staffed by only four people like the Rossetti Company.


      “Okay, then. What if you just ask for an assortment of materials?” Volf suggested.


      “I’m almost certain they would send enough to fill an entire warehouse,” Ivano said.


      Dahlia figured as much. She doubted they would ever be able to use up everything they received from such a shipment.


      While everyone was ruminating, Ivan clapped his hands together.


      “What if we ask the Haldard Company to display our magical lanterns and waterproof cloth raincoats in a corner of their branch stores for a while? They have already purchased some magical lanterns, but if they place even just one product on display in the branch stores, it will be a good advertisement for Ordine magical tools and the Rossetti Trading Company.”


      “Ah, right! That should be a small ask!”


      Ivano had a knack for coming up with good ideas. Volf and Mena were also nodding emphatically.


      They would have to use up some of their space for a time, but one or two magical lanterns shouldn’t be too much of a burden on them. And if the lanterns sold, both companies would profit, and above all, it would advertise Dahlia’s magical tools, which she would be most grateful for.


      “All right, I will pay Yusef a visit while I am at the temple to discuss some business. I’ll be leaving after this meeting.”


      “Business at the temple... Is that regarding the carriage?”


      Dahlia had heard that for his thank-you gift, Aroldo had asked for a donation to the temple in the form of a reupholstered carriage to transport patients to the temple. The carriage would have mats of yellow slime impact absorption material on the floor, giving the patients a place to lie down, and attendants and doctors would be able to sit by their side. A carriage like that would become something like an ambulance for the city in the coming days.


      “Yes. We’ll start with making one and have Father Aroldo ride in it to see how it is. Then, once he gives his approval, the bishop will also test it out.”


      It was going to be a carriage for the temple, so it made sense they would need to test it out. But Dahlia was having a little trouble imagining the golden-stoled bishop riding in that type of carriage.


      “We are going to require a lot more yellow slime again.”


      “We won’t have to worry on that front. Mr. Jean and Ms. Idaea are adding more buildings to the slime farm. When I went to visit the other day, I saw they were in the process of building an additional wing.”


      They weren’t adding an extra tank, but an entire building. Warehouses, wyverns, buildings... What next?


      In any case, Dahlia was relieved to hear that the much-needed yellow slime breeding project was proceeding well.


      Ivano soon left for the temple, accompanied by Mena, while Dahlia and Volf headed for the Scalfarotto Arms Works.


      ***


      Inside the carriage bound for the temple, Ivano changed his blue necktie for a saffron-colored one. This was because he was going to see Yusef.


      In Išrana, when one went to visit someone in ill health, they tied a ribbon around their wrist the color that the other person often wore. It held the meaning of “I am wishing you a full recovery.” Ordine did not have those kinds of ribbons, so Ivano wanted to express his support with his tie color instead. However, as he tried to fasten his tie as he usually did, his finger turned his tie into a rumpled mess. It seemed he was a bit nervous.


      In addition to visiting the man at his sick bed, Ivano was going to request that he place magical tools produced by the Rossetti Trading Company in several of the Haldard Company branch stores in other countries. The others had smiled at his suggestion without any worry or care in the office, so it seemed like a perfect plan. However, if the plan was accepted, Ivano expected they would profit more gold than the worth of a sleipnir.


      The Haldard Company owned branch stores in several countries, was highly trusted, and had a broad market. They dealt extensively in monster materials, magic crystals, and rare ores, and they also sold a decent number of magical tools.


      If they displayed goods from the Rossetti Trading Company, which was rapidly expanding its business in the Kingdom of Ordine, then perhaps they could continue selling their products in the future should things go favorably. Though even if things did not progress to that point, it would be fine enough if the Haldard Company could just display Rossetti products in a few of their branch stores.


      Ivano hoped that they could one day establish branch stores of the Rossetti Trading Company abroad, but they still hadn’t even finished laying the groundwork in the capital yet.


      The Haldard Company had the seal of approval of Išrana’s imperial family and conducted business with the royal family of Ehrlichia and the dukes of differing factions in Ordine. If people saw that they had deep ties with such a company, then that should ensure their safety abroad too. On the other hand, that might actually attract a few pests, but it would be faster to consult with either the ship crew or the Order of Beast Hunters regarding that.


      Once Ivano finally finished tying his tie, he looked down at the package he had brought that was wrapped in a light beige cloth. The get-well gift inside was stomach medicine for Mitona and the other employees of the Haldard Company. It was Bernigi’s suggestion. The medicine was made from bear liver, and the package contained as many as ten boxes of it. Ivano gazed at the cloth-wrapped bundle and sighed.


      “I didn’t see this coming at all...”


      The other day, Guido invited him to the Scalfarotto family residence, where he found Bernigi in the same room. He informed him that only a few people knew at the moment, but it seemed that the current Marquis D’Orazi was going to adopt Jonas.


      It was no wonder why Jonas had trouble finding someone to adopt him. Either Bernigi, the current Marquis D’Orazi, or perhaps even their wives—both known as “All-Prepared” in noble circles—had exercised their influence.


      Bernigi and Jonas’s families were part of different factions. Nevertheless, Jonas would become Bernigi’s grandchild while remaining with the Scalfarottos and not be required to have his blight lifted. When Ivano heard that, he was astonished. When he saw Bernigi’s good-natured grin, Guido’s elegant smile, and even the nearly imperceptible smirk on Jonas’s impassive face, Ivano felt all the more aware that he was in the presence of the nobility. In all likelihood, Yusef was also involved in this.


      Ivano had never caught a whisper of this nor had it occurred to him in the slightest that it was a possibility. It was absurd of him to have assumed he had trained his ears to be sharper.


      He had become conceited from an awareness that was essentially as thick as a sheet of paper, which now threatened to leave him with nothing but paper cuts.


      I still have a long way to go. That’s all there is to it, Ivano grumbled to himself as he straightened himself up.


      After descending the carriage, he stood up straight and headed for Yusef’s room.


      When Ivano opened the door, Mitona stood up and greeted him.


      “Mr. Mercadante, thank you for taking the trouble to come here.”


      Yusef was sitting up in bed, propped up by a pile of pillows. Instead of a patient’s gown, he was dressed in his regular clothes. He didn’t seem like a patient at all. Rather, it looked like he was simply relaxing.


      “Of course. I am happy to see the chairman’s complexion has improved. This is from our chairwoman. Stomach medicine made from bear liver.”


      “Thank you so much!”


      Was it Ivano’s imagination, or did the young man have tears in his eyes as he accepted the package? Maybe his stomach really was ailing him that badly.


      “Must go, Chairwoman Rossetti, to thank her—”


      “You must not leave the temple yet, Chairman Yusef!” Mitona barked at him with knotted fists.


      Yusef looked to Ivano with a somewhat entreating gaze, giving him a good idea of what the days had been like here.


      “The chairwoman has asked me to express her gratitude for the capital branch manager’s thoughtfulness.”


      Dahlia had also thought of visiting Yusef, but Ivano used his business at the temple as an excuse to come here in her stead. He had heard that in Išrana, an unmarried woman paying a visit to someone’s sick bed without an adult chaperone from her family could be interpreted as having a deeper meaning. He doubted Yusef would get the wrong idea, but he couldn’t say the same for others who were part of the Haldard Company. Therefore, the moment Dahlia strongly expressed wanting to see Yusef, he intended to request she go with him and have Volf accompany them as well.


      “Mr. Mercadante, if anything you need, anything you want.”


      “Mr. Mercadante, please do not hesitate to tell us what we can do for you.”


      Yusef and Mitona spoke in exactly the same breath. It truly was ingrained in their culture. Ivano had a feeling that if he continued to delay things, they really would send them a wyvern with a bow on it. The best thing to do here was to just ask directly.


      “Well then, allow me to speak freely. Could we bother you to place one or two of our magical tools, such as a magical lantern or waterproof cloth, in your branch stores? Even just in a corner will do. My hope is that it would help advertise our products abroad.”


      Ivano worked to keep his voice light and a businesslike smile on his face. Mitona interpreted his words, and Yusef gave a reply. Ivano listened to what he said and felt relieved when it seemed to be well received.


      “We would be happy to. We would also be delighted to do future business with your magical tools as well,” Mitona said.


      “Thank you very much. In that case, shall we discuss the particulars once Chairman Yusef has recovered?”


      This time, Yusef spoke more rapidly. Unable to follow what was being said in Išranic, Ivano could only wait for Mitona to interpret.


      If this turned into an official business arrangement, it would entail much more than just placing one or two items in their shops. They would have to hammer out all the details pertaining to transportation and storage of the goods as well as how to split the profits. It was easy for this kind of business to be in favor of the larger company. Ivano would have to think this through with a cool head.


      As he was thinking that, Mitona turned to him with a bright smile.


      “Please send us the products you want us to sell, Mr. Mercadante. We will take responsibility for the transport, storage, and management of the goods. Of course, we will purchase the models and cover the full sum of the products for sale should anything happen to them. For the profit split, you will take seventy-five percent, and we will take twenty-five. Those are our terms, as long as Chairwoman Rossetti is part of the company.”


      “Huh...?”


      Did I mishear, or did Mitona interpret wrong? Ivano waited, but Mitona did not amend what he said.


      Ivano was proud to say that the Rossetti Trading Company had gained a good amount of renown in Ordine. However, it still did not compare to the Haldard Company in terms of size and power. Not only were they offering to take care of everything, but they were also including a warranty in case of unfortunate circumstances, and they would give them most of the profits—could Ivano truly close a deal that was so heavily in their favor?


      It was too good to be true. It was on par with being given a pair of wyverns. Were they planning on asking for something else? What were they not saying? Try as he might to work it out in his head, he could think of nothing.


      Ivano could read nothing in the dark eyes Yusef looked at him with.


      In this situation, Ivano judged it best not to try to overreach himself, but to reply honestly. He couldn’t stand the thought of being caught unawares by a giant wyvern bursting from the sand.


      “A seventy-five and twenty-five split would be too much in our favor,” Ivano said.


      Mitona interpreted what he said. Yusef whispered something to him, then looked at Ivano. The sandy-haired man, who sat at the top of the great Haldard Company, flashed Ivano the widest grin he had ever seen on him.


      “‘A merchant’s life is not so cheap a thing,’ Chairman Haldard says.”

    

  

  
    
      The Cost of an Intermediary Family and the Three-Copper-Coin Play


      “This is still under wraps, but Lord Bernigi’s family is going to adopt Master Jonas. He’ll be Lord Bernigi’s grandson. I was asked to tell you about it in advance,” Volf informed her in the carriage on the way to the Scalfarotto family’s villa.


      “That’s great!” Dahlia said, unable to keep her voice down.


      She really was happy to hear that, though. This way, Jonas would be able to remain by Guido’s side as his bodyguard anywhere in the castle.


      “Yeah, it really is great. Lord Bernigi said he was blown away by Master Jonas’s skill when they sparred. It probably took some time because he’s part of a different faction.”


      If Bernigi was willing to make Jonas his grandson despite the factional difference, then he must have really been impressed.


      But there was one thing on Dahlia’s mind.


      “Will it be all right for Master Jonas not to get his blight lifted?”


      “Yeah, Lord Bernigi said he could stay as he was. I bet it was difficult to get the D’Orazi family on board, but that’s Lord Bernigi for you...”


      “Yes, he is amazing...”


      The aversion and fear toward blighted individuals was deep-rooted in society. Being blighted had a dark past associated with it as well, from people dying after their blight caused them to go on a rampage, to an organization that forced children to eat magical cores.


      In spite of that, Bernigi had put forth every effort to assure Jonas would be allowed to keep his power. Soon he would be Jonas’s grandfather. When Dahlia imagined the two of them standing side by side, it felt very natural.


      “Though apparently, on top of being my brother’s bodyguard and advisor now, Master Jonas plans on continuing being his attendant too. They were arguing about it a bit at the main estate...”


      “Three jobs for one person sounds like a lot even for Master Jonas.”


      “It does. Plus, the butler said that ‘A son of the Marquisate D’Orazi cannot be permitted to serve as an attendant.’”


      When Dahlia thought about it, it was obvious. Jonas was going to become the son of a high-ranking noble. An attendant wasn’t a suitable role for him.


      “Guido said he would be fine with having someone else be his attendant only when he needed one. Then, when he offered to pay Jonas the rate for both the job of advisor and bodyguard, Master Jonas said he would give him a ‘volume discount.’”


      “A volume discount...?”


      Can you really consider that as volume-based? Though considering Jonas’s strong sense of duty, he probably wanted to avoid being paid the full amount for both roles.


      “Guido pushed back by saying he had to give the son of a marquisate fair compensation and treatment for being his advisor and bodyguard, otherwise he would be disgraced as the next Marquis Scalfarotto.”


      “That makes sense. Master Jonas would be doing a lot of work for him.”


      “Then, when Guido tried to suggest Master Jonas move into a bigger guest room, he said that he wouldn’t be comfortable in a guest room and wanted to stay in his current room.”


      “I can understand that.”


      One could get attached to a room they had lived in for a long time. And Dahlia could understand not being able to feel entirely comfortable in a large guest room.


      “Yeah, I can also understand why he’d want to stay in a room he’s used to. But then Gloria pointed out that the room next to hers is empty so that could be Master Jonas’s room. She probably thought he’d prefer a family bedroom over a guest room...”


      It warmed Dahlia’s heart just to imagine the five-year-old girl saying that.


      But then Volf slid his golden eyes away from her. “Master Jonas told her, ‘I can’t stay there. That room is for your little brother or sister to use when they are born, Lady Gloria.’ Then Gloria asked Guido when she was going to get a little brother or sister... That’s when I left to head back to the barracks.”


      “Volf...”


      “It was a strategic retreat...”


      Volf had taken evasive maneuvers.


      Indeed, it was a question that was difficult to answer, but he could have helped Guido out—or maybe there was nothing he could have done, in hindsight.


      Volf continued in a very dry voice. “I was told that later that night, Guido and Master Jonas had an intense training session behind the villa.”


      “Surely they didn’t use the Ice Spider Wand and Night Piercer, did they?”


      “No, they didn’t, but Guido brought out a long staff from the house and Master Jonas used a longsword. I was informed that they had to replace a few windows.”


      Guido and Jonas’s bout had been so intense that they’d managed to break glass windows. And something about it being a long staff and longsword sounded even worse. What are those two doing? Please consider your own strengths.


      “Did either of them get hurt?”


      “No, I don’t think so. Guido went to the castle like normal today. But I did receive a letter that said, ‘Let’s have dinner at the main estate soon and discuss the usage of the villa.’ I can’t imagine why my sister-in-law would send me a letter...”


      Dahlia did not know how it happened, but Volf had been dragged into the drama. The apprehensive look on his face reminded Dahlia of her pet dog in her past life trembling in the waiting room of the veterinarian’s office.


      “Volf, um... She is family, so maybe she just wants to get to know you better...”


      As Dahlia desperately tried to string together some encouraging words but ultimately failing, the carriage arrived at the Scalfarottos’ villa.




      When they arrived at the Scalfarotto Arms Works, they found Jonas, Lucia, and the designated magical toolmaker already waiting. Bernigi also arrived shortly after them.


      The purpose of today’s meeting was to discuss the current status of several magical tools. They discussed the progression of the development and future production of expedition nightwear for the Order of Beast Hunters that looked like pillow squirrels, the impact absorption mats for the temple’s carriage and their covers, and the body heat conservation material made from red slime.


      Idaea was unable to pull herself away from expansion of the slime farm, so she sent a written report instead. Her report included updates about the slime farm’s expansion, the plans for additional buildings, and plans to claim the surrounding grassland for their use. The path toward mass-producing slimes sounded like it was progressing very smoothly. Dahlia had to commend not only Idaea, but everyone else involved, including Jean, the head of cultivation.


      Once everyone gave their reports, they moved on to having tea. They were sitting before their steaming cups when Bernigi suddenly broached the topic.


      “This information is still private, but our family will be adopting Jonas. We’re currently in the process of finding an intermediary family.”


      Since she had just heard this from Volf, Dahlia was not surprised. Lucia was the only one with wide eyes.


      “Congratulations on the great match,” Lucia said, then immediately followed it with, “But why is an intermediary family needed?”


      Dahlia didn’t know the reason for it either.


      “It is to show I have formally cut ties with my birth family, the Goodwins. It will be a declaration that we will not be working for each other’s benefit. This is to prevent anyone from burdening the Goodwins or the D’Orazis with pointless requests,” Jonas explained.


      “I want to make sure they don’t try to claim Jonas is too precious to let go of and demand him back,” Bernigi said with a teasing laugh. He looked very happy, like he was already a grandfather boasting of his grandson.


      “Lord Bernigi, what kind of family are you looking to be an intermediary?” the magical toolmaker asked.


      “Ideally, either a barony without deep ties to a faction or a commoner family with some knowledge about the nobility. Of course, we’ll pay a fair sum, and we’ll only need to use their name for paperwork for ten days. We won’t be the slightest inconvenience to them,” Bernigi explained.


      That meant it was probably impossible for Dahlia to adopt Jonas. If her father were here, he would have surely lent his help.


      Ivano fulfilled those requirements, but it might be a lot to ask for him to adopt Jonas as his son. I wish I knew of a family that met those conditions.


      Meanwhile, Bernigi moved his gaze across the room before coming to a sudden stop.


      “Master Lucia, if it wouldn’t be too much to ask...”


      “Of course! If you think our family would work, then please use us. We are commoners, after all.”


      Lucia agreed without a moment’s hesitation. Dahlia imagined the dismayed faces of the male members of the Fano clan, particularly Lucia’s father. “Fano men have no backbone” was a pet phrase of Lucia’s. Her mother, meanwhile, would probably be unruffled by this. Lucia took after her in personality.


      “We mustn’t cause trouble for Master Lucia’s family—” Jonas began, but Bernigi talked over him.


      “That would be a great help! Jonas, you won’t find a more favorable option. We know Master Lucia very well, and her being the head of the Magical Garment Factory gives us valid justification to use her family. Above all, with Master Lucia’s family, you won’t have to be self-conscious of your height.”


      “Well, I suppose that is all true, but...” Jonas said evasively.


      Bernigi continued. “Master Lucia, what may I offer as payment? The standard for an intermediary family is twenty gold coins or more. Our family would be more than happy to give thirty, no, forty coins, or even stacks of monster thread or bolts of monster fur. Whatever you wish.”


      After Bernigi gave his generous offer, Lucia tilted her head to the side. Then, she broke into a beaming smile.


      “Please let me assemble a fitting outfit for Master Jonas!”


      “I see, so you would like us to commission you for a set of new clothes for Jonas?”


      “No, I’m sure the D’Orazis have their own couturiers for that, so I would be happy with just being commissioned for one outfit. But, well, I do want to try out different garments to find the right one, so...if I could possibly borrow him for a day...”


      Dahlia’s friend spoke with carefully chosen words, but her blue eyes were twinkling. Dahlia had a good idea what this was about.


      “The right garments, eh? Indeed, he needs more than just an attendant’s uniform and knight’s uniform. He should have more variety of clothing going forward.”


      A miscommunication was brewing between Bernigi and Lucia. Dahlia, who already knew what Lucia’s aim was, advised her friend quietly, “Lucia, you should be straight with him. Otherwise, Master Jonas will be confused when the day comes.”


      “What?”


      Jonas and Bernigi looked at Dahlia and Lucia with puzzlement. Volf coughed twice.


      “You don’t need to pay my family to be an intermediary. I just want to spend a day dressing up Master Jonas!” Lucia exclaimed, smiling from ear to ear.


      It seemed Bernigi couldn’t stop himself from smiling with her. “I see. I’m glad we could strike such a bargain. Feel free to dress and undress him as much as you like.”


      “Lord Bernigi...” Jonas shot Bernigi a reproachful look.


      “Heh heh heh... Earning thirty gold coins in one day! That’s my grandson!”


      “I am not your grandson yet,” Jonas refuted in a low voice, which his smiling soon-to-be grandfather completely ignored.


      “Let’s seize this opportunity. Master Lucia, I’ll pay you to make stylish evening outfits for summer and winter with our family crest on them. High-quality garments suitable for a marquisate, please. There is no limit to the budget. I will ask our family couturiers to make him black three-piece suits and knight’s uniforms, so don’t worry about those. Feel free to add any additional garments you think would be fitting for him. He’ll need some clothes to lounge at the estate too. Oh, and a set of matching accessories.”


      “Thank you very much, Lord Bernigi!”


      “No, I can arrange any clothes I will need myself—”


      “Jonas, on principle, I don’t tolerate back talk from my grandchildren when it comes to clothing.”


      What kind of a principle is that? Dahlia wanted to ask, but since Bernigi seemed to be enjoying himself so much, she stayed quiet. The others seemed to share her sentiment. Everyone’s eyes were smiling.


      “Master Jonas, we’ll be family for only ten days, so I’ll give you the biggest family discount and create marvelous outfits for you!”


      “Th-Thank you...” Jonas said, overawed by the boundless cheerfulness of the couturier.


      “Well then, Master Lucia, shall we move forward? I’d like to get this settled as soon as possible.”


      “Yes, I will go home to speak to my family about it right now! Ah, Master Jonas, the Tailors’ Guild has your size, but have there been any changes to it?”


      “No...”


      “Understood. I’ll gather plenty of garments I think would be perfect for you!” Lucia smiled brightly as she nearly skipped out of the room.


      After he wordlessly watched her leave, Jonas turned to face Dahlia.


      “Master Dahlia, how many garments should I expect to be trying on? Since I am a man, I cannot imagine it would take the same amount of time as it would for a woman...”


      “Master Jonas, this is Lucia we’re talking about...” Dahlia replied in a low voice.


      Jonas narrowed his rust-red eyes guardedly.


      “When I became her dress-up doll, we stayed up all night trying on every single piece of clothing she brought,” she said hollowly.


      “Spending all night trying on clothes shows how passionate Master Lucia is about her work. It’s just the sort of outstanding talent I would expect from the yet young head manager of the Magical Garment Factory,” Bernigi said, deeply nodding.


      Next to Dahlia, Volf was unable to suppress a coughing fit.


      “Master Dahlia, were you truly at it until morning? Or do you just mean the early hours?” Jonas asked.


      “To be exact, we went until the next day’s morning tea time. We tried many combinations, such as keeping the same top but changing the bottom, adding accessories like a necktie or a scarf, and styling each outfit with different shoes... So yes, I think it will take a considerable amount of time.”


      “No, but surely it won’t be as amusing to dress up me, a man?”


      It seemed Jonas was having trouble accepting the situation. But this was Lucia. She was a hardcore—no, mythril-core couturier.


      “I don’t think it matters whether her subject is a man or a woman. In fact, I think she would be ecstatic at such a rare opportunity...”


      At her response, Jonas’s face turned grave. Next to him, Bernigi looked quite carefree as he drank his tea. It seemed he had no intention to help his future grandson out of this.


      “But how could she possibly obtain that many garments? They have to be in my size, first of all...”


      “Master Jonas, I’ve heard that the Tailors’ Guild has garments to loan out. As the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory, Master Lucia can probably assemble a lot of them...”


      “Knowing Lucia, she could spend an entire day coordinating them into outfits...”


      Volf and Dahlia were only pouring salt on the wound with their comments, but she felt they had a high probability of being correct.


      “Hree...”


      Dahlia heard a faint whimper that sounded like a strangled lizard. She must have imagined it.


      “Master Dahlia... Volf...”


      Jonas stared hard at both of them, his eyes welling up with tears. Dahlia was stunned to see such a pleading look in his eyes, but she couldn’t pull herself away from his pitiful gaze.


      “M-Master Jonas, it’ll just be a few hours for one day!” Volf offered unhelpfully.


      As Lucia’s close friend, Dahlia thought hard about it.


      “Well... If you ask another noble to be present with you, I think even Lucia might exercise some self-restraint. Just a little, though...”


      “Noted!”


      Jonas, who was always so composed, broke into a look of pure relief.




      After the meeting, Jonas went to inform Guido of Lucia’s family being the intermediary family and about the matter with the garment fitting. They decided to use the fact that Lucia was a woman as a reason to request that another nobleman be present as an observer during the fitting. That request was sent via letter to the guildmaster of the Tailors’ Guild, Forto.


      What Guido and Jonas failed to foresee was that Forto would take a day off from work to undertake the task himself. Lucia and Forto were two very passionate couturiers. It wasn’t until the day of the fitting that Jonas learned that Forto’s presence did nothing to deter Lucia, but rather had a synergizing effect.


      ***


      A light rain fell over the carriage stop outside the castle, where Jonas alighted first from the Scalfarotto family carriage. Guido descended after him, followed by his red-haired mage subordinate.


      They were only slightly early for the beginning of the workday at the castle. Around them were people transferring into the carriages that traveled throughout the castle grounds and others walking to their places of work.


      Guido glanced around at the scene, then spoke as he walked.


      “We’ll be stopping by the villa on the way home today.”


      “Lord Guido, if we do so, we will be late for your appointment at the main estate.”


      “That can be postponed. It is not that urgent.”


      “We have postponed it once already. It may be inadvisable to continue prolonging—”


      “Jonas,” Guido said in a low voice as he stopped in his tracks. “I have no desire for a facilitating attendant.”


      A facilitating attendant was one who took charge of their incompetent master.


      Guido, after speaking those words, narrowed his blue eyes and held Jonas in his stare.


      “Your role as adviser to the Order of Beast Hunters keeps you busy, doesn’t it? Perhaps we should put someone else in charge of the Scalfarotto Arms Works.”


      “Lord Guido...”


      “It would be good for you to take a long vacation. And yes, you may go ahead and take the same carriage back,” Guido continued with a collected smile.


      Jonas could tell others were listening in on their conversation. What Guido said—that he did not need an attendant like Jonas so he should leave and take a long vacation—could be heard as him firing Jonas. It was perfect fodder for gossipmongers.


      “Thank you.”


      Jonas bowed, but Guido did not even look at him. He continued walking on with the other mage.




      Under the drizzle that was turning into proper rainfall, Jonas walked back to the Scalfarotto family carriage. Once he was inside and seated, the elderly man who sat across from him shut the slightly opened window. He had apparently been enjoying the show. Without any signal, the carriage began to move.


      “Was that acceptable?” Jonas asked.


      “Indeed it was. I would have paid three coppers to see that,” Bernigi said with a cheery smile.


      It was a few days ago that they had brought the request to be Jonas’s intermediary family to the Fanos.


      From here, Jonas would return to the Scalfarottos’ home, pack one suitcase and head to the Goodwins’, then kill some time there before going to the Fanos’ after a quick stop at the Tailors’ Guild. Upon his arrival, they would submit the paperwork for adoption, and Jonas would enjoy a seven-day long vacation to the fullest.


      Jonas had just earned Guido’s disfavor and was turned out from the Scalfarottos’ home. After reporting that to the head of the Goodwins, his older brother, he would be expelled from their home too. Jonas, miserable with nowhere to go, would turn to his colleague, the guildmaster of the Tailors’ Guild, for help. Lucia, the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory, a commoner, would agree to have her family adopt him. This was the absurdist plan that the old man seated across from him had suggested.


      It was Guido who had happily latched onto the idea, while Jonas played the unwilling lead. He supposed he shouldn’t have expected two marquises—be it former or future—to come up with something sensible.


      “Now we will see who changes their tune about you and who reaches out to you, as well as who will try to get close to Guido and who will give him counsel. We will also find out which families are able to see through this little play. It will be a good way to sift people.”


      What does he think people are, flour? Although it was true that the gambit would provide some degree of sorting. They would come to know the extent of some families’ reach based on whether or not they could see through a farce as flimsy as this one. However, what Jonas couldn’t fathom was how, while he himself was baffled by the adoption business alone, the elderly man across from him looked like he was having a blast. Jonas had much to learn from him indeed.


      “It is an excellent plan,” Jonas said.


      “Do you think so? Then I will let that be known to my wife—I mean, your grandmother.”


      “She is not my grandmother just yet.”


      The one who had hatched this plan was Bernigi’s wife, Mersela D’Orazi. She appeared to be a mild-mannered, kind gentlewoman, but she was once known by another name: All-Prepared. The current Marchioness D’Orazi had supposedly inherited that name, but it seemed Mersela had taken it back.


      Word had it that the two of them had wide connections and were capable of reaching beyond their faction and generations to give advice to other noble wives. Recently, Mersela’s health had improved to the point that she was making frequent appearances at tea parties.


      The fact that both All-Prepareds had earned such a formidable nickname despite it being impossible to pick up on any talk of specific things they had done was frightening. Just how far did their reach extend? Jonas wouldn’t be surprised if they kept concealed weapons in their gowns.


      “My wife is eagerly looking forward to you becoming her grandson.”


      “I do appreciate that,” Jonas said after a pause. “Please tell her I look forward to it as well.”


      Mersela seemed to be a sufficiently reliable grandmother, but whether he himself could rely on her or not was yet to be determined.


      “Since I am going to be inconveniencing the Fanos, would it be acceptable for me to provide them with some compensation?” Jonas asked.


      “I doubt they’ll accept. It’s not just Master Lucia. I sent a helper to the Fano Workshop, but they informed me they had no need of one.”


      The use of the title “master” had begun in the Order of Beast Hunters, but the three women of the Scalfarotto Arms Works—Dahlia, Lucia, and Idaea—had also started being called as such within the workshop. It did not sound strange or unnatural, which must have had to do with how deeply submerged they were in their respective work. Or perhaps it was simply the proper respect to give to those with such specialized knowledge.


      “She needs no gold or monster thread, so she must have been quite satisfied with being able to dress up you and your master.”


      “I would certainly hope so...” Jonas replied, unable to fully conceal his grimace at Bernigi’s words.


      The day before yesterday, as payment to the Fanos for being Jonas’s intermediary family, Jonas had become Lucia’s dress-up doll for a day. In a room at the Magical Garment Factory, Lucia was beaming from ear to ear while Forto looked like he was about to enter a sword fight. The room was lined from end to end with any type of garment you could imagine: from evening wear to casual wear for holidays and, for some reason, fashions from foreign countries. There were heaps of coats, jackets, shirts, shoes, and accessories.


      How many types of garments had he tried on? Halfway through the process, he’d started to actually enjoy it, but then gradually he’d begun to disassociate, the colors now fading from his recollection of the events. When the sight of the red setting sun outside the window brought him back to himself, he’d seen there was still a pile of clothes to get through.


      Midway through being forced to understand the passion of the couturier against his will, Guido came to fetch him. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been so grateful to see his friend. However, the expert hunters known as couturiers always move to capture any target they deem suitable to dress up. They were relentless even in the face of Guido, the Ice Spider.


      “Lord Guido, have you ever thought about showing off a new look to your spouse?” Forto asked with a perfectly tailored suggestion.


      However, Guido, who was used to flattery and sales talk, was able to let the temptation slide right by him. Jonas assumed the moment would be laughed off, but then came a secondary strike.


      “I’m certain it will have her falling in love with you all over again!”


      Unfortunately, what Lucia said wasn’t mere flattery, but her honest opinion. As if he found her comment amusing, he took the garment Lucia recommended to him, and in doing so, became her prey—his own fault, really.


      While Jonas was fitted just in the clothes Bernigi had specifically requested, it was still a considerable volume. At least it was all being paid for by the D’Orazis.


      Guido did not spend an exorbitant amount, but he also purchased several garments. It wasn’t evening wear he bought, but foreign clothes and loungewear. They were garments such as a leather vest and trousers worn by Ehrlichian hunters, an embroidered dress that was easy to move in and meant to be for a hunter’s wife, and a matching one for a young girl, along with long robes from Išrana.


      Guido also purchased some simple garments from Esterland after hearing Lucia’s compelling argument of “They can be put on and taken off with a single string!”


      Jonas had also heard in detail how to put on the garments, but he had been tired, so he had decided not to retain any of the information. After thinking back on the events of that day, he did remember one thing, which he wanted to confirm.


      “Lord Bernigi, regarding protection for the Fanos—”


      “Not to worry. I’ve stationed guards across the street and around their neighborhood. I’ve also been told Lord Hadis has already placed his people in the knife sharpening shop behind the Fanos’ house. I must say Lord Hadis’s influence has quite the reach. The Goodwins never fail to impress.”


      Bernigi explained before Jonas could even finish his question. The man’s answer reassured him there was nothing to worry about. Although he was surprised to learn how overprotective his older brother truly was.


      “My brother is unable to hold his liquor, though.”


      “I doubt there are many who can drink like you do,” Bernigi pointed out.


      Late the night before, Jonas had secretly gone to the Goodwins’ estate to fill his brother in on everything. His brother had complained about how they had never drank together as brothers, so they’d shared a bottle of alcohol that was a gift from Bernigi, and his brother was drunk after two glasses. Not only that, but his brother had clutched onto Jonas’s arm and reminisced about the old days until he fell asleep in that spot, not releasing his grip until morning.


      At least the alcohol hadn’t been bad.


      “By the way, is your senior already aware of today’s plan?” Jonas asked.


      “I thought Sir Volf might struggle with a subtle acting performance, so I haven’t informed him yet.”


      In the Order of Beast Hunters, Volf was higher up in the hierarchy than Bernigi, making him his senior. And yet the old man hadn’t told him about today’s three-copper-coin play. This was because both Jonas and Guido felt there was a danger that Volf would give it away with his demeanor.


      “He might very well run straight to Guido’s room...” Bernigi trailed off.


      Jonas couldn’t deny that, but he would still rather let his older brother handle the task of explaining everything to Volf after the fact.


      “Well, he can take his time becoming a better actor. My senior’s efforts are focused on becoming an upstanding knight.”


      Indeed, it wasn’t only Volf’s swordsmanship that had improved, but his strengthening magic too. Jonas was especially impressed by how much his one-on-one fighting skills had improved in the last few months. He didn’t know if the difference manifested in Volf’s battles against monsters, but as his teacher, Jonas could only praise him on how much stronger he had become.


      “Unlike me, Lord Volf will surely be able to become a fine, noble knight.”


      Earlier, Bernigi had told Jonas that he was happy that he was going to be able to raise him as his grandson. By all rights, the elderly man probably would have rather raised someone with a more honest character, like Marcella or Volf. That thought had unintentionally seeped into Jonas’s words. But the old man howled with laughter as if he had seen right through him.


      “Jonas, you have been an effective and upstanding bodyguard for some time now. Dirty yourself as much as you need to protect your master. An unscathed shield is nothing more than an ornament.”


      Bernigi was quite adept at flattering his future grandson. Jonas, having trouble with keeping the corners of his mouth still, looked down at the man’s feet. There, he caught sight of Bernigi’s sky-blue prosthetic leg.


      “I see you are making regular use of Master Dahlia’s creation.”


      “Indeed. I change it for another when I train, but this one is my favorite.”


      Bernigi’s magical prosthetic leg had become the topic of conversation within the castle for only the first two weeks. After that, people became used to seeing magical prostheses to the point that now they were seen as something that should be commonly accepted.


      People who had retired from working at the castle were coming back with the help of magical prosthetic arms and legs. Recently, people were even stopping Jonas to ask if they could possibly buy one, for they had someone in their family who desired a magical prosthetic arm or leg.


      The tendency of nobles to think prosthetic arms and legs were something that ought to be hidden, which had been the norm until just a few short months ago, was starting to change. That trend was likely to continue to spread much further now.


      “When I asked Master Dahlia how I could return the favor, she directed me to Ivano. I was asked only to provide a dozen vials of pennyroyal extract.”


      Pennyroyal extract was a material used for magical tools that was made by refining high-quality mint. A small vial cost one silver coin, but even a dozen would not be enough to pay back Bernigi’s debt. Jonas was in a similar boat.


      “I also asked how to repay her, but she only told me to be in her debt,” he said.


      “That is frightening indeed...”


      The nobleman-like response gave Jonas a strange sense of relief.


      In any case, Jonas could not imagine Dahlia ever collecting on that debt. He had heard of people avoiding paying debts, but what should he call this? Avoiding being paid a debt? Giving while never allowing the other party to give in return? Jonas was almost certain she was planning on never letting him pay her back.


      “I am also indebted to her. I hope to pay it back with interest one day...”


      The elderly man spoke barely above a whisper, but Jonas did not fail to hear it. Bernigi felt his debt to Dahlia was as heavy as Jonas’s own.


      Jonas hadn’t the faintest idea how large that repayment would be. An image of a flustered Dahlia rose in sharp relief in the back of his mind and he had to stifle a laugh.


      Then, he muttered to himself, “Master Dahlia, I will not fail to repay my debt to you, so do not forget it.”

    

  

  
    
      Returning Home and Tornado Relief


      “Thank you. Very much. Chairwoman Rossetti.”


      The Haldard Company chairman, Yusef, and Mitona were paying a visit to the Rossetti Trading Company’s office at the Merchants’ Guild. Nearly three weeks had passed since Yusef’s episode. Now that he was out of the temple, he was here today to personally give his thanks to the Rossetti Trading Company.


      “I am very relieved to see you have recovered,” Dahlia said with a smile, happy to see Yusef’s healthy complexion as he sat across the table.


      She hadn’t seen Yusef since the day he’d had his head blockage. She had been told that in Išrana, an unmarried woman was typically accompanied by a male family member when visiting a man at his sickbed. Since Dahlia had no family, she could not do that, so she had entrusted Ivano to visit him in her stead. That was why it gave her such a relief to see him back on his feet with her own eyes.


      Dahlia was also reassured to see the constant smile on Mitona’s face. She had heard that Yusef had been kept in the temple for a week after being fully recovered, which was surely because the Haldard Company employees, including Mitona, had been worried about him.


      “Thank you very much for your business. I have nothing but gratitude for your generous terms.”


      The other day, Ivano had reported to her the details of the Haldard Company’s return favor, looking unusually pale. The expectation had only been for them to place one or two of their magical tools in their branch stores, but they ended up proposing an official business arrangement. Not only would the Haldard Company take charge of the transportation, storage, and management of the goods, but they also proffered a seventy-five, twenty-five split in the Rossetti Company’s favor. Even a business novice like Dahlia was puzzled by how advantageous this deal seemed for them, almost overly so.


      When she asked Ivano what exactly the value of this deal was, he furrowed his brow deeply and fell into a long silence before finally answering, “More than a pair of wyverns.”


      Dahlia felt it was out of the question for them to accept, but at the same time, she knew refusing it would be difficult. The Haldard Company seemed to view this repayment as equal to the price of Yusef’s life. Men from Išrana were said to be very proud. It would be unwise to make them think they viewed his life lightly.


      And now, today, Dahlia was repressing the knots of stress in her own stomach so they could finalize the contract.


      “It is hardly generous. You saved the Haldard Company,” Mitona replied as he produced a two-page contract.


      Ivano took the pages and placed another two-page contract on the table. The terms of both contracts were the same, but one was written in Išranic and the other in Ordinato. They had already confirmed the contents of both.


      The only thing left to do was for Yusef and Dahlia, as chairman and chairwoman, to sign their names and each keep one copy for themselves. After Dahlia nervously signed her name, both parties confirmed the signatures.


      “We look forward to a prosperous business relationship.”


      “We look forward to a lasting successful partnership.”


      After Dahlia and Yusef exchanged the standard formalities, there was a sharp knock at the door. Ivano gave his permission to enter, and a man wearing a long, sand-colored robe with a black sash quickly walked in. He was an employee of the Haldard Company. He nodded at them in greeting and spoke without a second’s delay.


      “Forgive me for intruding on your meeting! Chairman Yusef, a monster pigeon came bearing an urgent message.”


      Dahlia tensed up at the mention of an urgent message.


      A monster pigeon was a bird monster that was used as a means to deliver messages along with regular pigeons, as also done in her past world. They were swift creatures that could be taught how to make a round trip between two locations, so they were well-suited to sending messages across long distances.


      However, it took time and effort to breed and train them, so they were not something many commoners were familiar with. That meant that something very serious must have happened.


      “No matter. Speak, here,” Yusef ordered the man. He must have also judged that time was of the essence.


      “Multiple large tornadoes have formed in Išrana! The city is currently undergoing rebuilding, there are villages in the desert with whom they have lost contact, and there are reports of monsters on the move.”


      “Understood. Hurry, back home.”


      Dahlia understood why Yusef had to return to his home country. Multiple large tornadoes could indeed cause a terrible disaster. But Yusef had just recuperated from an illness. He needed to be traveling via the safest mode of transportation possible, either by ship or a carriage lined with impact absorption material.


      Meanwhile, Yusef continued giving orders to his subordinate. “Send messenger to castle. A monster pigeon to Ehrlichia. Have a wyvern in the harbor. I return to Išrana.”


      “Chairman Yusef, please wait! We will go in your place!”


      “At the very least don’t go by wyvern! Take a fast ship!”


      From there, words were exchanged in Išranic. Dahlia couldn’t understand what they were saying, but she knew Mitona and the other employee were trying desperately to stop Yusef.


      If they did what Yusef said, they would summon a wyvern to the harbor so he could ride that back to Išrana. The blood vessels in his brain had already been blocked once. Although he had recovered, it was only reasonable for his employees to want to dissuade him from traveling at a high altitude by wyvern. But Yusef shook his head. His face, which had always appeared so kind, grew stern to the point that he looked like a different person.


      “Haldard Company, company of Išrana. Pledge to emperor. Country in trouble, I help,” he intoned in Ordinato as if it were an oath.


      The two subordinates clenched their fists tightly, but they did not object.


      Next followed Yusef’s smooth Išranic. Dahlia did not understand a word of it, but Ivano wrote what he said down on a notepad.


      “Use all the company’s wyverns to search for the settlements and people and all the horned camels and sleipnirs to deliver food and supplies. Arrange for a fast ship and gather adventurers and mercenaries who can fight monsters. Do not negotiate over price, prioritize speed. Let the branch managers make their own judgment calls for their stores.”


      It was not a simple task to save people seeking refuge in the desert or to deliver aid supplies. This was going to be a battle against time. The employee with the black sash sped out of the room to carry out Yusef’s orders at once.


      “Chairwoman Rossetti, Mr. Mercadante, thank you. Very much. I am glad, this year, come to Ordine,” Yusef stated with an unclouded smile.


      As dangerous as she thought the journey would be, Dahlia had neither the authority nor means to stop him.


      “Please accept our apologies for having to cut this visit short. I look forward to seeing each other again in the future.”


      Mitona, who likely wanted to stop Yusef even more than Dahlia did, gave her a restrained smile. As he and Yusef stood up, a certain man’s face suddenly flashed in Dahlia’s mind.


      “Pardon! Will you be informing Master Jonas?”


      “Already, goodbye to Jonas. Write a letter.”


      “We have been told he is currently residing with a commoner family. We would not want to bother them...”


      At the moment, Jonas was at the home of Lucia and his temporary adoptive family. He had probably told Yusef and Mitona about the arrangement before going there.


      Dahlia could understand the reasoning behind Mitona’s trailed off remark. Going to the Fanos with this information could inconvenience them in several ways. So as much as she might want to tell Jonas, they couldn’t. Dahlia thought hard about what she could do, however small.


      “Oh! Would it be useful to have magical lanterns and fire crystals to help with nighttime searching and waterproof cloth tents and blankets for shelter?”


      “We could not ask for better,” Mitona replied.


      “Ivano, please give whatever we can from our inventory. I will—”


      “Certainly, our company will give everything we can. I believe there are other products of ours that will be of use, so may I include those as well?”


      “Yes!”


      Ivano was her ever reliable vice-chairman. Dahlia gave her enthusiastic approval.


      “I believe it would be best for you to have as many water crystals as possible as well. I will speak to Lord Guido about that,” Ivano said.


      “Mr. Jonas is not by Lord Scalfarotto’s side right now. We can have the manager of the capital branch make a request—”


      “Mr. Mitona, I will handle this. There is nothing to worry about. I am on friendly enough terms with Lord Guido that we recommend stomach medicines to each other.”


      It seemed at some point, Ivano and Guido had become quite close. Dahlia wished Ivano would recommend some new stomach medicine for her too.


      They had no way of knowing if Guido was at the castle or his estate right now. Thinking of the time it would take to find him, Dahlia decided to send Ivano off on his task right away.




      “Thank you very much. The capital branch will send payment promptly,” Mitona said after Ivano left.


      It had not been Dahlia’s intention to sell her products, but maybe that hadn’t been understood. Multiple big tornadoes would result in a large-scale disaster. Food, relief supplies, ships to transport the cargo, and adventurers and mercenaries to fight monsters were needed. Everything would be an immense expense for the Haldard Company. And there was no telling if all that would even be enough.


      “No, there is no need for payment. This is not a sales pitch, um, it’s a disaster—tornado relief!” Dahlia said, remembering how people sent essential supplies to family members who had been affected by disasters such as earthquakes and flooding in her past life.


      Perhaps because of the way she unintentionally raised her voice, Mitona’s dark eyes grew wide.


      “Pardon me, Chairwoman Rossetti, but in Išrana, repayment is not expected for tornado relief—”


      All the better, then! I’ve been getting too much these days. It’s time I give something with nothing in return.


      Dahlia continued, speaking over Mitona, “Of course! We want to have a long-lasting business relationship from here on out, so it is only natural for us to give tornado relief as well.”


      As Mitona translated what she said, Yusef stared intently at her. He gave a deep nod and whispered something to Mitona. Surprisingly, Mitona began writing something down on a notepad in Išranic. Yusef took a look at it, then turned to face back at Dahlia.


      “Yusef Haldard, as head of the Haldards, expresses his gratitude for your tornado relief. We hope to have a lasting relationship with Madam Dahlia Rossetti, head of the Rossetti family.”


      Mitona interpreted Yusef’s speech of gratitude into Ordinato.


      After saying a few more words, Yusef held out his right hand. He apparently wanted to shake hands. Dahlia had heard that in Išrana men kept a distance from women and normally did not touch them directly. Was it all right in a business setting? But when she saw the wide smiles on both the men’s faces, she didn’t even consider refusing.


      Dahlia didn’t have her own speech prepared, so she replied straightforwardly.


      “No, thank you, and I look forward to a continued relationship as well.”


      Then, she shook Yusef’s hand. It was warm and strong.


      “Please be careful,” she told him.


      “Thank you. Someday, again, Chairwoman Rossetti.”


      “Thank you for everything, Chairwoman Rossetti. I look forward to the day we may see each other again.”


      After they said their goodbyes, they parted ways in the hallway outside the door. As she watched their receding figures, Dahlia simply prayed for them silently.


      Although they might not have a close relationship, she did feel a bit sad to see them go. When she went back into the office, she spotted a white paper bag tied with a red ribbon on a shelf. Inside the bag were butter candies. She had planned to give them to Mitona after hearing he liked butter-flavored sweets.


      “Oh no! I forgot to give that to Mr. Mitona!”


      Dahlia grabbed the paper bag and chased after the two men down the hallway.


      She caught up to them at the staircase. Mitona looked delighted, but it had turned into quite the haphazard farewell.


      In Išrana, tornado relief was not given by members of the same family but by a “linked family,” which was treated the same. Repayment was unnecessary. Instead, the other family would assist the other as much as they could whenever they were embroiled in some trouble. It was equivalent to an alliance.


      Dahlia would not find that out until much later.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: The Send-Off and the Blurry Half-Moon


      Jonas stifled a yawn as he shut yet another finished book—the fourth in a row. His master, Guido, had told him to relax as if he were on vacation, but after two days—one and a half, to be exact—he had already grown weary.


      Though it made him feel a bit slothlike, his plan was to lay in bed and leisurely read the books he had brought along his suitcase, but at the pace he was going, he would get through them all in less than three days.


      Although he had been wanting a long vacation, it seemed it was not in his nature to be able to fully relax. Sleeping now would only mean he would not be able to sleep tonight, so he resigned himself to getting out of bed. He tied his hair lazily back with a string, then opened the slightly scuffed door and walked out of the room.


      He was currently at the Fano Workshop, which was also the home of Lucia, the manager of the Magical Garment Factory. She was not here during the day, as she was away at her job at the factory.


      Jonas had incurred the displeasure of Guido Scalfarotto at the castle, then subsequently found it difficult to stay at the home of his family, the Goodwins. Thus, he went to his colleagues with whom he worked as part of the Order of Beast Hunters—Forto, the guildmaster of the Tailors’, and Lucia, the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory—to ask for help to be added to the family register of the Fanos, a commoner family. That was the story that was being spread.


      According to the letter Lucia brought him, many families had judged that Jonas was staying with the Fanos as a stopgap measure until he, as an advisor to the Order of Beast Hunters, could receive his barony and establish a one-person household by himself, so they decided to simply continue watching patiently.


      Jonas could imagine Bernigi, the sender of said letter, laughing about the fact that their performance really was a three-copper-coin play after all.


      However, not all families were staying silent. A classmate of his from his time studying chivalry in college, whose face Jonas did not even remember, had sent him a letter that was surface-level thick with anger on his behalf and invited him out for a drink. Another noblewoman who had studied civil service but claimed to have known Jonas from college as well had sent a letter that expressed feigned sympathy and a desire to see him. It read almost like a love letter.


      Each of their families were of a different faction than the Scalfarottos. It was clear that their aim was to obtain information from Jonas about the Scalfarottos and Guido.


      Jonas was under strict orders from his future grandmother, Mersela, to only respond to letters after he had become Jonas D’Orazi. After giving the letters a once-over, Jonas tossed them into a wooden box. However, as Bernigi had said, this plot was a shallow, cheap drama. There were many families who would not be fooled.


      In particular, there seemed to be no high-ranking nobles who interpreted their drama at face value. He was sent bottles of wine to help him enjoy his short holiday and wooden crates of fresh beef, purportedly in celebration of his move to a new home. All had come with a letter saying “No response necessary.” They must have predicted that he would be moving soon from the Fanos to his next adoptive family.


      “It’s going to feel longer than that...” Jonas muttered to the empty hallway, dismissing that thought of “soon.”


      It would be another six days before he returned to the Scalfarottos, but right now that felt like an immeasurably long time. Though since most of that time would be spent here at the Fanos’ rather than his own family’s home, perhaps that was only to be expected.


      As he walked down the hallway, his ears picked up on a satisfying clicking sound. Out of curiosity, he walked toward the sound, where he found Mattia, Lucia’s grandfather, alongside the workshop wall working at the sock knitting machine. Lucia’s parents and older brother must have been out. The older man was the only one in the workshop.


      “Well, well. You look like you don’t know what to do with yourself, Mr. Jonas,” his short-term grandfather said with a chuckle.


      Jonas had told them that as long as he was using their family name, they should speak to each other informally and without titles, but Mattia still called him “Mr.” It felt a little novel to be addressed as such by a voice he was not used to.


      “My apologies for interrupting your work—”


      “Oh, don’t be so formal. You’re the one who said we should speak on equal terms.”


      “Yes, well you’re right though, I was feeling bored.”


      “How about you go on a walk?”


      “No, I don’t much feel like it.”


      Yesterday Jonas had taken a walk around the block and had been pelted with hellos from the neighbors. The neighbor’s dog had been scared of him. Though when the Fanos’ cat had seen him, it had only meowed at him from its place on a chair.


      “I wish I had some interesting stories to tell you, but as you can see, I spend all my days at this knitting machine,” Mattia said, not pausing his work once as he spoke.


      Jonas found it somewhat interesting to watch the turning knitting machine turn a thread of yarn into the body of a sock. Socks were something Jonas wore every day, but he had never known how they were made. He found himself unable to look away.


      “Want to give it a go?” Mattia asked.


      “Won’t that make you fall behind schedule?” Jonas asked, remembering that the last person he saw using the machine was Lucia’s older brother.


      “You can use the knitting machine next to me. Massimo’s out on a delivery and won’t be back until early evening.”


      After he was finished speaking, Mattia slowly stood up and cast the yarn on the knitting machine for Jonas. After being given general directions—turn the handle at a steady pace, keep the tension of the yarn uniform, and make sure there were no snags in the stitches—Jonas brought his hand to the handle.


      When he turned it, the circle of knitting needles began to move one by one, knitting a single row. His progress felt so slow that when he thought about how much time it would take to make a long sock, his gaze grew distant.


      In that case, perhaps I should turn it faster, Jonas thought as he picked up the pace. The yarn flew out from the knitting needles.


      “You rushed too much, Mr. Jonas,” Mattia observed.


      “I’m sorry, Mr. Matti—I mean, grandfather.”


      It was difficult to call him that, even if it was only temporary. But their relationship would end before he could get used to it.


      Mattia smiled at him softly. “It’s nothing to apologize over. Everyone tests their speed at the start. Go ahead at a pace that feels comfortable for you.”


      Without one word of rebuke, the man untangled the yarn as he lightheartedly gave Jonas knitting advice. Jonas was sure he was getting in the way of Mattia’s work, but the man didn’t seem annoyed at all.


      Jonas sat next to him and gently turned the handle of the knitting machine. Don’t rush, go at a steady pace that’s comfortable for me. As he did just that, his hand began moving at a good rhythm.


      Aah, I see. Jonas suddenly understood. This was very much like dancing. He had to pay attention to needles and the tension of the yarn, but otherwise, he could just monitor his own movements and enjoy the sounds of the machine as he knit.


      Once he got the hang of it, he slowly increased his speed and began to knit in earnest. Before he knew it, he’d finished one sock. After Mattia looked it over, he cast on more yarn for the next sock, explaining to Jonas how to do so as he did. Then the two of them knit socks together side by side.


      With occasional moments of chatting, they focused deeply on their work until it was suddenly evening. After lighting the workshop’s magical lamps, Mattia stood before Jonas with a serious look on his face.


      “Mr. Jonas, you have tremendous skill. I can see without a doubt you have a real knack for knitting.”


      “I am honored to hear that,” Jonas said, once again slipping into formal speech.


      But instead of laughing, Mattia said, “What a shame. If you had wanted to become a knitter, I would have even offered you my granddaughter if it meant having you as an apprentice...”


      Please don’t make such an outrageous joke out of nowhere. How would he have dealt with the green-haired couturier when, after she gave her full and total refusal, she started hurling needles and scissors at him?


      Nonetheless, since Jonas had more time than he knew what to do with, he decided to learn as the man’s temporary apprentice. Surprisingly, it became clear that Mattia’s flattery was not a lie. Jonas, who had grown up with no talent for magic, apparently had a talent for knitting.


      “Grandpa, you should officially hire whoever was helping you knit today! Huh? These were done by a novice? All the more reason to make sure they don’t get away! Offer double the salary!”


      Before the end of that day, Lucia returned home and gave a raving review of the socks Jonas had made.


      As a result, Jonas continued to work at the knitting machine next to his temporary master.


      After having run out of other things to do, he was now actively asking for work to help out with. He had been worried about getting in Massimo’s way initially, but now he had cheerfully gone out to find dye. His master was now teaching him how to knit patterns. Knitting with several strands of colored yarns was more complex than it looked.


      “Grandpa, brother, I’m home!”


      A short while after they lit the magical lamps, his temporary younger sister came home.


      “Oho, welcome, Lucia,” Mattia said.


      “Welcome home, Lucia,” Jonas replied naturally to the addressal that, in just a few days, no longer felt strange to his ears.


      “I’ll go help with dinner! Ah, brother, would you like your beef on the thick or thin side?”


      “Thin, please.”


      On Jonas’s first day with this family, he had felt nervous and reluctant to ask for them to serve him raw meat. But whether it was because they were commoners or because the Fanos were just special, they easily incorporated him into their conversations. Jonas was surprised by how well he took to the cramped and lively dinner table.


      Maybe I’ll share one of those bottles of wine I was sent with everyone at dinner tonight, Jonas thought. At that moment, he heard the sound of heavy footsteps. They didn’t belong to the shoes of a commoner, but combat boots—the sound of a knight’s boots. Jonas immediately went to stand in front of the door.


      After a knock, he heard a familiar voice.


      “Please forgive the intrusion on your work! Is Master Jonas in?”


      “I’m here. What’s happened, Marcella?”


      Jonas opened the door to see, as he had been expecting, Marcella in his knight’s uniform. The first thing that crossed his mind was that something had happened to the Scalfarottos or to Guido. But what Marcella said surprised him.


      “Several large tornadoes have formed in Išrana. Chairman Haldard is returning to Išrana by wyvern shortly to deal with the situation.”


      “He’s riding a wyvern? To Išrana?”


      Yusef had suffered a head blockage, had required healing from a silver-stoled priest, and had been sent to the temple. To ride a wyvern in his condition would be suicidal. But it was not Jonas’s place to stop him. It seemed like something Mitona would try to put a stop to at all costs. However, that thought led to another—if Yusef had made up his mind, there would be no stopping him. No amount of crying or begging from Mitona would dissuade him.


      So, why was Marcella here telling him about this now?


      “Master Jonas, I’ve brought your steed, so please go to the port to see him off,” Marcella implored.


      But Jonas didn’t even know what he would say to the man. He gave an evasive reply.


      “Well, we’ve already said our goodbyes. There’s no need to—”


      “Master Jonas! No one lives forever. It’ll be too late once he’s gone!”


      It was painful to listen to Marcella’s pleading. Jonas was already aware of that fact. Marcella had never gotten the chance to meet his biological mother and father. But the only thing that connected Jonas with Yusef was his mother. Still, Yusef was returning to Išrana at the risk of his own life. Should he see him off?


      “Brother!” someone called out loudly.


      Jonas whirled around. “Ms. Lucia?”


      “Just Lucia,” she corrected him.


      “Right. Lucia, what is it?”


      “I’m going to say this as your younger sister. Don’t overthink it, and just go say goodbye to him! You won’t get another chance this year!”


      Well, obviously, Jonas was about to say back, but his temporary younger sister flashed him a brilliant smile.


      “This is the only time you can call yourself Jonas Fano! You can’t let this precious opportunity go to waste!”


      “Lucia...”


      Damn this woman, she is beyond prediction. Good thing she wasn’t his real younger sister. His stomach wouldn’t be able to take the stress.


      “Thank you, Marcella, Lucia.”


      “Be careful!”


      “See you later, brother!”


      Not even turning to return their farewells, Jonas hopped onto his usual mount, which was waiting outside. 




      The black sleipnir ran like the wind through the darkness of night, racing down the road leading toward the port. Wyverns could not be flown into the city, so they would be stationed on an island just offshore, which could be reached only by boat. Jonas steered his sleipnir to the area of the port where the Haldard Company’s boat was docked.


      “Mr. Jonas!”


      Mitona was the first to call out to him. He smiled as if he had been expecting him, which made Jonas feel a bit awkward.


      After dismounting his sleipnir, he cleared his throat and greeted the man. “Er, I came to say goodbye to Chairman Yusef—”


      “Certainly. You do not require my interpreting services, correct? I will go prepare for our departure.”


      As Mitona headed for the boat, Yusef came walking briskly toward Jonas. It seemed that the preparations for the ship were underway, but Yusef was unattended.


      “Jonas, something happened?”


      “No—I came to see you off.”


      There was a pause, followed by, “Thank you.”


      “Have a safe journey.”


      Another pause, then a, “Yes.”


      Jonas wished the man wouldn’t smile so radiantly at him, when he was only giving him a conventional send off.


      “Now, you are not with Scalfarottos. Doing well?”


      “I am doing just fine,” Jonas said, switching to Išranic.


      Yusef looked relieved and continued in Išranic as well. “I heard you have left the Scalfarottos temporarily to be adopted by another family and that there is nothing to be concerned about. Still, the adoption and the move must be hard for you. Should you need anything, please contact the capital branch of the Haldard Company.”


      “Thank you very much. I am currently staying with the Fano family and I have taken the name Jonas Fano.”


      As promised, he gave his new name. He swore he could hear his temporary sister laughing somewhere in the distance.


      “Jonas Fano...” Yusef said as if trying out the words. Unfortunately, Jonas would be changing his name again in another few short days.


      “I will soon become part of my next adoptive family, the Marquisate D’Orazi, so next time we meet I will be Jonas D’Orazi. Since the Marquis D’Orazi will become my father, I still cannot call you my father.”


      In reality, the reverse was true. It wasn’t that he could not call Yusef his father, but that it would become difficult for Yusef to claim Jonas as his son. It would be seen as a sign of disrespect to the marquisate.


      “I appreciate the kindness you have shown me thus far. Please look after my mother.”


      After speaking those words in Išranic, Jonas lowered his head. There was nothing else he could do.


      “It is fine, if you, cannot call me father. It is fine, if I must call you, marquis, ‘Lord.’ But...in my heart, Lord Jonas, you will be my son. Always.”


      Instead of his smooth Išranic, Yusef had responded in his halting Ordinato.


      Jonas did not know how to respond to this man who, after hearing he was going to be adopted into a marquisate, called him lord and still smiled at him brightly. The only thing he knew was that the man’s hair was starting to gray and the lines of age were deepening on his face.


      Jonas’s own birth father had already passed away. This man before him had already fallen ill once. There was a possibility that he would not get the chance to see him again after this. The man looked at Jonas as if he were reluctant to part from him. But for the life of him, Jonas did not know what kind of face to make back at him.


      “Be well, Lord Jonas. We meet again. May you be blessed with the favor of the divine.”


      No shadows hung over his smile. Yusef faced Jonas with his hands folded together, offered him words of prayer from the desert empire, and then bowed deeply. His long, sand-colored robe and saffron sash swayed as he slowly turned away from Jonas.


      He was not that tall of a man, nor did he have a heavy build. He had never wielded a sword, so his shoulders were perfectly even across. As neither a knight nor a warrior, he did not give the impression of physical might.


      And yet for some reason, a strength exuded from him as he walked.


      He had single-handedly built his fortune through his international trading company and retrieved his beloved from the foreign noble to whom she had been wedded. He even protected and aided her child, with whom he had no blood relation. Jonas could not understand it. He did not want to understand it. No, this wasn’t something for him to understand.


      It was out of his own stubbornness that he decided to live in the Kingdom of Ordine with Viscount Bardis Goodwin as his father. Regardless, there was something he wanted to say to the receding figure before him.


      I won’t reach out my hand. I won’t step forward. So please, father, just this once, forgive me for being such a disrespectful son.


      Jonas opened his tightly pursed lips. “Just once, I—I wished I had been born in Išrana as your son,” Jonas said in Išranic. His voice trembled like a child’s despite his best efforts. “If I had, I would have called you...”


      “Jonas...?”


      Yusef turned around. His dark brown eyes were wide with questioning and focused solely on Jonas.


      “Avuuf.”


      Yusef let out a choked gasp.


      Jonas had spoken in the language of the desert. It marked the only time in Jonas’s life that he’d called this man father out loud.


      There followed a silence between them that seemed to stretch on for an eternity.
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      “Yes... Thank you...”


      Yusef’s voice shook and beads of moisture rolled down his cheeks. He stepped toward Jonas with a smile radiating happiness, then hugged him tightly.


      “Jonas, my son, be happy—very, very happy!”


      ***


      “I thought you might have wanted to go all the way to the island to see him off...” Marcella said with some difficulty.


      “No, it’s better not to let others think he has a connection to me right now,” Jonas replied. He shifted his gaze to look outside the window at the night sky.


      They were in a corner room on the third floor of a building managed by the Scalfarottos. Jonas had plunged himself deep under the plain wood tabletop of the heated low table to warm his chilled body. This respite was only an excuse, however, to avoid the Haldard Company being associated with the Fanos.


      “If you won’t go to the island, then at least spend some time moon gazing,” Guido had said. Jonas had followed his order to come to this room and kill time, hence why he was here. Marcella had come to inform him of Guido’s command. He had brought with him estervino and some light snacks Jonas could eat too. Marcella had stayed with him, his expression still stiff.


      Jonas used his fingers to break apart the green squid grilling on the compact magical stove and took a sip from his silver-colored drinking cup. He knew the alcohol should have had a dry, pleasant flavor, but he must have been too cold to be able to taste it.


      Yet he still had two cups of it. On his third, Marcella sat up on his knees.


      “Look! Master Jonas, the moon!”


      Jonas understood at once why Marcella wanted him to look at the moon.


      Flying across the moon were two large, winged shadows. Their distinctive shapes told him they were wyverns. He suspected Yusef was riding on one of them.


      It was a long way to Išrana. Jonas prayed silently for their safe journey.


      “You’re not drinking, Marcella. I thought you could hold your alcohol.”


      “Ah, yes!”


      And so, the two drank their cups dry.


      Perhaps because he matched Jonas’s pace, in little time at all Marcella’s eyelids started to droop.


      Despite the fact they were both Scalfarotto family knights and enmeshed with the D’Orazis, they had little to talk about. They began by talking about Bernigi, which led to Marcella talking about his twins, for whom Bernigi had written their hands, so Jonas asked about how much they had grown.


      Although Marcella was back at work after helping his wife postpartum, he was still in the height of the rigorous tasks of childcare, from warming up goat milk to feed to the babies, the endless washing, and responding to their nightly crying.


      Marcella told Jonas seriously that they needed an extra person around for help so they could get adequate sleep. Jonas was about to suggest he take something to sober him up and go home, when Marcella said quietly, “I have three fathers, and I guess you do too...”


      By three fathers, Marcella must have been referring to his biological father who had been a D’Orazi, the father who raised him, and his wife’s father. Jonas’s father was Bardis Goodwin, and since he had now been adopted by the Fanos and would next be adopted by the D’Orazis, he supposed he could indeed call the men of both families father as well.


      Though on second thought, he wasn’t officially part of the D’Orazi family yet, so perhaps Marcella had been referring to Yusef. As Jonas recalled the image of the man’s receding back, he nearly looked out the window before stopping himself.


      “Master Jonas, shall I bring up more estervino?” Marcella offered considerately, drunk as he was himself.


      “Marcella, take this and go home.”


      Jonas placed a folded packet of sobering medicine on the table. It worked quickly and should completely sober Marcella up by the time he arrived home.


      “But I should escort you back home,” Marcella protested.


      “I’m not done drinking yet. Once I’m satisfied, I’ll have someone downstairs escort me home, so don’t worry,” Jonas said with a flap of his hand.


      Marcella stood up from the table and bowed deeply before leaving the room. He didn’t appear drunk at all. It was possible he had only feigned drunkenness for Jonas’s benefit.




      Now alone, Jonas poured the rest of the estervino into his cup. Before he could stop it, the alcohol brimmed over the top of his silver cup. He sipped it, stood up, and leaned against the window.


      The shadows were too long gone for him to follow anymore. He gazed only at the moon.


      But it seemed perhaps he’d had a little too much to drink tonight. The pale half-moon above him was terribly blurred.

    

  

  
    
      Griffin Material and the Test for Nobles


      “Griffin, griffin!” Dahlia said in a singsongy voice as she opened a set of magically sealed boxes atop the heated low table in the living room of the Green Tower.


      As her off-key melody implied, the two silver-colored boxes contained griffin materials. The bigger and longer of the pair held six long, dark-brown feathers and a roll of brown fur. They came from the same beast, griffins being monsters with the upper body of an eagle and the lower body of a lion. Judging from appearance alone, one would think that these were feathers from a large bird and fur from some shaggy beast. But when Dahlia touched them, she found there were some distinct differences. The sleeker feathers were hard, matte colored on the surface and lustrous underneath. When she touched the downier feathers, she could also feel a faint pulse of magic covering the outer surface. The smoothness against her fingertips reminded her of a sealsilver sheet.


      The fur had a soft texture on the surface but it grew coarser closer to the roots. The hide itself was very hard and felt almost like metal, but that could have also been because the beast had been dead a long time.


      Griffins were said to have outstanding magical and physical defense, and those qualities could be observed here in its fur and feathers. They were also powerful against magical and physical attacks, had high attack power, and they were fast. They were not the kind of monster Dahlia wanted the Order of Beast Hunters to ever go up against; that much she was certain of.


      Inside the smaller box was a single golden-brown claw. It was a beautiful specimen with little scratches on it. The inner lid of the box was a slab of crystal glass. Although the claw itself was closer to brown in color, the sunlight from the window made it shine with a greenish tint. Dahlia admired the light without touching the claw, then softly closed the lid.


      Griffins possessed very powerful air magic. If Dahlia enchanted the claw as it was, she could expect it to produce incredible results. Unfortunately doing so was impossible for her, since the required magic was more than she could produce, but what she could do was enchant a small fragment of it.


      “Maybe I could make a large-sized dryer or an air conditioning unit for the tower...”


      Dahlia had to laugh at herself. Even when presented with such magnificent materials, she was only able to think of such ordinary ways to use them.


      On that thought, Dahlia remembered how widely Ivano had been grinning when he came to bring these magically sealed boxes to her yesterday. When she heard what was in the boxes, she had been about to claim they were too extravagant a gift for her, when her subordinate stopped her, saying, “Congratulations, Chairwoman! One of the wishes you made when you established the company has come true.”


      Last spring, when Dahlia had been trying to decide whether she should officially establish the Rossetti Trading Company as an independent entity, Marcella and Ivano had been the ones to convince her. She had thought it would be preposterous for her to start her own company, but when it was suggested she might be able to get her hands on rare materials from fire dragons, sea serpents, griffins, and more, she easily gave in. Griffin materials, which had once been a faraway dream, were now right before her eyes. Moreover, these materials were apparently from the very same specimen Ivano had told her about that day last spring, which had been slain in the neighboring country.


      Life was truly unpredictable.


      These materials had been given to the Rossetti Trading Company by Augusto, the vice-guildmaster of the Adventurers’ Guild as a gift—no, as material to be used for research. The slime farm and processing mill were not just profitable, but they were reportedly becoming a good place for retired adventurers to work.


      Ivano relayed Augusto’s message that the griffin materials weren’t a thank-you gift, but rather a shared celebration among colleagues in the “same boat” and hopeful anticipation for future developments. Those were quite high expectations Augusto had of her, but Dahlia decided to accept them dutifully.


      Indeed, her dream had finally come true. From this point on, she would aim to realize her next dream, all the while thinking of how to pay everyone back in whatever way she could.




      “Dahlia, it’s almost ready. Can I bring it in?” Volf asked as he peeked his head out of the kitchen. He was wearing a white apron over his black sweater. He had surprised her today by offering to make her lunch.


      “Yes, please!”


      Dahlia hurriedly put the boxes away into a wooden crate box and moved them to a shelf. Then she went to help Volf carry in their meal.


      “They look delicious.”


      The table was now laden with sparkling water and fairly sizable crespelles. There were three types of fillings: cheese, sautéed beef and vegetables, and finely cut fruit.


      “They’re not so different from making crespelles, but I only made three different types.”


      “What are you talking about, Volf? Crepes are hard to make too, and three types is more than enough.”


      Volf was deft at frying crepes, but although crespelles looked similar, they presented their own challenges. Their filling had to be made and they were difficult to fold the right way.


      “All right, today is my turn to say: Eat ’em while they’re hot!” Volf said with a smile.


      Dahlia thanked him and picked up one of the green leaf-wrapped crespelles. Volf had even bought the large-sized leaves that were typically used at food stalls. In terms of appearance and aesthetic, this size of leaves made the crespelles look even more delicious.


      Dahlia took her first bite from the steaming, cheese-stuffed crespelle. It was the last one to be cooked, so the cheese was still melted. While she was enjoying the flavors of the shell and cheese, she was suddenly hit with the strong aroma of black pepper. As she considered this flavor, it was then followed by the taste of a different type of cheese.


      “Volf, this is amazing. Did you use two kinds of cheese?”


      “Yeah, I learned it from Dorino. He said the right way to do it was to grate leftover cheese and put it all in.”


      Dorino’s family owned a diner, so it made sense Volf had gotten such a good recipe from him. If there was too much of one flavor of cheese, it was easy to get bored of the flavor. But there was no worrying about that happening with this crespelle.


      Dahlia next chose a crespelle filled with sautéed beef and vegetables. The second she picked it up, she detected a familiar scent, and when she took a bite, she found she was right.


      “This is great too. Is that miso I taste?”


      “Yeah. You seem to like flavors from Esterland, so I wanted to try it out.”


      “Thanks for doing that. But I’m impressed how well it turned out for it being a test.”


      “Ah, well... I actually first tried making it for some volunteers in the squad, and they said they were pretty salty. Everyone was nice enough to eat everything, though.”


      “Oh, really? It is hard to get seasonings right when you’re using them for the first time...” Curious, she asked, “Did you fill the shells with less filling since it was too salty?”


      Volf furtively looked away. “Randolph said honey fixes everything.”


      “It does not.”


      “And Dorino said drinking a lot of water washes everything away.”


      “It does not. Even if you hydrate, the salt and sugar will still remain inside your body. No one tried to persuade you otherwise?”


      “Kirk said he’d be fine since he’s young. Then everyone else who was there claimed they were young too and ate everything.”


      Please don’t use youth as an excuse to make bad choices. Dahlia’s father from her past life, who had suffered from high blood pressure, said that he had low blood pressure in his youth. He had hypertension before he knew it. It had suddenly risen as he got older.


      “Volf, your health is really important. Even when you’re only testing things out, try not to make the flavor too strong. Start with light seasoning and go from there,” Dahlia told him adamantly as she leaned across the tabletop. Volf nodded meekly.


      They next had the fruit crespelle as dessert, which brought their meal to a close. The fruit crespelle was flavored with plenty of honey and was as delicious as the rest.


      “I heard that Chairman Yusef arrived in Išrana safe and sound,” Volf said.


      “Yes, I also heard the same from Ivano this morning.”


      After they finished their lunch, she and Volf sat across from each other at the heated low table and continued to chat over tea. That morning, Ivano had told her that an employee of the Haldard Company’s branch store in the capital had come to the Rossetti Trading Company’s office to share the news. Once Ivano heard, he immediately went to inform Dahlia, who had taken the day off.


      OnceYusef had arrived in Išrana, he promptly took command of the company to provide aid to those who were taking refuge or had been left behind in the desert. Although the tornadoes had been massive, there had been few human casualties. However, there were many canals that had been buried under sand, now unusable watering holes, and damage to farm crops that needed to be dealt with as soon as possible. The military, mercenaries, and adventurers had already begun subduing desert monsters.


      After hearing the brief report, Dahlia felt some relief. All she could do now was pray for Išrana’s swift restoration.


      “Chairman Yusef seemed to really want to see Master Jonas receive his barony, so Guido said he would have his portrait painted on the day of.”


      “That’s a wonderful idea. I’m sure he’ll love it.”


      “Yeah, he does look sharp in his formalwear... Ah, the other day, after he was adopted by the D’Orazis, he came to present himself along with Marquis D’Orazi. He wore a black three-piece suit and he had his hair all slicked back... It felt like he had become someone far out of reach. Just for that moment, though.”


      As planned, Jonas had been adopted by the D’Orazis, with the Fanos as an intermediary family. Dahlia had also received a letter of introduction from the D’Orazis. She still hadn’t gotten used to the name “Jonas D’Orazi” that was signed at the bottom of the stationery. Though she did think the red wax seal depicting a greatsword did suit him.


      “Does he still seem unsettled?” she asked.


      “No, he seems more or less his usual self. He was back by Guido’s side the next day, and since his bodyguard uniform isn’t ready yet, he’s still wearing his attendant’s uniform. His speech does seem a little more casual, though.”


      “I feel like that fits him.”


      “Yeah. But the servants at the estate don’t know how to react. Those who called him Jonas or Mr. Jonas have started calling him Lord Jonas, and they have started stepping aside in the hallway to let him pass. Master Jonas told them it was fine to address him as they used to, but the butler said absolutely not. He said that if they get too used to it, it’ll slip out by accident when guests are over or during an event.”


      “I see. I hadn’t thought of that...”


      Dahlia had heard that Jonas had been living at the Scalfarottos’ estate for a long time. It was surely difficult to change a habit one was accustomed to doing for so long. But when others outside the family came to visit, it would indeed be bad if they suddenly referred to him or interacted with him as they used to.


      “Another thing—some people in the castle were worried about Master Jonas and asked me about how he was doing. There were rumors going around that Guido had fired Master Jonas at the castle,” Volf continued.


      “Huh? But he didn’t, right?”


      Dahlia couldn’t imagine either Guido firing Jonas or Jonas stepping away from being Guido’s bodyguard.


      “Of course not. I don’t think anyone but Master Jonas could be Guido’s bodyguard.”


      Volf seemed to share her thoughts. But then why was that rumor going around in the first place?


      “It’s not really the sort of topic to ask around about at the castle, so I went to the main estate where I found Guido waiting. When I asked him why such a ridiculous story was being spread, he told me I ‘passed.’”


      “‘Passed’ as in it was some sort of test?”


      “Yeah, some sort of test for nobles. It was Lord Bernigi’s idea for Guido and Master Jonas to pretend to quarrel, for Master Jonas to be turned away from his birth family’s home, and to then be adopted by the peerless family of the Magical Garment Factory’s manager. Then, depending on how and how quickly an individual or family responds to that news reveals information about them.”


      “What a test that is...”


      This was the pinnacle of confusing noble behavior. It seemed at odds with her image of Bernigi and his carefree smile, but then again, he was a former marquis. Perhaps this type of thing was necessary sometimes.


      “Guido received some letters of introductions for a new bodyguard and attendant, plus some letters telling him to make amends with Master Jonas. And some of his friends told him their farce had been a little too obvious.”


      If that was obvious, then what was the standard? Dahlia was confident she would fail spectacularly if she was ever given a test for nobles.


      “So did anyone completely pass this test?”


      “The night of the first day, Lady Altea sent a letter to Master Jonas at the Fanos’ house inviting him to be her bodyguard along with a bottle of dry brandy. She told him that if he wanted to refuse, he only had to not respond and enjoy his short vacation...”


      “Wow...”


      It might have been a perfectly textbook answer, but the speed at which she did so, the contents of what she sent, and the phrases she used were all too exceptional to even study from.


      “This all must have been rough for the Fanos too. I’m sure Master Jonas received other letters.”


      “I don’t know about that, but Lucia told me Master Jonas really helped out her family at their workshop.”


      The Fanos had given Jonas his own room and had planned to let him spend his time relaxing in there. But apparently Jonas himself had asked for work to do, because he was bored. Dahlia kept it to herself how she thought he was just a workaholic.


      “Lucia said she was impressed by how well Master Jonas can use a knitting machine.”


      “He truly can do it all...”


      What Lucia had actually said was that he was “terrifyingly good” at both the knitting machine and spinning thread. After coming home from the Magical Garment Factory, Lucia had helped inspect the socks and suggested they officially hire whoever the new person was, not knowing at the time that it was Jonas. Even Lucia’s grandfather, an expert knitter, had expressed disappointment that Jonas hadn’t decided to become a craftsman. Jonas must have dextrous fingers. Perhaps he did have a hidden talent for handicrafts.


      “Hey, Dahlia. Is that medicine?” Volf asked, squinting his eyes at the box of medicine he spotted on her shelf.


      “Yes, it’s stomach medicine made from bear liver.”


      “Sorry! I can’t believe I served you crespelles when your stomach is hurting—”


      “It’s not for that, Volf! It’s not for overeating, but for neurotic gastritis.”


      “Neurotic...gastritis?”


      The condition existed in this world too, but it wasn’t normally called by the same name. Dahlia rephrased herself, using a term that had roughly the same meaning.


      “It’s for rookie’s stomach trouble. I have less than a month before I receive my barony...”


      “Rookie’s stomach trouble, huh? Maybe I should’ve made bread porridge instead of crespelles, then.”


      “No, I’m happy to eat these delicious crespelles. It’s not food that affects me. It happens from stress, like... Well, it still hasn’t hit me yet that I’m becoming a baronness, so it’s been hard to relax...”


      It was hard to express herself well, but when she said it aloud, she finally realized that while she thought she had prepared herself to receive her barony, it still didn’t feel real. Soon she would have to get her dress and shoes sorted out, so maybe once she had put those on, it would feel a little more real? Or maybe she had to wait until the day of the ceremony when she was at the castle?


      While her head was swirling with those questions, Volf slid out from his spot across from her at the table. He sat back down at a short distance next to her and placed his right hand on his left shoulder. He might have been sitting on his knees on a rug, but the gesture was a sign of respect for a high-ranking knight.


      “Baronness Rossetti, I acknowledge this may be disrespectful, but to me, Dahlia Rossetti has long been a baronness, an advisor to the Order of Beast Hunters, and an amazing magical toolmaker, and someone whom I am proud to call a friend.”


      From the serious look in his eye and the earnestness of his voice, she knew he was speaking from the heart. But did he have to catch her off guard like this? Rather than her stomach, it made her chest burn.


      Still, she knew she would treasure these words. Volf was so close she all she had to do was reach out her hand to touch him, yet she felt a deep ache behind her eyes and nose and she found it difficult to smile. She looked down and covered her mouth with her right hand, trying to pretend she was laughing.


      She was certain she would fail any aristocratic test of keeping one’s face composed.


      “Volf, thank you... It feels a little more real now...” she said.


      “Just a little?” Volf said with his familiar chuckle.


      That alone was enough to make her feel more at ease. How simple of her.


      It was then that Dahlia was finally able to respond with a laugh of her own.


      All the while hoping that they could share more genuine laughter with each other tomorrow, and the next day, and the days following that.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: A Mother and Son’s Training and Magical Sword Stories: The Ice Sword


      My son is the most adorable boy in the world.


      Vanessa’s son Volfred was an angelic five-year-old boy with glossy, black hair and glimmering golden eyes.


      Vanessa was the third wife of Renato, the head of the Earldom Scalfarotto. Many people said that Volfred—or Volf, as she called her son—was the spitting image of his mother. However, his brow and ears were shaped just like her husband’s, and both their eyes changed hue depending on their emotions.


      Some claimed the boy was disadvantaged as a noble for not being able to wield any of the five major schools of magic, but he was healthy and energetic and he was able to use strengthening magic, so Vanessa knew he would be just fine.


      It was always worth the effort it took to chase after her agile son wherever he ran off to. She couldn’t wait to see what his future was like.




      Volf’s first word, spoken at one year of age, was “mama.”


      Vanessa had been so happy she had squeezed him tight and jumped up nearly to the second floor, when a pale-faced maid begged her to stop.


      Volf’s next word was “auntie.”


      Giustina, the first wife, had been holding Volf in her arms as she told her soberly, “It was a good thing I was sitting down. If I had been standing, I might have fainted from cuteness.”


      That sounded dangerous, so Vanessa asked her to let someone else hold him for the time being.


      The second wife, Felice, who had been present with them, smiled at Volf in her arms and said, “Little Volf, I’m your auntie too, you know.”


      Volf squealed happily in response. But when he still didn’t call her auntie, Felice told him, “I’ll just have to try harder tomorrow!” and clenched her fair, slender fingers into fists. Vanessa did not know what exactly she would be trying hard at, but she cheered her on all the same.


      When she told her husband Renato about it that night after he returned home, he collapsed in a heap as he lamented, “He still hasn’t called me anything yet!”


      Renato’s work kept him busy, which meant he was unable to spend much time with Volf, so it was bound to be that way, but Vanessa did feel a little badly for her husband.


      Volf had three older brothers, the sons of Giustina and Felice. Tensions were currently high between them as they waited to see who Volf would call “big brother” first.


      A little while later, things were settled peacefully when Volf called them all “big brother” when they were standing side by side together.


      Vanessa was relieved to see that unlike herself, it seemed her son would have no troubles when it came to interpersonal relationships.




      Daily life at the Scalfarottos’ estate was always lively with one thing or another. The mansion was spacious, the garden was meticulously tended, the family was big, and there were many servants.


      Sometimes, Vanessa found it strange that this place was her home. As the daughter of a baron, it normally would have been difficult for her to be the wife of an earl like Renato, even a third wife. In the language of nobles, “the scales were unbalanced.”


      Personally, living as a noble and becoming someone’s wife were both things she never would have predicted for herself.


      ***


      Vanessa was born in a mountainside village far from the capital. The area around them was dotted with other small villages, and many people made their living from farming and hunting.


      Vanessa’s father had been a knight with a barony. He and his colleagues patrolled the villages to kill monsters and harmful animals. The villages, being far from the capital and having sparse populations, could not ask for help from the Order of Beast Hunters even when monsters appeared. For that reason, the villages relied heavily on the patrol that her father was a part of.


      Vanessa was told her mother died shortly after giving birth to her. From the small portrait that was all she had to remember her by, she could see she had resembled her mother very much.


      Her brother was much older than her and was training to be a knight under their father’s guidance. Vanessa was mostly raised by her elderly grandmother. Their village was small, so she knew everyone and often played with the other children.


      Her father was frequently away on his patrols, but when he was home, he trained her older brother in the sword. Vanessa would watch their training and wish she could be a part of it. She thought they looked so dashing. Her grandmother was worried she would get hurt, but her father assumed she would grow bored of it quickly and so decided to give her a trial lesson.


      They started with practice swings. Vanessa was given a training sword that was less than half the weight of the ones her father and brother used, but after ten swings using her full strength, her arms already hurt. Regardless, she tried her best to imitate what her father and brother did and ended up with blisters on her palms that oozed painfully. Just when she was thinking of giving up, her concerned father and brother treated her blisters. She saw that their own palms were roughened with sword calluses, and she realized that was how they were able to swing their swords as impressively as they did.


      From that point on, she continued her training with them. Sometimes alone with her brother when her father was away.


      Calling roosters and singing birds in the morning and chattering villagers in the afternoon, the hooting of owls at night. Amid the fragrance of the spring flowers, the smell of summer grass, the scent of falling autumn leaves, and the smoke of winter fireplaces. These were the sounds and smells among which Vanessa grew up.




      When she was six years old, a traveling priest visited their village. Normally, traveling priests visited their village to tend to the sick and injured and to check on any troubles the village was having, but this time the priest was also here to measure the magical grade of children and anyone else who requested it.


      Vanessa’s father and brother’s magic were on the higher side and they could use strengthening magic. Her brother and late mother could both use water magic. Vanessa could also use strengthening magic, but she did not know her exact grade of magic. The magic measuring tool in their village was old, so she only knew a rough estimate.


      When she had her magic measured, it turned out she had higher magic than her father and brother, and that she possessed both water and ice magic.


      “If you go to the capital, you could become a mage or even make a marriage match with a noble!” the priest exclaimed enthusiastically.


      Vanessa’s response came easily. “I won’t go. I want to be a knight.”


      Behind her, her father and brother laughed in agreement.


      However, after that, they began to have many visitors to their house. There were others in the village who could wield water magic, but no one with the capability to use ice magic. In order to help her learn how to use her ice magic, the priest brought an elderly mage to teach her. It was easy, so she learned in a single day.


      Next came another mage who introduced himself as being from a noble family. He asked if Vanessa wanted to be his apprentice and asked her father if he might allow his family to adopt her. Vanessa and her father both refused.


      Following that, she received more offers of adoption and marriage from time to time. Offers such as being adopted into a viscountcy or becoming the second wife of one’s son who was next in line to be a viscount. Vanessa didn’t understand most of what was offered even when it was explained to her, but since she wanted to become a knight, she figured it had nothing to do with her.


      The following year, her grandmother died and her older brother became a trainee for the patrol guard. While her father and brother were working, Vanessa was placed in the care of the village leader. She could have stayed home alone, but she was told it would be a problem if a visitor suddenly came calling at their house. Later, Vanessa realized the arrangement was likely to prevent her from being kidnapped, but at the time she obeyed without thinking anything of it.


      She contributed to the household chores as she could and practiced swinging her training sword in her free time. Her friends started to make comments about her behavior.


      “Vivi, you’re a girl. Why don’t you give up that sword already? Think how awful it would be if you got hurt.”


      “You’re better off learning needlework. You’re going to be a bride someday, you know.”


      Girls couldn’t become knights and it was a guaranteed fact she would become someone’s wife. But despite what her friends told her, Vanessa wanted to become a knight. No, she didn’t want to be anything else but a knight.


      “Vivi, when you grow up, would you want to marry my son?” the village leader’s wife asked her once. Vanessa cocked her head to the side. The son in question was five years older than her and they had hardly ever played together.


      But after hearing the woman’s next words, which she muttered to herself, even a child like Vanessa understood the reason behind why she asked.


      “I’m sure my grandchildren you bear will have high magical power too, and they might even possess that precious ice magic...”


      Evidently, Vanessa was useful as a magic wielder and as a wife. She couldn’t express herself in words, but it made her feel strangely glum.


      Some time later, the earl who was the lord of their region sent a letter to her father. It was an invitation for Vanessa to study at the academy in the capital.


      Normally, once children of the village reached the age of nine, they learned reading, writing, and arithmetic from adults at the gathering hall. Sometimes when a child showed promise there, the lord was informed so that the child could be enrolled in school at the capital. The reason Vanessa, as young as she was, received this opportunity had to be because of her high magical grade and ice magic.


      “Vivi, don’t fret. If you don’t want to go, I can say no,” her father told her with a smile, even though it would likely be difficult for a baron such as himself to oppose an earl.


      In response, Vanessa asked something she had never been able to bring herself to ask before.


      “Papa, can I become a knight in this village?”


      There were no women in the patrol guard that her father and brother were a part of. Vanessa had never once seen a female knight.


      “Well... No, your future is important. We should talk about it seriously.”


      From there, her father spoke without holding anything back from her simply because she was a child.


      “As long as you are in this village, you—no, no woman can become a knight. Nor can they work as part of the patrol guard, no matter how hard they try. There is no place or demand for them here.”


      Her father continued to explain. In this village, what was expected of her as a woman was to marry into someone’s family in the hopes that she will bring children with high magic or ice magic into their bloodline. Furthermore, even if she did leave the village to study in the capital, she would likely be expected to become a mage. Although, if she did go to the capital, there was the possibility that she could become a knight. She wouldn’t be forced to become a mage—she could become a mystic knight, who fought while also using magic.


      However, the path for a woman to become a knight, to earn a living with a sword, was far from easy. Whether she was a guard for nobles, worked for the castle or other institution of the kingdom, or became a swordfighting adventurer, each opportunity came with its dangers.


      Above all, she would have to leave the village, so she wouldn’t be able to live with her family anymore.


      Her father did not shield anything from his young daughter. He told her everything openly and candidly.


      Vanessa didn’t know what to do. She spent the entire day thinking it over. She wanted to stay with her father and brother. She wanted to keep living in her village. But if she did, she would be unable to become a knight.


      As she wavered in her decision, her brother gave her a push.


      “Vivi, if you want to be a knight, then go. I have a feeling you can grow even stronger than me and father. Though don’t think we’ll let you surpass us that easily!” he said with a grin.


      Vanessa leaped at him and, half in tears, decided she would go to the capital.


      She had less than half a month to prepare. After promising her father and brother that they would spar when she returned to the village, Vanessa left on the carriage that would take her to the capital.


      She was never able to keep that promise. Half a month later, the patrol guard fought against a forest serpent that appeared near the village. They killed the beast, but her father had died in battle while her brother died from injuries that hadn’t been healed in time. The villagers feared the damage a subsequent monster attack could do to their village, so they decided to move.


      Even after she read the letter from the lord, it did not feel real to Vanessa. She barely felt sad. She just felt very, very lonely.


      She told herself knights did not cry, then went to spend her time single-mindedly practicing swinging her sword on the dorm’s lawn. She wanted to be a knight. No, she must become a powerful knight, no matter what.


      Rough calluses formed on her hands, just like the ones on her father’s and brother’s hands.


      ***


      Once enrolled in primary school, Vanessa focused all her efforts into becoming a knight and, blessed with friends and good fortune, she became a noble’s bodyguard.


      A few years ago, on impulse and to fulfill her desires, she became Renato’s third wife, but she had no regrets. Even now, she considered her true job to be a knight. Though as the wife of an earl, she was in a position to have her own guards, so the only ones she would be protecting were the children.


      Her son ran up to her in the garden of the Scalfarotto estate and exclaimed, “Mother, show me your magic ice sword!”


      Vanessa smiled and nodded at him. At five years old, Volf’s favorite thing to do was to watch her make a magical ice sword. In truth, it wasn’t really a magical sword. It was just a slender blade that she enveloped in her ice magic, turning into a thick blade of solid ice.


      It was heavy and would break apart if swung against another sword, but Volf absolutely loved it. He amused himself with the blade of ice by poking at it and holding it between his hands.


      When Vanessa held the sword aloft toward the sun, her son’s golden eyes sparkled brightly.


      “Someday I’m gonna be a knight too with my own magical ice sword!” he exclaimed.


      Vanessa couldn’t immediately find the words to reply to her son’s beaming smile. Volf could use neither ice magic nor any of the five major schools of magic. He would be unable to create a sword of ice himself.


      However, in this vast world, there did exist true magical swords. What Vanessa wished for more than anything—more than jewels or gowns—was for her son to someday have a magical sword that he could wield.


      Renato was aiding in her search too, but good magical swords were not easy to find. She hoped they could find one by the time Volf was an adult, so they still had plenty of time. Perhaps it was fine to take their time searching.


      “Lady Vanessa, Lord Volfred. Your hands will freeze if you continue for longer.”


      One of the guards, Sotiris, came to stop their ice sword game. He was an excellent swordsman against whom Vanessa had never once won when she sparred without using ice magic.


      “Besides, it is nearly time for your most exciting snack time.”


      As he said, Giustina and the maids had arrived in the garden. Vanessa picked up Volf and walked with Sotiris to join them.


      “Wow, red cookies!” Volf exclaimed.


      Along with his milk, he was served piped cookies topped with strawberry jam. While his eyes were glued on the treats, Vanessa used a damp napkin to wipe his hands clean. Meanwhile, café au lait and a plate of salt butter cookies was placed in front of her. Both plates were stacked high with cookies.


      “Eat up so you can grow big and strong,” Giustina said with a smile.


      Volf thanked her, stumbling over the polite phrasing.


      Vanessa had no plans on doing any more growing herself, but perhaps she could get away with eating all these cookies if she trained afterward. Perhaps.


      Actually, I would hate to be unable to fit into the blue gown that was made for me just last month, she thought as she locked eyes with yet another who liked cookies.


      “Sir Sotiris, once we finish eating, could I trouble you to spar with me?” Vanessa suggested, holding up the plate to him.


      Sotiris smiled. “Yes, my lady. In exchange for these delicious treats, I will put forth my best effort.”


      His pale blue eyes were the same color as the eyes of Vanessa’s late father and brother. She wondered if they would feel comforted to see her how she was now, if they were here. Vanessa swallowed that thought down along with a bite of cookie.


      In just a little while, Volf’s older brothers would be returning home from school. She had a feeling they would come straight to their little brother and take turns holding him.


      She decided she would give the boys a good training session too after she sparred with Sotiris. With that thought, she reached for another cookie.




      Renato’s work often kept him away from home. But Vanessa was not lonely. His other two wives provided her, someone who was so unlike a refined noblewoman, with guidance, support, and friendship.


      She could laugh and chat with Volf’s older brothers, and they all studied the sword and magic together. The maids tended to her and showed care for her while the knights trained with her and provided solid protection.


      And most importantly, she had her darling son with her. Volf was adorable whether he laughed or cried, and the way he aspired to be a knight made him look very gallant and dignified.


      She would never tell this to her husband, Renato, but it was a thought that crossed her mind at times. Right now, Volf was the most important thing in her life. Nothing was more dear to her in this world than her son.
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