
  
    [image: Cover]
  


  Table of Contents


  



  Copyright


  Character Page


  Prologue


  Chapter 1: Anrinnelesse and Lieza Finally Become Friends


  Chapter 2: Lieza’s First Shopping Trip


  Chapter 3: The Stone-Thrower’s Story


  Chapter 4: Takumi and Leo, Vanquishers of Evil


  Epilogue: Our First Step Forward as Family


  Afterword


  Other Series


  Even Dogs Go to Other Worlds: Life in Another World with My Beloved Hound, Volume 7


   


  Ryuuou


   


  Translation by Mittt Liu


  Illustration by Ririnra


  Title Design by Arbash Mughal


  Editing by Charis Messier


  Proofreading by A.M. Perrone


   


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


   


  Even Dogs Go to Other Worlds: Life in Another World with My Beloved Hound, Volume 7 


  ©2025 by Ryuuou


  Original Japanese edition published in Japan in 2025 by


  MICRO MAGAZINE, INC., Tokyo. 


  English translation rights arranged with


  MICRO MAGAZINE, INC., Tokyo.


   


  English translation ©2026 Cross Infinite World


   


  All rights reserved. In accordance with U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, email the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the email below.


   


  Cross Infinite World


  contact@crossinfworld.com
www.crossinfworld.com


  Published in the United States of America


  Visit us at www.crossinfworld.com


  Facebook.com/crossinfworld


  Twitter.com/crossinfworld


  crossinfiniteworld.tumblr.com


  First Digital Edition: July 2026


  ISBN-13: 979-8-88560-239-6


  [image: Character Page]


  [image: Character Page 2]


   


   


   


  Prologue


   


  “CLAIRE? Ah, and if that isn’t Takumi with you! What, was I the only one who didn’t sleep in for once?”


  As Claire, Tilura, and I stepped into the dining hall, I found Duke Eckenhart was already seated by himself at the table. His ruggedly handsome face lit up as soon as he spotted us. 


  Claire blinked at him in surprise. “Father?”


  The butler Sebastian, who had been following us in silence, stared ahead in confusion. “Your Grace? Er…how unusual to see you awake at this hour,” he remarked, not hiding the surprise from his voice. 


  “G-Good morning, Eckenhart,” I hurriedly followed.


  Even though he was excited to have finally woken up before the rest of us, I knew it was probably thanks to the sleeping herb that I’d given him the night before. I guess I didn’t mention that to Claire or Sebastian…no wonder they’re shocked. I’d be surprised, too, given his morning track record.


  Eckenhart hadn’t stayed at this villa for that long, but he’d only been awake enough for breakfast on a few occasions during his time here.


  The duke grinned at me. “So, what brings you all together so early? Tilura would be one thing, but I’ve never seen you meet up with anyone else this early, Takumi.”


  “My apologies, Your Grace.” Sebastian bowed deeply. “Had I known you were already awake, I would’ve fetched you. Allow me to explain…”


  As he told Eckenhart about the changes we’d seen in the herb garden, the rest of us took our seats. Eckenhart looked a little disappointed that we hadn’t actually overslept but were attending to business he wasn’t informed about because we didn’t want to wake him up. 


  He nodded thoughtfully as the senior butler finished explaining the situation. “So only the first ones wilted? I suppose that’s more likely than all of you sleeping in late at the same time.” He sighed, deflated that he hadn’t actually woken up before us. He had taken great pride in that fact, it seemed. 


  Claire doesn’t seem like she’d ever sleep in on purpose. She’s not a morning person, sure, but she’s responsible enough not to let it interfere with her routine. Leo and I might be another story, however…


  “I wonder where Anrinnelesse is?” I thought aloud.


  Anrinnelesse Bastler was the heir of the former Count Bastler, the ruler of the neighboring county. He attempted to spread a plague through the Libert duchy, and long story short, he was imprisoned and Anrinnelesse was placed in Eckenhart’s care until she learned to be a ruler herself. Between the lofty way she spoke and her massive blonde drill-curls, she certainly came across as what one might stereotypically imagine as a lady of the nobility. 


  “Lady Bastler was awake until late last night,” one of the maids told me. I thought I recognized her as Anrinnelesse’s handmaid. “I would imagine she is still asleep.”


  Content with that explanation, I pet Leo and encouraged her to wait a little longer before eating. She was a Maltese once, back in my old world, but now she wielded near-limitless power as a silver fenrir.


  All that power didn’t make her less obsessed with food, though.


  Lieza, a beastkin foxgirl Leo and I had adopted on our last visit to the Ractos slums, was half-submerged in her mama’s fluff. She referred to Leo as Mama and me as Papa. Her gaze was similarly fixed on the plate of breakfast in front of her. Claire’s little sister Tilura and Claire’s familiar Cherie were in a similar state of rapt attention. I glanced at Claire. Luckily, she clued into the girls’ hunger, and at her word we ate.


  After breakfast, I used my Gift, Herb Cultivation, to make a new batch of medicines in the villa’s back gardens. I made sure to grow enough herbs for more medicinal wine trials, then checked on the still-growing plants in the test garden before going back inside. I chatted with Sebastian and Claire about the coming plantation contract for a bit before lunch.


  I had barely finished my post-lunch wine tasting when Sebastian approached me once more, a bundle of documents in his arms.


  “Could I ask you to examine this, Mr. Hirooka?”


  “Sure, what is it?”


  “This is a list of all employees eligible for hire at the Lange farm,” he explained. “His Grace and Lady Claire have both reviewed it, and I already vetted each one. Now, we need only your confirmation to finalize it.”


  A list, huh? I guess he was just waiting until Anrinnelesse left again… She retreated back to her room as soon as lunch was over.


  “Please inform me should anyone catch your eye, and I shall prioritize them. Also, this is only a preliminary list, only for grasping the present hiring situation. If you wish to hire a candidate of your own, I shall seek them out to consult them personally.”


  This is like an advance list of interviewees, then. Makes sense—if I’m going to be working with them, I should have a hand in the selection process.


  I nodded as I took the papers. “Got it. I’ll take a look.”


  Eckenhart smiled reassuringly. “No need to hire from this list at all if you have better people in mind. We’ll be broadening the search ourselves. Don’t worry about it too much.”


  Easy enough for him to say. He’s used to having people on a payroll.


  I’d have time to study the list more closely once I was back in my room, but I decided to give it a quick once-over while I finished my tea.


  “Huh…Okay, I see.”


  The list covered each candidate’s name, gender, and general employment history. It wasn’t enough to gauge them as people, but it was enough to weed out clear mismatches. One section in particular caught my eye.


  “Sebastian, what’s this section here? Loose-lipped? Easily swayed by gossip? Good at keeping secrets?” I read off the notes by some of the names. 


  “Bear in mind that this is an operation of the utmost confidentiality, and as such, we must assess the risk of your employees leaking duchy secrets. We take such matters very seriously—especially as they will invariably learn of your Gift.”


  “Right…you’ve got a good point there.”


  Even the smallest companies in Japan had data that they had to keep secure, and Eckenhart was one of the most powerful men in the kingdom. Plus, I had my own reasons to keep my Gift hidden from the public eye. If it leaked, people might try to come after me. I was learning swordplay and magic so that I wouldn’t be powerless in that event, but I wanted to avoid that situation altogether.


  With another sip of tea, I finished the section I was perusing and glanced at Lieza, just to make sure she was occupied. I found her curled up on top of Leo’s massive body with Tilura and Cherie, lounging with a blissful smile on her face.


  I’d rather she not mess up her sleep schedule with a nap… Either way, though, she seems content for now.


  The more pressing issue was the way Claire was staring at me. She seemed anxious, almost.


  “Um…Claire?” I cleared my throat. “Is everything okay?”


  Her eyes flew wide for just a moment before she hurriedly averted her gaze. “No—I mean, yes. It’s nothing.”


  “Is it, though?” I queried. 


  Eckenhart snorted, hand clamping over his mouth as if stifling a laugh. With a wary glance from duke to daughter, I decided to focus on the list.


  While I thumbed through the papers, I came across some very familiar names. They’d been working with me for some time already, in fact.


  “Sebastian? You’ve already hired a few of these people.”


  Four names caught my eye: Milicia, Laila, Gelda, and Nicola.


  Sebastian nodded. “Quite so. We’re looking outside our current employ as well, but their information was far easier to acquire.”


  “Well, yes, I figured. But wouldn’t that be employee theft or something? Are you sure you have enough staff around here?”


  I was expecting to see Milicia on the list, given what she’d told me yesterday, but I had to be sure Laila, Gelda, and Nicola knew about the situation.


  “We can’t part with all of them,” he said. “When we put out the hiring call on your behalf, we were practically mobbed by applicants.”


  “Really?” I shot him a dubious look. “Besides, are you sure you’d be okay with that? You hand-picked the staff here, didn’t you?”


  “Should we find ourselves short-staffed, we will have no issue hiring more help, least of all thanks to the orphanage in town. Everyone here is eager to serve His Grace, directly or not.”


  He’s right, that orphanage is overflowing with kids who need future work… I guess I’ll be creating jobs, technically. Sebastian must have a fantastic head for management to be able to handle all this so easily.


  “I must also add,” he continued, “that all the staff named on that list are eager to accompany and serve you.”


  That’s a load off my shoulders, actually… I don’t have to worry about hiring them now. 


  I’d been nervous ever since hearing I’d have a staff to manage, but for the first time it was beginning to feel possible. At least I would still be with people I knew. I still didn’t know how many people I would be hiring, though.


  Come to think of it, the orphanage would be in play too, right? Milicia got hired from there, so I could probably get permission to do the same.


  Milicia was my apprentice. She was a young lady whom I’d met at the orphanage on an earlier trip to Ractos, and we’d been learning about medicine and compounding together. At age fifteen, she was an adult by this country’s standards.


  I dipped my head to Eckenhart and Sebastian. “Thank you both. I’ll be sure to look this over carefully when I return to my room later.”


  The duke’s eyebrows rose. “You won’t finish now?”


  “I was just glancing through. I want to be sure to take my time with this decision, especially since it’ll affect a lot of people, and I think I’ll focus better in my room.”


  I’d much rather take my time with it, after all.


  Claire shot me an uncomfortable glance, which Eckenhart immediately caught. He grinned.


  “What a shame. Isn’t that a shame, Claire?”


  “Wh-Why should that matter to me? I didn’t even say—” She awkwardly cleared her throat. “If Takumi would rather look the list over later, then he’s free to do so!”


  Eckenhart chuckled. “Of course, of course… Or, you could tell him yourself right now?”


  Claire’s brow furrowed. “Father!”


  “Sorry! Forget I said anything!” He hurriedly turned back to me, recomposing himself. “If you do find anyone you’d like to hire, let me know.”


  “Right… I’ll do that.”


  I guess neither of them is going to tell me what they’re talking about…oh, well. I can’t blame Eckenhart for being afraid of getting on Claire’s bad side. I’m certainly not going to ask her about it, either.


  “Papa?” Lieza, sensing that our talk had reached an end, got up from her perch in Leo’s fluff. “Are you done talking?”


  I scratched behind her fluffy fox ears, using the technique Leo taught me before. “Yep, we just finished. Thanks for waiting so patiently for us.”


  She narrowed her eyes blissfully. “Ehehe!”


  Claire watched me with great interest. “By the way, Takumi, did you talk to her about her ears and tail yet?”


  Right, the Beastkin Creed… I bet she and the servants are dying to see if they can interact with Lieza like this, too.


  Claire’s fingers were trembling with anticipation, much like I’d seen Anrinnelesse do in the past.


  “Er, right.” I cleared my throat to address the room. “Lieza told me she’s never heard of the Beastkin Creed, and she’s fine with people petting her ears and tail if they’re careful. Right, Lieza?”


  She nodded. “Yep! As long as nobody pulls my fur!”


  Immediately, every face in the room lit up with excitement. Even Eckenhart seemed eager. Sebastian was the only one to stay straight-faced, but I caught the way his hands trembled.


  You too, Sebastian?!


  Claire sighed with relief. “That’s good to hear. I’ll be sure to pass that on.”


  “Sure. But first, there’s one other thing to cover…”


  I showed Claire the proper way to do it so she could convey that as well. We also talked a bit about how Lieza felt about tail scritches, and after telling us she didn’t have any preference, we tentatively agreed that the female staff could help her with anything in that department. I had to draw the line somewhere, after all.


  “There’s one other thing I should mention.”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m pretty sure Lieza can talk to Leo. They seem to understand each other perfectly.”


  Claire’s eyes widened. “She can?”


  Eckenhart rubbed his chin. “Because she’s a beastkin, you think?”


  “Just so,” Sebastian said with a nod. “I’ve heard some individuals possess such links with beast monsters.”


  Eckenhart and Sebastian both seem unfazed by the news… I guess Claire just doesn’t know as much about beastkin.


  “Only some?” I asked. “Not all of them can, then?”


  Sebastian shook his head. “I’m afraid I am unable to clarify further. I haven’t met many beastkin myself, nor have I ever witnessed one communicating with an animal. However, it’s been said some can speak fluently to monsters, even binding them as familiars with great ease.”


  “No surprise there,” Eckenhart chuckled. “People do tend to negotiate better when they can understand each other. Unfortunately, that’s probably where the unhinged rumors of beastkin summoning devils got started.”


  This proves it: Lieza’s probably got that ability. Maybe beastkin kids can communicate with monsters even better than adults? I bet that rumor started easily enough during the war, but I can’t believe that same gossip is still hurting Lieza today.


  “Cherie!” Claire called out to her familiar. “Come here, sweetie!”


  “Arf? Awuff!!” Cherie looked up from her spot on Leo’s flank, nodded understandingly, and trotted over to Claire.


  Claire lifted the pup onto her lap, then turned to Lieza. “Could you come here too, please?”


  “What is it, Claire?” Ears pointed curiously, Lieza walked over with a slow, cautious wag of her fox tail. 


  I could tell she was glad for the attention, even if she didn’t fully trust Claire yet. If Anrinnelesse had called for her, for instance, Lieza would’ve immediately taken cover behind me.


  “Can you understand Cherie, too?” Claire asked her.


  She nodded. “Yeah, I can.”


  “In that case, let’s try this. Cherie? You’re full right now, aren’t you?”


  “Wawf? Arf, arf!”


  Claire turned back to Lieza. “Can you tell me what Cherie said?”


  That’s tricky… I can barely tell anything from this angle.


  Lieza readily nodded. “She said she’s full, and she doesn’t want to walk anywhere again.”


  Cherie wagged eagerly. “Arf!”


  “Interesting.” Claire nodded thoughtfully. “Next, Cherie, can you pick one of the people in the room now and tell us what you think of them?”


  “Wawf, arf!” Cherie nodded, then barked once up at Claire. After briefly glancing at Leo, she barked once at me, then turned to look at me. “Wawff…gawuff!” One soft woof and a final stronger bark at Lieza later, she seemed content with her answer.


  I think I understood part of that, but definitely not everything…


  “Can you translate for us?” Claire asked Lieza.


  “Okay. Cherie says you’re her master, she can never ever disobey Papa, and that I’m her… Wait, Papa, what’s a junior?”


  Wait, why does Cherie think of me like that? Is it because of Leo? I glanced at Leo. She briefly made eye contact with me and nodded. The junior bit is a little puzzling, though. Is that because Cherie’s been here at the mansion longer, or because she’s older than Lieza?


  Claire beamed and nodded. “So you can understand her after all. Good girl!” She gave Lieza an affectionate scratch behind the ears, just how I’d instructed her.


  “Ehehehe!”


  I guess this means Claire can understand Cherie perfectly, too.


  From the size of the grin on her face, I figured that Claire’s main objective had been petting Lieza’s ears all along. It was far too eager a smile to be anything else.


  Nah, Claire wouldn’t do that…probably.


  “Mission accomplished, eh, Claire?” Eckenhart chuckled. “You even figured out Lieza’s ability in the process.”


  “E-Er, yes.” Claire hurriedly withdrew her hands, cheeks flushed. “Exactly as planned.”


  A quick look around the room told me that Anrinnelesse and the maids were almost trembling with jealousy.


  Man, they’re drawn to Lieza like flies to honey…


  “Perhaps it will be beneficial to have another way to speak to Miss Cherie,” Sebastian mused.


  I wonder why he’d say something like that? I suppose that means Claire really can understand her too. I can only get the gist of what Cherie says.


  “You can understand her perfectly, too?” I asked Claire.


  “O-Of course, Takumi.” Claire cleared her throat, recomposing herself.


  According to Claire, she’d been able to communicate with Cherie clearly ever since they became master and familiar. From the way she described it, especially how she could only vaguely understand the fenrir before the contract, I had to believe it was some kind of magical connection. Sebastian giddily added that it was likely a sign of their good compatibility. Apparently, some masters could communicate with their familiars by thought alone. It varied on a case-by-case basis—just because Claire and Cherie were compatible didn’t mean Claire was compatible with all monsters.


  Interesting… The next time Cherie has something to say to me, I’ll have to get Leo or Lieza to interpret for me. I could ask Claire, too, but I doubt I’ll ever be far from the other two.


  Tilura let out a heavy sigh from where she was hugging Leo. “I wish I had a familiar, too.”


  Come to think of it, Tilura said that back when she was just starting her sword lessons. I guess she thought she’d get a familiar or her own soon enough.


  “You do, eh?” Eckenhart smiled encouragingly. “What kind do you want?”


  “Hmm…a cute one, just like Cherie!”


  “That so?” He crouched down to her eye level. “If you want a familiar, you’ve got to get a lot stronger.”


  “I know, Father. That’s why I train so hard!”


  “That’s my girl. Monsters don’t listen to the weak; they devour them. There are a few exceptions, like with Cherie, but you can’t count on that. I’m sure you’ll find the perfect familiar when you’re good and ready for it. Don’t settle for less than the best, understand?”


  “I understand!”


  Are there even that many cute monsters out there? There are other fenrir, sure, but I wouldn’t call orcs or trolds cute.


  Nonetheless, Eckenhart’s words seemed to snap Tilura out of her sulking and give her a solid goal to aim for. She had the same Libert blood that flowed through Claire and Eckenhart’s veins, and it was easy to imagine her sneaking out like her father and sister had done before her. Claire and Sebastian both seemed relieved, no doubt following the same logic I had, but the smirk on Eckenhart’s face told me he had something else in mind.


  He’s not planning anything crazy, is he? I know he would never put either of his daughters in danger, but then again, he did abandon me at the battle in the store just so I could put my training to use… I hope he doesn’t invoke Claire’s wrath again.


  We made small talk after that for a short while before Eckenhart, Claire, and Sebastian all left to work on the Lange plantation plans. Before she left, though, I overheard Claire telling Tilura that she had to put the same effort into her studies. Tilura deflated almost instantly, and she dragged her feet as she left to do her homework. School is important too—though given my own track record in elementary school, I was not one to talk.


   


   


   


  Chapter 1: Anrinnelesse and Lieza Finally Become Friends


   


  THE following day, I went into the back garden with Leo and Lieza to grow enough herbs for the day. I was an old hand at it by now, especially since I’d been making the same ones for a while.


  Lieza peered down at me from where she rode on the back of Leo’s neck, arms hugging the fluffy silver fenrir’s neck. “Are you going to do that cool thing again?” She stroked Leo behind her head. “Is this where you like it, Mama?”


  “Ruff, wheruff.”


  “Here? Okay, Mama!”


  Sounds like Leo’s found a way for them to pass the time.


  “That’s right, Lieza. There’s a lot of people out there who rely on these herbs, so until we’ve got a proper farm to meet demand, I’ll be doing this every day.” I chuckled at Leo. “Besides, I can tell someone’s enjoying themselves.”


  “Ruffa!” Leo agreed blissfully.


  I guess if they can communicate fluently, she can just direct Lieza to whatever place or intensity she’d like.


  “Right, then, let’s get to—” I cut myself off as I spotted a butler looking at me. I called out to him, gesturing that he stay put. “Don’t worry, you can just stay there! Now, where to plant?”


  I picked a spot a good ten feet away from the existing garden to grow the new herbs in.


  Lieza gasped as she watched a plant grow from the ground at staggering speed. Her tail flicked curiously. “That’s so weird. How come they can grow from normal dirt?”


  “Yeah, it’s strange for sure. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I first discovered it. How can I grow them so quickly when I don’t even have seeds?”


  This would be surprising to most people, honestly. I flat-out wouldn’t have believed it back in Japan.


  I decided to make more herbs than usual for compounding.


  “All right. Now that everything is grown, let’s get picking.”


  Lieza’s ears perked. “I wanna help!”


  “Thanks, that would be great.”


  Leo’s tail drooped as Lieza dismounted her. “Woooo…”


  Don’t feel so bad, Leo. I promise I’ll give you plenty of pets as soon as we’re done.


  “Can you help me pick them just like you did last time? Oh, and leave half of them growing.”


  “Okay, Papa!”


  We made quick work of it, and I was pleased to see that Lieza remembered the correct way to do everything. She’s got to be the smartest kid in the whole kingdom… I know every parent thinks that, but I really mean it.


  Once all the plants had been picked, I quickly processed each in turn before bundling them up.


  “Come on, girls, let’s head back inside.”


  Lieza bounced beside me. “Are we gonna do more com-pow-ding? I can’t wait!” 


  I chuckled. “You really like compounding that much?”


  “Yeah! I get to mash things up as hard as I can!”


  “Haha, fair enough.”


  “Wruff, ruff!”


  If she has fun working the mortar and pestle, she’s welcome to do it as much as she’d like. Maybe she just loves to move, like Tilura? I’ll have to ask Eckenhart if she can start training with us. She’s obviously too young for a sword, but running around and working out would be good for her, especially since she’s still acting a little reserved around others.


  Thoughts wandering, I stepped inside the mansion to track down Milicia. Gelda found me first, however, and she informed me Nick had just arrived to take the portion of herbs for Kales’ store in Ractos. I changed course for the parlor, and when I arrived, I found Milicia there with him.


  Nick looked up and grinned at the sight of me. “Hey, boss! Nice seeing you again.”


  “Nice to see you, too. I guess you and Milicia have met, then?”


  “Yes, sir!” Milicia replied proudly. “I thought you would be finished in the garden soon, so I was preparing the room.”


  Sure enough, one of the tables had our mortars and pestles on it.


  “U-Um…who?” Lieza squeaked. As soon as she spotted Nick, her pleased smile disappeared, and she hid anxiously behind my legs.


  I guess she’s still nervous around new people. Not surprising, given all she’s been through at her age…


  “I forgot you hadn’t met yet.” I softly nudged her forward. “Lieza, this is Nick. He’s the courier who takes my medicine to Ractos.”


  I wasn’t sure how to introduce him at first, what with our history and how I came to hire him, so I kept my explanation as simple as possible.


  Nick raised his hand to his brow in some kind of salute. “The name’s Nick, the boss’s first disciple. It’s a pleasure!”


  “I-I’m Lieza. Um…hi.”


  Wait, since when was Nick my disciple? I didn’t think they had that kind of lingo here, much less that he’d call himself one. Honestly, I hired him on a total whim. I don’t even know where he got all this loyal follower stuff from—isn’t he a good bit older than me?


  Milicia’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, jeez… You never told me about him. I-I thought I was your only follower.”


  “He’s not anything more than an employee,” I corrected them, but too late.


  “That’s right!” Nick puffed his chest out with pride. “I’ve sworn undying loyalty to the boss! He’s like a big brother to me.”


  “You…what?” I blinked in confusion. “I don’t remember any of that.”


  Please, Nick, don’t fill Lieza’s head with nonsense. Do you think I’m going to train Lieza to fight and lead her into combat against her bullies in the slums, so she can one day lead them? Do you think Leo’s some kind of riding-wolf like in some popular story? There’s no way that would ever happen, ever.


  “You’re only his little brother?” Milicia sighed in relief. “Well, I’m his apprentice.”


  “It doesn’t matter—it doesn’t even make sense!” I groaned. “Nobody outranks anybody.”


  Nick’s brows rose. “Apprentice? Gotcha. I’ll watch my tongue, girl-boss.”


  Nick and Milicia both seem to think an apprentice outranks a courier. But Nick has been working for me longer, so I guess he might be higher up if we’re talking basic workplace hierarchy—not to mention that Milicia is barely even an adult.


  I shook my head. “Come on, Nick. I could see you calling Laila that, but not Milicia.”


  I remembered Nick tried to give Laila a similar nickname some time ago, though she wasn’t flattered. Where are all these nicknames even coming from? I really don’t get him.


  “I would thank you,” came a voice from behind us, “not to call me ‘girl-boss’ at all, under any circumstances.”


  “Woah, Laila?! When did you get here?” I hadn’t noticed her approach at all.


  “I only just arrived,” Laila replied. She didn’t even miss a beat. “Gelda informed me that Nick was waiting, and I thought it prudent to bring you his herbs. Here you are, Mr. Hirooka.”


  “Th-Thanks,” I stammered as I took the parcel from her.


  Nick and Milicia seemed every bit as shocked as I was and had frozen in their tracks. They clearly hadn’t noticed her either.


  “Laila!” Lieza sprung out from behind me to throw her tiny arms around Laila, relieved to see another familiar face.


  Laila giggled and softly rubbed behind the foxgirl’s ears. “Hello, Miss Lieza. How are you doing today?”


  Lieza seems to have really warmed up to Laila, especially after I asked Laila to help bathe her. I guess Claire must’ve passed on the information to everyone—though I bet it already came up between Laila and Lieza during bathtime.


  I cleared my throat and held out the package. “Anyhow, Nick, these are the herbs for Kales’ store. I’ve heard you’ve started to build up some surplus, right?”


  “Yessir!” Nick nodded enthusiastically as he accepted it. “They’ve been selling great, I hear, but they haven’t been selling like they used to. If I was in charge, I’d force everyone to buy only your herbs. They wouldn’t know quality if it walked up and bit ’em!”


  “N-No, please don’t force customers to do anything,” I hastily corrected him. “Besides, having leftover medicine means there aren’t as many people who need it now. It’s a sign the whole city is taking a turn for the better.”


  Sure, it’s bad for profits, but that doesn’t matter in the long run.


  A tear came to Milicia’s eye. “I’d expect no less of you, Master!”


  The admiring way she and Nick were looking at me struck me with a pang of discomfort, but I didn’t let anything show. I’d have to get used to it.


  With his business done, Nick got ready to leave, reporting that he’d be returning for the next shipment a few days later than usual. I saw him to the front hall and watched him leave for Ractos once more.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  ONCE we returned to the parlor and everyone had settled, I let out a heavy sigh.


  “Honestly, I’m tired already, but we may as well start on compounding.”


  Milicia saluted. “Yes, Master! I’m inspired and ready to work!”


  “Inspired? Inspired by what?”


  I can’t think of a single good takeaway she could have from that conversation…


  Lieza giggled as she crushed the leaves. “Yay, com-pow-ding!”


  “Whe-ruff-ruff, whe-ruff-ruff!” Leo sang along as she blew magic wind across our workspace.


  Leo must really love casting spells… She seemed just as interested as I was when Claire was teaching me.


  Lieza glanced up at me expectantly. “Papa? Aren’t you gonna use magic, too?”


  “Hm? I guess I could.” I thought for a moment. “I think there’s one spell I learned yesterday that’ll come in handy.”


  She clapped giddily. “Yay! I knew you would!”


  Milicia looked at me expectantly. “You’re casting something?”


  “It’s only a basic spell,” I admitted. “This will be good practice.”


  I was just about to start on my own mortar, so the timing was almost perfect. All I had to do was remember what Claire taught me.


  Lieza should know how to cast it, too. I remember she was paying close attention, and she’s plenty quick on the uptake.


  “Wuff?” Leo sized me up, then chuckled. “Wruffa, ruff!”


  Come on, Leo, don’t be like that. I promise I’m not trying to steal your thunder. You’ll have plenty of chances to show off to Lieza.


  “Why don’t you handle Lieza’s mortar?” I suggested. “I can take on Milicia’s. Besides, wouldn’t your magic be more effective if you kept it focused instead of spreading the wind over the whole table?”


  “Brff… gruff, wuff.”


  I know you’re strong enough, Leo. Thanks for understanding. I’ll make this practice worth it.


  Leo begrudgingly shifted to make room for me with a sigh. She angled the flow of the wind she was creating away from Milicia and me.


  Lieza grinned. “I get Mama all to myself? We’re gonna make the best powder ever!”


  “Ruff!” Leo puffed out her chest proudly.


  Milicia looked to me expectantly. “Whenever you’re ready, Master.”


  “All right. Just remember, I still don’t know how to control it properly. If it’s too strong or anything, let me know.”


  “Of course!”


  What if something goes wrong? I doubt it’ll stop working for me, but I’m sure there’s some way I could mess it up. I’ll have to try, though, especially with Milicia and Lieza watching me like this. I know the steps; I just need to stay calm and take it seriously.


  “Grrr…wowff!”


  Leo shot a stream of air forward, blasting up the girls’ hair.


  “Wagh!” Lieza dropped her pestle and clamped her hands over her ears. “That’s too strong!”


  “W-Wruff.” The wind straightened itself out. “Ruff?”


  Lieza nodded. “Perfect! Thanks, Mama.”


  Wow… Leo has incredible control over her spell. I know I won’t be able to match her, but I’ve got to try anyway. I need to keep the flow weak so I’m as useful to her as I can be. I warily stuck my hand toward Milicia’s mortar. I think I’ll need a little more mana than yesterday… This should work.


  “Wind Elemental Small Gust!”


  I felt the mana change shape as it flowed out of me, sending a soft current of air over Milicia’s workspace.


  Milicia clapped. “Perfect!”


  “Hahaha…I’m glad it works.”


  Now all that’s left is the compounding itself. I’m sure it’ll be smooth sailing from here.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “HAHH…HAGH… A-Are you done yet, Milicia?”


  “Almost there! Just keep it up for another minute or so.”


  “Hahh…no problem…”


  As it turned out, it was far easier to cast the wind spell than it was to maintain it. Regardless of how careful I’d been to manage my mana, I was actively struggling to maintain the stream. Milicia was nearly at the end of her second batch, and I desperately needed a break before going any further. I was sweating as hard as after any day of serious sword-training.


  Claire was right, maintaining spells is the hard part. It feels like I could get better if I put the time into it… Wait, what if spellcasting in this world is directly tied to physical fitness? Sebastian did mention that replenishing mana felt invigorating. I think magic makes just a little more sense to me now.


  Lieza put down her mortar and pestle to throw her hands in the air. “All done!”


  “Woooooooo!” Leo howled in delight. 


  Not only had they finished faster, but Lieza also seemed to have a lot more energy left than Milicia. Leo didn’t seem remotely tired after her spell, either.


  Wow, silver fenrir are something else…that or I’m really weak.


  “Just a…little…more…!” Milicia grunted as she furiously worked her tools.


  “G-Gotcha!”


  I was by far the worst of us for wear, however, and it was all I could do to keep the flow of mana open.


  “And…done! Master, you can stop now.”


  I immediately cut the stream and collapsed forward onto the table. “Finally…”


  It felt as though I’d just finished a marathon. Even without any of the post-workout aches, I could barely catch my breath, let alone see with all the sweat in my eyes. I couldn’t even muster the willpower to sit up, let alone walk.


  Another thing I’ll have to practice, I guess.


  Milicia wiped her brow. “Thank you for helping, Master.”


  “Nah, it was nothing. Thank you for doing all the physical work.”


  “Good job, Papa!” Lieza peered into my face. “You’re sweating a lot.”


  “Ruff, wuff, buworff.” I did offer to do it for you, y’know, Leo was saying.


  I chuckled tiredly. “Don’t worry. This was my first time using that much mana… I wasn’t expecting this.”


  Also, Leo, tell me next time if you know it’s going to be this bad…wait, she wasn’t expecting me to struggle this much, was she?


  Lieza’s ears drooped. “Did I push you too far, Papa?”


  “No, definitely not.” I peeled myself off the table. “I think I understand magic better after that, so I’m glad you asked me to do it. Thank you, Lieza.”


  “Really?”


  “Really, really.” I smiled and somehow managed to nod.


  “Okay…that’s good.”


  I had no idea it’d be this tiring, either. If only I could do more, I wouldn’t have made her worry about me.


  Laila appeared at the door. “Mr. Hirooka, tea is served. Please rest a spell.”


  “Thank you, Laila. Hear that, everyone? It’s time for a break.”


  Lieza bounced happily. “Yay!”


  Milicia nodded with relief. “Wonderful.”


  “Ruff,” Leo remarked.


  Tea is just the thing I need to replace all the fluids I lost.


  We all thanked Laila again as we moved to another table to drink. I could tell Milicia was quite exhausted, but Lieza and Leo seemed ready to continue compounding already.


  Ah, youth… Wait, I can’t be that old yet.


  My thoughts were interrupted as Laila approached with a towel.


  “Mr. Hirooka, please allow me to tend to your sweat.”


  “Huh?” I whipped around. “No, that’s— Mgh?!”


  I turned to tell her no, moving my entire face directly into the cloth’s path. Laila barely seemed to notice as she started wiping. She was surprisingly gentle with the towel, however, and I found myself enjoying her attention more than I thought. I noticed Milicia smirk out of the corner of my eye with Leo watching me attentively, but by far the worst was Lieza. She looked up at me with such pure innocence that I could feel myself flush from embarrassment. Laila even dealt with the sweat on my neck and clavicle.


  “M-My apologies.” My face must have tensed, since Laila hurriedly pulled away and averted her gaze. She was red as a tomato. “When I noticed you were drenched in sweat, I was unable to restrain myself.”


  I swallowed my shame and confusion. I did appreciate it, awkward as it was.


  “Uh, I mean…thank you?”


  An uneasy silence fell over the parlor. It was short-lived, however, as the door exploded open.


  “Lieza!” Anrinnelesse barged in, screaming. “I’ve spent all night thinking about it, and I know how to win you over!”


  Laila, Milicia, and I all recoiled in shock. Lieza’s tail fur bristled, and she clamped her tiny hands over her ears. Leo seemed unfazed by the sound, since she’d probably heard Anrinnelesse’s clomping footsteps far before the door opened. From the venom in her gaze, however, I could tell she was irked at Anrinnelesse for scaring her “pup.”


  Lieza must still be jumpy from all the time she spent in the slums… I’ll try not to make too many loud or sudden sounds around her. 


  “Hi, Anrinnelesse…and Claire.”


  Behind Anrinnelesse, Claire was sighing and massaging her temples.


  We weren’t Anrinnelesse’s first victims, then. This probably isn’t proper noblewoman behavior.


  “Gaze upon me, Lieza, and fear no more!” Anrinnelesse proclaimed. “I swear you’ll never be afraid of me again!”


  As her words sank in, I focused on the one—or rather, the two things that were different about her. The tips of her drill-curls had been twisted and knotted onto themselves, somehow. Since Laila and Milicia were both too stunned to react, I decided to ask the question on all our minds.


  “Er… Anrinnelesse?”


  “Yes, Takumi?”


  “You, uh…changed your hair.”


  “Oh, this?” She flipped her curls dramatically. “It’s nothing, just a brilliant new way to keep poor Lieza from fearing me. She was afraid of the sharp points, and now look! I’m sure she’ll let me pet her now!”


  “Wow,” I managed to say.


  Should I be more worried that this lunacy was Anrinnelesse’s best idea, or that she wants to fluff Lieza’s tail that badly? Or maybe that she’s clearly still proud of this abomination?


  Claire let out another heavy sigh, not that I could blame her. I couldn’t even imagine the finesse it would’ve taken to tie the ends of her hair into those loopy bows, much less that her hair was somehow keeping its shape as though it had wires in it. It felt more arcane than any magic I’d encountered in this world.


  I always thought Anrinnelesse was smarter than this… They say there’s a fine line between genius and madness, but for all our sakes, I won’t think too hard about where she falls on that spectrum. At least this explains why the royal family put Eckenhart in charge of her, instead of dealing with her themselves.


  “Come, Lieza!” Anrinnelesse dramatically extended her hands as she stalked closer to the girl. “I can’t stab anyone now! You have nothing to fear!”


  [image: Illust 1]


  I turned around to glance at Lieza, expecting the worst.


  “Wow… That’s so cool!” She was gaping in awe, stars in her eyes. 


  What? That can’t be right. Is this what kids are into these days?


  “Exactly! I am the coolest!” Anrinnelesse threw her chest out with pride. “You can touch them, if you’d like.”


  “Really?!”


  “Of course! In exchange, I humbly request that I be able to pet your head and ears…o-oh, and your tail!”


  “Okay.”


  I startled. “Are you sure, Lieza? Really?”


  Lieza thought for a second, then nodded. “As long as she doesn’t get weird or hurt me.” 


  All fear was gone from her eyes as she eagerly watched the hair-bows sway.


  Lieza was so adamantly against Anrinnelesse’s hair-drills just yesterday, but I guess she’s over that. Maybe it’s because Anrinnelesse wears her heart on her sleeve? I’m not so sure I understand children.


  Behind me, Leo was watching the exchange with bewilderment. She looked as lost as I felt.


  I cleared my throat. “Well, uh…I guess I should teach you how.”


  If that’s what Lieza has decided, I’m not going to tell her no. Besides, this is the first time I’ve ever seen Anrinnelesse change her drill curls, for better or for worse. I can tell this meant a lot to her.


  I briefly went over the same information with her that I had with Claire. Once she understood, she and Lieza sat facing each other at roughly arm’s reach.


  “Be gentle, please,” Anrinnelesse urged her. “If you touch the bow even a little too hard, it may unravel itself.”


  Isn’t a bowtie supposed to be a type of knot? I wanted to say, but I held my tongue. I was standing behind Lieza just in case, and the other three watched us uneasily from across the room. Leo decided Anrinnelesse didn’t pose any threat, it seemed, as she was the only one relaxing. The tension was so thick in the air I could taste it.


  Lieza nodded solemnly. “Okay. Geeeeently…”


  “Allow me to do the same. *ahem* Geeeeeeeently.”


  Lieza reached for Anrinnelesse’s bows, and Anrinnelesse reached for Lieza’s ears. They made contact at the same time.


  Lieza giggled, much like she had the night before. “Myaha, it’s so silky!”


  “Of course it is. A woman’s hair is her pride, after all… And speaking of, your fur is so soft!” Her face split into a grin as she stroked Lieza’s fox ears.


  A wave of relief swept over the room as Laila, Claire, and I came to the same conclusion. I knew they weren’t fighting outright, but I didn’t trust Anrinnelesse to come up with sensible ideas at this point. The only real danger she posed was her unpredictability.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “THAT was everything I hoped it would be.” Anrinnelesse sighed contentedly as she withdrew her hands. “I trust we’ll do this again sometime?”


  “Okay. I wanna touch the bows again, though.”


  “Of course. It wouldn’t be a fair exchange otherwise. I’ll have you know that you’re the only one who has the honor of laying hands on my hair.”


  “Okay!”


  I know I should be glad that they’re getting along, but I can’t take any of this seriously with Anrinnelesse’s hair in those floppy knots. They’ll be fine as long as Anrinnelesse doesn’t think of anything more unhinged to try…I hope.


  Claire cleared her throat. “Well…it seems they’ve found a way to get along.”


  I nodded. “I’ve found that Lieza is very friendly and easygoing in general. She must’ve been bullied to the point where she distrusted everyone she met, and that’s affected her ever since.”


  Once Lieza and Anrinnelesse had officially finished burying the hatchet, we helped Milicia finish grinding the last of the herbs. Anrinnelesse stayed to provide moral support to Lieza, but she ended up doing so from the far end of the room because she still hadn’t overcome her fear of Leo. Once Claire confirmed Lieza was doing okay, she left to find Eckenhart. I assumed they’d been talking before Anrinnelesse interrupted them.


  With the last herbs ground, Milicia and I sat to relax with some tea Laila poured for us. A servant came in to let us know lunch was ready soon afterward, and I tasked the servants with taking the finished medicine to Helena. When I arrived in the dining hall, however, I found that Laila was somehow already waiting there for me.


  There have to be secret passages or something…that’s the only explanation I can think of.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  WE all ate lunch together, after which I sat to chat with Eckenhart.


  “Lunch was as good as always,” he remarked.


  “Helena’s a miracle worker,” I agreed. “Lieza seems to think so, too.”


  Lieza had moved on to her dessert and was devouring it with a wide grin, except for the few bites she offered to Leo. She’d developed quite the sweet tooth in the short time she’d lived with us. Anrinnelesse watched her eat with a smile, her hair still tied into bows. I noticed Sebastian did a double take when she first walked in, but Eckenhart took it in stride.


  Maybe he doesn’t care how others present themselves, since he doesn’t care about his own looks? Wait, I’m not convinced he noticed the bows at all, now that I think about it.


  Eckenhart stood and stretched. “Takumi, Tilura, it’s time for training. None of that magic practice today!”


  I nodded. “That’s fair. Claire did tutor me yesterday.”


  I’d love to learn all about magic eventually, but swordplay is going to be a lot more useful for self-defense. I have to concentrate too long and hard to be able to cast anything harder than a basic light spell in a fight, and who knows when I’ll improve enough for it to be useful.


  “Very good.” The duke paused and looked at me. “Speaking of, there’s something about the way you fight that I’ve been hoping to bring up for a while now.”


  “Really? What is it?”


  Why do I get the feeling my training is about to get a lot more difficult?


  He turned to lead the way. “I’ll explain once we’re in the garden.”


  Claire shot him a wary look. “Please try not to cause any more trouble, Father.”


  “Trouble? Of course not! At least, not yet.” Something about the way he smirked sent a chill up my spine. “It’s only a small adjustment to his regimen, nothing to fear.”


  I’m starting to think I made a mistake agreeing to today.


  He paused again in the doorway. “Oh, and Sebastian?”


  “Yes, Your Grace?”


  “Bring me the ‘package’ I brought and have Nicola at the ready.”


  “As you will.” With a bow, he stepped out of the room.


  “Nicola?” I repeated, confused. 


  I can’t begin to imagine what his ‘package’ is, but the guards have never gotten involved in our training before…


  Eckenhart winked at me. “Let’s just say it involves Nicola, too. A demonstration never hurts.”


  “Demonstrate what? You still haven’t told me what we’re doing.”


  “I’ll reveal everything in the garden. Don’t worry, I promise it’s nothing as bad as Claire believes. I think of it as a test, of sorts, to see if you’re able to push yourself to the next level.”


  “Okay, then.”


  He’s the teacher, so I’ll have to trust he’s telling the truth.


  I felt noticeably stronger after the battle in the store, which was also his idea, so I reasoned I could trust him. There wasn’t any particular reason I felt the need to train, but there was always the chance of another monster attack like the one at Lange. If nothing else, getting stronger would prevent people from worrying about me too much.


  Once our teacups were empty, Tilura and I followed Eckenhart to the back garden. Leo took up the rear, with Lieza and Cherie both nestled on her back. Even Claire was there, probably to keep the duke in check. Anrinnelesse seemed interested in following us, but once again she refused to leave the villa—or more specifically, to enter the back garden. Regardless, Laila and a few other servants set out chairs for the peanut gallery while we trained.


  Sebastian bowed as Eckenhart approached him. Behind the butler, three other guards and Nicola were assembled. I recognized the three as the bodyguards who had accompanied Eckenhart here. Each of the guards had a sword at their hip except Nicola, who had two. The style of the weapons, however, was what interested me.


  “Thank you for your patience, milord.”


  “Mm-hm.”


  “Are those what I think they are?” I blurted out.


  “Good work.” Eckenhart clapped Sebastian on the shoulder as he accepted an ornamented sword. “Get a spare for Takumi, too.”


  “With pleasure.”


  One of the guards handed me a spare weapon. As soon as I had it in my hands, I knew what it had to be.


  “Thanks. Um…what is this, Eckenhart?”


  Every sword I’d seen so far in this world looked like it was medieval European style. In my old world, however, I’d seen countless pictures of this kind of weapon—a katana. There was no mistaking that the blade in my hands was real. The weapon was slender and a little over forty inches long, nearly a third of which was the cloth-wrapped handle. It looked smaller and just a touch lighter than the short sword I was used to.


  More interesting, however, was the way that Eckenhart and the others handled the weapons, like they were out of some period drama. That could only mean they had to have some of the same culture around the swords too, somehow.


  Maybe there’s an equivalent to Japan somewhere in this world?


  Eckenhart grinned proudly. “That sword is called a ‘katana’—a ‘tachi’ longsword, if I’m remembering right. Each size and length has a different name, you know.”


  “I, uh, never would’ve guessed.”


  I’m confused because I know what it is. I had never seen or held one in person, but you couldn’t grow up Japanese without seeing those swords depicted somewhere.


  “They don’t make many of these,” Eckenhart continued. “I thought it would suit you better, though.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, I haven’t seen you in actual combat much, but during image training drills I’ve noticed you focus on dodging rather than blocking with your sword.”


  “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I think I’m afraid of my sword breaking.”


  I learned firsthand that stronger opponents like orcs hit too hard to reliably block—in fact, my sword had broken that way in the battle at Lange. Ever since then, I was hesitant to block unless I had no other choice.


  I guess Eckenhart noticed my tactics changed.


  He nodded understandingly. “Swords will break from time to time, but they’re designed to be roughed around a little. The aim with a more traditional sword is to beat the opponent’s blade away long enough to deal one critical blow.”


  “Wow… That sounds like it takes a lot of strength.”


  “Sure does. All the technique in the world can’t build up muscle like that overnight.”


  How much force would it even take to pull something like that off? Swords are heavy enough on their own, and you’d have to be even stronger to beat out someone else with a sword of their own. No wonder training is taking a while to pay off. Even with herbs, that’s a lot to ask for… Worse, if I think about having to defend myself from people, metal armor is going to be especially troubling.


  Eckenhart continued, “The sword you’ve been using until now is excellent if you want to make it a battle of raw strength. It’s as sturdy as you could ask for and has good heft to it. The katana, however, is built with the opposite goal. The blade is crafted as thin and light as possible, trading any defensive use it might have for cutting power. Dodge, then strike them down.”


  That makes sense, I think. Their usual swords are extra thick, so they’re bound to be slower. I’ve seen katanas used for blocking before, but anyone familiar with period dramas could tell you how easily they break. The difference probably isn’t quite that dramatic, since they’re still both metal weapons, but I get the feeling most katanas would break where a longsword might chip.


  Since I did prefer dodging, though, I felt that the katana might be better suited to me after all.


  “Don’t forget to deflect attacks, too. I’d call that a kind of dodging, and it’s relatively easier to achieve with a katana than with a normal sword.” Eckenhart held his katana so I could see the arch in the blade more clearly. “Now, take your time when getting used to these. You’ll have to relearn how to hold and cut with it, and that’s just the beginning of the differences.” He unsheathed the blade, letting it catch the light like a stream of silver. “At first, I only want you to watch how it’s done. Then you’ll have a chance to experience the difference firsthand, and we’ll get into drills from there.” He turned away from me. “Nicola!”


  “Sir!”


  As Nicola stepped forward, he drew both katanas. The first was longer, like mine, whereas the second was markedly shorter.


  I guess that would be an uchigatana, and the smaller one is a wakizashi? Dual-wielding is pretty cool, I’ll admit. Getting demonstrations and the chance to test the differences firsthand is bound to help me pick the better weapon for me. 


  As Eckenhart and Nicola squared off, Sebastian stepped between them and cleared his throat. “Let this be a clean fight, yes?”


  The duke adjusted his grip. “I know. I’ll be careful not to hurt him too badly.”


  Nicola nodded solemnly. “I shall endeavor to hold my own.”


  Eckenhart took a straightforward stance with his katana, holding it squarely in front of him with both hands. It was strikingly similar to his stance with a longsword. Nicola held the longer of his weapons nearly horizontally in his right hand while the smaller one was positioned at the ready in front of his chest.


  From the look of it, he’s probably going to swing with his right, and while his opponent dodges or blocks, he follows up with his left. It seems like a sound strategy, so long as he can respond to his opponent’s moves quickly enough. Since this is just training, that puts him in a good position. Also, is it just me, or is Nicola still talking like he’s from a few hundred years ago?


  Sebastian dropped a gloved hand. “Begin!”


  “Allow me to finish this!”


  Nicola launched forward as though he were spring-loaded. Eckenhart barely moved a muscle—he seemed relaxed, even.


  “Hahh!!”


  “Hup!”


  “Gah?!”


  “Enough!”


  Barely a second had passed before Sebastian called the match.


  As expected, Nicola had swung overhead with the longer right sword, and Eckenhart smoothly stepped back to avoid his swing. Nicola had evidently expected him to sidestep or block him, but he was now well out of the reach of his wakizashi. He had to take a step forward to gain the distance he needed, and that momentary delay was all the duke needed. Before he could get within range, Eckenhart buried the ridge of his katana deep into his left shoulder. The unsharpened edge of the sword couldn’t cut Nicola, but it dealt more than enough damage to stop his advance and send him to his knees in pain. Nicola hadn’t even touched the grass before Sebastian called the match. In that one second, I had forgotten to even breathe.


  Eckenhart held his free hand out to Nicola. “I didn’t hit you too hard, did I?”


  Nicola took his hand and stood, wincing. After massaging his shoulder for a moment, he nodded. “Nay, Your Grace. It is naught but pain.”


  “Good, good. Sebastian would’ve had my head if I left any marks.”


  I’m surprised he’s fine. It may not be sharp, but even the flat edge of a weapon swung that hard would be excruciating.


  “You’re still green,” Eckenhart advised Nicola. “The second sword is a good idea, I’ll admit, but I could tell you had no plan for when I backstepped.”


  He bowed. “Thank you for your advice, Your Grace. I shall take it to heart. I feel I must add, however, that I have never met another with the conviction to strike as quickly and decisively as you.”


  Yeah, that doesn’t strike me as the kind of thing anyone can do. If I were in Eckenhart’s shoes, Nicola would’ve nailed me with his second sword for sure.


  “Hrm.” Eckenhart frowned, lost in thought. “Miss Leo is even faster than me, though.”


  Nicola sighed. “Such comparisons mean naught to me, Your Grace. I only anticipate crossing blades with humans.”


  Leo glanced over at us. “Ruff?”


  He might’ve said your name, girl, but he wasn’t calling you.


  Claire was still watching us, the picture of composure. I imagined she was familiar with her father’s skills by that point. I was curious what Lieza thought, but she was rubbing Leo’s neck instead of looking at us.


  I guess she’s not into katanas.


  Eckenhart sheathed his weapon and turned to me. “That, my dear boy, is how you use a katana. Easy enough, isn’t it?”


  “Uh…it looked impressive, yes, but I could barely even follow it.”


  Tilura stuck her hand in the air. “Oh, oh! I didn’t get it, either!”


  I couldn’t copy even Nicola’s speed at this point, much less either fighter’s technique. It was like expecting someone to become an Olympic diver just from watching other people dive—even more so because the match had ended so quickly. It would be hard just following either of their motions.


  “Really?” Eckenhart blinked. “I tried to keep my movements as straightforward as possible.”


  Sebastian cleared his throat. “Perhaps you should explain the basics to them first? I doubt they could identify a single difference from conventional swordplay.”


  Tilura and I both vehemently nodded yes.


  “Fair enough. Come here, then, let me show you how to hold it.”


  With that, Eckenhart began to teach us about katanas in far more detail. Most of the grips and swings were similar to what I was used to. Instead of pushing the blade directly into an opponent like with a longsword, however, katanas had to be pulled perpendicular to the direction of the swing. Most of the differences boiled down to either how force was applied through the weapon or the weight and balance of the weapon itself. My Japanese genes must have kicked in somehow, since my swinging form was impressing even Eckenhart by the end of the day’s practice. 


  I still can’t come close to Eckenhart or Nicola, though… I’m probably only decent because I’ve been exercising so much and I’m already somewhat used to swords.


  Tilura, however, did not have the same knack with katanas her father did. She spent most of the afternoon trying and failing to wrap her head around them and returned to her trusty short sword by evening. Eckenhart was struck speechless by the news—apparently he favored katanas himself, to the point where he always carried one into real battle over a longsword.


  “I’m surprised you even have katanas here,” I remarked at the end of training as I dabbed my neck with a towel.


  Eckenhart raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You know of them? That explains why you seemed so surprised to see them earlier.”


  Judging from everything I’d seen, from the architecture to the people to the social structures, this world was roughly analogous to medieval Europe. There weren’t even any eastern goods in their stores, which made the distinctly Japanese swords all the more confusing.


  I nodded. “In my old world…er, my old country, we used to use katanas a lot. That was way before I was born, though.”


  “Really?” He frowned. “You mean you somehow invented an even better sword?”


  I guess in a sense, guns are the new swords? There are still blades around, but those tend to be mostly knives.


  “I was surprised to see katanas now, since every other sword has been double-edged.”


  “Hmm… No wonder you were surprised.” He thought for a second. “Sebastian?”


  The butler bowed. “Lady Claire has gone inside already. I shall tend to Lady Tilura, which leaves only Miss Leo and Miss Lieza.”


  “Takumi can handle them.” Eckenhart turned back to face me. “Sorry to ask, but can you get Lieza and Miss Leo to head inside?”


  “Uh…okay.”


  I didn’t understand why he wanted that, but I did as he asked and sent Leo and Lieza to the dining hall to wait for dinner. Lieza was reluctant to leave at first, but Leo grabbed her by the collar and carried her inside like a puppy. I would’ve protested, but Lieza clearly loved it. Sebastian led Tilura inside, and even the footmen who were watching the garden nearby moved well out of earshot. Eckenhart and I were completely alone.


  What’s so important that he needs to be this secretive?


  “I can’t tell you much,” he whispered to me. “Only the heads of a select few noble houses are told anything, and I’m afraid I can’t even disclose the finer details to you.”


  Wow, that sounds like some secret.


  “Does that mean katanas are top secret?” I asked.


  He nodded solemnly. “I hate to tease you like this, but the fate of the royal family…no, the whole kingdom may depend on it.”


  “Interesting… I can assume they were made here, then?”


  “Lucky guess. The swords are only made on royal land, at a secret forge close to the capital. Only the royal family and a select few nobles are permitted to buy them.”


  I guess that means there’s no Japanese-inspired country here, or at least that the kingdom isn’t importing the swords themselves. Maybe there’s a blacksmith who figured out how to make katanas, but why would they need that technology when longswords seem to work just as well?


  Given the secrecy of the topic, though, I decided to stop worrying about it. Even if I could somehow glean more secrets, I could be risking my own life, maybe even Eckenhart’s.


  “Does Claire know anything about this?” I asked. “I get the impression Sebastian knows at least a little.”


  “She knows of them, but nothing further. Sebastian and Nicola are likewise.”


  That makes sense. He did say only the family heads knew, after all.


  “Why does Nicola have katanas at all, though?”


  He seemed to be an ordinary guard, which didn’t match with the secrecy of the weapons.


  “Nicola’s swords were a gift from me. They’re not totally unknown to the general populace, and as such, some of the inferior swords are given to noble guards. No house has more than just a handful of extra swords, though.”


  “That makes sense.”


  Nicola’s weapons did seem a little different from Eckenhart’s somehow, though I wasn’t able to pin down exactly why. Part of it was the finish on the blade and the ornamentation on the hilt, and Nicola’s had simpler sheaths. They felt far more like tools of war than Eckenhart’s sword, which admittedly fit his knightly demeanor.


  “Wait, doesn’t that mean I shouldn’t be allowed to use a katana? I’m not even a guard.”


  He pursed his lips. “How should I put this? It’s true that I thought a katana would suit you better, but that’s not all. A member of the royal family has taken an interest in you.”


  “Really?”


  “I can’t tell you any more than that. Suffice to say that you should train with your katana as well from now on—though obviously you’ll need a regular sword for trips into town and the like. You’re free to use a katana to fill specific needs as they arise.”


  “Of course, that makes sense. I’ll use my regular sword whenever I can and keep the katana out of the public eye.”


  Weird… If I’m just learning swordplay for self-defense, why should it matter if I can use a katana or not? And why would anyone in the royal family know about me, much less be this interested in me? Either way, I don’t see myself needing a katana anytime soon.


  Eckenhart sighed. “Sorry to limit you like this so soon after giving it to you. I’ll apply for your katana permit, and I’ll explain your situation in more detail to them as well. If all goes well, your patron may want to meet you.” He paused. “You don’t mind, do you?”


  “If you trust them, that’s good enough for me.”


  “Ah, good. I’m sure they’ll take a shine to me, just as they did me all those years ago… Though that was for a very different reason, of course.” He cleared his throat. “Anyhow, I’m sure I’ll have your permit for you in no time.”


  “Er, thank you.” Man, I can’t believe I’m making a duke fill out paperwork for me. “Can I ask what kind of person this mystery royal is, at least?”


  “Hrm.” Eckenhart thought hard for a moment. “They’re a little strange, but not in a bad way. Sorry I can’t go into more detail, but I will say they’re one of the reasons I trusted your circumstances.”


  They don’t sound evil, at least, but why would they make Eckenhart trust me more? Maybe I’ll ask more later, but for now I’m content to trust the situation. They say curiosity killed the cat, after all, and I’m not about to let mine get the better of me.


  With that done, there was only one thing left on my mind.


  “Thank you again for the sword, Eckenhart. Now, about the herbs over there…”


  “Don’t mention it.” He followed my gaze. “Hm, they do look bigger. Let’s find the watchmen, shall we?”


  “Definitely.”


  The sun had begun to set, and it was difficult to see clearly, but the herbs seemed markedly taller than they had right after lunch. Despite having slowed down significantly from the previous day’s batch, they were still growing more quickly than usual.


  Eckenhart cleared his throat as we approached the butlers. “How are Takumi’s herbs faring?”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it, Your Grace. They grow with unnatural haste.”


  Just as the butler said, the plants already looked ready to harvest.


  “Hrm.” Eckenhart scratched his chin. “Where are the others? The ones from this morning?”


  “Over there, Your Grace. They are growing even faster than this. You’ll notice that not only are they larger, but there are new sprouts as well.”


  “Hmm, so I see.”


  The new patch of herbs looked identical to the first batch when they hit one day old. The old capwort had made roughly twice the number of new sprouts and was at total maturity.


  Huh…that’s weird.


  “Just like yesterday,” I remarked aloud.


  The duke nodded. “Seems we have a pattern. Not only do your plants grow quickly, they consistently double their numbers in the next generation. I’d assume they also grow more slowly than the first generation, just like last time, though we’ll have to keep watching to be sure.”


  “Maybe the difference is whether I made them directly or not? That, and there seem to be slightly more sprouts than there were with yesterday’s batch…”


  So the first generation grows extremely quickly, but subsequent generations are both slower and more numerous. It seems the growth might be consistently proportionate, too. This seems to prove we can use my Herb Cultivation to start a proper farm—assuming they keep producing viable sprouts like this, at least.


  A rough estimate told me that the herbs were consistently doubling their population each day, meaning we could quickly and easily expand production. Anything I made with Herb Cultivation would be extra.


  Eckenhart grinned at me. “Seems like our plantation plan will be a success, after all.”


  “It sure seems like it. I hope the second-generation herbs are as effective as the others.”


  “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, let’s see how they grow more long-term.”


  “Sounds like a plan.”


  There was one other issue on my mind, though. I hadn’t tested to see if Herb Cultivation’s second use, the ability to dry or otherwise prepare plants at will, would work on the new generation yet. My guess, unfortunately, was that it wouldn’t. Isabel at the magic store in Ractos was very clear that Herb Cultivation’s main power was growing things, and I didn’t want to assume that would apply to “naturally” growing plants.


  Eckenhart’s right, though. There’s no point in worrying about preparing them if we’re not even sure they’re sustainable long-term.


  Eckenhart clapped a hand on my shoulder. “We’ve done all we can. For now, let’s head inside.”


  “Right.” I turned to the butlers on watch. “Oh, and if you notice them wilting or anything else unusual, please don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t be surprised if some, or even all of them, wilt overnight again.”


  “Understood.”


  I’d rather not shock them like the poor guy on watch this morning. Now I can look forward to seeing how they grow in the morning without worrying the butlers that they’ve killed my plants.


  “Oh, and don’t get too stressed about it,” I added.


  The butlers bowed deeply. “We shan’t worry, Mr. Hirooka, even if our very lives depended on it.”


  I know they’ve got plenty of other servants to take the watch from them, but it wouldn’t do for them to fixate on the plants all night.


  With that, Eckenhart and I headed back inside the mansion and into the dining hall, not wanting to leave Lieza or the fenrirs hungry for too long. We taste-tested more of the medicinal wine after dinner, while the younger ones had greital juice. Lieza was so eager for it, she started wagging her big, floofy tail at the first mention of drinks and didn’t stop until she had gulped down her whole glass.


  Eckenhart pursed his lips. “I can’t explain how, really, but I’ve been feeling better since we’ve started drinking this.”


  “Really?”


  Looking around, I noticed that both Claire and Anrinnelesse were nodding in agreement.


  “I think I’ve been sleeping better,” Claire agreed. “It might just be my imagination, though.”


  Interesting… I’ve made an herb that makes you sleep better before, but since the wine approaches it from more of a general-fitness viewpoint, I’d imagine it’s healthier for you this way.


  Anrinnelesse nodded. “I’ve noticed a slight change in the manageability of my hair. Without it, I may never have found the hairstyle that opened little Lieza’s heart to me.”


  Is that because of all the vitamins and nutrients I tried to put in it? I know luster is a big indicator of hair health, but I didn’t think most women want posability out of their hair. I guess hair is a part of the body, too, so I’ll count it as a positive effect, too.


  “I’ll admit, it kicked in sooner than I expected,” Claire said. “This does mean you’ve succeeded, doesn’t it?”


  Sebastian nodded. “Even these old bones of mine haven’t felt quite as rusty as they used to.”


  Sebastian’s compliment filled me with warmth. He had done plenty to help, including adjusting the flavor profile, but something about the way he delivered his review reminded me of old Japanese pharmaceutical ads about supplements for seniors. I stifled a chuckle at the thought.


  “Haha, really? That’s good to hear.”


  “We should make this in Lange as well,” Eckenhart suggested.


  I nodded. “Sounds good to me, though I’m not sure if it’ll sell.”


  We would have everything we’d need to make it, but unlike Artemisia Rose, the medicinal wine looked unappetizing and tasted worse. I doubted anyone would drink it enough for it to show any effect.


  Eckenhart scoffed. “Nonsense! Anything that works this well is bound to move.”


  “Not with a taste like this. They’d sooner write it off as a waste of money. No, I think we need some way of proving that it works before anyone buys it,” I said. 


  He frowned. “Fair enough. They wouldn’t worry about wasting money that way. How do we do it, though?”


  “Good question.” I paused to think. “Maybe we can give a few bottles to people for free? If we can get word of mouth on our side, it’ll start selling itself.”


  “That’s it! I’m sure everyone would buy it then.”


  I’d seen the tactic used to no end in commercials and advertisements. Long story short, we needed some kind of spokesperson for the wine.


  “Even then, I fear that may not be enough.”


  The furrow in Eckenhart’s brow deepened. “Why not? We all know it works. If the people know that too, then why wouldn’t it sell?”


  “Yeah, the wine does make you healthier. But because there aren’t any outward signs of change, it comes down to personal believability.”


  It wouldn’t mean much to get a testimony from one who was always healthy, but if someone was feeling a little under the weather and they gave a good review, that would be ideal. A lifestyle change was more likely to benefit them in the long run, of course, but that took far more time and energy. Another pressing issue on that front was that nobody seemed to agree on how it helped them, and that made their responses hardly better than hearsay.


  “Hrmmm… That’s a tough one, all right.” Eckenhart stroked his chin. “We’ll have to take this up again later. I’m sure we’ll have a solution by the time we begin production.”


  I nodded. “If push comes to shove, we could do a small production run and pass it off as rarer.”


  “Oh? You’re suggesting we lead them to believe we can’t or won’t make more? I guess that would make it feel more special.”


  “Exactly. We can figure out exact numbers later, but if people think that the ingredients are rare or extra-potent, they’ll be more likely to buy it.”


  In Japan, the two most powerful marketing words were “limited edition.” I didn’t know if that was true the whole Earth over, or if the people of this world would do the same thing, but it took only a little nudge to sell the imagination.


  Of course, I only feel comfortable doing this because I know the medicine actually works. It’d be wrong to do so otherwise.


  “To start, we should focus on making sure the people who buy it understand that it works. If we foster faith in the wine first, it’ll be a lot easier to sell more down the road.”


  The duke nodded. “You’re saying we should focus on future profits, not current ones. Not many people would come up with that, Takumi, and that’s why I’m glad to have you.” He chuckled. “Now that we know the wine works, I say we proceed with Takumi’s plan and proceed carefully—not for me, but for the new generation of House Libert.”


  Wow…no wonder he has a reputation for being the best nobleman in business. He’s quick on the uptake, especially since he claims this is all new to him. I know he believes in me, but I’m still worried. This is all assuming the wine gets finished properly at all, not to mention I know very little about this world’s economics…who knows if my plan will work.


  Looking around, Claire seemed to have grasped most of what I said, though I caught her looking confused at a few points. Anrinnelesse seemed completely lost, let alone Lieza or Tilura. It seemed as though only Eckenhart and I had followed the conversation—except for Sebastian, of course. That surprised no one.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “NO, Takumi, you swing a katana like this. Don’t hack, cut through!”


  “Yessir!”


  After relaxing at the table with tea for a while longer, Tilura, Eckenhart, and I headed into the back garden for the evening’s drills and shadow-fighting. The duke gave me pointers and demonstrated the correct technique whenever I slipped into old patterns. Even though I wasn’t allowed to carry a katana properly yet, it would only be a matter of time—though hopefully I would never have to fight with it at all.


  Lieza, Leo, Tilura, and Cherie were clumped together on the sideline, watching us. It must’ve been boring, but somehow Lieza eagerly followed my every move with her eyes.


  Am I flailing around that badly? Sure, drawing your sword across someone sounds easy with the blade’s curve and all, but the balance and swinging style are all different. I can’t adapt that quickly, not to mention all the new muscles I’m using are screaming at me…


  “Guh…hah…”


  Eckenhart sheathed his weapon. “Good job, both of you. That’s enough for tonight.”


  “Th-Thank you for the training,” I gasped.


  “Yeah, thank you!” Tilura echoed, energetic as always.


  I made and ate a stamina-restoring herb to soothe my muscles as I caught my breath. It was much harder than I thought to use a new weapon, despite the similarities between katanas and short swords.


  And to think some people can use two totally different weapon types, like swords and spears… I could never.


  Just as I was about to stand up again, Eckenhart stepped closer to me. “Takumi? Can I have more of that herb you gave me last night? The relaxing one.”


  Does he mean the sleeping violet? I mean, I’m not growing that kind of herb.


  Chuckling to myself, I made him an herb as requested. “Try not to develop a dependence on it, okay?”


  “I know, I know… I just felt so good this morning. Claire didn’t have a single complaint!”


  “That’s fair. I don’t think she’d mind if it means you getting to breakfast on time.”


  I bet the way she calls him out for sleeping in must be getting to him. It’s very on-brand for him as an overbearing dad, I guess.


  “I’ll just get a feel for waking up properly,” he promised as he took the plant. “I’ll be off it in no time for sure.”


  “How do you get a ‘feel’ for that…?”


  His enthusiasm is great, and he’s right that changing habits is on him, but I don’t think his intuition is going to kick in and wake him up on time. Then again, I’ve had more than enough bad sleep for a lifetime, so what do I know?


  With that, we returned inside for bed.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  AS soon as we returned to our room, I had the maids take Lieza for her evening bath.


  “Laila, Gelda, thank you for taking her.”


  “Please leave her to us.”


  “O-Our pleasure.”


  I leaned down to address Lieza. “I’ll see you after your bath, okay?”


  She swallowed and nodded somberly. “Okay, Papa.”


  Despite Lieza’s hesitation, Laila and Gelda were both beside themselves with excitement at the chance to tend to Lieza’s fur again. Since they had already gone once before, she seemed more accepting of it this time, and she obediently followed the maids to the bath.


  I guess she still doesn’t want to leave Leo or me… Hopefully she’ll get used to Laila and Gelda soon.


  As soon as the girls had left, I turned to Leo. “Now’s our chance, while Lieza’s out.”


  “Wruff?”


  “Don’t ‘what’ me. Remember these, from this morning?” I held up the folder full of papers from my desk. “I need to figure out who I want to hire.”


  “Worf!”


  Leo stood behind me, massive snout looming over my shoulder so that she could read along.


  “Hold on, girl, let’s get settled.” I sat at the desk, making sure she had a clear view of the papers over my shoulder. “There, how’s this?”


  “Woof.”


  “Let’s see… I guess these are the applications from folks at the villa now. I’ll have to pick just a few of them, somehow.”


  “Ruff, bwuff.”


  Anyone currently employed at the villa would be familiar with Leo and me already, not to mention they’d know about Herb Cultivation. Leo seemed to agree.


  I guess she’s determined to have a say in this, too.


  As I thumbed through the papers, the names became ones I wasn’t familiar with. There was all manner of information on the applicants, including their age and work history. There were men and women, people from the city and from farms, many of whom were older than me. 


  “This next stack are the applicants from Ractos, I guess. I wonder, will I be allowed to tell them everything?”


  “Ruff?”


  Right. It’s not just my secrets; it’s Leo’s, too. Should I tell the people under me everything? If Sebastian’s vetted them, they’re bound to be trustworthy. All they would need to know is about Leo and my Gift, I guess. No need to tell them I’m from another world or anything, and not just because they might not believe me. The more people know about my Gift, the more trouble I might attract. Nobody would work for a total mystery man, though…


  “I’ll have to ask Sebastian tomorrow. Sorry about that, Leo. Now let’s see…”


  “Ruffa!”


  I jotted down the question, as well as a few others that had come up while thumbing through the papers. I didn’t want to risk forgetting anything, especially not with all the times my former boss had yelled at me for misremembering instructions. He even had the nerve to blame anyone he could get away with if they ever forgot anything.


  “I never want to be a boss like that,” I muttered. “And…there, that’s the last. Wanna keep reading, Leo?”


  “Awruff!”


  As we continued reading, I made a few more notes. Having Leo with me made the process less nerve-wracking. I thought for a moment she was doing it all for me, but that would be selling her curiosity short.


  Either way, Leo, thank you.


  Once I made it to the very last page, however, I found something that made me stop.


  “Wait…this has to be a mistake, right?”


  “Wuff, ruff?”


  Each page had enough room on it for two or three people, and all entries until then had been fairly consistent in size. The last name, however, stood alone. They knew I’d recognize them. I rubbed my eyes several times, but there was no mistaking it.


  “There’s no mistaking it. What’s going on here? Is this even possible?”


  “Wuff, ruff, wooo?”


  “No, I don’t think it’s that good an opportunity. I’ll have to ask Sebastian about this, too…unless you think I should ask her directly?”


  Besides, it’s not the job itself that’s the issue here. I mean, why is Claire on the list at all?!


  As the daughter of a duke and heir to House Libert, she had to have better things to do than work on a farm for me. It felt wrong to even think about it.


  I’ll have to straighten this out somehow…


  “What in the world is she thinking? Unless…wait.”


  “Ruff?”


  Maybe this is why she was acting so awkwardly when I took the documents? That’s it; she wanted to see if she could get a funny reaction out of me. Eckenhart was laughing, so he had to be in on it, too. As for Sebastian, he’d figure it out whether they wanted him to or not.


  I sighed as I jotted down my question, circling it so I wouldn’t forget. “I’ll definitely have to ask about this in the morning.”


  “Wuff!”


  Just as I finished, Lieza burst back into the room. Steam was still rising from her fur and hair.


  “Bath’s done!”


  Laila followed close behind, tut-tutting her. “You must remember to knock, Miss Lieza.”


  From the look of it, Gelda wasn’t with them. She must have had other work to attend to.


  I know you’re glad to be back, Lieza, but you need to learn to knock before stepping into someone’s room. I’m glad that she trusts me, and maybe she didn’t need to knock where she lived before, but I’ll have to make sure she learns basic manners. Wait, this is a perfect teaching moment, isn’t it? 


  “You heard her, Lieza. Make sure to knock and ask for permission before opening the door to someone’s room.”


  She blinked at me. “Why?”


  “If you suddenly come in, you might startle the people inside. You don’t have to worry about your own room, though.”


  Lieza nodded. “Okay. I’m gonna knock from now on!”


  “Good girl.” I scritched behind her ears.


  “Myahaha!”


  Huh…her fur sure feels different when it’s wet. That laugh of hers is awfully catlike, too.


  I smiled at Laila. “Thank you for helping her.”


  She dipped her head. “Not at all. She was a pleasure to attend, and very well-behaved.”


  “Is that so?” I tousled Lieza’s hair. “Sounds like you did good.”


  Lieza grinned up at us. “Ehehe! I like Laila and Gelda. They’re so nice!”


  Laila politely stifled a giggle. “Thank you very much, Miss Lieza.”


  I’m glad Lieza’s taken such a liking to the both of them. If I remember right, Laila was from the same orphanage as Milicia, and they even knew each other from their time there. She’s probably used to taking care of younger kids…no wonder she’s such a natural.


  Laila curtsied to us. “I will now take my leave. I bid you both a good night.”


  “G’night, Laila!”


  “Wruff!”


  “Good night, Laila.”


  With that, she left the room smiling.


  I stood from my chair and stretched. “I should take my bath, then.”


  “See you later, Papa!”


  “Ruffa.” Leo breathed a sigh of relief and curled up beside my bed.


  No surprise from Leo there…at least she hates them less now.


  I gathered up a set of pajamas and prepared to leave. My body wasn’t used to sitting at a desk poring over papers as much now, and I’d stiffened up significantly. A bath was the only thing that could cure me.


  When I returned, I found Lieza sleeping with her arms wrapped as far as they could go around Leo’s giant body. I slipped beneath the blankets carefully to avoid waking either of them.


  I hope Lieza’s dreams aren’t as lonely tonight.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “EHEHE…”


  “…Nnn?”


  I awoke to the sound of nearby giggling. My eyes fluttered open to the sight of Lieza grinning in her sleep. She seemed to be in the middle of a wonderful dream. Leo was also awake, watching both of us blearily. She let out a massive yawn.


  Did she wake up early just so she could see Lieza like this?


  “Awuff.”


  “Morning to you too, Leo.”


  “Ruff, wuff.”
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  “Mmmgh?” Lieza stirred, squinting at me.


  “Morning, Lieza. Sleep well?”


  She sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Good…morning, Mama, Papa.”


  “Woooooo!” Leo wagged eagerly


  There wasn’t a single trace of tears on her face, unlike before. She didn’t dream she was alone again. I was still smiling as I got up and washed my face.


  A knock came at the door, and a moment later Tilura popped in.


  “Good morning, Takumi, Lieza, Leo!”


  “Morning, Tilura. You see chipper this morning.”


  “Wuff, woof!”


  Lieza snapped to attention. “Morning, Tilura!”


  “I wanna play tons again today!” Tilura declared. “Do you wanna play, too, Lieza?”


  “Yeah!”


  Lieza and Tilura have become fast friends… I knew Lieza would adjust to life here quickly.


  Tilura helped Lieza get dressed, and when we were all ready, we headed to the dining hall. Claire, Anrinnelesse, and Eckenhart were already waiting for us.


  “Good morning,” I greeted.


  Anrinnelesse tied her hair into bows again… Is she committing to this new hairstyle just for Lieza’s sake?


  As soon as we were all seated, breakfast began. I decided to mention the questions from last night while I had the chance.


  “By the way, I looked through the list of candidates.”


  Eckenhart smirked. “Did you, now? How was it?”


  “Did you find anyone who piqued your interest?” Sebastian asked politely.


  “Uagh!” Claire nearly choked on her food out of the blue. She didn’t move a muscle.


  “Hm?” Anrinnelesse looked at Claire in concern.


  The kids and the fenrirs were all too absorbed in their food to even notice.


  I knew it, Claire’s waiting for my reaction.


  “There are a few people I’d like to hire,” I told them truthfully. “But first, I have some questions for you.”


  Sebastian nodded. “By all means.”


  “Uh, let me see…”


  I pulled out the notes I’d made the night before, asking Sebastian a few of the more normal questions first. Eckenhart chimed in on occasion, and between the two of them, I was able to make more sense of the list. Claire seemed beside herself with anxiety as she waited for me to mention her name, to the point that she barely ate. Finally, I felt too bad for her to stall any longer, and I decided to get to the meaty questions.


  “Here’s another question: how do you think we should handle my secrets?”


  I still wanted to keep my Gift secret on the whole, but I didn’t have the heart to lie to my employees long-term, especially since that would base our entire professional relationship on a lie. Sebastian had already considered it all, no doubt. That had to be why the applicants had to be able to keep a secret.


  “You mean your…means of producing herbs?” Eckenhart asked.


  I nodded. “I still don’t want it to be widely known, but I can’t lie to my employees long-term.”


  “An excellent question. Thoughts, Your Grace?”


  The duke nodded. “I suppose this is as good a time as any to discuss it.”


  Eckenhart’s gaze passed from the girls to Anrinnelesse.


  “She’s on our side, too,” Eckenhart whispered. “We can’t hide this from her forever. Plus, I’m tired of coming up with excuses.”


  Until now, we were careful not to discuss my Gift, and we all hid it from her as best we could


  Sebastian nodded. “An excellent point. Your thoughts, Mr. Hirooka?”


  “If Eckenhart says we can trust her, I agree with him. I at least don’t think she’ll try anything underhanded while she’s living here.”


  “Fair enough.”


  I don’t want to have to watch what I say around her any longer. The longer we have to hide it, the greater the chances that I or someone else will let it slip anyways. What has it been like to be left out of all our herb conversations? I’ll admit I was worried she’d propose to me again, but she seems fixated on Lieza right now… I hope that’s enough.


  Eckenhart cleared his throat loudly. “Anrinnelesse! A moment?”


  “Yes, Your Grace? Is your throat quite all right?”


  “Never mind that! Takumi would like to have a word with you.”


  I’m a little worried she immediately misunderstood Eckenhart, but I’m sure this will turn out fine. She’s been brought up as a proper noble, after all.


  Claire’s brow furrowed when her matter was passed over, but she quickly recomposed herself. She could tell this was a serious topic to address. 


  “Takumi does?” Anrinnelesse’s face lit up, and she tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, my! Has he finally agreed to tie the knot with me?”


  I knew it! I knew she hadn’t given up. Why is she asking the duke that instead of me, though?


  Eckenhart shook his head. “No, he needs to tell you about a special skill of his.”


  “Oh, is that all? I know he’s immensely gifted, and no other man alive has his relationship with a silver fenrir. He truly is a special man.”


  “Er…no, not that either.”


  I guess she wasn’t even suspecting me of having more secrets… I’m not sure if I should credit my bluffing skills or her general lack of awareness. Maybe she had her plate full between fleeing Leo, cuddling Cherie, and fawning over Lieza?


  “We haven’t told you this before, but…”


  Eckenhart told her everything he could about Herb Cultivation. She was shocked at first, but the more we explained to her, the more she seemed to understand.


  “I never would’ve guessed,” she finally said.


  “Only members of House Libert know,” he explained. “That means no telling anyone without Takumi’s go-ahead.”


  “But of course! I can tell how important this secret is to you, and I would never dream of breaking your trust.”


  “Good, good.”


  I’m glad she understands. With how crazy some of her plans are, I wasn’t so sure she would. Thank goodness she didn’t propose to me again on the spot.


  “That should make it far easier to talk business,” Eckenhart said. “Now, my boy, about your question…”


  “Oh, yes. I wanted to know how much I should tell the people I hire,” I said.


  “Hmm. I don’t see the need for them to know every detail. You can tell them you have a special power that makes plants grow, and that’s it.”


  “Are Gifts not common knowledge?”


  He shrugged. “Some people will have heard of them, I’m sure, but there’s no guarantee.”


  “Well, that is easier than explaining the whole concept from scratch. Do you think they’ll believe it?”


  “Look who you’re talking to. They’d be foolish to doubt me—and besides, anyone who can’t accept a little thing like that didn’t pass the first screening.”


  I guess most people would trust me just because I work for the duke, and it’s by far the easiest solution, too.


  “Might I draw your attention to the candidate profiles once more?” Sebastian pointed out a section. “Each individual’s familiarity with herbs and medicines is also included.”


  “I noticed that. Most of the applicants don’t seem to know much, though. Most of them say they know nothing, and only a few said they’d even seen a medicinal herb before.”


  What’s that have to do with this discussion, though? We’ll be dealing with a lot of herbs, so I’d think someone more knowledgeable would be more useful.


  Sebastian shook his head. “If you hire someone familiar with plants or medicines, you may experience backlash.”


  “Backlash? Why?”


  “Your Gift allows you to prepare fresh herbs, yes?”


  “That’s right.”


  Normally, it would take days or weeks to grow and dry an herb. I was glad I had it so easy—I worried at first it was a useless skill, but I’d been thoroughly proven wrong.


  “As you can attest, it takes a great deal of study to become an apothecary. Anyone familiar with the practice would recognize that, despite your relative lack of knowledge, you can complete any given task with ease. How do you suppose one who gained their skills organically would react to you?”


  “Ah… You’re right, I guess they might resent me for it.”


  Anyone would be disillusioned if someone new to the craft was supernaturally better than them. Some might regret the options that took them down that path, or worse. I had only avoided feeling that way myself when I lived in Japan because I was too focused on caring for little Leo to notice.


  “That is why we have selected only novices,” Sebastian continued. “We’ll tell them their only duties are to tend the plants as they grow—a simple task. As for compounding, none of the medicines you’ll be growing are too complex.”


  “That makes sense. You don’t need to go to school to learn how to use a mortar and pestle, or to pick flowers.”


  He was right in that I was only making simple powdered medicine so far, which was more a feat of endurance than anything else. Similarly, nothing I was growing had special or exotic needs. That might change in the future, but I had a lot of studying to do before that point.


  “One more thing. I have also taken the liberty of searching for a farming expert to help assess your plot.”


  “Assess it?”


  “Indeed. Given the rate at which your plants mature and spread, we must keep a vigilant eye on the condition of the soil. Until now I have had a man gauging the appearance of the ground, and it has indeed had an impact.”


  “Really? How is it different now?”


  “That, I am unaware. I will inform you as soon as the butler on watch has made his full report.”


  “Great, please do.”


  I had no idea… This whole time I’ve been focusing only on the plants themselves. Of course the soil doesn’t have infinite nutrients. I guess there are also things like pests and irrigation that need to be tended to.


  I didn’t want to render Lange’s soil barren in the name of medicine—the people’s livelihoods aside, I couldn’t repay their kindness like that.


  I’m glad we have someone like Sebastian around to care about the big picture. I never would’ve thought to farm the herbs at all, much less all the work that goes into a project like this.


  Satisfied with his explanation, I was left with the last question. At this point Claire seemed fatigued with all the waiting she’d been put through.


  “Okay, last question.” I swallowed hard. “Why is Claire on the list of candidates?”


  “Mm?!” Claire jolted upright in her seat.


  “Ah.” Sebastian cast her a sidelong glance. “I see.”


  Eckenhart chuckled, nodding encouragingly. “That’s a fair question.”


  Claire didn’t reply to them, instead fixing me with an apologetic look.


  Does she think I’m angry or something?


  Anrinnelesse shot her an indignant look. “Claire, you vixen! Is that your play?”


  “Wh-What else was I supposed to do?!” Claire protested. “If Takumi goes off to Lange, there’s no telling when I’ll get to see him again. This was the only thing I could think of.”


  I frowned. “I don’t think I could hire you if I wanted to. I mean, I’m not nobility or anything…”


  She does have a point, and I’d get just as lonely being apart… I’ve been worrying about it, too. Unfortunately, I really doubt someone of her standing could just drop everything and work for a commoner like me. It might not work even if I were nobility.


  Suddenly not so sure, I glanced at Eckenhart for help.


  I bet he’d allow it just for fun. This is a crazy hunch, but I think he and Sebastian might be trying to get Claire and me together.


  Eckenhart paused to mull it over. “Maybe? It’s complicated, really.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, as my daughter, Claire is next in line to inherit my land and title, but she’s not the current family head. By the strictest definition she is not considered a noble—the title wasn’t hereditary at all back in the old days. Attitudes change, though, and many nowadays consider a nobleman’s family to share the title in part. That is how we went from individual titles and title-holders to the current system. House Libert is a great example of that.”


  Anrinnelesse nodded. “One day I shall become countess and receive my title, but until that day, I am legally no different from a peasant. The only thing that matters, really, is the wealth.”


  Weird… So Claire isn’t nobility now, by the strictest definition.


  That being said, the average person couldn’t afford to spit at the lesser family members or servants of the local lords. Anyone who tried would no doubt be punished by the family head. There was no difference between extending the noble label to Eckenhart’s children and having them be considered proper blue-bloods in their own right. The solitary noble system they had made it look more palatable. Over time, though, opinions would erode and special treatment of family members became common to the point that the lines between duke and family blurred. Maybe there was no legal difference between Claire and a peasant, but they were still worlds apart.


  Eckenhart continued, “Most would call Claire nobility out of habit, and as such, they’d never accept her as a coworker. Some claim having the local lord’s blood makes them more important as a racial matter, unfortunately. The letter of the law, however, says that Claire is entitled to work. That’s why I said it was complicated.”


  “I guess that makes sense.”


  Thinking back on our trips to Ractos, everyone always treated Claire with reverence and respect. None of them would even consider her as part of the workforce—but then again, she wouldn’t be working in town.


  “Hiring her isn’t the issue,” he continued. “It’s how those around her perceive it. Worst case, House Libert as a whole might be censured.”


  “For what? Stooping to the level of a commoner?”


  “That’s part of it. The people of Lange and your other employees will have to know, but frankly we could bluff for everyone else.”


  “How so?”


  “We can say she’s a guest of yours, not a worker. It’d make sense to have a trusted agent of the duke on-site for quality assurance, wouldn’t it?”


  “You’re suggesting we lie about it.”


  “No need to put it like that. We won’t be causing anybody any harm. As long as we send a letter to the royal family updating them, they shouldn’t have any issue with it either.”


  “Huh…okay…”


  Lange is far enough from the main roads that there aren’t even many chances she could get found out. That’d nip any trouble in the bud, plus she’s a lot more believable as a supervisor than an employee. It still seems like a lot of trouble to go to, though.


  Regardless, I decided to respect her wishes, though I couldn’t possibly see myself as her boss.


  “That said, you should come back here from time to time,” Eckenhart cautioned us. “Don’t forget that Claire has stewardship of this land, and no good leader governs from afar.”


  That’s fair. I’m sure there’s business she can only tend to here, plus the servants would miss her.


  Across the table, Claire seemed beside herself with emotion. Her eyes were full of relief and worry as she waited for me to give my verdict.


  I’d better wrap this up soon. I’m starting to feel bad for her. Wait, did Eckenhart just smirk at her? He’s not riling her up on purpose, is he? Sebastian’s normally the one who explains stuff like this, and I assumed Eckenhart was only taking over because he’s more familiar with noble business. Wait, Sebastian doesn’t look upset at having his chance to lecture stolen, either. Surely that means nothing.


  “I trust you to hire whoever you want,” Eckenhart assured me. All his severity had been replaced with a wide grin. “I’d much rather have your personal hand on this, rather than just bringing in whoever. If anything goes wrong, I promise I’ll bail you out.”


  Man, he sure loves to tease Claire… I’m convinced he’s telling me the truth on this, though.


  Before he could continue dragging the conversation out, I cleared my throat. “I understand. If you and Sebastian agree, and Claire’s sure this is what she wants, I’ll hire her.”


  Claire shot out of her chair as if spring-loaded. “Really?!”


  “I have one condition, though.”


  She froze. “Condition?”


  Eckenhart’s smile disappeared, but he gave me an encouraging nod.


  “Go on, then.”


  All three of them—Sebastian included—leaned forward in anticipation.


  “My condition is this: I want this farm to be run and owned by Claire and me, together. It’d feel just plain wrong to make her work for me.”


  Claire blinked in shock. “T-Together?”


  Eckenhart raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”


  Even Sebastian seemed amused by my response, but I was certain of this decision. Not only was I uncomfortable bossing Claire around, but it also felt wrong for me to take so much power when I wasn’t even of their world. I frankly didn’t trust myself to be the only one in charge, either.


  “I’ve never hired anyone before,” I admitted, “and I was never much of a leader. With Claire’s help, though, I think I can do it.”


  Claire was comfortable directing the servants, and she was better educated than I was. She had a lot of basic knowledge about the world as well. I was confident that even if I made a leadership blunder, the staff would trust Claire enough not to quit.


  I feel like I could take on anything with Claire…not literally anything, of course, but it should go well.


  Eckenhart pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Hmm. Interesting idea.”


  Sebastian leaned closer to the duke’s ear. “If I may, Your Grace, I believe this would solve several problems at once.”


  They exchanged smirks. He turned back to us and nodded.


  “It’s official, then. Officially, Claire will be there to keep an eye on production, but you’ll have joint ownership of the plantation. Of course, she wouldn’t actually be working for you in any case… Interesting.”


  Right…that’s the whole point, to make sure House Libert doesn’t lose face. I still feel a little guilty, since we wouldn’t need to do this at all if not for me, but he seems willing to cover for us.


  “A-A partnership,” Claire muttered to herself. Her gaze dropped to her shoes, and though she was trying to hide it, I could tell her cheeks were flushed. “Takumi and I, partners…this is moving rather quickly. Not that I’m opposed…”


  I said something to upset her, didn’t I?


  Anrinnelesse leapt to her feet. “I demand to be partners, too! Surely this would be a better learning experience for me than staying cooped up here!”


  Wait, what’s she saying? I think she might’ve gotten the wrong idea again.


  “No, Anrinnelesse.” Eckenhart gave her a stern look. “You’re in no position to decide that, and Count Bastler’s fate hasn’t been decided yet. I can’t have you embedding yourself in another province’s affairs.”


  Technically, Anrinnelesse was supposed to be relearning statecraft now, and even her title was being withheld. As bad as I felt for her, the sight of her curls drooping sadly at that grim reminder brought a sheepish smile to my face.


   


   


   


  Chapter 2: Lieza’s First Shopping Trip


   


  “OKAY, I think that’s everything.”


  “Ruff!”


  After dodging Anrinnelesse’s bold proposal, we went back to hashing out the details of my partnership with Claire and determined we would need to talk more later. With that matter settled for the time being, we decided to head into Ractos for the rest of the day, and I returned to my room to get ready. I had given Nick plenty of herbs during his visit yesterday, so I didn’t even have any herbs to cultivate before leaving.


  We had decided on the trip after realizing that Lieza had only a scant few sets of clothes, and none of them were actually made for beastkin. She didn’t have time to pack what little she owned when we left the slums together. Her slum home didn’t even have a proper roof over it. Until now, Tilura’s hand-me-downs worked fine, but the lack of a proper place for her tail was becoming an issue. Even the clothes we’d received from the orphanage weren’t cutting it—Lieza had to wear the pants low enough to go under her tail, and the skirt was in constant danger of being flipped up.


  The trip was also a great chance to buy Lieza any sundries she might need, just as I’d done when I came to live at the Libert villa. Luckily, I had plenty of money left over from the herb sales, and I wouldn’t have to borrow anything this time around.


  Besides, I couldn’t hold my head high as Lieza’s papa if I used anyone else’s money but my own for her personal things. 


  Lieza shifted on her perch atop Leo, waiting impatiently for me to finish packing for the trip.


  “C’mon, Papa, let’s go!”


  “Wuff, ruff!!”


  “I hear you, both of you! Just give me a minute here.”


  They both seemed beside themselves with excitement at the prospect of a run into town. Finally, after checking my pack one last time and making sure I had my coin purse, I nodded to them.


  “Okay, I’m ready. Let’s go.”


  “Yay!”


  “Awrooooo!!”


  With that, Lieza and Leo hurried me out of the room and down the hall to the front foyer. Claire and Laila were supposed to meet us there—I’d be relying on their help to make sure Lieza got everything she could need, since I was new to this whole girl-dad thing. I also wanted to have an extra person to wait with Leo outside stores if need be.


  Lieza was still grinning by the time we reached the foyer. In addition to Claire and Laila, the guards Johanna and Nicola stood by to join us.


  I guess they’re our escort… Sebastian would never let just us go otherwise.


  “Sorry for making you wait,” I told Claire.


  “Nonsense, I only just got here myself.”


  The five of us wasted no time in beelining for the door. The servants were already assembled to see us off.


  They bowed in unison. “Safe travels, milady! We hope you return soon!”


  Lieza startled a little at the sound, but as soon as she understood they were seeing her off, she smiled and waved goodbye. Some of the servants smiled and waved back.


  I looked around the foyer. “I don’t see Eckenhart or Anrinnelesse… They’re not going to try secretly tailing us, right?”


  Claire shook her head. “I don’t think so. Anze wouldn’t think of leaving the mansion, and Father is being watched by Sebastian. I’d feel sorry for him, but it’s his own fault.”


  “Not even Eckenhart could sneak out now,” I added with a chuckle. “And besides, Anrinnelesse’s hair might get mussed up if she ever goes outside.”


  Eckenhart wanted to come with us more than anyone else, no doubt intent on touring Ractos’ food stalls once more. Claire put an end to that, however. He looked so defeated as he slunk out of the dining hall that I felt a little bad for him. Interestingly, I caught Claire grinning to herself after she secured her own spot on the trip.


  I guess it has been a while since she’s been to town… She probably wants a change of pace.


  Anrinnelesse, on the other hand, was already adjusting her hair once every minute or so. She had already made one tactical retreat after her bows came undone, and going anywhere with wind would no doubt make it worse.


  They say a woman’s hair is her life. I don’t know how universal that is, but Anrinnelesse must put an insane amount of time and energy into those curls.


  Tilura also wanted to come with us, but she had so much studying to do that she begrudgingly had to stay behind. I made a mental note to take her along on a later trip. Cherie stayed behind for Tilura, clearly hoping to play, but I got the feeling the pup would soon be disappointed by the lack of movement that came with studying.


  Claire and Laila took their seats in the carriage while Johanna took the reins. Beside them, I rode Leo, and Lieza sat in front of me so that I could keep her from falling off. Nicola rode on horseback behind us.


  “Are you prepared to leave, Mr. Hirooka?” Johanna called to me.


  I nodded. “Let’s get going, girl.”


  “Rooooooo!”


  Lieza threw her hands in the air. “Yay, I get to ride Mama again!”


  “Lieza, that’s dangerous. Hold on tight, okay?” I warned. 


  “Okay!”


  As soon as she was holding Leo’s fur tightly, we were underway. She enjoyed herself for a while and even pointed out a couple of trees on the roadside.


  “Look, Papa! That’s where Mama made that yummy water!”


  “Huh, you’re right. Good eye.”


  “Ruff!”


  It was a normal enough section of road, to the point that I wouldn’t have recognized it if she hadn’t mentioned it.


  She must have a crazy good memory…that, or drinking fresh water had that much of an impact on her.


  Lieza leaned forward to talk to Leo. “Can you make me more water when I get thirsty?”


  “Bwuff? Bu-ruff.”


  “Not now, Leo,” I told her with a pat. “Just when she needs it later.”


  “Ruff, gawooooo!”


  She seemed a little disappointed, but she nodded and picked up speed as I asked.


  I can’t tell if she wanted to flex her magic, show off to Lieza, or both… Nah, definitely both.


  Lieza giggled. “That water was soooo yummy.”


  “That yummy, huh? You’ve had tea and greital juice, too. Still prefer the water?”


  “Yeah, I like drinking all the new things! I liked that water best, though.”


  “Ruff?” Leo puffed out her chest with pride. “Growff!”


  I guess that makes sense… Some experiences stick with you for life.


  I continued chatting with Lieza and Leo as we made our way to Ractos.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  OUR first stop in town was Harton’s Tailor Shop. I had come here once before with Claire and Sebastian, and it was where I bought the suit I met Eckenhart in. Leo was waiting outside with Nicola and Johanna.


  Harton came out to greet us as we entered the shop, just as he had before.


  “Good day to you, Lady Claire, Mr. Hirooka.”


  Claire nodded. “A pleasure as always, Harton.”


  I gave him a small wave. “It’s been a while.”


  “Wow, look at all these clothes!” Lieza looked around us in awe.


  I guess girls must be hard-wired to like clothes.


  Harton’s expression stiffened slightly when he noticed Lieza. “Oh? A beastkin…?”


  I smiled at him. “Is there a problem with that?”


  He hurriedly shook his head. “No, not at all, I assure you. My apologies. I was surprised to have such an uncommon customer, but I’ll see her decked in my finest all the same. Here at Harton’s, we treat all our clients with respect.”


  From the way Harton smiled at Lieza, I could tell he was telling the truth. I didn’t know if it was his education or his proximity to Claire and the rest of the duke’s staff, but he didn’t seem to buy into the rumors.


  Then again, he’s in customer service. Discriminating can only lead to lost sales.


  Claire gestured to Lieza. “We’d like you to make some clothes for her.”


  “Do they need to be custom-tailored?” I whispered to Claire. “They’ll work as long as they fit her, right?”


  “I doubt we’ll find any ready-made,” she whispered back. “Have you forgotten about her tail already?”


  “Precisely!” Harton nodded eagerly. “We regrettably do not stock anything designed for beastkin. I ask that you find an outfit you would like modified, or I can make anything you wish to fit her.”


  “Oh…right.”


  I tried to stop Claire from ordering custom clothes the last time we came, but I’m the one who got stopped this time. I guess the tail issue is the whole reason we’re here, and there don’t seem to be enough beastkin in the area to warrant keeping stock.


  “Shall I take measurements now?” Harton asked.


  “Go ahead,” Claire replied.


  A thought occurred to me. “Oh, one more thing. If you only need to make simple adjustments, could they be done by the end of the day?”


  I doubted they could make any clothing in a day, not even a child’s, but Lieza needed clothes of her own as soon as possible.


  “Hmm… If you point out all the modifications you need as we measure, I should be able to finish in a few short hours.”


  “Let’s go with that, please,” I told him.


  “As you wish, sir.” Harton turned towards the back room. “Hey! Get out here!”


  “Coming, boss!”


  A female employee with a tape measure came out a moment later to get to work, and I found myself with nothing to do. Leo wasn’t there, and I didn’t want to risk making Lieza nervous by stepping outside. I overheard them mention underwear, however, and was instantly grateful to be spared from that conversation. I thought I heard Claire mention something about having “gotten bigger”, but Claire’s underwear was even less of my concern.


  When Claire had finished ordering for both Lieza and (I assumed) herself, Harton led her to the counter.


  “Will you be paying up front, sir?”


  I nodded. “Of course. Here you are.”


  “Thank you most kindly for your business.”


  I noticed that Lieza’s clothes were significantly pricier than mine, but I chalked that up to the cost of a special order.


  I thought this last time, too, but Harton’s strikes me as a pretty high-end tailor. Maybe everything here just costs more?


  With one last thank you and a promise to return later, the three of us left the store.


  “Mama!” Lieza ran to Leo as soon as she saw her.


  “Ruff!”


  I dipped my head appreciatively to Laila and Johanna, who were petting Leo. “Thank you for watching Leo for me.”


  Laila shook her head. “Lady Leo was no trouble at all. We’ve done nothing to warrant your thanks.”


  Johanna nodded in eager agreement. “If anything, I should be thanking you for the opportunity to pet her.”


  Johanna hasn’t spent much time with Leo overall, has she? I had the impression she was stern and professional, but I guess she has a soft spot for giant fur babies too.


  “Next stop, the general store,” Claire declared.


  I nodded. “Hein’s store, right?”


  The last time we walked this road, we were ambushed by Nick and the hooligans he used to hang out with. Even now, I couldn’t understand their oddly post-apocalyptic-punk aesthetic.


  I know it was only a few months ago, but it feels like I’ve lived a lifetime since then.


  This time, Nicola and Leo were the only ones to stay outside.


  Hein beamed at the sight of us.


  “Welcome! It’s a pleasure to see you again, Lady Claire, Mr. Hirooka.”


  Claire nodded. “Yes, it has been a while.”


  “Nice to see you, too,” I told him.


  Lieza nervously peered at him from behind me. “U-Um, hello.”


  Maybe she’s a little shy by nature? She’s outgoing enough to say hello without needing to be told, though, so I’m not worried.


  We’d purposefully brought as many women as we could for the shopping trip, given that we were shopping for Lieza’s things. Having more opinions couldn’t hurt, but I was worried we’d be shopping forever if I let them.


  “What may I get for you lovely ladies and gentleman today?” Hein asked us.


  “We need some basic sundries for little Lieza here.” Claire gestured to her.


  Hein studied Lieza up and down carefully. “A beastkin? I have just the thing…”


  With that, we toured his store, picking up anything Lieza would need as we went. She trailed behind us the whole time, gawking in amazement at the endless shelves of goods. Every once in a while, she stopped altogether, but whenever I asked her if something caught her eye, she’d shake her head and move on.


  She’s not asking for things intentionally, isn’t she?


  “Look, Takumi!” Claire pointed out a small bag. “Wouldn’t that be perfect for her?”


  “It’s a cute design,” I admitted. “What do you think, Lieza?”


  I passed the bag to her. It was too small for Claire or me, but it seemed to fit Lieza’s proportions perfectly. There were even a number of flower decals on the bag.


  Lieza looked over it carefully, then held it out for me again. “Um…no thanks. I don’t need it.”


  I knew it; she’s holding back.


  “You don’t need to feel bad about asking for things,” I told her. “You can get whatever you want, okay?”


  Papa or no, I had every intention of buying whatever she wanted. I couldn’t afford the entire store, of course, but anything that was in my power to give was hers. She was looking at the different displays long enough that she had to want it—especially since her ears and tail wouldn’t stop swishing with interest.


  Lieza shook her head vehemently. Her eyes were still firmly glued to the bag. “I-I don’t need anything.”


  She’s a terrible liar.


  “You can tell me the truth,” I reassured her. “It’s okay. I’m richer than you’d think. Just say so if there’s anything you want and it’s yours.”


  Lieza fidgeted uneasily. “B-But Papa, you paid at the last place. Grampa said money’s too important to waste.”


  Sure, wasting money is bad, but Lieza is priceless.


  “Grampa was right; it’s good to be responsible with money. This isn’t a waste, though. I want to see you smile, and I’m happy to spend money on you. Can you try to tell me when you want something? It’d make me very happy if you did.”


  “I…make you happy?”


  “You do. Buying things for you makes me happy. Do you not want to make me happy?”


  She shook her head no and grinned. “No! I wanna make Papa happy, too!”


  “That’s good. Now go on, tell me if there’s anything you’d like.”


  I felt a little guilty about the way I phrased it, but it was the truth. Making her happy now was the least I could do to make up for all she’d been through. Honestly, just seeing her smile made everything worth it.


  “You’re sure you’re sure?” Lieza asked again.


  “Of course.”


  “You’re not gonna yell at me later? You won’t say you wish you didn’t do it?”


  “I wouldn’t even think of it, I promise. Do you think that’s the kind of thing I would tell you?” I asked gently. 


  After a moment, she shook her head. “No, I don’t.”


  “Then don’t worry about it.” I took the bag back from Claire. She was beaming at me. “Now, what do you really think of this bag?” I asked Lieza again.


  She nodded, then pointed at the flower-shaped latch. “I think that’s cute.”


  I knew it caught her attention.


  “Do you want it? Take a moment to imagine how you’d look wearing it.”


  She nodded again. “I want it.”


  “All right, let’s get it.”


  I handed the bag to Hein, and he accepted it with a grin. He had watched our entire exchange, but I tried to smother my embarrassment.


  “Excellent choice,” he told us.


  I tousled Lieza’s hair, a little harder than I meant to. “You did great!”


  “Myaha! Yay!” She wagged her tail eagerly, looking easily the cutest she had ever been. Even Claire and the other ladies giggled at the sight. I even caught Johanna balling her fists and biting her lip.


  Clearly, she didn’t get her fill of fur-time with Leo.


  “Okay, what would you like next?” I asked Lieza. “Go on, whatever you’d like.”


  “Um…lemme think…”


  Even though she still seemed a little uncomfortable with the situation, she tried to follow Hein and communicate what she wanted. Claire and the others chimed in where necessary with advice or recommendations. Hours were gone by the time we had finished—taking all the women was as slow as I’d feared—but Lieza enjoyed herself so much I didn’t mind.


  Hopefully Nicola doesn’t mind waiting…


  When it was time to check out, Lieza had too many things to hold with both hands. We stopped to pack her things in her flower bag, among which was a water bottle she seemed particularly excited about. She kept telling me how excited she was for Leo to fill it for her.


  I bet Leo will love to hear that.


  “Do you think the knife was a good idea?” I whispered to Claire.


  The last display to have caught Lieza’s eye was in the weapons corner, and she took a particular liking to a thick-bladed dagger. Unlike the razor I’d bought on my first visit, her pick was about a foot-and-a-half long, and the blade had a wicked-looking curve to it. According to Hein, it was a kind of old hunting knife called a kukri. Some were smaller for easier concealment, he explained, but this one seemed geared for open carry.


  Kukris aren’t European weapons, though, are they? I thought they were more like Gurkha knives.


  What such a weapon was doing in a general store aside, Lieza wanted it every bit as badly as she had her water bottle. I ended up buying it for her instead of going back on my promise, but I wasn’t sure I had done the right thing.


  Claire stopped to consider my question. “She’ll certainly have to be careful with it, but I’m not surprised she would take a shine to it.”


  “How so? Are beastkin related to kukris, somehow?”


  “They say that beastkin have been hunters for countless generations. Maybe she relates to it on an instinctual level?”


  That might be enough to get her blood riled up, so to speak… I hate thinking of her in visceral terms like that, though.


  Either way, it was clear I’d have to take her aside later and give her a few pointers on handling it safely.


  We stepped out of the store, and Lieza immediately showed off everything she’d gotten to Leo with giddy joy. I checked my pocket watch while I waited for her to finish, and I noticed that it was still well before it was time to pick up her clothes from Harton’s.


  “Looks like we’re in no rush,” I muttered to myself.


  Maybe I should take them to the orphanage to play for a bit?


  “Papa!” Lieza tugged at my sleeve, snapping me back to reality. “Mama says she’s hungry.”


  “Wruff, wroooo!”


  “Right, I guess it’s way past noon already. We can stop for something tasty since Leo’s been so well-behaved.”


  “Shall we look at the food stalls?” Laila suggested, turning toward the next street down from us. “I imagine you’ll be able to sate any craving you may have there.”


  We decided to go along with her suggestion, and we followed her to a larger street that was lined with vendors peddling all kinds of food. Leo clearly remembered our last visit, as the very mention of the stalls was enough to get her wagging. Lieza hopped on her back to take in all her options from above, eyes wide with awe.


  “Here it is!” I pointed out a familiar stall. “They have really good food.”


  Claire peered at the sign with great interest. “Do they, now?”


  I nodded. “Eckenhart and I found it the last time we were here.”


  The stall offered mainly fried noodles—or as I recognized it, yakisoba. The wide metal cooktop was covered in noodles, and they gave off a heady, savory aroma as they cooked. I barely managed to keep my stomach from growling.


  Claire followed my gaze, eyes widening. “They’re grilling pasta? Why are there vegetables in it? What does it taste like?”


  Johanna frowned, concern evident on her face. “Why is it brown?”


  I chuckled. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but I promise you it’s delicious.”


  From what I’d seen, high dining in this world looked a lot more unified.


  Personally, I’d kill for some nori seaweed to go on top, but that’s just being greedy. All I need is a ton of that sauce, and I won’t complain.


  “Thank you for the wait.”


  After a few minutes, Laila and Nicola returned to our group with noodles in tow. I took Lieza and Leo’s portion first and passed them on—though in Leo’s case I just rested the container on the ground for her to eat out of.


  “Hold on, Lieza, get off Leo first. I don’t want to risk staining her fur.”


  Lieza obeyed, taking a big whiff of her food as she did so. “Wow, it smells so good!”


  Leo likewise sniffed at her portion, but there was still worrying about the steam coming off it.


  “Maybe wait until it’s cooler,” I advised her.


  “…Mruff.” She flattened her ears against her head and gave me a resentful look.


  “It certainly smells appetizing,” Claire remarked as she took hers.


  Johanna sniffed and nodded approvingly. “It smells better than it looks, I’ll give you that.”


  Looks like nobody can resist yakisoba, no matter what world it is. It makes me want to eat, even when I’m full.


  “Go on, dig in,” I encouraged them before grabbing a mouthful on my wooden fork.


  Claire stared at me. “You eat it standing up?”


  “Uh, yeah? We’re eating street food. That would mean standing on the street.”


  “O-Oh. I see. I’m sorry, I had no idea this was…normal.”


  She doesn’t have to apologize about it… If anything, I should. I guess I can’t expect a noblewoman to know about street food etiquette…


  “I’m sorry,” I finally said. “Eckenhart had no problems with it, so I forgot it might bother you.”


  Claire sighed. “Of course Father wouldn’t mind.”


  Johanna nodded grimly. “Completely unsurprising.”


  Eckenhart has never been great with table manners… They may be related, but Claire is a lady through and through. That probably has something to do with it.


  Laila approached us, a large cluster of meat skewers in each hand. “Mr. Hirooka, Lady Claire, may I suggest we move elsewhere to eat?”


  When did she buy all that? I can’t blame her, though. That stall’s meat skewers are the best.


  “I’d love to,” Claire replied. “But wouldn’t that cool my pasta?”


  I nodded. “It can. They say half-cold yakisoba is only half-good.”


  I think I’m the only one who says that, but it’s still true.


  I could sympathize with her desire to sit down, but the steam billowing off my noodles had already dissipated slightly. Time was of the essence. If it got too cold, it wouldn’t be ruined outright, but I’d enjoy it a lot less.


  Claire’s expression hardened. “All right. We’ll eat here!”


  Laila glanced at her, worry etching her features. “Are you sure that’s wise?”


  “I’m sure. If Takumi thinks this food is good, I need to eat it at its best. It would be a shame to let it go to waste.”


  Even I can admit it’s not that dire a decision, but then again, she never does anything halfway.


  “Besides,” she continued, “we’re not drawing too much attention here. We’ll be fine to take a break.”


  We were definitely attracting the occasional glance, but all eyes were focused on Leo. Nobody seemed to notice the humans with her. Leo didn’t seem to care, however, as she was staring at the wooden bowl in front of her with intense focus. A trail of saliva dribbled from one corner of her mouth, but aside from that, she was completely tense and ready to pounce.


  “Let’s eat while all eyes are on Leo,” I agreed.


  “Let’s,” Claire agreed.


  Johanna gripped her fork. “Very well.”


  At that signal, even Leo finally dug in.


  Claire’s eyes widened as she hurriedly swallowed her first bite. “Takumi, it’s delicious! It’s a little stronger than I would prefer, but I can’t stop eating!”


  I chuckled. “Right?”


  “I never would’ve imagined!” Claire muttered through her second mouthful.


  Personally, I could use some more sauce, but Claire’s new to this.


  The others seemed to enjoy it every bit as much. Lieza was scarfing down her bowl as quickly as she could, and Leo—


  Leo, your fur! I guess I should’ve remembered this from last time, but I was too focused on Claire… I can wipe her mouth now, but it looks like it’s bath time as soon as we get back home.


  Claire sighed with contentment as she polished off her bowl. “My goodness, that was delicious. I never thought I’d find a dish that could rival Helena’s cooking in town.”


  I chuckled. “Don’t let her hear you say that.”


  Helena had devoted a lot of her time and energy to making good food, so she might get jealous if she found out.


  Wait, what if it inspires her to cook even tastier food? She might’ve already researched this place, too.


  Claire frowned slightly. “I don’t think one portion was filling enough.”


  “Yeah, I agree.”


  The bowls were fairly small, seemingly by design.


  “Wait… Laila, didn’t you get meat skewers?”


  I turned to her, hoping to get one, but found that she had already emptied most of the meat into Leo’s empty bowl. The yakisoba had clearly been gone for some time now.


  “Yes, Mr. Hirooka? What was that?”


  “Uh…nothing.”


  I should’ve known it was suspicious when she showed up with that meat out of the blue. It must’ve been for Leo all along…


  Lieza was crouching beside Leo, eagerly snatching morsels from around Leo’s jowls and anything that spilled out of the bowl.


  I guess I can’t fault Laila for making sure Leo and Lieza get fed first, and it’ll help Lieza trust her more. I’ll chalk this up as Leo’s reward for waiting outside the stores so patiently.


  “There’s still a lot of good food out there,” I told Claire. “Why don’t we go take a look?”


  “You have more recommendations?”


  “Yeah, if you’re fine eating where Eckenhart and I went last time.”


  We explored the streets thoroughly last time, so I had an idea of where some other good stalls were. We moved on to check them out as soon as Leo had finished her portion.


  Eventually, we decided to find a place where we could sit down and relax, since Claire seemed in need of a rest.


  “This way, please,” Laila told us. She directed us down an alleyway to a patio cafe, the same one I’d visited with Eckenhart.


  Laila grew up here, so it’d make sense that she knows the best restaurants.


  Nicola and Johanna ran up to us a moment later, arms full of recommendations I’d made.


  “Our apologies for the wait,” Johanna panted.


  They rushed to make sure it stays warm, too… I appreciate that.


  Claire peered at the skewers of dumplings and udon noodles the guards had brought. They were similar to the dango rice dumplings I was familiar with, but they used wheat instead of rice flour, weren’t full of red bean paste, and were slathered in a savory sauce that vaguely reminded me of yakisoba. The udon used some kind of pasta, not the noodles I was familiar with, but the flavor and consistency were a close match.


  Wait, how did Nicola run with a hot bowl of soup in his hands? I can’t even imagine how hard that would be…


  We finished the food at the entrance of the alleyway, then retreated to the cafe for tea when we were done.


  Claire stretched and sighed in bliss. “That was absolutely delicious. Thank you for taking me, Takumi.”


  I shook my head. “Don’t thank me. Nicola and Johanna were the ones who bought the food.”


  Leo yawned from where she was lying beside the patio, while Lieza hummed to herself from her perch on the fenrir’s back.


  Looks like Leo’s content… I’m still shocked she ate as much as she did.


  “Still, I’ve never had anything like we had today.” Claire leaned forward and smiled at me. “You know an awful lot about street food. Did you remember it all from your last visit?”


  I nodded sheepishly. “Something like that. A lot of the food here is similar to…what I grew up with.” I was careful to keep my voice low in case someone overheard, but I did my best to describe the Japanese food I knew and compare it to Ractos’.


  “Interesting…that’s certainly different,” Claire remarked when I had finished. “Do you suppose you could recreate your homeland’s food if we found or substituted the missing ingredients?”


  I guess she wants to know what people in other worlds eat, too.


  “I can’t promise I can recreate anything,” I told her. “Each chef’s food tastes different, after all, but we can get close.”


  She sighed. “Even if we can’t copy it perfectly, I’d love to try.”


  I nodded. “Me too.”


  I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss the taste of Japan. The past few months had taught me just what going riceless could do to a man who grew up on it.


  Maybe I’ll see if I can track down rice once I’m settled in Lange? I’d love to see what Helena can do with it.


  Laila glanced at her pocket watch. “Lady Claire, Mr. Hirooka, I believe the clothes you commissioned are nearly ready.”


  I took out my own pocket watch to look at the now-familiar 14-hour clock this world used. Their days had a full twenty-eight hours, and because of that, I finally had the time to work and relax.


  I’m glad I seem to be adjusting… Some people struggle with just time zones.


  “Should we get back to Harton’s?” I asked.


  “Yes, let’s.” Claire stood and dipped her head to me. “I very much enjoyed spending the afternoon with you, Takumi. Thank you.”


  I stood to match her. “It was my pleasure, really.”


  For just a moment, Claire’s smile seemed to shine—though it was just as likely I’d been blinded by the setting sun peeking through the clouds. After all, there was no way she could look so radiant.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “AH, welcome back! Your clothes are ready for you. I have them set aside here.”


  “Thank you.”


  As soon as we stepped into the store, Harton greeted us with several sets of clothes in Lieza’s size.


  Looks like Lieza has all her essentials now.


  “Why don’t you try them on?” I suggested.


  She looked up at me excitedly. “Can I?!”


  “Of course. They’re your clothes, after all.” I shot Laila a sheepish look. “Er…could you help her?”


  “As you will.” Laila took the clothes from me, then pivoted to face Harton. “May I ask where your changing rooms are?”


  “Right this way, please.”


  He led Lieza and Laila to the dressing room, ushering them in as he waited outside. A minute later, Lieza bounced out.


  “Look at me, Papa!” She spun around with pride, showing me every angle.


  “That looks great on you!” I told her.


  Claire giggled. “You’re adorable, Lieza.”


  She blushed. “Ehehehe!”


  Girls will be girls, I see… Looks like everyone likes getting new clothes, beastkin or no.


  Her dress was made of a soft-looking material that didn’t restrict movement. The skirt had a small hole in the back for her tail to pass through, which itself was covered in a frill so as not to draw attention. If anything, it was a cute accent.


  Lieza giggled. “I’m gonna show Mama! Come on, Laila!”
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  “I’m sure she’ll like it,” I chuckled. “Laila? Could you maybe—”


  “With pleasure. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Laila curtsied and followed Lieza out the front door. 


  Claire, Nicola, and I watched with a smile as the pair left.


  “Pardon me, Mr. Hirooka.” I turned to see Harton standing behind me. “I took the liberty of preparing this as well. Does it strike your fancy?”


  “A hat?”


  “Yes. If I may be so bold, not everyone in Ractos is as forgiving of beastkin. I thought this may be of service to you.”


  It was a knit hat with two small pouches on the head—places Lieza’s ears could be hidden. There were flaps on either side that came down the sides of the head to be fastened beneath the chin, assuring it couldn’t slip off by accident. It seemed like the perfect thing to hide Lieza’s beastkin traits.


  That makes sense, given how they treated Lieza in the slums… I’m glad Harton and Hein have been so accommodating, but I’ll admit, I’ve caught people staring at Lieza on the street. Most of them refocused on Leo pretty quickly, but we can’t assume we’ll keep getting lucky.


  I dipped my head as I accepted it. “Thank you for going to the trouble of making this for her.”


  “Not at all! This is a humble gift, given in hopes you’ll return to patronize us again soon.” He grinned and winked. “Don’t tell anyone I said that, though.”


  He’s a pretty good guy, all told. He didn’t have to do this for us.


  “I’ve packaged an inner robe that should help conceal her tail with her other clothes,” he continued. “I encourage you to use it as necessary.”


  Fair enough. It doesn’t make sense to only hide her ears, especially since she wags her tail when she’s excited.


  “Thank you so much for all this,” I told him.


  I felt bad about accepting the extras for free, though, so I gave him a little extra gold. Just as I grabbed the hat— 


  “BARK!!”


  I snapped around. “Leo?!”


  “Takumi, look outsi— Wah!”


  Claire tried to say something, but I blew right past her out the door. Leo only barked like that when something was very wrong.


  What could be bad enough for her to bark like that?!


  “Leo— Oof!”


  “GRRRRRR!!!”


  The air outside, palpably thick with pressure, prompted me to stop in my tracks. Leo’s hackles were raised as she glared down the street, silver fur glowing as if crackling with power. She was already poised to pounce.


  “Takumi!”


  “Gh?!”


  Claire and Nicola followed after me, but the air froze them in their tracks as well.


  “Wait! Leo!!” I shouted, desperate for her to hear me, but she didn’t so much as glance at me.


  “Please, Miss Leo!” Claire pleaded. “Calm down!”


  “Grrrrrr…”


  Johanna and Laila were both beside Leo, but they were visibly struggling to stand so close to her.


  Wait…is this crazy pressure from Leo? What’s going on? Where’s Lieza?!


  I struggled against the air, fighting to move forward. After a few strained steps, I found Lieza. She was crouched on the ground by Leo’s head, arms protectively cradling her head.


  Oh, no.


  There was something crimson on her head, barely visible through the tiny gaps in her fingers.


  “L-L…Lieza!” I cried.


  “Papa!”


  Lieza’s head popped up, and she whipped around to look at me. I could see the trickle of blood down the side of her head now, tracing a line from her right temple down to her jaw.


  “Papa, Mama’s mad!” Lieza shouted.


  “I can tell! Are you okay?”


  “I kinda hurt, but I’m okay!”


  There wasn’t much blood, so I had to hope she was only grazed. More importantly, though, she wanted Leo to stop.


  “Leo, calm down! Lieza’s okay!”


  “Grrrrrrr!!”


  She didn’t even seem to hear me.


  What on Earth even happened out here? How did things fall apart in a few short minutes?


  Leo crouched low, shifting her weight in preparation to pounce. Flashes of lightning began coursing through her fur. I’d never seen her do anything like this before.


  Oh, god, she’s going to attack someone!


  I willed myself forward, step by step. Each movement was a battle, but I couldn’t afford to slow down.


  I just need to get in front of her—even just by her ear would be enough!


  It was too little, too late. I failed to reach her. With a howl, Leo shot forward, jaws snapping.


  “Grrrr…GAWROOOOO!!”


  “Mama! Nooooooooo!”


  At that moment, Lieza threw herself in Leo’s path, arms outstretched. 


  “Lieza?!” I cried. 


  Even in her rage, Leo recognized her daughter. Instead of sending the girl’s body flying like a home-run baseball, Leo dug in and halted just in front of Lieza. Even the lightning wreathing her fizzled and died as she blinked down at the little foxgirl in confusion. The heaviness in the air was lifted all at once. 


  Finally, I can move again!


  I moved between Leo and Lieza, grabbing her jowls. “What were you thinking, Leo?!”


  “Gowrff?” Leo gave me a sorry look. She looked more pitiful than anything else. “W-Wuff?”


  Now that the light show had ended, there was silence in the street outside Harton’s. A crowd was slowly gathering, however, and some of them were visibly terrified. Leo hadn’t actually hurt anyone, but it was clear she had intended to. I had no idea how many people would recognize Leo as a silver fenrir, but anyone would be wary of a colossal wolf in town.


  I sighed. “As much as I’d love to hear everything right now, we need to get out of here pronto.”


  Leo flattened her ears and whined sadly.


  Lieza patted Leo’s snout. “There, there, Mama.”


  I really hope Lieza isn’t too hurt… I’d love to heal her, but I can’t use my Gift in front of all these people. Time to make a move.


  “Leo, lie down.” I turned to the non-fighters in our group. “Claire, Laila, Lieza! Get on Leo!”


  Claire nodded, wide-eyed. “Y-Yes!”


  “A-As you wish,” Laila stammered.


  Johanna and Nicola were already prepared to help Claire and Laila onto Leo. Instead of waiting for Lieza, Nicola scooped her up and boosted her onto Leo’s back.


  “Wah?!” she exclaimed.


  As soon as everyone was seated and secured, I patted Leo’s flank and started to run.


  “Let’s get out of here, Leo! We’ve gotta go!”


  Leo nodded, eyes still spinning as she grasped the situation. She took up pace beside me. “R-Ruff!”


  Good, she’s listening.


  As Leo sprung forward, the crowd parted instantly, most of them looking afraid for their lives. I turned to shout at the guards behind us.


  “Nicola, Johanna, I’m leaving this spot to you!”


  Johanna saluted. “O-Of course! Leave it to us!”


  Nicola nodded to me gravely. “Let no harm come to Her Ladyship.”


  “I won’t!”


  As we ran, I caught a glimpse of a familiar face in the crowd. I wanted to investigate, but there was no time to stop.


  “Laila, direct us somewhere isolated!”


  “Gladly, Mr. Hirooka.”


  I trusted Laila’s knowledge of the streets to let us slip away, and she called directions as we put as much distance between ourselves and Harton’s as possible. Fortunately, I had enough endurance built up to keep sprinting alongside Leo.


  Thank goodness I started working out.


  Laila pointed at the corner ahead of us. “Turn right here, then take a left after the white house. We’re almost there!”


  As we ran, we saw fewer people on the street. Most of them seemed more shocked at the fact I was tandem sprinting with a wolf through the town, and less with the giant hound herself.


  I could’ve predicted that, honestly.


  “That’s the alleyway,” Laila told us. “People almost never come here. We should be safe.”


  I collapsed onto the cobblestone.


  “Hehh…hahh…” I gasped. 


  “Are you all right, Takumi?” Claire called worriedly from her perch on Leo.


  “Yeah…hahh…I’ll be fine…”


  The gap between buildings widened into a small, empty square. I recognized it—we’d taken the same route on our initial trip to Isabel’s magic store.


  No wonder some of these streets looked familiar.


  Finally, I regained my breath.


  “Hahh… Claire, Laila, can you help Lieza dismount? Leo?”


  “Wruff.” Leo crouched obediently so they could get off more easily. She still seemed mopey—she probably thought I was upset at her.


  “Of course.”


  “Gladly, Mr. Hirooka.”


  Once she was on the ground, Lieza turned to look at me. One tiny hand was pressed against the side of her head, the open wound still oozing blood. It was hard to tell if her hands were too small to plug the gash or if she was simply too weak to press on it hard enough. It wasn’t nearly as bad as the head wound I’d gotten a while back, but the sight was infinitely worse.


  “…Papa?” she called out weakly.


  “Hold on, Lieza. I’ll heal you, promise.” I took one last look around the alley as I tried to reassure her. “Good, nobody’s watching us.”


  Just in case, I slipped into the shadows of Leo’s large body to use Herb Cultivation. A large clump of loe burst through the ground faster than I’d ever managed before, and I wasted no time in picking and prepping it.


  “Here you go, Lieza.”


  “What’s that, Papa?”


  “It’ll heal you. Don’t worry, the pain will be gone in a moment.”


  I smiled at her reassuringly as I moved her hand away and applied the loe gel. Leo and the others gathered around us to watch.


  Lieza flinched. “Ouch!”


  “Hold on just a little longer; I’m almost done.”


  I’d seen loe in action enough to know it would work. Sure enough, Lieza opened her eyes a moment later.


  “It doesn’t hurt,” she remarked.


  “See? I told you it’d be all right.” Just to be sure, I checked the wound and found that not even a scar remained now. Only the blood remained. “You’re back to your happy, unhurt self.”


  I’m really glad that didn’t leave a mark… I can’t imagine how rough it’d be to get a facial scar at her age.


  Confirming everything was resolved, I took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m officially done.”


  Lieza flung her arms around me. “It doesn’t hurt at all! You’re the best, Papa!”


  “Hahaha…I don’t know about that.”


  Man, am I glad for Herb Cultivation. I’ve seen loe cure everything short of death… No wonder it’s so expensive.


  Claire smiled. “Isn’t that great, Lieza?”


  “A relief indeed,” Laila agreed.


  Lieza nodded. “Yeah!”


  Claire and Laila stepped forward to comfort her, and Laila even leaned down to wipe the blood off with a handkerchief.


  Thank you, Laila.


  “All right, next order of business.” I turned. “Leo?”


  “W-Wruff?! Woooo…” Leo laid down, snout between her paws, sighing pensively. “Ruff? *Whiiiiiiiiine*…”


  She always begged that same way when she did something naughty, even back when she was a little Maltese.


  It’s like she feels sorry for being bad…that, or she hopes I’ll let her off more easily.


  “Leo, you should know you can’t act like that in town,” I chided her. “You terrified a whole bunch of people, and right when they were starting to believe you were their friend.”


  “Woooo…”


  The silver lining was that nobody got hurt, but it was far too close for comfort. I had to believe there would’ve been casualties if Lieza hadn’t interceded. Claire and the rest of House Libert might be able to smooth things over somewhat, but Leo’s relationship with the people of Ractos would’ve been forever impacted.


  “What if they decided you could never come back?” I told her. “That would mean no more street food for—”


  “Wait, Papa!” Lieza threw herself at Leo’s belly, as if to shield her. “Mama didn’t do anything wrong. She tried to protect me!”


  “Lieza…”


  Why did she choose Leo’s belly? Is it just because that’s where she’s softest? And you, Leo, stop enjoying tummy rubs when I’m trying to scold you!


  “Mama got angry because I got hurt, that’s all.”


  “Wait…that’s right, how did you get hurt?”


  I was so preoccupied with everything that happened that I’d completely forgotten to ask about the cause of Lieza’s wound.


  I must’ve gotten more worked up than I thought…


  I turned to Laila. “You saw what happened, right?”


  She nodded. “Of course. It happened right after we left the shop. Miss Lieza was eager to show off her dress, and judging from Miss Leo’s reaction, it went over rather well.”


  The thought brought a small smile to my face.


  “Nicola, Johanna, and I were focused on her as well. Miss Leo seemed distracted by a sudden movement on the street, however, and Miss Lieza turned toward a different direction.”


  I looked at Leo. “Is that right?”


  “Ruff.” She nodded, though her attention was still focused on Lieza’s tummy rubs.


  “As Miss Leo looked up,” Laila continued, “I heard the voice of a young man…no, a boy. Then several stones came flying out of the crowd.”


  “What did they say?”


  “‘Fiend,’ they called her. I’m afraid it was far too sudden for Johanna or me to intervene. I’m so dreadfully sorry we allowed poor Lieza to be hurt. If only we had been more vigilant…” Laila bowed so low she nearly grazed the pavement.


  It’s not her fault, though. She can’t have known people would throw rocks. Wait…was that face in the crowd the guy responsible?


  “You’ve done nothing to apologize for,” I assured her. “Whoever threw those rocks is in the wrong, and you can’t have expected that.”


  Laila shook her head, biting her lip. “No. I can’t forgive myself for failing to move in time. What use am I if I cannot protect Miss Lieza, let alone you or Lady Claire?”


  For one thing, she’s a maid, not a bodyguard. Besides, there might be something more to this. Even Japan gets ‘random’ acts of violence, but there’s always a reason.


  Claire’s eyes hardened. “Raise your head, Laila. There’s no use mourning the past. There will be plenty of time to go over this incident once we’re back home.”


  She reluctantly nodded. “Yes, milady.”


  Does she really need to be lectured about this incident? Then again, maybe Claire needs to set an example…the villa is an organization too, in a way. I’ll be sure to ask Claire to go easy on poor Laila, though hopefully that won’t be necessary.


  “Who threw the stone that hit Lieza?” I asked.


  “I’m afraid I didn’t see his face, as he disappeared into the crowd too quickly. I can assure you, however, that I did not recognize the voice. Right after that, Miss Leo…well, I suppose you know the story from there.”


  “Right, she got angry, and then…”


  So somebody hit Lieza with a rock, and Leo was about to tear their face off in return. That makes sense.


  I glanced at Leo.


  She flinched and drooped her ears. “W-Wruff?”


  Relax, Leo. I’m not about to punish you over something like that.


  “What of that pressure we felt?” Laila asked, glancing at Leo. “It was as though the air itself were trying to crush us. Nobody seemed able to move.”


  Right…that was such a strange feeling. I wasn’t particularly scared because I figured Leo was the source, but I bet plenty of people were terrified. There was also that weird light show in her fur, and I’m positive that wasn’t the glare of the sun or my eyes playing tricks on me.


  “So what exactly happened there, Leo?” I asked. 


  “W-Wuff?” Her eyes filled with relief when she realized I wasn’t upset. “Bwuff-wuff…ruff.”


  Apparently, not even Leo herself knew what the strange energy was; it had simply happened when she felt her fury overcome her.


  Maybe silver fenrir do that when they’re ready to go all-out? It probably has something to do with mana… I’ll have to keep this in mind going forward.


  I interpreted what she said for everyone else. 


  Claire furrowed her brow. “Interesting… No wonder the legends say silver fenrir are invincible. I think we might’ve just glimpsed why.”


  “My thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “Johanna and Nicola are trained warriors, but they couldn’t even raise a finger to stop her.”


  No wonder it was so difficult just to walk up to her.


  “By the way, Leo, did you see who threw the stone? You saw them before they threw anything, right?” I guessed. 


  She nodded. “Wuff, ruffa, ruff.”


  I sighed. “I was afraid of that.”


  It was exactly who I feared. Lieza looked up at me with a deep sadness in her eyes.


  “What did Miss Leo say?” Claire pressed.


  “Well…”


  I told them the culprit. The stone-thrower was one of the young men who was picking on Lieza when we first met. The voice Laila heard fit in terms of both age and gender, and it matched the face I thought I’d seen in the crowd. It must’ve taken him a lot of courage to pick on Lieza again after already getting scared senseless by Leo, but I had no intention of applauding him for that.


  If I had been outside when the attack happened, would I have gotten as furious as Leo? I’m angry at him now, yes, but I don’t want to expose Lieza or Leo to that.


  Claire’s expression turned grave. “A slum-dweller did this?”


  “That’s what Leo said,” I told her. “I think I caught a glimpse of him through the crowd, too. By the way, Leo, why didn’t you just scoop Lieza up and run before the rock hit her?”


  “Ruff… bow-wowff, wurf. Awoof.”


  So she’s not used to detecting human malice, then? I guess that makes sense. She was well-loved even in Japan, and if anything, the people are even nicer to her here. No wonder she’d struggle to pick out one guy with bad intentions in a whole crowd of people, especially if she’s not the target herself. Not even her senses are that good.


  “Sorry for yelling, Leo.” I scratched behind her ear in apology. “I know you were only trying to protect Lieza.”


  “Ruff, wheruff.” She pulled her paws up to her chest so we could rub her belly more easily.


  “Speaking of, Lieza, thank you for stopping Leo. I’m proud of you.” With my free hand, I pet Lieza’s head.


  “Ehehe…thanks.”


  Her smile lifted some of the heaviness from the air.


  Frowning, Claire leaned down to look Lieza in the eye. “Aren’t you angry at whoever hurt you? I appreciate you stopping Miss Leo, but surely you resent them?”


  From her tone, I could tell she intended that as a genuine question.


  If I hadn’t seen the slums firsthand, I might agree with her. After all, Lieza hasn’t done anything wrong. She doesn’t deserve to be insulted, let alone have rocks thrown at her. That’s just horrible!


  Beside me, Leo shifted uneasily and glanced in my direction. I didn’t mean to get carried away, but she could feel my anger.


  Lieza swallowed hard. “I-I’m not angry, honest. If I get angry, they’ll get angry too, and everything gets worse.”


  It’s that easy to play the blame game, isn’t it? Those slum boys strike me as the kind to vent their anger on others, frankly. I can see how that would blow out of control… Hate only leads to more hate.


  Lieza sniffled, voice trembling. “I-I got picked on a lot, and sometimes it really hurt. If I fight back, they’ll only get madder. If I just let them hurt me, they’ll get tired and leave.”


  “O-Oh. I understand.” Claire’s face fell.


  Not even Laila had anything to say to that. Leo could only lean forward and nuzzle Lieza’s hair with her nose.


  So that’s how it was for her… No wonder she wasn’t fighting back when we found them beating her. Maybe I should’ve let Leo chew those thugs up a little? No, Lieza’s right, they’d only get angrier and not learn their lesson. 


  The message was clear: we couldn’t get complacent again. Not even Leo’s power or my sword training could always protect Lieza for sure, and any attempt to teach them a lesson might only make it worse the next time around. I could only hope nobody would try to attack her again.


  Lieza continued sadly, “I can’t get angry, I can’t cry, I can’t apologize…the people who hurt me seem to like it when I do that. Grampa said I’d be okay if I focused on not crying. I haven’t cried since he said that to me…ehehe.” She smiled up at us, biting hard into her lip to hold back her tears.


  “Lieza…”


  “Oh, Lieza.”


  “Poor Miss Lieza.”


  “Wuff…”


  Her grampa had been there to shield her from the bullies at first, it seemed, but after his death there was nothing to save her. Of course she had been bullied for being so different. That had to have been a living hell for her—it had to have been, judging from the old scars covering her tiny body. I only hoped nothing worse had happened to her.


  What could I even do to help a kid like her heal?


  Unable to hold herself back any longer, Claire threw her arms around Lieza. “You poor, sweet thing!”


  “Wah! C-Claire?”


  Lieza was shell-shocked by Claire’s reaction, though she didn’t seem to hate it.


  “You’ve come so far on your own, Lieza, so I promise I’ll never let anyone hurt you again! You did so well for your grampa, and for yourself. You can take pride in that.”


  “I-I…I did a good job? Grampa’s proud of me?”


  “Of course! If anyone tries to tell you otherwise, I’ll get angry at them in your stead. You don’t have to hold it in any longer.”


  “I…I did good? Lieza really did? It hurt so much, but…b-but Lieza tried so hard…wehhhhhh!!”


  Lieza cried, years’ worth of tears spilling down her face. Claire hugged her tight, softly stroking her hair and reassuring her.
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  Claire stroked Lieza’s hair softly. “That’s it, sweetheart. Cry all you need to. You can cry and laugh as much as you want now, okay?”


  “Wehh… Y-Yeah. Lieza wants to laugh more. L-Lieza wants to have fun…wehhhhh!”


  Lieza cried, long and hard enough to compensate for all her lost years. She was so intent on keeping her grampa from worrying that she didn’t even cry with him. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have suffered through that by the age of seven, but I knew it was more than any kid should have to experience.


  I’ll just have to teach her about all the good things in life. She’ll never have to endure this much again.


  Laila and I occasionally scritched behind Lieza’s ears to let her know we were there for her as she cried. One of her tiny hands was still clutching Leo’s fluff. By the time her crying began to ebb, her dress was soaked with tears, but Claire didn’t even seem to mind.


  “*Sniff*…*Hiccup*…”


  Claire softly patted her back. “Feeling better?”


  Lieza nodded. “Yeah…sorry.”


  “No need to worry. I want you to cry whenever you want, okay? You don’t have to pretend not to hurt anymore.”


  “Mhm… Thank you, Claire.” Lieza looked down at the bloodstain on her dress, then up at me guiltily. “Sorry for getting the new clothes all dirty, Papa.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” I reassured her. “If that dress ever wears out, I’ll buy you new ones. You’re a growing girl, after all, so it’ll happen sooner rather than later.”


  I wasn’t the least bit upset about her clothes. Sure, blood was difficult to wash out, but my wallet was effectively bottomless as long as I kept growing herbs. It was nothing she needed to apologize for.


  Even if she trips in a mud puddle and winds up filthy, I’ll be there to give her a big hug and get just as dirty. I’ll even apologize to the maids with her.


  Lieza nodded, the stiffness leaving her shoulders. “Thank you, Papa, Mama. You too, Claire, Laila.”


  Claire giggled and tousled her hair. “Make sure Takumi buys you a whole wardrobe, now.”


  “I shall assist you with your wardrobe however I may,” Laila told her respectfully.


  “Yay!”


  There were still a hundred things I had left to say to her, but now that she was happy, I felt content. Looking around, the others were smiling just as warmly.


  “Ruff, bwuwuff!” Leo flipped back onto her feet, then started licking Lieza’s face as if to wipe away her tears.


  “Myah?!”


  Claire giggled. “It looks like Leo is thanking you, too.”


  Laila nodded, a faint smile on her lips. “Indeed, it does.”


  I’m glad Leo defused things, but didn’t she also do this when Lieza had a nightmare? Does she always laugh and brighten up when she gets covered in dog slobber?


  “Leo? Do you need to lick her that much?” I finally asked.


  “Wruff?” She turned to face me, but by the time she pulled her tongue away, it was too late. Lieza was absolutely drenched.


  I sighed. “I was afraid of that.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Claire chuckled.


  “Why did you have to lick her face so many times?” I groaned. 


  Lieza looked over at me, face dripping with clear goo. “Mm?”


  Leo’s saliva was extra thick, given how recently we’d eaten. Lieza herself was the only one who didn’t seem to mind it, somehow. Even her fur and hair were full of it.


  “We can’t exactly walk around with Lieza looking like that,” I remarked.


  Claire nodded. “I hope we can wash her face somewhere close.”


  She probably won’t catch a cold from dog drool, but we’ll attract way too much attention. I have standards, even if Lieza herself is fine like this.


  Luckily, the perfect destination came to me a moment later.


  “I know! How about we clean her up at Isabel’s shop?”


  “Isabel’s?” Claire thought for a moment. “We could certainly make it there without drawing too much notice.”


  “I remember it’s close, so we may as well head right there.”


  Isabel’s humble magic shop would have a washbasin, which should be enough to rinse her until she could have a proper bath at the villa. Better yet, the old lady seemed wise enough not to discriminate against Lieza.


  “Off to Isabel’s shop! Er, wait, I forgot we left Nicola and Johanna behind.”


  Laila curtsied. “Allow me to check on them.”


  The three of us decided to wait where we were for Laila and the guards to return. Leo, now aware of our plans to wash Lieza soon, was now slobbering all over her.


  “Wuff, awuff!”


  “Myahaha! Mama!”


  “Tone it back a bit,” I chided Leo. “We’re in public. At least don’t be so loud.”


  I hope Lieza’s clothes don’t get too dirty, either. I was hoping just to wash her face.


  Claire giggled. “They seem to be enjoying themselves.”


  “Yeah…I’m glad they’re not too shaken.”


  Claire and I stood together and watched the two of them play.


  Weird…it’s almost like we’re a couple with our dog and our daughter, taking a nice walk on a holiday. We’d be a weird family, sure, but a family, nonetheless. I just hope Claire never finds out I thought something so rude—I’m essentially a nobody. Even so, this feels…warm, somehow.


  “Takumi?”


  I startled. “Y-Yes?!”


  “Hm? Are you all right?”


  “No— I mean, yes. I-I’m okay.”


  Lieza giggled. “Papa, you’re acting funny!”


  Leo panted happily. “Wuff-ruff!”


  D-Don’t laugh at me, Leo! I have my reasons!


  Instead of giving her a reaction, though, I ignored her and tried to calm my racing heart. As my pulse was slowing to normal, though, Claire sidled closer to me. 


  “You’re incredible, Takumi,” she told me softly.


  “Wh-What?”


  Whoops, there goes my heart rate again.


  Claire took a deep breath. “Back there, in the street… I-I was too scared to do anything when Leo snapped. I can’t imagine what would’ve happened without you and Lieza.”


  I awkwardly scratched the back of my head. “Oh, that? I mean, Leo and I are partners, friends to the end. I had to do something even if nobody else could.”


  She pouted. “Well, perhaps… Still, most people would’ve turned tail and ran at the first sign of trouble. Even when Leo had calmed down, I was too stunned to do a thing.”


  “Really, I only did it because there were so many people there, and even that was because I was afraid she’d get a bad reputation. Besides,” I joked, “nobody ever won a medal running away.”


  I couldn’t risk Leo hurting any passersby, and Lieza was the one who did the real work in calming Leo anyways. Maybe there was a better option than running, but that was all I was able to think of in the moment.


  Trouble comes up, and my first thought is to run… I could’ve stood up for Leo and explained things to the crowd. Maybe I could’ve found the attacker. Instead, I tucked my tail between my legs and ran. I guess the silver lining was that I was able to check on Lieza right away, but still.


  Claire shook her head. “Don’t be so humble! You took charge, settled on a course of action, and told us each what we could do to help. It’s thanks to you that we made it through that ordeal in one piece at all. Why, I didn’t think to do a thing for myself.”


  “I guess you have a point…”


  I only pulled it off because Leo needed me. Maybe that fight with the orcs in Lange gave me the experience I needed to act? Leo would hate it if I compared her to an orc, though.


  “Takumi…I hope you know how much you mean to me and how incredible you are.”


  “I…what?”


  Does she really respect me that much for something so small? They say you can only see a man’s true colors in a crisis, but I don’t know how much I believe that.


  More importantly, there was something about the way she looked at me that rang a bell.


  I’ve got it—Tilura! When she saw Leo and I were on equal footing, she looked up at me with so much respect. Claire’s expression is similar to that, maybe because they’re sisters.


  While I was still blushing to myself, Laila, Nicola, and Johanna finally returned. I nearly got whiplash snapping myself out of my trance.


  Come on, Leo, don’t give me that look. I’m pretty sure we’re only friends.


  “My apologies for the wait,” Laila told us with a curtsy.


  “How were things over there?” Claire asked.


  Johanna saluted. “The crowd remained in an uproar for some time after your departure. Unsurprising, given the number of people present. The crowd was abuzz with talk of a ‘monster’ that was wronged.”


  I blinked in surprise. “You mean they knew about Lieza, and the rock?”


  “So it seems. We explained to all present about the injustice that took place and Miss Leo’s rightful reaction to it.”


  “The city watch is hunting the criminal now,” Nicola told us. “Luckily, thy people accepted the truth as presented to them.”


  I’m sure the guards can find one teen in the slums…it’ll save me the trouble of going there myself and risk antagonizing them. More importantly, I’m surprised the townsfolk accepted Nicola and Johanna’s explanation so readily.


  “You didn’t have any issue convincing them?” I asked.


  Nicola shook his head. “Not every heart was won. There were some present who had laid hands on Miss Leo in the past, and they confirmed her sweet nature. It would seem your camaraderie with Miss Leo leaves a lasting impression.”


  “It does?”


  “Verily so. As with your time here with His Grace, people watch the both of you and seem to enjoy watching you interact.”


  Johanna nodded. “Miss Leo’s willingness to be pet by the populace appears similarly well-received. Those who did know Miss Leo would not attack without good reason.”


  It looks like all the trips into town together have paid off.


  I breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad there weren’t any major issues. What do you mean by people who’ve ‘laid hands on’ Leo?”


  I guess there was quite a crowd when we first started selling herbs at Kales’…maybe they’re referring to that? I thought almost everyone she met then was a kid?


  “One person present seemed to worship Miss Leo outright,” Johanna told us. “She spoke of her and Lady Claire as though she were personally familiar with you. She stressed how unforgettable it was to touch Miss Leo.”


  Claire and I glanced at each other.


  “Do you suppose that was Emeralda?” Claire asked.


  I nodded. “Been a while since I’ve heard that name.”


  On Leo’s and my first trip into Ractos, we ran into a young woman named Emeralda who treated petting Leo like a religious experience. It was easy to imagine her standing up to the crowd for her.


  I’ll have to thank her properly the next time we run into her. I know that she’d probably be content just to pet Leo, but I want her to know I really appreciate it.


  We continued to listen to the guards’ report while we made our way to Isabel’s store. As soon as the shop came into sight, Lieza perked up.


  “Huh? I know that place.”


  “You do?” I looked at her in surprise. “I guess it is pretty distinctive.”


  She must’ve passed here before when she was still living in the slums. Isabel’s door was the only one painted black, and the assortment of symbols on the off-color outside walls gave it a lasting impression.


  Lieza nodded. “Lieza has been here tons before! A nice old lady lives here!”


  Claire blinked. “You know Isabel?”


  “Yep! Grampa took me here tons. She’s super nice!”


  I shook my head. “Huh…small world.”


  Does this mean her grandfather and Isabel know each other? I guess it’s possible… I don’t know how often the average person needs a magic item shop. I’ll have to ask Isabel more when we’re inside.


  We stopped outside the door, and I scratched the side of Leo’s snout.


  “Okay, girl, you’ll be on guard for us again. Are you gonna be a good girl?” I said jokingly.


  She nodded. “Ruff!”


  Nicola saluted crisply. “I swear that she will engage in no further trouble.”


  “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”


  I really doubt there will be any more trouble, especially since Lieza is coming in with us, but it never hurts to be careful. I’m glad this street doesn’t seem as busy, either.


  “Excuse me?” I said, knocking at the door and easing it open.


  Hard to believe this is my third visit.


  “Gramma!” Lieza blew past me and ran toward the back of the shop.


  “What the devil is this racket?” Isabel peered out from a curtained doorway behind the counter. “Oh, Takumi! Lieza, too? You’re a rare pair.” When she spotted Claire coming in behind us, she froze. “M-Milady! What a surprise!”


  We didn’t let her know we were coming this time, did we?


  Claire nodded politely. “A pleasure as always, Isabel. I don’t believe I’ve seen you since you tested Takumi.”


  “I’m sure you haven’t, milady,” Isabel said with a low bow. “I’m glad you’re in good spirits, as always.”


  “Sorry for barging in unannounced,” I apologized. “Could we maybe wash Lieza’s face?”


  “Lieza?” She peered into the girl’s face from across the counter and grimaced. “Quite the mess, eh?”


  We explained why Lieza was now covered in Leo’s slobber.


  Isabel nodded once. “I see, now. I’ve certainly heard of your big furry friend, and a tongue that size would certainly slime you up. Very well, follow me. You can use my basin as much as you’d like.”


  I guess Leo and Isabel haven’t met, but I bet there’s plenty of rumors. Sebastian could’ve mentioned Leo, too.


  “Thank you very much for your help.” I nudged Lieza. “What do we say?”


  “Thank you very much!” Lieza parroted.


  Laila stepped forward. “Allow me to accompany her.”


  “Thanks, that would be great.”


  I’m glad we have a cleaning professional with us.


  As the two of them disappeared into the back, Isabel leaned in closer to us. “So? What are the two of you doing with little Lieza?”


  “Before that,” Claire replied, “I’m curious as to how you know Lieza. She mentioned having come here a good deal in the past.”


  “Aye, that’s right. I’ve known Lieza’s grandpa—Reindolph, his name was—for a good many years. He used to bring her along on his visits to my shop here.”


  Come to think of it, that’s the first time I’ve heard his name…


  I decided to spend the rest of our wait asking Isabel more about Reindolph. Apparently, he had been a traveler in his youth and often passed through Ractos. He’d been a patron of Isabel’s store for decades, since well before even Claire had been born, and he made a habit of sharing stories of his adventures with her. Even so, it was often months, sometimes years, between his visits.


  That had all changed seven-odd years ago when he found Lieza. Traveling with an infant was too much even for him, not to mention the impact it would have on a kid her age, so he made the decision to settle permanently in Ractos. His vagrant lifestyle hadn’t left Reindolph very rich, however, so he had little choice but to live in the slums. Isabel was strongly against that decision, it seemed, but he was used to a low life to the point where he had very few issues living there. In those days, Lieza apparently wasn’t bullied, though I had a hard time imagining what her life would’ve been like in those days. Reindolph’s plan had been to save up what little money he could by staying put so that he could eventually afford a proper house for himself and Lieza.


  “Reindolph lost all the edge he had as a traveler,” Isabel recalled. “The man loved his adopted granddaughter, and he seemed at peace. What are the two of you doing with his girl?”


  I scratched my head. “That’s, uh…”


  I broke Reindolph’s passing to her, along with all that happened afterward.


  “Oh, my… Frankly, I thought he had a lot more life in him than that. I suppose it serves me right, having friends at my age.” Isabel sighed and looked to the ceiling wistfully, with a reverence that felt almost prayer-like. Her eyes snapped back to me. “That means the girl’s his last unfinished business. Good thing you two took her in, hey? Almost like you were guided by old Reindolph’s own hand.”


  “I guess you could see it like that,” I replied.


  Leo’s the one who led us to Lieza. Without her, Eckenhart and I wouldn’t have even known there was trouble.


  Maybe Reindolph did lead Leo to her? I get that beastkin and monsters have a special connection, but still, she noticed Lieza from way too far away. Smelling Lieza in the slums over all the other people in the city strikes me as way harder than our search for Cherie in the Fenrir Forest, and she even had a sense-enhancing herb boosting her at the time.


  I told Isabel more about the situation we found Lieza in. 


  “Reindolph was an accomplished fighter,” Isabel said with a nod. Though I could see the disgust on her face over what Lieza went through, she didn’t seem surprised. “Everyone in the slums knew it, which is why they left him and Lieza well enough alone. Of course, without him…”


  I nodded sadly. “She was defenseless.”


  If they knew the truth behind the anti-beastkin propaganda, though, they wouldn’t have picked on her at all—or at least, that’s my naïve hope. Isabel is proof that proper explanation is all it would take; Lieza wouldn’t like her so much if she believed that nonsense. She speaks of Lieza with such fondness, I have a feeling she cared for her like Reindolph. 


  “Papa, look! I’m all clean! Thank you, Gramma!” Lieza burst back into the room, beaming with pride as she thanked Isabel.


  Ah, excellent manners.


  “Hahaha,” I laughed. “Yup, looks like you’re right back to being as cute and clean as a button. Good job.”


  Isabel briefly glanced at Lieza. “Good for you.”


  Despite her surly attitude, I caught a glimpse of a smile on the old woman’s lips. Lieza also seemed to pick up on her bashfulness.


  She trotted over to Isabel and wrapped her tiny arms around the older woman. “Ehehe! Gramma!”


  Isabel’s eyes widened in surprise. “My, my. Since when did you become such a little suck-up?”


  “Ever since Mama and Papa, and even Claire and everyone else, said Lieza doesn’t have to worry about holding back anymore.”


  Isabel patted Lieza on the head, smiling at the words left unsaid. Lieza nuzzled her, tail wagging softly. I could tell they’d done this routine so many times before, no doubt back when Reindolph was alive and well.


  “Good for you, Lieza.”


  It looks like Claire and I have gotten through to her… I knew she had to be forcing herself to ‘behave.’ 


  “It’s good to say when you want something like that, and you should definitely take them up on that offer.” Isabel paused. “Wait, who are your Mama and Papa now? Don’t tell me Lady Claire finally made a move?”


  Isabel smirked at Claire, who stiffly brushed her off.


  “Of course it isn’t me… N-No matter how much I’d like for that to be the case,” she whispered the last part, half of it swallowed by her sigh. 


  Not sure what Claire means by that…probably nothing


  I cut in with a polite laugh. “Haha, Leo is her ‘Mama’. It was Lieza’s decision, so we’ve been going with it.”


  “Ah, your famous silver fenrir. Sounds like she found the only protector that could beat the duke’s own house.” Though Isabel sounded surprised, she accepted the truth readily enough. No doubt she was versed in the old legends herself.


  I’m glad Lieza had some decent people in her life before us.


  Laila turned to me. “Perhaps this would be an opportune time to have Miss Lieza’s mana tested?”


  “Oh, right! This is the perfect opportunity,” I agreed. 


  Isabel sniffed. “Mana testing?”


  Claire did mention getting Lieza tested here at some point, and it shouldn’t take long.


  “I’m sorry for asking so much of you today,” I told Isabel. “You wouldn’t mind that, would you?”


  She nodded readily. “Sure, no trouble at all. Wait here a minute, will ya?”


  “Might I ask if I could use your kitchen?” Laila asked her. “I wish to prepare tea.”


  “’Course, it’s right back there. Make me a cup too, will ya?”


  “It would be my pleasure.”


  Right, we haven’t had anything to drink since lunch… I’m glad Laila thought to ask.


  Both of them left, and Isabel returned a moment later with a hefty crystal ball.


  “Here you go. This’ll get her all figured out,” she said. 


  “I guess Reindolph never tested her,” I remarked. “Was he waiting until she was older, you think?”


  Claire nodded. “It’s certainly possible.”


  I didn’t know how much Reindolph knew about magic, but that seemed like a reasonable assumption. I was still on the basics myself, after all, and Tilura just had her first magic lesson the other day.


  Actually, considering how dangerous magic can be, I can understand the hesitance.


  Laila brought the tea for us, then carried a tray out to Johanna and Nicola. She also had a water bowl for Leo, but I didn’t see the point in that when Leo could make her own drinking water at will.


  “No need to fret or focus on anything particular, dear,” Isabel directed Lieza. “Just put your hands on the ball here.”


  “Like this?”


  As soon as Lieza touched it, the sphere flashed red. Then, a few seconds later, it began to give off a soft yellow glow.


  That looks nothing like mine did. Is it because I have a Gift and she doesn’t?


  Lieza gasped, entranced. “Wow! It’s so pretty!”
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  I’ve gotta admit, that is gorgeous. I wish I’d been calm enough to enjoy my mana test.


  Isabel nodded. “Ah… Interesting.”


  Lieza looked up at her pensively. “D-Did I do okay?”


  “Yeah, how did she do?” I asked her.


  “Don’t rush me!” Isabel huffed. “Give me a minute, here.”


  I know Lieza wants to be able to use magic, and I’ll admit I’m dying to know her results.


  Finally, after a moment’s thought, Isabel opened her mouth to announce the results. “First of all, Lieza, you do have mana for casting.”


  “Yay!”


  “Don’t cheer until she’s done,” I chided Lieza. “Although yes, that is good news.”


  Claire nodded eagerly. “Can you possibly tell us anything more?”


  She doesn’t have a Gift, too, does she? No, those are like one-in-a-million odds… I’d be shocked if she did.


  “Frankly, she’s got more mana reserves than your average person. She even beats out Takumi, by a little,” Isabel explained. 


  “Really?” I asked. 


  She nodded. “Did you notice that red blinking at the start? That only happens if she’s got mana to spare.”


  Come to think of it, it flashed even more than it did for me way back then… I’d nearly forgotten about that.


  Isabel pursed her lips. “The problem is, the yellow light.”


  “Is yellow bad?” I asked anxiously.


  “It was so pretty!” Lieza giggled.


  Mine was green, so that was another notable difference.


  “Takumi has a Gift, that’s why his lit up green. Normally, though, the color indicates your mana output.”


  “Output?” I asked.


  “You can have all the mana in the world, but you can only use the spells your output allows for. Same restrictions apply with low reserves and a high output. That’s the normal case, though. Not for Lieza.”


  “How so?”


  Lieza looked up at us. “Does that mean I’m special?”


  If Lieza’s different from the norm, does that mean it takes her longer to use the same amount of mana or something? She seems happy at just being special somehow. 


  “I’d say it’s because she’s a beastkin,” Isabel told us. “I’ve never tested someone like her before, so I can’t say anything for sure.”


  “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked. 


  Claire’s brow furrowed. “I was afraid something like this might happen.”


  I thought the only thing that made Lieza different was her ears and tail?


  “Lieza’s reserves and output are both fine,” Isabel explained. “In fact, she’s got some of the purest mana I’ve seen. I don’t know if she’d be able to cast anything the rest of us can, though.” She looked down at Lieza. “You can go ahead and let go now, child.”


  I frowned. “She can’t?”


  Lieza looked up at me. “Yeah… Does that mean I can’t do magic?”


  I could tell from her tone that she was a little disappointed.


  “Now hold on, I didn’t say that,” Isabel chided. “All I mean is, she can’t use our magic. I’m sure the beastkin have their own spells they’re good at. If I had to guess…physical enhancement spells?”


  “Enhancement, huh?”


  “Oh!” Claire’s eyes flew open. “So all the tales claiming beastkin are stronger than regular humans—”


  “That’s right. You hear it in all the tales. Makes sense, considering they’ve been hunter-gatherers for generations. Bet it helps them fight a great deal,” Isabel said.


  Interesting… So beastkin naturally rely on tools and the like less than humans because they have other means of completing the same task. It’s the same outcome, but a different path. Lieza clearly has a high baseline strength and stamina—her marathon herb-grinding session with Milicia proved that. Sounds like a fair assumption on Isabel’s part.


  “Of course, that’s just a guess,” Isabel continued. “I certainly can’t say for sure one way or another. What I can tell you, Lieza, is that you’ll find your own magic if you keep looking hard enough, the kind none of us could ever pull off.”


  “My own magic… Okay, I’ll do it! I dunno how to, but I’ll do it!”


  “I’m sure Claire or Sebastian or someone can start you out right. I bet that old butler would love another excuse to go rooting through his books,” Isabel remarked. 


  I chuckled. “You’re right about that.”


  It’s the Return of the Grampsplainer…not that he ever left. She’ll be using magic before we know it, I’m sure.


  As we were saying our goodbyes and getting ready to leave the magic shop, I remembered something that Harton had given us.


  “Hold on a second, Lieza. Try putting this on first.”


  “Hm?”


  It was the knit hat, the one specifically designed to hide her ears. I’d nearly forgotten about it in the commotion outside Harton’s, but with any luck, it would hide her beastkin features from passersby.


  I helped her fit her ears into the designated pouches and buttoned the chinstrap so it couldn’t slip off by accident.


  “What do you think?” I asked her, anxious.


  “My ears itch a little…” She caught her reflection in the crystal ball and her smile lit up. “It’s so cute, though!”


  Claire giggled. “It fits you wonderfully.”


  I nodded. “It’s a really cute look.”


  Her ears had to be at least a little cramped, but from the outside, they were only barely visible as slight lumps. She still had her tail out, but aside from that, I could easily mistake her for an ordinary human girl.


  Lieza blushed. “Ehehehe!”


  I’m glad I bought it, especially because she seems so taken with it. I’ll have to thank Harton properly the next time I see him.


  With that, we were finally prepared to leave.


  “Bye, Isabel. Thank you for everything.”


  Claire nodded. “Until next time.”


  Isabel nodded warmly. “You all take care, now. Come back and visit sometime when you’re less busy.”


  I chuckled politely. “Hahaha, definitely.”


  Lieza waved. “Bye-bye, Gramma!”


  “Goodbye, now. Make sure Takumi and Lady Claire spoil you rotten, you hear?”


  “I will!”


  They’re just like grandmother and granddaughter… I’m glad we stopped by. It gives me hope to see that there are decent people out in the world, too. I might not know much about Reindolph, but at least he was a good guy. Lieza herself is proof of that.


  We stepped out of the store, and Lieza made an immediate beeline for Leo.


  “Look, Mama!” She pointed eagerly at her head. “Look what I got!”


  “Ruff? Bwuff, wurff.”


  “Right? Papa got it for me! He said I can hide my ears now!”


  “Wuff?” Leo looked at me. “Ruffa.”


  “I can’t take all the credit. It was all Harton’s idea.”


  Leo pointedly cocked her head to the side.


  If anything, Leo should be thanking Harton for being so considerate. Also, stop looking at me like that, girl. I know I’m not the most considerate guy out there, but at least I try.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “LA LA, la lum!”


  Lieza hummed cheerfully to herself from her perch on Leo’s back as we walked toward Ractos’ west gate. She swayed back and forth like a living metronome as we went.


  I chuckled. “Someone’s in a good mood. You’re that happy they forgave you, huh?”


  “Yep!”


  After leaving Isabel’s, we used the remainder of the afternoon visiting the grocer Lieza had been forced to steal from. The employees were reluctant to hear her out at first, but after she apologized, they forgave her. Claire and the rest of us went with her—it wouldn’t be right to make her do it alone, after all—but I hoped our armed escort didn’t give them the wrong impression.


  If they live in Ractos, I bet they run into this issue a lot… They can’t go around prosecuting every slum-dweller and orphaned child they see. I feel this wasn’t the first time they turned a blind eye to this kind of thing.


  Claire smiled as she watched Lieza sway to the beat of her song.


  “You can barely tell she’s a beastkin at all,” she remarked.


  “Yeah. You can’t even see her tail from this angle.”


  Leo’s fur was long and dense enough that even Lieza’s fluffy plume of a tail was totally invisible. The only way anyone could see it would be if she stuck it straight into the air, or someone somehow caught a look at her from above. She looked like any girl her age would.


  “Even though sweet Lieza got hurt, I do believe this was a good trip overall.”


  I nodded. “We got to talk to her about all kinds of stuff, and I’m glad we found someone she knew in a good way. I feel even closer to her now.”


  “Oh, definitely. I had suspected she was still holding back around the staff and me,” Claire said. 


  “She’s probably not used to being popular in a good way. I mean, she was even holding back with me.”


  Over the course of our shopping trip, and especially through Isabel, Lieza seemed to relax more and more. The villa had brought her some ease, definitely, but this trip pushed the envelope. Even the rock-throwing and Lieza’s breakdown in Claire’s arms turned out well in hindsight, though I was still determined to hunt down the perpetrator.


  Claire turned to me. “What would you do if you found whoever hurt Lieza?”


  “Where’s this coming from all of a sudden?”


  “Personally, I think the crime had to have come from a place of hatred, or even a sense of superiority over beastkin. I’m curious what you think should happen to him.”


  “Fair enough. Let me think…”


  I’ll never forgive him for hurting Lieza, and his crime was probably motivated by hatred, at least in the moment. I don’t think that means he should be punished too severely, though. He was one of the hooligans who had cornered Lieza in the slums, so I have to assume he’s just ignorant, or maybe he wanted an outlet for all his frustration at his slum life.


  Whatever the case, his motives are really what his punishment should hinge on. He also seemed pretty young, maybe barely high school age. That’s still a kid—heck, if he were in Milicia’s shoes, he would still be in the orphanage right now. I can’t be too harsh on a kid like that.


  “Well, first I’d want him to apologize properly to Lieza for his crimes and have him properly educated all about beastkin. After that…wait, do you have the equivalent of a community service sentence with parole here?”


  Claire startled in surprise. “You’d let him off that easily?”


  “It might not be much, but I wouldn’t feel right punishing the culprit too hard.”


  Some people might call me naïve or complacent, but I believe that’s a fair start. If he’s still racist against beastkin after all that, we’ll punish him more. If he properly apologizes and repents, why shouldn’t that be the end of it? I don’t think we’d have to go further unless he doubles down on his evildoing and discriminatory ways. He’s not like the merchants who brought that pack of orcs to Lange, so Sebastian and Eckenhart don’t have to get deadly serious with him.


  Finally, Claire nodded. “I understand. I’ll keep your wishes in mind for when the perpetrator is found.”


  “Please do, unless you think I’m being too naïve.”


  Man, that line of thought got serious… I almost hope Claire uses her own judgment. It’d be a whole lot sounder than mine, that’s for sure.


   


   


   


  Chapter 3: The Stone-Thrower’s Story


   


  “FASTER, Mama, faster!”


  “Bow-wowff!”


  “Hey now, Lieza, we can’t go too far from the carriage. And you, Leo, don’t just do what she says without thinking,” I chided. 


  I don’t want Claire and the others to worry about Lieza—though they’re just as likely to be jealous as they are worried.


  We were on the route back to the villa from Ractos. Claire and Laila rode in the carriage, while Johanna took the driver’s seat and Nicola brought up the rear on horseback. The sun was about to fully set. Tilura was probably getting tired of waiting, and I still had to check on the herb gardens before the evening’s sword drills.


  “It’s more fun when Mama goes fast,” Lieza complained.


  “Sure, Leo’s fast, but we don’t want to tire out the poor horses pulling that carriage.”


  “Can Mama pull it instead?”


  “Uh… probably not.”


  Sure, it’d be faster, and we wouldn’t have to worry about falling off Leo’s back, but I don’t think Leo would accept that. I’ve heard of dogsleds, but what would you even call a cart pulled by Leo? A doggy buggy? A wolf wagon? In the first place, I want to question Lieza’s logic that Leo can be both her mama and an upgraded horse. Kids and their imaginations…or maybe beastkin families operate differently? She’s right, though; that would be pretty fast and let us take more people too. I’ll have to find a way to bring it up with Leo sometime. I want to put the dog before the cart on this one.


  Before I knew it, I had spent the entire rest of the ride home thinking about it.


  “Welcome home!” the Libert villa staff called to us in greeting.


  Lieza flinched, much as she had when they were bidding farewell to us.


  I’m sure she’ll get used to it eventually. I mostly did.


  Claire gave me a small wave in parting. “Meet you at dinner, then?”


  “Yeah, of course. I’m going to drop off our things first.”


  After saying goodbye to Claire and Laila in the entrance hall, I led Lieza and Leo back to my room. Lieza had eagerly cleaned Leo’s paws this time around, and I was impressed to see she managed it without tickling her once.


  Once we were in the room, I carried Lieza’s new clothes to the dresser.


  “I’m putting your dresses in here, okay?”


  “Okay, Papa! Thank you! Oh, Lieza wants to put this in, too.”


  Lieza stuck a small bag in the corner of the drawer, likely full of her undergarments. Even with my belongings already in the dresser, we had plenty of space still.


  Laila must’ve told her about the dresser already.


  Once everything was put away, I turned to her. “Ready to go to the dining hall? I bet you’re hungry.”


  She nodded eagerly. “Yeah!”


  “Ruff!” Leo agreed.


  They sure seem eager… I bet they’ll end up stuffing their faces again.


  When we arrived at dinner, I saw that Eckenhart was already seated and waiting. Claire, Tilura, and the others were seated with him, and Sebastian was standing just behind him as usual. The dining table was already set with all manner of delicious food.


  “We’re back, Eckenhart,” I greeted.


  Eckenhart nodded approvingly. “I’m glad your trip was successful. I heard you ran into some trouble, eh?”


  “You already heard the whole story?” I asked. 


  “That’s right. Nicola and Johanna sent a missive while you were all out. Seems like quite the fuss.”


  “I was just filling them in on the finer details,” Claire explained.


  Makes sense. We’re close enough, and it sure seemed message-worthy to me.


  “Anyhow!” The duke cleared his throat. “Now that Takumi and the girls are here, let’s eat while we talk.”


  I nodded. “Definitely.”


  “Yes, let’s.”


  “Let us eat!”


  “Okay!”


  “Ruff!”


  “Awuff!”


  With that, we began to eat. Tilura, Lieza, and the pups spent most of the time talking with each other, likely sharing some fun details about the trip.


  Thanks for being her friend, Tilura.


  When we finished giving the whole story, Eckenhart frowned grimly. “I see…what an ordeal. What about the culprit?”


  “They’re still looking for him,” I replied. “They know he lives in the slums, though, so it’s probably just a matter of time.”


  I’d heard as much from the city guard on the way out of Ractos. They combined the information we gave them with a little research of their own.


  Eckenhart took in what I said. “Hold on, Takumi. Does that mean—”


  I nodded. “He’s one of the guys we found beating on Lieza.”


  “Hrm…I was aware of the anti-beastkin sentiments there before, but I never thought this would happen.”


  “Father? Perhaps we need a plan to fix the slum problem?” Claire interjected. 


  He nodded. “We can’t ignore them any longer. Of course, reforming is a lot easier said than done.”


  There was no easy way of picking only the bad apples out, after all. For all we knew, the teen who hurt Lieza could be an orphan himself—I couldn’t imagine anyone living in the slums out of choice. It was a tough question, one that I didn’t feel I could answer.


  On the other end of the table, Anrinnelesse was furiously skewering her food piece by piece. She seemed to feel just as strongly about the situation—or at least, Lieza’s injury.


  I’m glad she’s taken such a shine to Lieza, but if she keeps raging at her food like that, she’ll get gravy in her hair.


  As Eckenhart and Claire’s conversation petered out, the duke’s eyes brightened. “Ah, right! Takumi, Tilura, a moment.”


  Why’s he smiling like that? I’m getting a bad feeling about this…


  “Uh…what’s up?”


  “Yes, Father?”


  “Sebastian finally, finally gave me the go-ahead I’ve been looking for. At some point, likely not too soon, the three of us will be going on a trip.”


  “Sebastian gave you permission?” I scratched my head. “Where are we going, exactly?”


  “Are we gonna go to Ractos?” Tilura asked.


  If Sebastian needs to sign off on it, this must be something big. What could it even be, though? And why is Claire massaging her temples and sighing like that…?


  “No, not into town.” Eckenhart puffed his chest out boldly. “We’re going to the Fenrir Forest!”


  “Wait, again? Are we looking for more silver fenrir?” I asked. 


  “Not at all. It’ll be a training trip! I can’t stay here to mentor you kids forever, after all.”


  According to Eckenhart, he would need to return to the main Libert estate to attend to some administrative duties sooner or later. Before that, however, he wanted to test both of our skills in live combat. It would be necessary for Tilura if she were serious about wanting a familiar one day, and it would be a good experience to have under our belts before I left for Lange and we’d have to continue training apart. Tilura was beside herself with excitement the whole time, already chomping at the bit to fight her first monster.


  Like father, like daughter.


  Once I confirmed Leo would be with us as added insurance, I agreed to the duke’s proposal. Leo had killed plenty of trolds and literally ate orcs for breakfast, so I was confident we would have nothing to fear. Even though I caught Claire and the others rolling their eyes or sighing, they didn’t protest openly.


  The discussion ended as the after-meal tea was brought out, and I found myself listening to Tilura and Lieza chat.


  “Look, Papa bought Lieza this hat! It’s so cute!” Lieza gushed. I noticed she had a tendency to refer to herself in the third person a lot now. 


  Tilura giggled. “Wow, that’s so cool! I’m jealous!”


  Lieza really likes that ear-covering cap, huh? I haven’t seen her take it off once since we got home.


  “By the way, Lieza,” Tilura asked her. “Why are you referring to yourself in the third person now?”


  “Well, Lieza thought it might be weird, ’cause people used to pick on Lieza a lot. But Papa and Mama and Claire said Lieza can be herself now, so Lieza will do it the way she always wanted to and be herself!”


  Tilura nodded eagerly. “Yes! Be yourself, Lieza!”


  Come to think of it, Lieza’s been referring to herself like that since before we arrived at Isabel’s… I just barely noticed. Tilura can be surprisingly perceptive sometimes.


  Claire giggled at their exchange. “It looks like Lieza has learned to be herself more since our little discussion.” 


  “You picked up on it too, Claire?” I asked. 


  “Yes. I noticed it just after she had that heartfelt cry with me.” 


  “I see… I wish I’d noticed sooner. That just proves I need to pay her a lot more attention, too,” I said. 


  “Maybe.” Claire flashed me a playful smile. “Or maybe girls are more in tune with that sort of thing?”


  “Is that how it works?” I replied dubiously.


  I’ve heard about a woman’s intuition before, but I didn’t think it applied here. Speaking of women, Anrinnelesse looks like she’s about to curl up and die. Cuteness overload, maybe?


  “Even Tilura noticed first,” Anrinnelesse moaned into her kerchief. “I should’ve been the one to point it out! It should’ve been me!”


  Maybe not… Women are confusing.


  “If Anrinnelesse didn’t notice, I don’t think it’s a gender thing,” I pointed out.


  “Perhaps.” Claire narrowed her eyes at Anrinnelesse. “Or perhaps Anze isn’t a woman at all.”


  Sheesh, Claire, isn’t that a little harsh?


  The conversation dwindled and died, leaving the rest of us to watch the girls with a smile—except Anrinnelesse, who was still lamenting her failure.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  AFTER tea, we split up for the rest of the evening. Tilura, Eckenhart, and I prepared to do sword drills in the back garden as we usually did, but Sebastian stopped us just before stepping outside. Not wanting to make them wait for us, I let Leo take Lieza out ahead of us.


  “Mr. Hirooka.” Sebastian’s face was grim. “I must discuss Herb Cultivation with you.”


  “What is it? Did something happen in the garden?”


  I was thinking of checking the plants before working out, anyway.


  Judging from Eckenhart’s expression, he already knew what this was about.


  “Can we talk out there?” I asked.


  Sebastian shook his head. “It’s dark enough that you likely won’t be able to tell the difference,” he told me. “I thought it would be better to explain the situation sooner rather than later.”


  “Fair enough.”


  Magical light might interfere with the experiment, after all.


  “To put it simply, Mr. Hirooka, all the new growths had wilted by noon earlier today.”


  “Oh…I see.”


  I figured as much. They might’ve been growing more slowly than the first batch, but they still grew unnaturally fast.


  “The newer growths—generation two, I shall call them—showed some slight variation in how quickly and when they began to die, but all perished within an hour of each other,” he explained. 


  That would make the herbs I personally grew generation one, then. He’s right, that’s a lot easier to keep track of.


  “How is, uh, generation three doing?” I asked.


  “They are ready for harvesting and preservation at any time,” Sebastian replied. “Generation four has begun to sprout as well.”


  “Four, huh?”


  If I’m remembering correctly, generation two took twice the time that generation one did to mature, then wilt. Generation three already being mature means that it’s twice as slow as generation two. Therefore, it seems like the fast-growing effects of my Gift get halved with each generation of herbs.


  Sebastian continued, “From what I can tell, the fourth generation exhibits no signs of increased growth, at least not since they first sprouted. We will need to observe them further to be sure, of course, but they seem to be completely ordinary plants at this point.”


  I nodded in understanding. “That makes sense. If the effect has been getting steadily weaker all this time, it’s bound to run out eventually. How many sprouts are in generation four compared to the last ones?”


  “Excellent question. I estimate that they number only slightly less than generation three.”


  Huh, that’s weird. Generation two was twice the size of gen one, and gen three was twice the size of gen two. I thought the numbers would go up again, but I guess not. Maybe generation three is as far as Herb Cultivation can influence?


  “There is one other thing I must bring to your attention,” he prompted. 


  “Yes?”


  I’m guessing this is what he wanted to talk about in the first place.


  “From what I can tell, your herbs are consuming the soil’s nutrients at a startling rate.”


  “Really? How can you tell?”


  “Nearby foliage has begun to wilt as a result. The deterioration is not severe, but it is worth mentioning.”


  “Oh, I see…hence the wilting.”


  Logically, I knew that the herbs had to be absorbing something from the soil—nothing could grow with only sunlight and water. That also checked with the plants I’d accidentally grown in an orc’s chest some time ago; it must’ve been sucked dry.


  If anything, though, I’m impressed the soil held on this long with no immediate side effects. I have been changing up where I use Herb Cultivation whenever I grow herbs for the day, but there have also been different sun and water levels, too… Or maybe it’s just the number of plants growing there? That doesn’t fully explain the orc, though, since blood and water are very different. I’ll have to run some more experiments after I’m set up in Lange.


  “Fortunately, given that the accelerated growth of the plants has already slowed, I don’t anticipate the soil will die altogether, but it’s certainly something to keep in mind once your farm has been established.”


  I nodded. “I’ll be sure not to grow too many herbs in a single area at a time.”


  “Very good. Given the speed and volume of herbs produced, I would recommend rotating your cultivation between several different plots of land.”


  Good idea… I’ll start in one plot, wait until the herbs have begun to spread, then start in another plot. That way I can leave some plots empty and let the soil heal itself. There are plenty of details that go into the process, like how much to plant when, but I’m sure we can help the healing process with fertilizer and the like. At least Herb Cultivation takes care of more fiddly factors like soil type and sun level for me…


  “As such,” Sebastian continued, “you will likely require a larger workforce than originally planned, to account for added planning and soil-care. My apologies for adding more to your already-crowded plate.”


  I nodded. “I’ll be busy, that’s for sure. I just hope I don’t mess anything up.”


  I barely know how to do this stuff, let alone being able to lead a team.


  “Rest assured, Mr. Hirooka, you will have a personal butler and milady’s aid to see you through.”


  “Claire’s coming to Lange for sure, then?”


  I was hoping to go alone, maybe take the chance to relax… This is already more than I’d bargained for. If they’re so sure I’ll succeed that I’m getting a butler and even Claire, though, I’ll just have to hope for the best.


  “Nothing is certain yet, but I believe that will be the case. I will seek her out once we are done here, but His Grace has fully consented. I should also inform you that I will have an expanded list of candidates ready soon.”


  “Okay. I don’t even know how many people I should be hiring yet, but I’ll look it over.”


  “Please do. I will continue to vet people as thoroughly as possible, but I encourage you to choose well nonetheless.”


  “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”


  I remember hearing the list I had was a work in progress, but the scale of the project had already ballooned beyond what I’d hoped. There were far too many people relying on me to pull out, however, so I had to try to take it in stride.


  I’m more worried about who to take… I know Sebastian is doing his best, but there’s always a chance he’ll miss something.


  I tried not to worry too much as I watched Sebastian leave down the hall, no doubt to find Claire.


  Eckenhart then led Tilura and me outside, and we wasted no time in getting down to drills. When we finished, Eckenhart approached me while I was wiping my sweat.


  “Takumi, my boy!” Eckenhart waved me over to him. “When you’re in the woods, you’re free to bring a katana instead of a short sword if you’d like.”


  “A katana? But I thought those were a royal secret?” I asked. 


  “Nobody will see you out in the woods. You should still carry a regular sword for going into town, of course, but you are still permitted to use the katana even there in times of emergency.”


  Fair enough, actually. I doubt we’ll be running into many people in the woods. There’s no way to be sure, of course, but it seems a safe bet. I don’t think I’ll ever have the need to carry a katana into town, though.


  “Everyone on the trip will be from the villa,” he assured me. “Besides, it wouldn’t hurt too much even if we got spotted with the weapons. Katanas are not unheard of.”


  “I see. I think I’ll bring both then, if that’s okay.”


  I had killed a few orcs with a short sword before, but not a katana. Bringing both would give me a better feel for the differences between the two blades.


  “No problem here,” he replied. “I’ve been watching the way you swing that katana, and it seems to rest more easily in your hands.”


  “I guess, yeah. Swinging it feels a lot more natural.”


  Eckenhart nodded thoughtfully. “Part of that might be because of your sword experience. Personally, I think it has more to do with your aptitude.”


  “My aptitude?”


  I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I thought I could feel the difference he was referring to.


  “Oh, one more thing, Takumi. I should be hearing back from Lange soon.”


  “Really? About the farm plans?”


  He nodded. “I wrote the village’s mayor about it some time ago.”


  I haven’t seen Mayor Hannes in ages… I hope he agrees to the plan. He was very welcoming on my first visit, and so was everyone else in town. I know it’d be hard for them to turn down a direct request from the duke himself, so I sure hope they don’t feel too pressured into it.


  Eckenhart and I continued to chat as we headed inside. Tilura and Lieza both volunteered to help me wipe Leo’s paws, and with their help, we finished in record time.


  They make a pretty good team… If I didn’t know better, I’d think they were sisters.


  We returned to my room, and Lieza left with the maids shortly after for her bath. Normally we’d just be killing time, but I looked Leo in the eye to make sure she knew I was serious. Leo sat at attention in front of me.


  “Okay, Leo. We’re going to be heading back to the Fenrir Forest, but it’s going to be different this time. The whole point is to give Tilura and me real combat experience, so you can’t kill all the monsters this time.”


  Tilura was the main focus to be sure, but I was determined to hone my skills as well as I could to protect my fields and even Lange, if need be.


  We took a moment to discuss a few basic commands. I opted to keep them as short and simple as possible.


  Leo nodded and shifted her paws eagerly. “Wark!” she barked.


  I’m glad she’s excited, but is she ready for this?


  “All right, Leo. Wait!”


  “Ruff!”


  Leo obediently dropped to the ground.


  This should prevent her from charging any monsters we come across. It’s pretty similar to a trick I used to train her not to eat food that was in front of her, so I’m not surprised she picked it up on the spot.


  “Okay, let’s try this. Run!”


  “Ruff, ruff!”


  She stood and stuck her snout behind my back.


  Good… now she’ll know what to do if things take a turn for the worse.


  Ideally, she’d scoop someone up in her mouth and let us on her back and run, but we didn’t have the people or the space to demo it in my room. Instead, we were settling with symbolic gestures. I doubted we’d need it, especially with Eckenhart and armed guards with us, but it didn’t hurt to prepare.


  “Now sit…okay, sic ’em!”


  “BARK!!”


  On that signal, Leo was allowed to kill a particular monster. That would save her from having to guess if we were in trouble and needed help. Leo seemed a little confused as to what she should do to let me know she understood, but I knew she did from the way she trembled with anticipation, ready to pounce.


  Depending on what we run into, that might end up being our most-used passphrase…


  We continued running mock drills while waiting for Lieza to come back from her bath. Leo was so receptive and eager that I felt like a seasoned dog trainer.


  Not that I’ve done much of anything. I’m just lucky she’s brilliant and we can understand each other.


  “All right, Leo, last one. Growl!”


  “GRRRRRRRRRR!!!”


  Leo stared at me and crouched, growling with lips curled back from her glistening fangs as if to scare away a monster or wild animal. Even though I knew it was practice, my hair stood on end.


  It was at that moment, however, that tragedy struck.


  “Papa, Mama, Lieza’s ba— Eep?!”


  “Oh no. Lieza!”


  “Wruff?!”


  Lieza threw the door open, and at the sight of Leo in full scare-mode, she stopped dead in her tracks. Her ears dropped flat against her head, tail sullenly tucked between her quivering knees. We both hurried to her side.


  Oh, god, she must be terrified… I’m the worst dad alive.


  “I-I’m so sorry, Lieza! We didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “Wuff, bwuff ruff? Woooo…”


  Lieza blinked at Leo. “Mama? Y-You’re not mad?”


  “Nobody is upset with you,” I promised her. “We were practicing signals, and Leo was pretending to scare a bad guy away. She’s not angry at you or anyone in the least.”


  Leo nodded. “Wuff, ruff.”


  Lieza sniffled. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “Ruff.”


  Finally, she smiled again. “Good! Lieza was scared you two were fighting…”


  I’m glad she’s not angry with us, but did it really look like we were arguing? She might call us Papa and Mama, but that doesn’t mean we fight like a married couple. We’re not that kind of partnership. I’ll try not to fight with Leo in front of Lieza nonetheless.


  “Also, Lieza, do you remember?” I chided her. “You have to always knock and get permission before going into someone’s room, even mine.”


  If she had knocked, at least Leo would’ve clued into the situation right away and we would’ve avoided scaring her altogether.


  She bashfully scratched her head. “Ehehehe… Lieza forgot.”


  “Try to remember, okay? If you had knocked, Leo and I wouldn’t have scared you like that.”


  Raising a kid wouldn’t be so hard if she could remember everything perfectly. I won’t claim to know much about parenting, but I do remember how hard it was to be a kid. Some things I grasped instantly, other things took a lot of effort. Plus, Lieza’s been through a lot more than I have, even just considering the ruckus today in Ractos.


  Lieza nodded. “I’ll remember!”


  “Awrooo!” Leo declared proudly.


  I couldn’t tell if the lesson had sunk in yet, but I didn’t see the point in badgering her about it.


  “Okay, then.” I stood and stretched, then grabbed my bathing things. “Leo and I are going to go take our baths now. Wait, maybe should have Laila watch you while I’m out…”


  Leo gave me a look of horror. “W-Wurf?!”


  Lieza shook her head. “Lieza’s okay on her own!”


  It looks like she’s starting to get over her fears. I think she finally understands that she’s not really alone, even if there’s nobody in the room with her.


  “All right, you can wait alone. We’ll be back as soon as we can.” I turned to Leo. “C’mon, girl, you’re coming with me.”


  “Wuffa-woo,” she complained. 


  Nonetheless, Leo followed me outside our room, where I found Laila and Gelda waiting. I asked them to help Leo dry off when we finished, to which they readily agreed. Once I was in the bath, I washed my body and then scrubbed Leo down. It went well, except that I had to keep her from playing with the water barrel too much. Once she was done, I sent her out of the bathroom.


  “Laila! Gelda!” I called. “Leo’s coming out!”


  “Wurff, ruff!”


  “Okay!”


  “We will take care of her from here.”


  Finally, I was alone to soak.


  “Seriously, Leo,” I sighed to myself. “She says she hates baths, but she’s the one who got water everywhere.”


  She could’ve done worse than paw at the water, I guess, but that water was cold and I got soaked in it. I kept stopping her because I didn’t want to leave Lieza waiting too long, but maybe I should’ve let her have her fun.


  Once I was out of the bath, I headed back to the room.


  “I’m coming in!” I knocked at the door before opening, just to be sure. “Uh…Leo? Lieza? What in the world are you doing?”


  “Papa!”


  “Wuff?”


  What I saw could only be described as strange. Leo was sitting in front of Lieza, who was seated in a chair. Her massive paw was outstretched, and Lieza was resting one of her tiny hands on it.


  Is Lieza “shaking” Leo’s paw?


  “Look, Papa! Mama taught Lieza a trick!”


  Lieza hopped out of her chair and grabbed me by the hand, leading me back to where she’d been seated.


  She glanced at Leo. “Um…what do I do again, Mama?”


  “Wuff,” Leo told her. “Ruff-bawruff, woof.”


  I looked between them in a daze. “What the?”


  I then watched as Lieza, following Leo’s instructions, put her left hand on mine.


  “This is shake!” she announced, then dropped that hand to her lap to replace it with her right. “Lieza can do the other paw, too!”


  “Oh…wow…”


  I don’t know how to begin to process this. Do most dads need to worry about their fox-featured daughter learning dog tricks from her giant wolf mom?


  I glanced at Leo. “This is what you wanted to teach her?”


  “Wuff, bweruff.”


  “Mama said this is the first thing you ever taught her!” Lieza translated excitedly.


  I didn’t need her to interpret that for me, but I’m glad she’s enjoying herself. I’m surprised Leo remembers all that, though. It happened when she was just a tiny puppy, and she had only recently gotten her strength back after I rescued her… I’m flattered, but I don’t know if I want Lieza learning dog tricks.


  I understood that Leo wanted to teach something to Lieza, and that was her way of doing it. She might even be sharing her single earliest memory with her daughter. That being said, I found myself wishing Leo taught that to Cherie instead.


  Cherie practically is a regular dog. She spends all her time playing, sleeping, or eating, and I can barely even believe she’s a dangerous fenrir.


  “Miss Lieza.” I was startled to find Laila beside me. I hadn’t even heard her come inside. “Shake?”


  “Okay!” Lieza proudly put her hand in Laila’s.


  Laila nodded understandingly as she pet Lieza’s head as a reward. “I see. The urge to praise her is irresistible.”


  “You too, Laila?” I groaned.
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  I’ll admit she’s adorable, but she’s a person, not a pet. But apparently, getting praised makes people and pets alike happy. Plus, kids love mimicking dogs.


  Rather than spoil her fun, though, I decided to let Lieza continue what she was doing.


  After that, I handled a last-minute request and I ended up falling asleep somewhat later than usual.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  WHEN I woke up the following morning, I looked at the clock to find that it was a little before noon.


  Yeesh…maybe I shouldn’t have stayed up so late last night. At least I didn’t set an alarm or anything.


  Cherie had broken out of Claire’s room the night before. Claire asked Leo and me to help her track the rascal down, and when we eventually found her, she was in the kitchen scarfing down a midnight snack. Leo and Claire both scolded her to make sure she wouldn’t do that again, but the damage had been done. She nearly had to be rolled out of the kitchen.


  We should probably consider putting her on a diet… If fenrir health is anything like dog health, obesity is no laughing matter.


  I thought about the night before as I washed up. After that, Leo, Lieza, and I headed to the dining hall for lunch, but for some reason, Lieza was wearing her ear-hiding hat again.


  “You don’t need to hide your ears here, Lieza,” I told her.


  She grinned up at me. “Lieza knows! She wants to wear it.”


  “Really? I mean, if that’s what you’d like, sure.”


  She’s really taken a shine to it, especially considering how uncomfortable she found it at first. I’m glad I got it for her after all.


  When we made it to the dining hall, Claire apologized to us again about Cherie’s adventure the night before. She and Leo chatted for a bit about training, though of course I had to interpret for them. In the end, Leo offered to take Cherie, making the pup perch on her head and well out of food’s reach the entire time. I glimpsed what I thought was infinite despair in her little eyes, but I pretended not to notice.


  I’ll start pitying her again when her stomach stops grazing the floor.


  We ate brunch, after which I hurried out to the backyard to grow herbs for the day. I made sure to grow everything Milicia would need for the day and delivered it to her directly. Afterwards, I stopped by the herb garden to see its state for myself. I found that the nearby foliage was dying, just like Sebastian said, and the ground had begun to crack and dry out in places. I decided to start a new test patch some distance away for good measure.


  I may as well experiment while I can.


  Once I’d finished with the new garden, I decided to join Tilura and Eckenhart for the day’s training. Leo and Lieza were already outside, helping Cherie with a little “training” cardio. I had assumed Lieza would be helping Milicia with compounding again, but evidently playing with Cherie was more pressing.


  I’m glad she’s got a variety of hobbies already.


  “Bark! Wark, bark!”


  “Awuff!”


  “Ahahahahaha!”


  Leo was chasing Cherie in a run across the yard, with Lieza running at the front of the pack. They were going at about the pace that Eckenhart or I could run, but only Cherie seemed to be out of breath at all. Leo had originally led the pack, but Cherie quickly lost interest and wandered off whenever she wasn’t being barked at.


  It must be just as scary to her as it’d be to any other small animal, huh.


  Once Eckenhart had finished prepping for the day’s training, he rubbed his hands together excitedly.


  “All right, I’d like to start with our usual warm-up run, but…” He looked at Leo and her pack, then swallowed hard. “I-I think I’ll run behind Miss Leo. What about you two?”


  “I want to run in front,” I said. “That’s where Lieza is.”


  Tilura’s eyes lit up. “I wanna run with Lieza and Cherie!”


  “Right, then.” Eckenhart swallowed hard. “I-I’ll just…start chasing down Miss Leo, then.”


  He probably doesn’t want to get barked at… She’s not angry at us or anything, but I can’t blame him.


  After the warm-up, we got into and finished the day’s training without much further trouble. Sebastian came out of the villa while I was catching my breath.


  “Do you have a moment, Mr. Hirooka?”


  “Hahh…hahh… What is it?” I asked between gasps for air. 


  It’s a little early for dinner, isn’t it? The sun’s barely started to set.


  “You have guests from Ractos.”


  “Ractos? You mean Nick?”


  He shook his head. “Members of the town guard, with the man you had arrested in tow.”


  I looked at him blankly.


  Wait, who did I arrest?


  Noticing my confusion, Sebastian leaned in and lowered his voice.


  “The one who assaulted Miss Lieza.”


  “Oh, him. You caught him already?”


  I’ll admit, that’s impressive.


  “We have indeed—ah, please do not run off yet, Your Grace.”


  Eckenhart moved to run for the house, but the butler held him back.


  “He threw a rock at Lieza,” Eckenhart insisted. “I have to be there.”


  “Haste makes waste, Your Grace, not to mention unwilling to cooperate. I elect Mr. Hirooka talk with him first.”


  He huffed indignantly. “All right, but only because she’s his daughter.”


  “Ah…haha, yeah, that’s me.”


  It feels so weird to hear that out loud… Sure, she calls me Papa and I care for her like a daughter, but I never thought I’d wind up a single parent.


  I followed Sebastian and Eckenhart to where the soldiers were waiting. Leo, Cherie, and the others were still in the garden. I didn’t know how the conversation would play out, especially if I brought him and Lieza face-to-face.


  Talk first. I’ll work out the rest from there. 


  I left Tilura to entertain Lieza, Cherie, and Leo while I was away. Cherie seemed too exhausted from running to lift a paw, but that wasn’t too surprising, since Lieza and the fenrirs ended up running the entire time I was training. Laila stayed with them as well, just in case they needed anything. Lieza herself seemed out of breath for the first time since we’d met, but she still seemed to have energy left over.


  Do beastkin have infinite energy or something? I wondered as we headed inside the villa.


  As we walked, I asked Sebastian why they’d brought the culprit all the way out here to me specifically. Apparently they wanted to settle the affair quietly—many people had seen Leo’s outburst, and it would be better for their sake as well if they weren’t reminded of it.


  Before long, we came to the front entrance hall.


  “Are they outside?” I asked Sebastian.


  “Indeed. We can hardly let a criminal inside.”


  “That makes sense.”


  I sure wouldn’t welcome a rock-thrower into a nice house like this… They wouldn’t want him throwing anything inside, after all. They don’t want him to remember anything about the layout inside, either, for security reasons.


  I followed Sebastian out the front door and tried to ignore the fact that we just walked through the villa to go outside again. We walked a short distance to the gate. Two men in metal armor were waiting for us, and between them was a short boy with rope-bound hands.


  “My apologies for the wait,” Sebastian greeted them.


  One guard saluted Eckenhart. “We have found the culprit in question, sir, and brought him as requested.”


  He nodded, turning to the boy. “I take it he is the one responsible.”


  The other guard jabbed him in the back, prodding him forward. “Stand straight, boy!”


  “Shove off!” the boy hissed.


  Wow, the kid’s got guts… I remember noticing that the first time we were in the slums. He’s not even scared by those huge guards in armor.


  The boy had roughly cut short hair and was caked in dirt from head to toe, though I couldn’t tell if that was his natural squalor or if it was the circumstances of his arrest. He was in his teens; his rugged features were undercut by his round face. Both hands were tied behind his back, and he was trembling with fear at his coming punishment.


  I have no idea how old he’d be by this world’s standards, but he’d probably be in high school if he’d been born in Japan.


  “Takumi?”


  Eckenhart’s voice brought me back to the present.


  “Er, yes, of course.” I cleared my throat, trying to think of something to say. “What, er… what’s your name?”


  He only glared at me. I glanced at one of the men holding him for help.


  “He answers to Marc,” the soldier replied.


  “Er. Thank you.” I refocused on the boy. “So, Marc, do you know why you’re here?”


  Again, silence.


  “Answer him!” a guard hissed, jabbing him in the back again.


  The boy spat at the ground. “Because I threw a stupid rock, right?”


  Man, I need to work on my interrogation skills…


  “Yes, exactly. You tried to hurt an innocent young girl, and you hit her on the head. That’s the only reason why Leo—the silver fenrir with her—got upset. You’re lucky we stopped her before she got to you.”


  “I ain’t scared of no monster! I was trying to save the town!”


  I pursed my lips. “You’re right, a silver fenrir is technically a monster.”


  That’s not who he was referring to, though.


  He shook his head. “Not the dog, the girl! She’s half-animal. Beastkin monsters should stay in the woods where they belong!”


  There we go, now he’s talking.


  I got the feeling he wouldn’t answer any questions on my terms, so I prodded him until he started to talk. Sure enough, he was sharing more information now.


  I hope I’m not misreading the situation…


  “Right, you keep calling her a ‘monster’. You’re forgetting that she hasn’t hurt anyone, though. You’re the only one who caused any harm.”


  “What, I need your permission to fight off a monster? I’ll beat up anything bad I see!”


  “Oh, so you’re a hero, now? What makes you think she was a monster, though, if she’s the same as you except for her ears and tail?”


  Not to mention familiars exist, too. Cherie doesn’t have a malicious bone in her body. Leo’s not a familiar, but she’s proof there can be good monsters too. They’d never attack someone the same way orcs or trolds would. Did he really think Lieza was a problem when nobody else seemed to even care?


  “Monsters are evil!” Marc spat. “He said they’re all bad!”


  “Really? Who’s ‘he’?”


  The boy clamped his mouth. Glancing around at the others, I could tell nobody else knew who the boy could be referring to, either.


  It sounds like Marc didn’t come up with this stuff on his own. Figures. 


  “Who is he?” I asked again. “Is he the man who told you beastkin are the enemy?”


  He shook his head. “I’ll never tell! If I do, I won’t be safe anywhere in town. I can say he’s the one who taught me about beastkin, though. He said they’re inhuman monsters that need to be destroyed.”


  “Did he now?”


  If somebody’s keeping Marc’s mouth shut, then maybe there’s someone in the city who’s spreading this nonsense? Like a secret crime boss or something? From the way Marc said it, ‘he’ has the power to have people killed if they talk, too. There’s no secret slum overlord or anything, is there?


  “Are you sure you can’t say anything?” I pressed. “Nothing at all?”


  Marc scoffed. “If I let one word slip, I won’t be safe anywhere in town, let alone the slums. Look, he gave us food, even a place to live. He’s doing what’s right for Ractos!”


  “Hmm…”


  Whoever this guy is, it sounds like he’s gathering orphans under him. He’s probably looking for gullible pawns he can win over for cheap. I guess it’s possible he’s a good guy, though…theoretically…maybe. Yeah, probably not.


  I tried every means I could think of to pry information out of Marc, but nothing I said could get him to tell me anything else worthwhile.


  Sebastian gave me a look. “Are you perhaps finished with your questions, sir?”


  “Sebastian? Oh, uh, sure.”


  Maybe he knows how to make him talk?


  I stepped back and let the butler take over.


  “Marc, was it?” Sebastian asked. “Your patron couldn’t be a man by the name of Diem, could he?”


  As soon as Sebastian said that name, Marc froze and the color drained from his face. His knees began to quiver beneath him.


  The butler grinned. “Bullseye, it seems.”


  “D-Don’t tell him!” Marc begged. “You can’t let him know I said anything!”


  Eugh, I hate that look on Sebastian’s face…he made the same face with Nick, too. It makes my skin crawl.


  Sebastian laughed hollowly. “Rest assured, I shan’t tell him. Even if he were to find out, His Grace alone has power over House Libert’s domain and what happens within.”


  That’s fair, actually. The duke is on a whole different level of power than some guy in the slums, and that’s not even bringing Leo into the equation. 


  Marc’s jaw dropped in horror. “H-House Libert?”


  “Oh? Didn’t you know?”


  He must not have put together that this is Eckenhart’s mansion.


  I looked at the guards, both of whom shook their heads. From the looks of it, they hadn’t told him a thing before bringing him here.


  There was a long moment of silence as Marc weighed his options. The gravity of the situation he was in seemed to finally sink in.


  He can’t have predicted this strong of a response, after all. Lieza isn’t nobility herself, but House Libert has been patronizing us pretty heavily, and Claire was in our group at the time. It’s no stretch to say his crime is against the duchy itself.


  Sebastian loomed over the boy. “Confused as you may still be, I trust you now understand your situation?”


  Marc startled. “Y-Y-Yes,” he weakly squeaked back.


  The earlier glare in his eyes was totally gone now. He was trembling in outright terror, far more than when he was talking about Diem.


  Looks like he finally decided to cooperate. I wonder who he thought he was dealing with, though? Who else would possibly own a mansion here?


  “Now,” Sebastian continued, “tell us everything you know about Diem.”


  He nodded vigorously. “Y-Yes, sir.”


  Marc proceeded to tell us everything he knew, no doubt realizing that hiding anything would be a very bad idea. My guess turned out to be exactly right. Diem was the man who ran the slums, and more specifically, its seedy criminal underbelly. Instead of getting a decent job and living a normal life, he seemed content to steal and extort whatever he wanted from whoever he wanted. The slums were the perfect place for him to gather like-minded unemployed ruffians under his banner. Not only that, but Diem himself had taught Marc to hate beastkin. According to Sebastian, it was a means of unifying his men against a single “enemy.”


  Reindolph apparently hadn’t known about Diem when he decided to settle in the slums, but they were openly at odds with each other the whole time Reindolph was alive. Evidently, the rumors about him being a skilled fighter were true—he even made use of enchanted weapons to keep Diem’s goons in check, according to Marc.


  When Reindolph passed away, Diem quickly had his goons descend on Lieza, since he wasn’t the type to do things himself. His plan seemed to be to cement himself as the biggest boss in the slums that way, and by teaching orphans to hate others in the same way, he could cultivate a new generation of followers.


  Diem had taught Marc that beastkin were monsters, and that every last one of them had to be driven out of town. In the meantime, they were useful if they could be pressured into stealing food. It was important that they never kill her, however, since that would draw too much unwanted attention from the town guard.


  Why would such an evil group want to avoid killing one girl so much? I guess it saved him the trouble of finding a new scapegoat, and I’m grateful that allowed Lieza to survive until we found her, but the whole situation gives me seriously mixed feelings. 


  At any rate, when Eckenhart and I rescued Lieza from the slums, Diem was furious. He didn’t order Marc to throw a rock at her outright, but he was very clear to make sure she never came back. Apparently, Diem saw Lieza as a “traitor” for fleeing him, and he would rather kill her than welcome her back into the fold.


  “I-I had no idea she had anything to do with the duke,” Marc stammered.


  “I could tell,” Sebastian replied coolly. “Regardless, throwing a stone at another human being is utterly unforgivable.”


  “But Diem said she’s a monster!”


  What, so he throws rocks at all the wildlife he sees? To be fair, monster attacks seem to be a major concern, so maybe there’s some merit to attacking first and asking questions later. That being said…


  I opened my mouth to say something, but Eckenhart motioned for me to wait.


  “Beastkin are not monsters,” Sebastian asserted. “They are scarcely any different from you or I. Tell me, young Marc, have you ever left Ractos before?”


  He shook his head. “Nah. I’ve lived in the slums for as long as I can remember.”


  “You naturally wouldn’t know, then, of the beastkin country beyond our northern border. A whole society, functioning totally on its own means. Does that sound like the activity of mindless creatures to you?”


  Warily, he shook his head again. “Monsters could never.”


  “Indeed. Once, our kingdom fought a terrible war with them, but now we coexist as neighbors. Beastkin are in every way our equals.”


  I nodded along with his explanation.


  Their weirdly childlike Beastkin Creed aside, they’re advanced enough to form a complex society. I’ve never seen their country myself, but they’re far beyond life as hunter-gatherers. Beastkin honestly have a lot more in common with us than orcs or any kind of monster out there.


  Once he seemed satisfied with the information he and the guards received, Sebastian cleared his throat. “I believe that settles it. The only question that remains is what to do with Marc himself.”


  Regardless of the why or the background behind the incident, Marc was the one who threw the stone and invoked Leo’s wrath in the open streets. Even without considering his possible charge of treason against the duchy, I didn’t want to see him off without any punishment. I was lenient with Nick because he was now working at the store he’d caused trouble at, and I had ensured he apologized properly.


  Sebastian turned to me. “Have you thought of a punishment for him?”


  “Wait, you want me to decide?” I asked. 


  “No, but I will take your wishes under consideration. It’s best that I ultimately decide.”


  That was another difference from the incident with Nick. He had only attacked me, and I was completely unharmed. That struck me as something worth a police report but no prosecution, to put it in Earth terms.


  I thought for a moment. “All right, let me think… First, I’d like him to learn more about beastkin and give Lieza a proper apology. Then he should swear never to do anything like that again. That’s enough for me, I think. I don’t know if causing a public disturbance is even illegal in this country.”


  I’m still angry that he hurt Lieza, but Marc is also a victim of Diem. It wouldn’t feel right to be extremely harsh on him.


  “Hrm.” Eckenhart nodded slowly, eyes shutting as he mulled it over. “I’ll handle Marc myself,” he finally said. “Tell the people of Ractos I punished him severely.”


  The guards both saluted. “Sir!”


  “What’ll you do with him?” I asked.


  “Not much.” He smirked. “Have someone escort him directly to the main mansion, and I’ll see that he receives the punishment of a lifetime.”


  “As you wish, Your Grace.”


  “The main mansion?” I gave him a curious look. “What kind of punishment?”


  “Something far more entertaining than locking him in some cell,” the duke cackled. “He’ll be begging for the dungeon by the time I’m through with him.”


  “Wh-What?!” Marc’s face contorted with horror.


  Sebastian sighed. “Must you, Your Grace?”


  Eckenhart glanced at me. “I’ll explain to Takumi later. Now take him away!”


  “Sir!”


  With that, the soldiers led Marc away. The boy’s shoulders were slumped dejectedly as he shuffled toward the gates, and I could see him trembling even at a distance. As soon as he was out of sight, I turned to the duke.


  “What’s going to happen to him?” I asked. “He didn’t even apologize to Lieza yet.”


  “I’m sorry about that.” Eckenhart clapped a hand on my shoulder. “I felt it’s still too early to make them meet, though. If he apologizes now, it’ll be because he’s caught between a rock and a hard place. He won’t mean it.”


  I sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”


  A single afternoon of lecturing couldn’t undo all the damage Diem’s teachings had done. Marc had idolized Diem, so somewhere deep down, he wouldn’t fully believe what we said yet.


  “I must apologize,” Sebastian cut in. “His Grace has a bad habit of misleading others about his intentions.”


  “Mislead how?”


  Sebastian nodded. “You and Miss Tilura have helped quell his urges, but he remains ever the trickster.”


  “Oh, come now!” Eckenhart scoffed. “The boy will be happy in the end, won’t he?”


  “I suppose so,” he sighed.


  “Wait, I’m lost. What’s happening to Marc?”


  If even Sebastian is sighing like that, it’s probably something big.


  “He’ll be trained and raised at my mansion,” Eckenhart explained. “I’ll have him study up a storm, and not just about beastkin.”


  “Training? You mean, like Tilura and me?”


  He chuckled. “Ah, Takumi, how naïve you still are. He’ll be put to far harder standards than you.”


  Wait…he’s still going easy on Tilura and me?


  “His Grace has a great love of mentoring others,” Sebastian explained. “So much so, in fact, that it’s excessive.”


  The duke snorted. “How cold! I’d like to see another mansion anywhere in the world with guards that work harder than mine!”


  Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “That is because anyone capable enough to endure your program would need to sweat out all their common sense.” He turned back to me. “You see, he finds young individuals with promise and sculpts them into skilled fighters.”


  I guess Marc did have guts… He stood up tall, and it was hard to get him to break his word at all. I don’t know if he has what it takes to make it under Eckenhart, but he might just gut it out.


  “I thought you were going to punish him, though?” I asked Eckenhart.


  “It’s how you think of it, I suppose,” he replied with a shrug. “Of course, it’s important to set an example as well. Those who knew him back in Ractos will probably assume he was executed.”


  “Few will take notice,” Sebastian guessed. “Given the trouble he caused, I doubt any would think his treatment unjust.”


  “Exactly!” Eckenhart sniggered. “They’ll be none the wiser, and soon Marc will be wishing I’d been so lenient.”


  Just how hard is Eckenhart planning on working this kid? He’s just referring to teaching him how to fight, right?


  I scratched my head. “On that note…you said you wouldn’t go easy on him, right? So it’ll be harder than what you have Tilura or I do?”


  He nodded. “You’re only training to defend yourselves. A bodyguard needs to be trained to higher standards, or else they won’t be able to defend their charges. I won’t be unusually hard on him, I swear.”


  “Okay…if you say so.”


  That makes sense. You’re letting down more than yourself if you fail, after all. Being a guard sounds like hard work.


  “Are you perhaps interested in the specifics?” Sebastian asked me. “I’m quite certain Phillip or Nicola would be glad to share their experiences.”


  “They went through the same thing?” I asked. 


  They’re both excellent guards from what I’ve seen, and Nicola is even given special dispensation for a katana.


  “I’m not sure they’ll tell you much,” Eckenhart added with a small smile. “Phillip especially.”


  I looked at him dubiously. “What did you do to them?”


  He laughed. “Not much, not much at all! They only felt like they were going to die.”


  Wait, was there a chance they wouldn’t have made it through training?! I’m glad I’m doing the easy program…


  “Rest assured, Marc will be fine in His Grace’s hands.” Sebastian sighed. “It’s too late to bring the boy back either way.”


  Eckenhart grinned. “You know it!”


  “This is hardly the first time, after all. The real issue is, how do we approach the Diem issue?” Sebastian prompted. 


  “Indeed,” the duke agreed.


  We continued to talk as the sun set and the yard’s shadows grew darker and longer. Dinnertime was close, but I didn’t dare expose Lieza to the conversation.


  She’s too young for this sort of thing, I think. Best to err on the side of caution.


  “Can’t you just have him arrested?” I asked Eckenhart.


  “It’d be easy enough,” he told me. “But that’s not the problem.”


  Sebastian nodded. “The issue is his influence.”


  “Exactly. He’s got the whole of the slums working for him,” Eckenhart sighed. “It’d be near impossible to track down and arrest just one man without incident, not to mention the grief we’d get from the other slumfolk. We’ve got to be careful.”


  “In the worst-case scenario, the slumfolk may come to his defense and resist the town guard outright.” Sebastian shook his head. “His Grace cannot exercise his influence directly without appearing to abuse his power.”


  I’m not sure I follow all the reasons, but it’s clear they can’t deal with him easily without it stirring up greater trouble.


  “Diem and his lot are criminals, even beyond the harm they’ve caused Lieza. He seems to think he’s carved a place for himself, and that I won’t notice him if he stays small,” Eckenhart said, his voice hard. 


  Sebastian nodded in agreement. “In reality, His Grace has been investigating the unrest in the slums for some time now. It was his first order the day after you brought Miss Lieza home, was it not?”


  Eckenhart averted his gaze, cheeks flushing. “I-I told you not to tell Takumi that!”


  Come to think of it, I saw him whispering to a guard I didn’t recognize after bringing Lieza home… This must’ve been what they were talking about.


  Sebastian chuckled. “There’s no harm in letting him know, is there? What if Mr. Hirooka believed you were apathetic to Lieza, and he rode off on Miss Leo never to be seen again?”


  “I wouldn’t do that!” I protested. “I mean, I probably wouldn’t.”


  “You’re very fond of her—all of us here are, myself included. If Miss Leo took things into her own paws, all of Ractos might burn, and the incident yesterday was proof enough of that possibility. Her anger puts everyone else in danger—though to be clear, I’m not upset at either of you, nor do I blame you for reacting that way to protect a child.”


  “What His Grace means to say is, he would do quite literally anything for young Lieza.”


  “S-Sebastian! What did I tell you?!”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. “Thank you, both of you.”


  I was furious at Diem for hurting Lieza and spreading that kind of hate, but I wouldn’t even consider unleashing Leo on the town because of it.


  “A-Anyhow. About Diem.” Eckenhart cleared his throat. “I’d love to deal with him directly, but we don’t know where he’s holed up.”


  “What do you mean? Isn’t he in the slums?” I asked. 


  “Yes, but he keeps mobile, never staying in the same place more than a night at a time. He probably has hideouts upon hideouts to retreat to. Worse, he may disappear completely if he catches wind of us.”


  I nodded. “That’s fair… Worst-case scenario, he might turn the whole city against you.”


  “Unlikely but not impossible,” Sebastian agreed. “At any rate, one must assume a turn for the worse.”


  “Hmm…wait a second,” I said as a thought occurred to me. 


  Aren’t we in the clear as long as nobody figures out the duke’s involved? Leo and I have been to town enough to care about what goes on there, and I’m only contracted to produce herbs for Eckenhart—I don’t technically work for him. Herb Cultivation is a secret, too, so most people probably don’t know I live at the villa, especially the slum-dwellers. There was technically the Yugard store ordeal, but I don’t think anyone there would’ve spread what they saw, since it makes more sense to appeal to and align with whoever has money. I don’t think anyone at the stores would blab about me, either.


  Eckenhart cocked an eyebrow at me. “You thought of something, didn’t you? Something strange.”


  “I wouldn’t say that, really…”


  “Let me stop you right there if you’re thinking of destroying any part of the city.”


  “N-No, I would never! I happen to like Ractos,” I insisted. 


  It was the first town I’d seen in this world, and the people were kind enough to welcome Leo and me without any fear or hatred. I wasn’t about to damage it, not to mention I doubted Leo would ever intentionally hurt someone.


  Eckenhart smiled. “Maybe he thinks we should let Miss Leo destroy whatever hideout Diem’s in? We’ll bring the villain to justice and deal with the fallout later.”


  “It’s possible,” Sebastian admitted, recognition sparking in his eyes. “With the correct preparations, it would be a simple procedure. We would see a minor uptick in public distrust and safety, perhaps, but only a minor one.”


  “Small price to pay, sounds like.”


  “Indeed.”


  I vehemently shook my head. “I would never, I swear! Do you really think I’d do something like that?!”


  Besides, that’d mess up both House Libert’s place in the kingdom, as well as our home here. I’d become a bigger villain than Diem… I’d rather not bring the whole kingdom down on our heads.


  “Hold on, Takumi, hear us out. It’s normal to act out if your family has been attacked, isn’t it? What if you and Miss Leo lost your minds with anger and grief? We’d be foolish to try and stop you.”


  “Consider it thus, Mr. Hirooka. Let’s say Lady Claire or Lady Tilura were targeted by assassins. The blame would be placed on the perpetrators, and His Grace would be within his rights to arrange a military response. Perhaps the whole country would be moved to support him. You wouldn’t take that sitting down yourself, would you?”


  “I guess not,” I admitted. “I’d for sure side against the assassins. Diem isn’t that big of a problem, though, relatively speaking.”


  Eckenhart raised an eyebrow. “He isn’t?”


  I’ll admit, if Claire or any of our friends or allies gets hurt, Leo and I would be angry. If someone tries to hurt Eckenhart, though, he’s bound to rip them a new one.


  As we talked, we moved back inside the mansion. Gelda came to the front foyer as we did so, informing us that dinner was ready.


  I know Eckenhart and Sebastian talked a lot about some kind of a vigilante justice situation, but I meant it when I said I wasn’t going to destroy the city. They had to be joking. Maybe they were trying to lift my spirits? I mean, Leo is super strong, but not even she could destroy a whole city…right?


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  WHILE we ate dinner, I told the others about the encounter with Marc. Afterwards, we parted ways as usual, and after my evening drills, I returned to our room.


  I never did end up hearing the details of Lieza’s old living situation… I guess I should ask Sebastian for the details sometime.


  Laila came to fetch Lieza for her bath, and I saw both of them off at my bedroom door.


  Laila curtsied. “We shall return soon.”


  “Take good care of her. Make sure you wash behind your ears, okay, Lieza?”


  “Okay, Papa!”


  “Wuff, ruff.”


  Apparently, while I was talking with Marc, Lieza and the girls were rolling in the dirt. They insisted that they were helping Cherie with her breakfalls, but I didn’t see any difference between the two. Leo was only spared from the dirtiness because she was the chaperone.


  How often does a fenrir even get knocked down…? As long as they had fun, though, I guess it’s fine. I’m glad that Lieza got a chance to play like a normal girl. Even Eckenhart seemed happy to see her doing well. If she gets dirty…at least the maids seem to like helping clean her up. 


  “Ruff?” Leo turned to me pointedly. “Wuff, bweruff-wuff?”


  “I know, I know, I’ll tell you everything.”


  With Lieza out of the room, I was finally able to tell Leo the details of my conversation with Marc. She’d been dying of curiosity during dinner and kept stealing glances at me instead of scarfing down her food. It was rare to see anything preoccupy her that much.


  I thought about withholding some information from Leo, but I quickly dismissed the idea. She had been my partner and companion throughout my time in this world, and it felt wrong to keep things from her.


  Besides…if my plan is going to work, I’ll need her help.


  “…And that’s everything. Diem is the mastermind behind it all, even though he didn’t explicitly tell Marc to throw that rock. I don’t think the kid is innocent, but I’m leaving him to Eckenhart.”


  “Wuff? Bwuff, ruff?”


  “Hahaha! Of course, I should’ve known you’d guess what I was up to.”


  We’ve been together for so long, I don’t think I could lie to her if I tried.


  “Wruff,” she encouraged me.


  “See, I keep thinking about Diem, and how hard Eckenhart says it’ll be to deal with him. He’s looking into it, but that’ll take who-knows-how-long.”


  “Wruff, borf.”


  “Exactly. It doesn’t matter if he’s gone ‘soon’; we can’t take Lieza to Ractos without worrying until he’s caught. I want her to live as normal a life as she can. I want to take her to the orphanage to play and buy her whatever she’d like at the stores. I want to treat her to all the street food she can eat.”


  “Worf!”


  “It’s too dangerous to do any of that as long as there’s a chance Diem could come after her again. Getting rid of him won’t fix everything in the slums, sure, but it’s a start, and it’s the safest outcome overall. You know where I’m going with this, don’t you?”


  “Wuff. Wruff, ruff…bworf!”


  Luckily, she was more than willing to participate in my plan.


  “I know it’ll take some time, but we can’t do nothing in the meantime. Are you with me, Leo?”


  “Worf, bark-bark! Woooo?”


  “Hahahaha, thanks. I knew I could count on you, but I think I should be there. I can’t let you do everything on your own.”


  I didn’t know if it was pride, but I felt like I had to act somehow. Once upon a time, I would’ve been content to follow others, but a lot had changed. I’d seen so many new things, and met so many new people, not just Lieza.


  Maybe my surroundings aren’t the only thing that’s changed. Maybe I’m changing, too.


  Leo and I continued to talk until Lieza came back, skin still rosy from the hot water. She opened the door as she knocked this time—an improvement to be sure, but still something to work on. She seemed utterly refreshed from her bath.


  “Welcome back,” I greeted her. “Did you clean up properly?”


  “Wruff, woof.”


  Lieza nodded eagerly. “Laila helped Lieza wash up!”


  “Haha, I’m glad.” I smiled at Laila. “Thank you for helping her.”


  Laila shook her head. “It was my pleasure. I enjoy caring for her.”


  I chuckled. “I’m glad to hear that.”


  I’m sure she especially loved washing and brushing Lieza’s tail.


  “Laila? Can I ask you for something?” I asked. 


  “What may I get for you? I have a feeling I already know.”


  “Wait, really?”


  “You seemed preoccupied with your thoughts during dinner. Your conversation with His Grace was weighing on you, and it does not take much to put two and two together.”


  Man, even Laila knew? Am I a lousy liar? Nah, that can’t be. Laila’s a maid, so she probably pays more attention to people than you’d think…probably.


  I laughed awkwardly. “You knew, huh? In that case, er…can you watch Lieza for the night?”


  Lieza looked up, concern clear in her eyes. “You okay, Papa?”


  I crouched down and gave her the most reassuring smile I could muster. “I’m okay, Lieza. Leo and I have a little problem to fix, that’s all. I’ll be home safe again soon.”


  “…Promise?”


  “I promise. I’d never, ever abandon you. Okay?”


  “Okay… Lieza trusts you.”


  Even she can tell something’s up. I bet she wouldn’t have agreed if we hadn’t already earned her trust somewhat.


  Laila curtsied. “With Miss Lieza’s permission, I shall gladly watch her as long as is needed.”


  “Thanks. Sorry for troubling you… I know it’s already late.”


  “No trouble at all. If there is ever anything I may do for you, Miss Leo, or Miss Lieza, I shall gladly do so.” She met Lieza’s gaze. “Miss Lieza, it shall be a pleasure to accompany you until Mr. Hirooka returns.”


  “Okay!” She wrapped her little arms around Laila’s legs. “Lieza likes you! You’re nice.”


  Claire and Anrinnelesse have both come a long way, but it looks like Lieza prefers Laila. Makes sense, since Laila’s been caring for her the most.


  “Thank you for your kind words.” Laila looked back up at me. “I’m sure you have preparations to attend to, so I shall take Miss Lieza elsewhere for the time being.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate it.” I bowed to Laila in thanks.


  “Ruff!” Leo echoed the sentiment. 


  From the bliss in her eyes, I’d assume Laila is planning on fluffing Lieza’s tail to no end. That feels like a fair thank-you, especially since they get along so well.


  Once we were alone in the room once more, I turned back to Leo.


  “All right, girl. Let’s do this.”


  “Ruffa-rooo!”


  Leo got up to pack at the same time as I did, but she sat down again as soon as she realized she had nothing to pack. She waited for me languidly until I had everything I needed. As we headed for the door, however, I paused.


  “…I guess I should take this, too.”


  I picked up the katana Eckenhart had given me and threaded it through my belt. I doubted I would need it, but if the orc attack at Lange taught me anything, it was to be prepared for anything. If my short sword broke again, I would be ready, and it was dark enough that taking the katana shouldn’t be an issue.


  Besides, Eckenhart said I could take it if I needed it. I don’t think this is what he had in mind, but I’ll apologize to him later.


  “All right, Leo. Let’s move out!”


  “Woooooooooo!”


  With a short sword on my left hip and a katana on my right, I could ride Leo without any trouble. Together, we made for the entrance hall.


  Diem hurt Lieza. Now he’s going to learn what a mistake that was!


   


   


   


  Chapter 4: Takumi and Leo, Vanquishers of Evil


   


  “MR. HIROOKA, Miss Leo. Wherever could you be headed at this hour?”


  “Ruff?”


  Leo and I had barely made it to the entrance hall when a familiar voice called out to us. Sure enough, Sebastian was standing in a corner as though waiting for us.


  “Everything okay, Sebastian?” I asked him.


  “That is precisely what I would like to ask. I have a strong suspicion as to where you’re headed, of course.”


  I sighed. “Laila said that, too… Am I really that simple?”


  He chuckled. “It is a servant’s duty to be attuned to their master’s needs at all times. Besides, simplicity is not necessarily a bad thing.”


  “That’s about what I thought…”


  “Ruff-wuff-puff!” Leo sniggered.


  Seriously?! I don’t try to be aloof or anything, but I didn’t think I wore my heart on my sleeve like that…


  Sebastian stroked his chin. “You’ve seemed emotionally conflicted since your conversation with Marc, as though a great wave were swelling within you. It took quite the effort to divert your attention.”


  “Wait, you knew even back then?”


  He must be referring to all those jokes about Leo and I destroying Ractos.


  Ever since hearing about Diem, I hadn’t been able to relax. Lieza may be safe now, but I couldn’t rest easy knowing that there was filth like that on the streets, preaching hatred and violence even now. I tried to hide those emotions from the others. I could only hope that the servants had only seen through me because they had come to know me so well during my time here. As for Eckenhart, I’d just chalk that up to him having more life experience and his skill as a ruler. 


  I mean, surely I hid how I was feeling from Claire and Anrinnelesse, right? I can’t have failed completely in that regard…I hope. 


  Sebastian looked me in the eye. “Please do not do anything reckless.”


  “You’re not going to stop me?” I arched an eyebrow. 


  “That wouldn’t give you the closure you seemingly need. Rather, I’m sorry that I was unable to move quickly or effectively enough to meet your standards.”


  “I-It’s okay.”


  I’ll admit, I wasn’t expecting him to just let me go. It’s not as though I blame him for the duchy being unable to stop Diem directly. There’s no telling how many people would end up in the crossfire, and Eckenhart can’t excuse military action on Lieza’s behalf, anyway. His position comes with as much responsibility as it does power, and he can’t prioritize one girl over his people.


  “I shall not stop you, but I must ask how you plan on entering the city.”


  “Uh…we’ve been there plenty of times, and I think the watchmen would recognize me. They can let me in quietly, right?” I ventured. 


  “If you leave now, you’ll find the whole city asleep. The gates are closed and barred. It won’t be easy to gain entry.”


  “Oh…I had no idea.”


  I guess they have monster attacks to worry about here… I don’t know if they’re more active at night or anything, but that seems like a basic security measure. Plus, Ractos is a lot less safe than Japan, so I can’t imagine anyone good would specifically visit in the dead of night.


  “Mind you, I imagine it would be possible with Miss Leo’s aid. You wouldn’t scale the walls or anything preposterous like that, would you?” he queried. 


  “I didn’t think that far ahead, honestly.” I glanced at Leo. “Can you do that?”


  “Ruff?” She paused to think for a moment before nodding. “Woooo!”


  “Oh…wow.”


  Ractos was encircled by a wall nearly seventy feet tall. I couldn’t imagine Leo making a leap like that, but I had to admit I was curious to see it.


  Sebastian chuckled. “Try to leap the wall and you’ll find the whole city watch at your heels. You could surely flee or incapacitate them, but I imagine that would make your main objective far more difficult.”


  “You’re right about that.”


  I guess that’s breaking and entering…


  “May I suggest something?” Sebastian reached into a pocket and pulled out something roughly palm sized. “Knock on the gate, and a small window should open. Show the guard this and you’ll be let inside.”


  He pressed the object into my hand, and I studied it.


  “What is this? An insignia?”


  Claire had shown it to me once before. It was a metal disc that had an engraving of a silver fenrir carved into its face.


  “As I suspected, you recognize it. This is not Lady Claire’s own insignia, but it will prove that you are an agent of the duke on official business. However, I must stress that you are not to show the insignia to anyone within the walls.”


  This must be like a medieval ID badge, then. But if I can’t show it to anyone else…


  “You don’t want anyone linking my actions to House Libert?” I guessed.


  “Precisely. Loath as I am to admit it, we cannot afford exposing your ties with His Grace, at least not yet.”


  “Yeah, I remember.” I pocketed the object. “I’ll be careful.”


  We talked about that some before, I think… Not that the duke’s influence would get me far in the slums.


  “I have one last item for you.” Sebastian pulled a folded piece of parchment from his pocket.


  “What’s this?”


  “This map marks what we believe to be the current hiding place of Diem. You’ll find it matches the city layout perfectly. Of course, there’s a decent chance he’s relocated once again…”


  “Got it. The only way to know for sure is to check everywhere at once, right?”


  “Exactly. It took several days of careful observation to rule out several possibilities, but it’s entirely possible he’s using an old hideout.”


  “Still, this is a big help. Thank you. This will at least give us better odds than wandering the streets, hoping to get lucky.”


  He chuckled. “I’ve prepared you the best I can. The rest is in your hands, Mr. Hirooka.”


  “We won’t fail!”


  “Roooo!”


  This is going to save us a ton of work. My backup plan was to try and have Leo sniff him out, but we have no idea what he smells like… I was going into this totally half-cocked, wasn’t I?


  Sebastian’s gaze fell to the katana at my hip. “Ah, yes. His Grace has granted you permission to bring your katana if you wish.”


  That saves me the stress of having to apologize later.


  I rested my hand on the hilt. “Great, thank you. With any luck, I won’t have to use it at all.”


  “Indeed. Please be careful. I pray we will not have a city to rebuild in the morning.”


  I laughed awkwardly. “I’d never do that. Anyhow…wish me luck.”


  “I hope you return safe and sound, Mr. Hirooka. Lady Claire is already looking forward to welcoming you home.”


  Behind him, I caught a glimpse of a familiar figure in the shadow behind a pillar. I cracked a bashful smile. She seemed to believe she was invisible there, but I could see at least half her silhouette.


  “Ah…hahaha, yeah. I’ll come back in one piece!” I said loudly, making sure she could hear me before turning towards the door.


  She’s really bad at hiding… Though given my own record with hiding my emotions, I’m not one to talk.
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  I get the feeling that if she came out from behind the pillar, she’d try to stop me one way or another. She’s always cared about me more than anyone else, especially when I’m hurt, and I know she hates to see me heading into danger like this…


  I stopped in the doorway, then turned around. “By the way, Sebastian…”


  Leo glanced at me. “Ruff?”


  “Can you have a big plate of sausages ready for Leo by the time we get home? I bet she’ll be hungry after this.”


  “Ruffa?!” Her eyes lit up and she started wagging up a storm. “Woo-woooo!”


  I know you’re happy, Leo, but stop wagging so hard! You keep slapping me with your tail, and it hurts!


  Sebastian bowed. “As you wish. I shall have them empty the storehouse for her.”


  “Y-You don’t need to give her that many. She might not eat them all, right, girl?”


  “Ruff? Bark!”


  This is the least I can do to thank her, though I’m not sure she realizes she gets them later.


  In the shadow of the pillar, Claire’s silhouette nodded happily. She seemed to finally be reassured. Sebastian bowed low as Leo and I walked out the doors, though her wagging still gave me a face full of fluff if I got too close.


  I saddled her from the side, making sure my swords weren’t poking her.


  “Okay, Leo, let’s move out. You can go extra fast—the sooner we’re home, the less they’ll worry, and the sooner you’ll get your reward.”


  “Warff!!”


  I didn’t know which reward she was more eager for, but I wanted to believe it was out of the goodness of her heart.


  After making sure the insignia and map were both safely stowed, we set off toward the city. As we ran, however, I found myself thinking back to the people we’d left behind at the villa.


  “I guess they all knew what we were up to, after all,” I muttered. “Sebastian might’ve told them, though.”


  “Hah, hah…wuff?” Leo panted. 


  I’m impressed she can hear me at all… I can barely hear anything with all the air rushing by.


  “The gates at home,” I explained. “They were already open for us.”


  The front gate of the villa typically remained closed and guarded by at least two or three men, especially at night. It seemed like a fair security measure to me—it wouldn’t do to let just anyone into the house the duke’s daughters slept in. When we passed through, however, the gate was wide open and there was no watch in sight. Since Sebastian knew I’d be heading out, he must’ve arranged for us to “slip past.”


  Honestly, I can’t thank them enough.


  It would be a dangerous mission, not just in terms of physical well-being but the backlash Eckenhart would face if we failed. Even so, they trusted Leo and me to get the job done.


  There’s probably not a huge risk to the villa itself, given how long of a ride it is from Ractos, but it still pays to be careful. I know that Sebastian and the rest of Eckenhart’s people could get this done legally with time. All that matters to me is that they never hurt Lieza again.


  Leo twitched her ears. “Hah, hah, hah…Wuff? Wooo, ruff? Hah, hah…”


  “Hm? Oh, you’re right. It is getting hard to see the road… Hold on a second.”


  It wasn’t so dark that we couldn’t see at all, but Leo seemed concerned nonetheless. I didn’t know if Leo just wanted a better look at our surroundings as we ran or if there was something eating at her, but it was easy enough to fix. I drew the short sword from my hip and held it out, channeling my mana into it.


  “Light Elemental Shine!”


  “Awrooooo!”


  The blade lit up as it filled with magic.


  Claire’s training has already come in handy.


  “I know I can’t light up too far ahead, but this should be better.”


  “Ruff!” Leo agreed.


  The light was bright enough to be painful to look at, but it didn’t illuminate more than a few yards. It seemed to be a new moon tonight, as there was no natural light to be had.


  “A moonless night… I guess their moon has phases, too. Strange that they have a moon so similar to Earth’s at all, really.”


  I’d looked at the night sky multiple times before, of course. Unlike Earth’s moon, this world’s had a blue-white tint to it, but it otherwise looked similar to me. I had never bothered to ask them what they called it. Either way, it seemed to prove this world had a solar system, too. As I watched this particular sky, however, I felt something small and wet hit my face.


  Is that water?


  “Rain?” I wondered aloud.


  “Ruffa…” Leo followed my gaze skyward.


  I hadn’t seen rain once since arriving here. The area around Ractos seemed to be naturally arid, though I heard it sometimes sprinkled during the night.


  Wait…maybe we can’t see the moon because of storm clouds.


  The rainfall was steadily intensifying around us.


  “It’s really coming down now… How are you holding up, Leo?”


  “Ruff, wuff. Bwuff!”


  Instead of bothering her, she seemed to enjoy the rain, and there was a spring in her step. I would’ve expected it to get in her eyes, if nothing else.


  “It’s fine as long as the water’s not hot, eh?” I smiled. “May as well enjoy it for what it is, right?”


  I could barely open my eyes between the wetness and the wind, but the light of my sword was still going strong, illuminating Leo’s path.


  If I were trying to use a torch, it’d probably be out by now. I’m glad I bothered to learn magic.


  I shivered. “We’ll have to take a nice, hot bath when we’re back.”


  Leo startled. “Borf?!”


  “Don’t give me that, Leo, you’re sopping wet. Rainwater is full of dust, so you’ll have to wash off, too.”


  She flattened her ears dejectedly. “Roooo…”


  I know she still hates baths, but her fur is going to be filthy when it dries. I’ll have to brush it all out of her.


  I didn’t have rain gear or an umbrella with me, though neither would help much at this speed. We were drenched to the bone already, and Leo’s fur clung tightly to her muscular frame.


  She looks so small when she’s wet.


  I let myself relax as best I could while Leo sped down the road to Ractos. There was nothing else for me to do now but wait.


  Only time will tell if this storm is a warning, or a blessing in disguise…


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  WHEN we arrived at the gates of Ractos, I knocked on the gate just as Sebastian asked me to. A hatch opened in the door that was just big enough for a guard to stick his head out. I imagined we were a strange sight, a man and a giant wolf both sopping wet from the rain, only his blinding blade visible in the night. I showed the guard the insignia, and after studying it for a moment, he nodded.


  “Right, no issues here. Come on through. What business brings you here at this hour, though?”


  “It’s nothing big. I forgot to finish an errand the last time I was here and wanted to get it taken care of,” I said as casually as I could. 


  I recognized this guard from the other times we’d come to town, and he seemed to remember us too.


  I’m surprised he studied the insignia as hard as he did, considering he knows us. He sure takes his job seriously. Good to see safety is a priority here. 


  We chatted as the gates opened just enough to let Leo inside.


  “You seem awfully wet from your ride,” he remarked. “You don’t have a raincoat?”


  “Unfortunately, no.”


  Don’t tell me I blew our cover already.


  “That so? Wait here a minute.”


  He turned and ran back inside the guard station.


  “Uh…okay?”


  “Ruff?”


  Moments later, he reemerged with some kind of cloak in his arms.


  “You can use this, sir, if you please. I don’t have anything big enough for Miss Leo, though.”


  “This is plenty,” I assured him. “Thank you.”


  Leo sighed. “Ruffa…”


  The soldier’s gift was a greatcoat that covered nearly my entire body. It was too late to keep me dry, but I was grateful I wouldn’t lose too much body heat.


  I’m not surprised he didn’t have one for Leo, but she must’ve wanted one…poor girl. It might even come in handy later—I can’t totally hide my face under the hood, but it’s dark enough to blend right into the night. Nobody should be able to remember me.


  After thanking the watchman again, Leo and I hit the streets. Leo still drew some attention due to her size, but the rain had made her seem smaller and dulled the shine of her fur. She also realized the potential of her situation and didn’t shake herself dry, thankfully, though even if she had, she wouldn’t have remained dry for long. We could pass all but undetected as long as I kept my short sword sheathed and the light smothered.


  “All right, then…”


  “Ruff?”


  After retreating under a nearby awning, I shook my hands dry as best I could, even wiping them on the inside of the overcoat to make sure I wouldn’t get the map wet. Once I was satisfied, I unfolded the map so we could both see. Leo leaned in to look at it, and I made sure to position it such that she wouldn’t drip water on it.


  The map was a detailed drawing of Ractos done in ink, with three marks made across it. I discovered a second paper as well, this one describing each hideout and how to access it in detail. There were even detailed paths laid out so as to avoid coming across any of Diem’s known agents.


  Thank you, Sebastian. You’re explaining everything even when you’re not with me.


  “Huh.” I pointed at one of the marks. “I think I’ve been here before… We should start there.”


  “Woff, ruff!”


  The first hideout was only a stone’s throw away from where we first discovered Lieza. I recognized a familiar space between buildings that opened into a small open square. The building that Diem was possibly holed up in was just opposite it.


  “Maybe Diem was watching her,” I muttered. “He might’ve seen them beating Lieza.”


  “Browff?!”


  I might be overthinking it, but there’s a chance he saw. That would mean he might already know I’m working with Eckenhart… I hope the disguise the duke wore did its job.


  The more pressing issue, however, was how Diem seemed to treat Lieza’s suffering as public entertainment. I could feel my emotions bubbling up within me, but once again, I forced them back down. I had to keep my cool. Diem had the whole of the slums in the palm of his hand, and if I lost my temper, there was no telling how bad things could get.


  I have Leo on my side, but I can’t get overconfident. One step at a time. I took a deep breath in, then out.


  “Okay, Leo. Let’s go!”


  “Wooooo!”


  Leo and I took our first steps into the familiar main street together. Every store was shuttered and every booth lay empty. Despite the pouring rain, however, there were small rain shelters set up at regular intervals along the road, the blazing bonfires beneath warming any who were still on the go. It made the walk less daunting, if nothing else.


  I bet the town watch checks the fires when they come by to make sure none of them run out of firewood.


  We continued down the road, crossing from light to light as we went east. Then, once we grew closer, I took us down a road headed north. It wasn’t the path Eckenhart and I had taken on our last visit, but it seemed to be a more direct route according to the map.


  I’m glad I don’t have to waste any time figuring out a route… I’d probably get lost otherwise.


  The northbound roads were far less inviting than the main street. None of them had outdoor fires, and I couldn’t even make out the cobblestones beneath my feet. I caught the occasional glimpse of light from windows as we passed, but I had to imagine nearly the entire town was asleep. It was so eerily quiet that the only sounds above the pounding of rain were our footsteps.


  When we were only a few minutes’ walk from the slums, I stopped.


  “This should be plenty close enough,” I mumbled to myself.


  Leo took a few more steps before stopping to look back. She twitched her ears at me. “Ruff?”


  Oops…I should’ve told her when I was stopping.


  I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out two small parcels of herbs I had made in advance. They were sense-enhancing and the body-strengthening herbs. 


  “Here, Leo, eat this one. I’ll be taking some, too.”


  “Ruff.”


  I swallowed my share as Leo slurped an herb out of my hand. Unfortunately, taking multiple at once didn’t make the process any more palatable. I would’ve given Leo a body-strengthening herb as well, but I didn’t want to risk her going overboard—humans were far more fragile than trolds. I was sure to wait until the last second to use them. There was no guarantee that the confrontation would end in a fight, but I didn’t want to risk running out their effects mid-fight.


  “Man, that sense-enhancing herb sure is useful… I can see perfectly fine now with no light in sight,” I said in awe. 


  “Ruff, wuff. Bwuwuff.”


  “Wha— I’m not sure what you expect me to do, Leo. Those people have nothing to do with Diem, and snoring isn’t illegal, even if you find it annoying.”


  She sighed. “Ruff…”


  Maybe her senses are a little too good now… Though I’ll admit, I didn’t think I’d be able to hear people snoring inside their houses, either. We’ll just have to try and ignore it. Heh, imagine if spies on Earth had access to plants like this…


  I could now hear well enough to hear any movements inside the homes we passed, and conversations came over even more clearly.


  Note to self: make sure this never falls into the wrong hands.


  I could walk far more quickly now that I could see the street, and before long, our target was in sight. It was a two-story house, built such that it opened into the square we’d found Lieza in. The walls were slanting where they hadn’t collapsed outright, and every window was heavily boarded. The door seemed to be the only thing right, but I doubted the house could support its own weight if someone were to open it.


  I never thought I’d come back here.


  “First stop, Leo.”


  “Ruff,” she echoed with an equally dramatic nod.


  “Is there anyone inside?” I whispered.


  I could listen as well, of course, but Leo’s hearing was bound to be far better.


  She sniffed the air once. “Ruff.”


  “Not here, huh?”


  Her tail drooped apologetically. “Wuff…”


  Leo confirmed that there was nobody inside, not even the sound of people sleeping. I felt a wave of tiredness wash over me with the disappointment.


  I was sure we were onto something…


  After a moment’s thought, I made a decision.


  “Okay, here’s the plan.”


  Leo looked at me. “Ruff?”


  “I’m going inside to look for clues. Sorry, Leo, but you’ll have to wait for me out here. Try to stick to the shadows and stay out of sight, okay?”


  If this really was a former safehouse of Diem’s, there may be some kind of clue to be found. I wasn’t hoping to find receipts for his illegal operations or anything, but if I could locate any of his belongings, Leo might be able to sniff him out with her enhanced nose, even in this rain.


  “Ruff?” Her brow furrowed. “Brow-bowf?”


  “I’ll be okay. You told me yourself that it’s abandoned. If it isn’t, I promise I’ll run out here and find you first.”


  Begrudgingly, she nodded. “Wurf.”


  I watched Leo hide in the shadows before heading for the door.


  “All right, let’s head inside,” I whispered to myself. 


  I grabbed the doorknob, and after making sure it wasn’t locked, I eased the door open. The squeaky hinges seemed to echo with the torrents of rain, filling the alleys.


  There’s no trap on the door, right?


  If Diem was as crafty as his tactics led me to believe, there was no risk in being careful. Luckily, nothing seemed to trigger as I crossed the threshold—though in fairness, I didn’t know what a sprung trap was supposed to sound like. It probably wasn’t as obvious as it was in video games. 


  Let’s face it: if there are any traps, I’m not going to be able to disarm or avoid them even if I find one.


  “Man, it’s dusty in here…”


  Every visible surface had a thick blanket of gray over it. Between the disturbed dust and the smell of the rain soaking into the slums, I had to keep a hand clamped over my mouth to keep from coughing. There were no visible footprints in the dust on the floor, nor were there any other signs of objects being set down. The only sign that the building wasn’t utterly abandoned was the fact that there was a strip of lighter dust extending across the floor and up the stairs. It was possible that someone was using the path and was simply very careful not to leave any prints behind.


  I crept up the stairs, moving carefully to avoid dragging my feet. I had spotted two rooms on the first floor, but the second seemed to only have one. When I opened the door, I noticed that one thing was noticeably different from elsewhere in the house. The window wasn’t boarded, and the broken glass was left jagged and exposed along the frame.


  “I think that’s the window overlooking the square,” I muttered. 


  Sure enough, I could see the very spot Lieza had been tormented from here. The windowsill had only a faint layer of dust on it, and for the first time, I could see signs of movement on the surface. The floor also seemed to be relatively dust-free.


  I knew it. Somebody had to be watching Lieza the whole time they were torturing her.


  “This isn’t the kind of place you’d stay in, though… It feels more like an observation platform.”


  The rest of the house was still too abandoned to have been in regular use, and the rain was already splattering inside from the broken window.


  “There has to be something here, though.”


  I checked around for anything that might belong to Diem, but everything I found had a thick frosting of dust. Even if one of the objects did belong to him, I assumed his smell would’ve left it already. There weren’t even any signs of disturbed clothes or plates.


  “Looks like there’s nothing here.” I sighed. “May as well move on.”


  I left the house the same way I came in.


  Diem seems nothing if not cautious, so I shouldn’t be surprised I came up empty. Would it have killed him to slip up just a little, though?


  Leo perked up at the sight of me and trotted over. “Ruff, wuff?”


  “Sorry for the wait, Leo. I came up empty.”


  She nuzzled me reassuringly. “Bowf, wowf.”


  “I guess you’re right. We don’t have time to mope…let’s hit up the next target.”


  Once I found a dry spot, I unfolded the map once more. I didn’t have any trouble reading it with my herbs, even without the light of a fire. Of the two potential locations remaining on Sebastian’s map, one of them seemed closer, so we decided to head for that one first.


  We found the second building after about ten minutes of walking. This one seemed just like the houses and dwellings surrounding it—unkempt, but seemingly lived-in.


  “Looks like this is the next one.”


  “Woooo!”


  Neither Leo nor I could hear anyone inside the building. I was already beginning to worry we wouldn’t find anything, but like the first house, I asked Leo to hide and checked to be sure.


  The door was unlocked and opened with barely a sound. I kept my right hand on my sword under my coat, ready to draw it just in case. Inside, however, I found even more dust than in the first house. It looked like nobody had been inside in months, at least. I didn’t know how to tell exactly when, but from the uniform layer of dust on everything that had to be at least half an inch thick, I felt confident it was abandoned. To be sure, I checked and found that every last window was completely boarded. Diem may have used the hideout at one point, but too much time had passed to tell anything more.


  “Ruff-wuff?” Leo asked as I emerged.


  “Sorry for the wait, Leo. There was nothing here at all.”


  I didn’t expect the search to be easy, but it was dispiriting to come up empty twice. Clearly, I wasn’t as ready as I thought for detective footwork. There was nothing to do but move on.


  “Time for the last one,” I muttered.


  I really hope we find a clue—or better yet, Diem himself.


  According to the map, our last destination was on the northwesternmost edge of town. Given the distance and feeling the pressure to produce results, I found myself walking more quickly than before. Part of it, however, was the number of people out and about. We started to spot other people out in the streets and alleys, still somehow bustling with activity, when even the main street was abandoned in the cold and wet. Some passersby were more focused on the rain than us, but others seemed confused or even hostile to the new faces in their midst. It was exactly what I was hoping to avoid, but it was the middle of Ractos, and we weren’t spies. There wasn’t much I could do but hurry.


  Finally, we arrived at the last hideout. I took a deep breath as I looked up at it.


  “So…this is it?”


  “Awuff,” Leo sighed.


  Just like the first two, nothing about this spot seemed unusual, and there was no sign of life on the inside.


  “Come on, we won’t know for sure unless we look inside. Can I ask you to—?”


  “Bruff,” she replied curtly before crawling into a dark alley.


  I’m surprised she found a place so quickly. These streets are all really narrow, and even that one barely looks like it fits her.


  After making sure Leo was stowed out of sight, I walked up to the door, hoping all the while that we’d finally find something.


  “Hold on…there’s hardly any dust here.”


  The front room was empty, instead of packed with abandoned furniture. Despite that, however, the floor had hardly any dust built up on it, except for the corners. Whoever swept clearly didn’t do a good job of it. For the first time since the beginning of our investigation, we had a lead. I could feel the excitement mounting as I crept through the first floor. Despite being poorly swept, the other rooms were equally empty. I didn’t even find any crumbs or other signs of food.


  “Nothing here,” I finally whispered to myself. “I hope the second floor has something.”


  The floorboards whined beneath me as I climbed the stairs. I came up equally empty, however, and all the windows I could find were thoroughly boarded up.


  “There’s not even any windows here,” I sighed as I explored the last room. “Maybe there isn’t anything… Wait, what’s that?”


  Just as I was giving up, my eyes landed on a dusty, beaten bookshelf. Each shelf had enough dust to suggest it was used, but the wall to the left of it was pristine, as if wiped clean.


  “Someone was here, then. It doesn’t look like somebody leaned or fell against it, either…”


  It would’ve had to be wiped by a clean, wet cloth to get the wall as clean as it was. The floor there was similarly wiped clean, leaving a space large enough for one, maybe two men to sleep comfortably. Somebody had to have been sleeping here.


  Wait, the wall doesn’t quite match the floor. Are these…scratch marks? Did something scrape along here?


  “Hm?”


  I leaned in closer to the bookshelf to find a small gap hidden behind the shelf against the wall, only a few inches wide. It was the perfect hiding place. Reaching behind the shelf, I felt something soft.


  Finally, a clue! I pulled the item free of the wall.


  “Is this a blanket?”


  It had been sloppily folded and stowed, but it was almost completely dust-free, and large enough for one man to sleep with.


  This can’t be a coincidence. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but it looks like somebody spent the night here recently. If it was Diem, his smell might still be on it. He’s supposed to sleep somewhere different each night, so it’d make sense to keep a blanket stowed at each hideout… Though I’d guess he uses them more as mattresses. This floor is hardwood, after all.


  I sniffed the blanket, hoping to catch Diem’s scent.


  “Mmm…nope. I don’t know what I was expecting.”


  Sense-enhancing herb or no, my nose is only human. I can only smell sweat and dirt… I can’t imagine how Leo tracks anything. Still, that proves someone used it. I’m not expecting her to find much in this rain, but it’s better than nothing.


  Leo peered out of her alley as I emerged from the building.


  “Ruff!”


  “Sorry for the wait, Leo. Can you come over here a sec?”


  “Wruff?”


  I waved her over to the front door. She had to sniff the blanket, but I couldn’t risk washing the scent off it in the rain.


  “This might be a clue,” I explained as I held the blanket out to her. “I know it reeks, but can you take a whiff?”


  “Bwuff!” She put her nose against it and sniffed. I thought I caught her gag faintly. “W-Wa-ruff.”


  “Sorry,” I apologized again. “I know the rain’s probably washing away a lot of smells, but can you track this scent? It’s the best we’ve got.”


  “Ruffa,” she sighed. I held it out to her again.


  “Snff…whachoof!” She let out a hefty sneeze before trying again. “Grr…snff, snff…” She snapped upwards, inhaling deeply. “Ruff!”
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  “You’ve got it?!”


  “Ruffa-roooo!”


  Leo’s amazing! I would imagine the herb I made is helping, but her nose is really something.


  “Can you follow it?” I asked her. “Oh, can I get rid of this blanket?”


  She nodded. “Ruff!”


  I readily tossed the reeking blanket to the ground, then followed Leo out into the rain as she followed her nose.


  I’m surprised the scent hasn’t been totally washed away yet. Maybe Diem—or whoever was here—left only a little while ago? That would make the most sense. Still, I’ve heard even trained police dogs can’t do much in the rain… Silver fenrir really are in a class of their own.


  We walked for some time before Leo stopped in her tracks. She pointed her snout into the alley ahead of us.


  “Ruff!”


  “Hm?”


  It was too dark for me to pick out any details at this range, but I thought I could make out a group of people just on the other side of the buildings. Unfortunately, they were still a little too far for me to hear them.


  “You’re sure whoever we’re looking for is in that group?” I asked her.


  She nodded. “Bowf, wowf.”


  What’s he doing out in this rain?


  We carefully crept closer to them, using a nearby alley to hopefully stay hidden for longer. Leo and I stopped before the alley’s mouth to find another small plaza, maybe big enough to fit two or three small homes. There were still wooden pillars and other remnants of a structure, so while it was larger than the place we’d found Lieza, it likely hadn’t been that way for long. One edge of the space touched Ractos’ city wall, and a handful of men were loitering there together. All of them were facing the wall.


  Unless I got turned around somewhere, we should be at the northernmost corner of the city… What are they doing? They don’t look like they’re resting.


  “Get behind me,” I whispered to Leo.


  She hesitated, then nodded. “Ruff…”


  I crept closer, hiding in the shadows of buildings. They wouldn’t notice us even if they were looking—Leo was a black blur even to me at this distance.


  “You pricks really screwed up,” I heard the man in the middle hiss.


  Is he talking to the wall?


  I squinted. “Wait…there’s someone else there…”


  Looking closely, I could spot a couple of people through the men’s legs that I hadn’t noticed before, caught between the men and the wall. When I got closer, however, I recognized two of the group. They were boys, roughly the same height and age as Marc.


  Those are the other two that were beating up Lieza… What would these men want with them?


  I strained my ears and managed to catch their conversation.


  “If you turdblossoms weren’t so worthless, she wouldn’t have gotten away! Get that?! Then that idiot Marc had to go causin’ more problems… I told you brats to stay here! The hell’d you go and disobey me for?!”


  “S-Sorry, sir!”


  I could make out five adult men now, all of whom had knives or rusty swords in their hands, and what I guessed were four young teens.


  They’ve got to have something to do with Diem, especially if they know Marc.


  “Oh, you’re sorry?” the man sneered. “Fat lot of nothing that’s worth! If they got Marc, then the blue-bloods’re gonna know we exist!”


  “M-Marc wouldn’t betray you!” one of the teens squeaked. “He wouldn’t!”


  “How the hell do you know that, dumbass! You have any idea who we’re up against?!”


  “U-Um…no?”


  “The damn duke, idiot! Who do you…?!” He sighed exasperatedly, knuckles whitening around his dagger. “The duke’s men hauled him off, just like they did that animal-girl! You think Marc’s gonna keep his fat mouth shut when they’ve got the gallows in front of him?!”


  That man…is he Diem? If he isn’t, he has to know where his boss is. I can’t imagine many people would know about Lieza and the duke.


  A cry of panic rose from the boys.


  “The d-d-duke?!” one of them cried.


  The leader spat. “Coward! You think cryin’ is gonna do jack for you?!”


  “Guh?!”


  At the sight of the boy’s weakness, the group’s leader stomped forward and kicked him in the gut. He doubled over weakly.


  “Gruff!” Leo stood to leap to the child’s defense.


  “Leo!” I whispered harshly. “Wait!”


  She stopped, sitting back down with a whine. “Wuff?”


  Thank goodness for this rain…otherwise, they would’ve heard Leo’s bark for sure.


  “I know,” I reassured her. “I want to help them, too, but we need information first. Only charge in if they threaten to cut someone, okay?”


  It was harder than I thought to just watch, and my words were for myself as much as they were for her. The boys deserved to be reprimanded for what they did to Lieza, but they didn’t deserve to be tormented by grown men.


  I know how much Leo likes kids, so this must be extra hard for her… If we break cover now, though, we’ll probably miss valuable information.


  All signs pointed to the leader being Diem, but I had no hard proof of that. If he were still hiding somewhere, revealing ourselves now would be disastrous.


  Leo begrudgingly nodded. “…Hrmph.”


  With a sigh of relief, I turned back to the situation at the wall.


  All of the armed men were muscular and fit, their leader most of all. Most of them were shaved bald, and a few were topless, despite the cold. I thought I could make out darker tattoo lines on some of their backs.


  “What’re you brats gonna do if they find us here, huh?!” the leader growled. “If I see any of them down here, you’re all dead!”


  “Th-That’s not fair, Diem!” a boy stammered back. “We did everything you asked!”


  “Yeah, you did. But I never asked you brickheads to start throwing rocks in the street like idiots, did I? Did I?!”


  One of the shirtless men spat on the ground. “Ya heard him. Beat up the girl, he said!”


  “He said to keep her here,” one of the bald goons grunted. “He said, beat her up. He also said not to get caught, he did.”


  Marc was right; all the orders came from Diem. He’s the reason for all this!


  I grit my teeth. Not yet.


  “Exactly!” the boss seethed. “And what did you useless worms do? You let the brat go and you told the duke everything we don’t want him to know! Worthless!! That old coot Reindolph finally bites the dust, we finally get to do whatever the hell we want, and you bring the duke’s men down on us!”


  Of the five assailants, one of them had his eyes outward, looking for threats. We were in the heart of the slums, so there was no telling who might pass by, even at this hour. Their yelling hadn’t gone unnoticed, though—people were watching them pensively from their windows or from around corners. Chances were high that the passersby weren’t on Diem’s payroll, even if they knew about his operations. He had no reason to hide as long as fear of him gripped the community. Even if there were goodhearted folks watching, they were too scared to confront the slum-king regardless.


  They’ve got to relax their guard and give us an opening at some point. Leo could take them, no doubt, but I want to be as careful about this as possible. We can’t give them the chance to hold the boys or anyone else hostage. We’ll keep waiting unless the boys are going to get stabbed.


  The leader stopped for a moment to look the cowering boys over.


  “Lessee…you! Lucky you, kid, you get to die first. Nobody’ll miss a brat or two. Who knows, beg nicely and one of you brats might live?” He fingered his knife threateningly.


  All four boys burst into sobbing tears as the men moved in, cutting off any hope of escape.


  One of the thugs shot the leader a wary look. “You sure, Diem?”


  I knew it…the leader has to be Diem himself.


  “Why not?” Diem shrugged. “What use’ve I got for a bunch of bratty, snot-nosed runts? They were fun enough to watch, but the she-monster’s gone, so they ain’t doing that anymore. I’ll get to make an example an’ blow off a little steam at the same time. Makin’ a bunch of brats bleed’ll be worth havin’ to lie low for a while.” He looked at the watchman. “Gimme my thing.”


  “Gotcha, boss!”


  The man on lookout reached into a nearby pile of debris and pulled out a sword, which he traded for Diem’s knife. The weapon was far larger than the short sword at my hip. It was a proper knight’s longsword. He unsheathed the blade, raising it above his head as he eyed the trembling, defenseless youth— 


  Oh, no!


  “Leo! Sic him!”


  “BARK!”


  Leo lunged towards the men.


  Thank goodness we rehearsed those commands…


  “Gwagh?!”


  “Wh-What the— Nargh?!”


  “Aaaaaaaahh!! Agh— Ughk?!”


  With one swat of Leo’s mighty paw, Diem was sent flying. I drew my short sword, rushing toward the closest thug, but it was all over before I reached any of them. Another got swatted into a nearby building, while the others got body-checked into the stone wall before they could even turn around.


  Wait… they’re already down? I didn’t have to lift a finger…


  Leo skipped back to me, wagging proudly. “Bruff, wuff!”


  “Uh…yeah. Good girl, Leo, you sure got ’em.”


  I scratched behind her wet, sandy ear. The men were bound to be hurt, but not too badly, since Leo avoided using her claws or fangs.


  Given that they just tried to murder children, though, they deserve more than a few broken bones.


  I hesitantly approached the teens. “Uh…are you boys okay?”


  They stared blankly back at me, mouths still agape.


  Fair enough, honestly. One second they’re convinced they’re gonna die, the next, Diem and all his goons are on the ground. I’m just as shocked as they are. If I’d known it would be over so quickly, I wouldn’t have spent so much time watching the lookout for openings…


  “Are you okay?” I asked. “I saw one of you got kicked…”


  The boys frantically nodded. They still seemed shell-shocked, but aside from that, they had no major injuries. Their clothes were ripped, and most of them were scraped, likely from being dragged there, but that was the worst of it.


  “Grrrrrr…!”


  “Leo? What’s up?”


  “The hell was that…?!”


  I turned to follow Leo’s gaze and saw Diem picking himself out of the mud, one hand on his temple. He was muttering to himself and shaking his head, as if trying to stave off unconsciousness. The longsword remained tightly clutched in his other hand.


  Wow…he can take a real beating, even more than those other macho guys.


  Diem looked over at us, eyes growing wide as he took in Leo.


  “Grrrrrr…BA—”


  “Wait!” I motioned for her to stop. “I think I can take him.”


  Leo snorted at me before sitting. “Ruff.”


  I couldn’t let Leo do everything, or else there was no point in my being there at all. One could argue that she already solved the crisis, and that I was trying to claim some shred of the glory by beating on a man who was already injured, but that was neither here nor there.


  “Who’re you supposed to be?” Diem sneered at me. He had already regained his balance, and he sneered as he stalked forward toward me. “The hell is that, your dog? You think you can take me on, crap-snack?”


  Oh. Maybe he’s not as injured as I thought. It’s like Leo didn’t even hurt him… I should’ve let her finish him off.


  I took a deep breath, stepping forward. “I’ve come to take you in and end your reign of terror.”


  He scoffed. “You, take me in? The hell sent you? Who are you?”


  “I don’t need to give you my name.”


  That’s right, Takumi, pretend you’re cool and in control. Man, I’ve always wanted to say something like that… I wanted to say ‘I have no name to give a villain so foul!’ or something equally dramatic and strike a pose, but I chickened out. I’d die of embarrassment if I said that in reality…


  Diem scoffed as he cracked his neck. “You have no idea who you’re lookin’ at, prick. I rule this town!”


  “Saying you ‘rule’ anything is an overstatement, Diem. You pick on little girls for fun, and that makes you a weakling and a coward.”


  Oof. Too far?


  I studied him carefully as we circled each other. He was keeping his center of gravity low, ready to lash out with his longsword at any opening.


  It’d really suck if he beats me senseless after all that posing…


  “Coward? Weakling?!” He grit his teeth, a vein popping on his forehead. “One more word and you’re a dead man.”


  “Oh, come on. You can’t call yourself a mastermind if your big scheme is to make a beastkin orphan’s life miserable. I don’t think you could threaten me if you tried,” I taunted. 


  Eckenhart said that losing your cool in a fight is a death sentence. Let’s see if I can make him snap.


  I knew that I was angry at him, too, but I was careful to keep it in check. Otherwise, I would’ve charged in when he kicked the boy, too.


  “You little trash-eating punk!” Diem roared. “You’re dead!”


  He rushed at me head-on. Under most circumstances, that would put me at an advantage, since an angry man moves more predictably than a calm one.


  Wait… Eckenhart’s strategy makes sense, but doesn’t it only work if I’m skilled enough to use that advantage well? I’m nowhere near that point… This was a bad idea, wasn’t it? He’s a moving wall of muscle, and he’s clearly a more seasoned warrior than I am. H-He’s also faster than I thought he’d be! Dammit, Eckenhart!


  Diem rushed at me, both hands on his sword as he swung down at my head with all his might. I threw up my short sword to block his blow, bracing the flat of my blade in my offhand for leverage.


  “Hngh?!”


  Somehow, I managed to absorb the attack, but he kept pushing as if to crush me.


  Is he trying to cut me or bludgeon me to death?!


  He spat in my face, leaning into his weapon with a murderous grin. “What’s wrong! You all talk, boy?!”


  “I could say the same about…you!”


  I pushed back, unlocking our weapons and sending him staggering a step back. He cursed as he stumbled slightly.


  Leo’s attack must have interfered with his balance more than I thought… She probably weakened him a bit, too, I’ll be honest.


  “You got some fight in ya,” he hissed. “But you’re still gonna die!”


  He seemed surprised I pushed him back, but as soon as he regained his footing, he lunged at me again.


  What got him so angry? Wait, no, that was me. He must be a pretty short-tempered guy.


  “DIE!” he bellowed as he swung down on me again.


  Once again, I caught his blade, but my arms were still stinging from his last attack. This time, he leveraged his entire weight into his blade to try to force me to the ground.


  “No!” I shouted back.


  I tried using my legs to push back against him, but even with both hands, I couldn’t push him off this time.


  The villain gritted his teeth, bellowing as his muscles bulged. “GRAHHHHHH!”


  “Gh!”


  I-I can’t hold him off, he’s stronger than me! I know I can heal myself later with loe, and Leo would never let him get away. Even so, I need to be the one to take him down! I’ll make him pay for turning Lieza into a target! Gh…I need to push back somehow…!


  We both had our whole bodies thrown into the clash, so if I tried to trip him, he would overpower me instantly. My stance was far too wide to be able to reach him. Of course, if it were as easy as tripping the other guy, Eckenhart wouldn’t need to train me at all.


  There has to be something I can do… Ask Leo, maybe? No, she’s helped enough already. I don’t want to be the guy who insists he can handle it, but needs to be bailed out anyway…


  It was at that moment that I remembered the weight on my other hip.


  That’s it!


  I redoubled my strength. “Hnngh… Hahhhhh!!”


  “What’s wrong?” Diem laughed as his sword drew slowly closer to my shoulder. “I’ve almost got you!”


  If he’s trying to push through me like this, then he must think I’m almost at my limit. All I need is an opening, any opening…!


  “BARK!!”


  At that moment, Leo let a single, sharp bark into the night.


  “Whuh?!”


  I was afraid somebody had tried to attack her—but Diem, startled by the sound, turned to look at her.


  This is it!


  “Hahhhhhh!” Still screaming, I let go of my left hand, taking the full brunt of his onslaught with my right.


  “What the— Whoa?!”


  Without both hands, Diem’s sword pushed in closer, but he was distracted enough that I could hold him. Then, I dropped my free hand into my coat, feeling for my katana. As soon as the familiar hilt met my hand, I grasped it and drew, ignoring the loud cracking sound from my sheath. Blade followed hilt, and I slashed at him from the side.


  “Gh?!” he yelped. 


  The blade bit into his side.


  It’s not over. Now I pull across!


  Just as I was taught, I followed through with the slice, tracing the curve of the blade along the exposed flesh of his torso. I didn’t manage to cut him too deeply, however, either because the blade hadn’t gotten sufficient purchase or his skin was tougher than I expected.


  “Gah!”


  Diem stumbled back, and as I stepped forward to follow up—


  “Aroooooooooo!”


  Leo planted her paws on Diem’s shoulders, flattening him against the ground. His sword clattered uselessly to the ground a few feet away. Though he was still conscious, he wasn’t going anywhere without Leo’s say-so.


  “Thanks, Leo,” I panted.


  She puffed out her chest. “Ruff, awooooo!”


  “Hey! Lemme go!”


  Diem struggled feebly under her weight, legs kicking uselessly. I took the opportunity to inspect the wound I’d given him.


  It’s bleeding, but as I thought, not too deep. He won’t die from it, but it’s not incapacitating, either. Not bad, considering I used my non-dominant hand.


  Without Leo, Diem would’ve attacked me again, and my arms were already burning from overexertion. I might not have been able to fend him off again.


  Thank god I brought the katana. Honestly, I was afraid I’d disemboweled him… Even though it would’ve been self-defense, I’m glad I’m not a murderer now. Diem might be a horrible person, but he’ll go through the same due process as everyone else. 


  Unfortunately, my katana’s sheath was cracked when I drew it so hastily and at such an awkward angle. The sword still fit in the sheath, but the mouth was cracked such that it’d fall out if I held it wrong.


  I’ll have to be careful it doesn’t fall out… I hope Eckenhart isn’t too upset I broke it. He can get it repaired, though, right?


  “Can you hold him there a little longer, Leo?” I asked her.


  She nodded. “Woooo!”


  “Gh…ugh…”


  Despite his moans, I could tell Leo wasn’t putting her full weight on Diem.


  That’s bound to hurt, though.


  I took a moment to collect my breath. “Hahh… I need to train more.”


  It was a short battle, but an exhausting one. The rain felt refreshing for the first time that night. Once I composed myself, I walked over to where the boys were still huddled.


  “Uh…hello?” I called to them. “Sorry I don’t know your names, but can you give me a hand?”


  One of them eyed me warily. “Huh…?”


  Looks like they’re still in shock… I doubt they understand a word I’m saying right now. I’d sure be shocked if a wolf the size of a horse charged in and saved the day. They might not even realize they’re safe yet.


  “Er… You aren’t hurt, are you?” I said to them hesitantly. “I know one of you got kicked, but you can probably stand—u-unless you can’t, which is okay, too! Anyhow, can you help me tie these goons up? It’d take forever to do it alone.”


  They looked from me to the thugs, then back again. I could tell they understood me this time.


  “B-But…huh?”


  There were four thugs, not including Diem himself. Leo could handle Diem, I was sure, but if any of the others woke up there could be trouble, and there was no telling how long they’d be out. 


  These kids were on Diem’s side until just recently, so I guess I can’t expect much from them…


  Leo turned to look at them. “Rrr-ruff!”


  All at once, the boys clamored to do as I asked.


  Are they scared of Leo even after she saved their lives? She took out those men pretty quick, so I guess that’s a fair play…oh, well. As long as they’re helping us.


  One of the boys scampered up to me with something in his hands.


  “U-Um…here.”


  “Thanks.”


  It was a coil of rope, old and roughly woven but just right for tying up thugs. The boys helped me bind Diem’s four men, and they were all bound and piled where the boys had been minutes before. The rain was relentless, but I figured the crooks were fine with a little rough treatment.


  Best case scenario, they’ll catch colds and I can sell them capwort at a premium… Wait, what am I saying? I’m no drug-peddling crook. Besides, I don’t think the guards would let dangerous prisoners go medicine shopping…


  One of the boys swallowed hard. “Wh-What are you going to do with us, sir?”


  I think he’s one of the boys who beat up Lieza… He only seems scared of Leo, though, not me.


  “You don’t have to call me ‘sir’ or anything, I’m nobody important. That’s a good question, though…”


  I hadn’t even thought about that. I came here looking for Diem, not to rescue a group of problem kids, and I probably shouldn’t tell them that.


  “Uh… I guess you can help me carry these guys to the town guard.”


  The boys looked at each other uneasily.


  “A-Are we gonna go to jail?” one whimpered.


  I get that they don’t want to risk it, but they can’t run from Leo and me. Even if I did let them go, there’s no telling how they’ll be treated with their boss in jail. I bet there’s a lot of people around here who hate Diem and his crew…


  I smiled at the boys warmly. “Relax, okay? Bad guys always get caught. If you haven’t done anything wrong, they’ll let you go right away.”


  A deadly silence fell over the group. None of them looked me in the eye.


  Whoops. I didn’t mean it like that. I guess they’ve been up to a lot more than just bullying Lieza… She said life in the slums is a fight for survival. There was probably a time or two when they were broke and starving, and the only way to stay alive was to cheat or steal from others. Unfortunately, the law can’t make exceptions, or else society would fall apart at the seams. They should be punished, but they should also be given a second chance. How do I explain that to kids, though?


  “I can promise you this: if you help me now, you’ll get off a lot more easily than these guys, or your scummy ‘boss.’ Uh…again, that’s relatively speaking, depending on what you’ve done.”


  “Gh… Go screw yourself!” Diem yelled, but despite his frenzied struggling, Leo’s paws didn’t budge from his chest.


  I bet these boys have only done petty theft and the like. They wouldn’t get tortured or executed for that, but just in case, I’ll try to put in a good word for them. Wait…speaking of crimes.


  “One more thing. You, and…you.” I pointed out Lieza’s bullies. “Step forward.”


  “M-Me?”


  “I-I don’t wanna die!”


  I’m not that scary, am I?


  I looked the trembling teens in the eye. “Er…you two were bullying a beastkin girl until recently. Am I right?”


  “Y-Yeah, but—”


  “I know what Diem told you. I know all about what’s happened here, and why Diem said what he did. More importantly, though, I’ve taken in that beastkin girl, and she deserves an apology.”


  I didn’t know if Lieza wanted an apology, or if that would even make her feel better. If she was ever going to truly believe she’d never be bullied again, though, she needed that proof.


  Or at least, I would if I were in her shoes.


  The boys looked at me in confusion.


  “Apologize? But…she’s a monster.”


  I knew it, these boys believe those same lies.


  “Diem lied to you,” I told them firmly. “Beastkin are people, just like you or me. They have a whole country of their own to the north.”


  One of them frowned dubiously. “I’ve never been outta town. How’d I know that?”


  “Well…I suppose you wouldn’t.”


  I know about other countries because of what Eckenhart and the others told me, but the people in the slums probably don’t get the same information… No wonder they bought into Diem’s lies so easily. Lieza was visibly different, and that made her an easy target. It really pays to know about the world you live in—and yeah, I see the irony in that. It’s not just book smarts, either.


  The first step to rehabilitating the boys was to correct their false knowledge. I imagined that the guards would be happy to help teach them, but I’d have to run it by Sebastian first to be sure.


  “Anyhow! You boys will apologize to her,” I stressed. “The guards are probably going to arrest you, but they won’t treat you poorly. Oh, and before you apologize, I’ll make sure you understand the error of your ways.”


  The boys exchanged puzzled glances, then nodded.


  “Sure, I guess?”


  It’ll take them time, no doubt, but I’m sure they can do it.


  With that, I grabbed the remaining rope and walked over to where Diem lay flailing under Leo. 


  “Okay, time to tie up one last loose end.”


  “Guh! Grah!! Lemme go!”


  The boys watched me warily, but none of them tried to stop me.


  He did try to kill them, after all, and these aren’t the most empathetic kids in the world.


  I started by binding Diem’s feet together, making sure that he wouldn’t be running anywhere even if he did break loose.


  “Okay, Leo, you can move your paw off this shoulder.”


  “Ruff!”


  She freed his shoulders, but since her other paw was pressing his skull against the cobblestones, he couldn’t free himself even with both arms. With some wrestling, I managed to bind his wrists together in front. His flailing was causing his stomach wound to bleed more, but he seemed energetic enough to last until the guard station without first aid.


  I’ll leave that to the town guards. After all, I can’t imagine they want him bleeding all over while they’re questioning him.


  Now that Diem’s hands and feet were bound, he finally seemed to understand that no amount of flailing would free him. His violent flailing was replaced by a weak, half-hearted flopping.


  That, or it’s getting hard for him to breath under Leo’s paw…hm.


  “Better safe than sorry, I guess.”


  I was still concerned he might slip his binds and flee—or worse, attack someone. I didn’t know how he would escape, exactly, but I didn’t need to be an escape artist to imagine.


  “Do we have any more rope?” I asked the closest boy.


  He nodded. “I saw more over there. Somebody was using it to carry stuff.”


  “Can you bring it to me?”


  “Okay.”


  Finally, they trust me! That, or they’ve clocked me as a bigger threat than Diem… I mean, as long as they bring me the rope.


  With the boys’ help, we bound Diem thoroughly, wrapping him up like a caterpillar in its cocoon. It wasn’t the most elegant way to tie a person up, perhaps, but at least he was immobilized now.


  “Okay, Leo, you can let go of his head now.”


  “Ruff.”


  “Bagh?!”


  Diem gasped to life, filling his lungs with as much oxygen as possible.


  Was it really that hard to breathe? Leo’s paw pads are so soft, though, like giant pillows… Wait, that might be the problem.


  “Okay, now all that’s left is to take these guys to the guards. The only question is how…” I pondered. 


  Diem was large, but manageable on his own. The issue was the four other huge men we had to take with us. Even with the boys’ aid, it seemed impossible.


  Leo leaned down, gesturing to her back. “Ruff, ruff?”


  We could do that, yeah, but I don’t know how I feel about these creeps catching a ride on her. I can’t think of anything else that’d work, though…


  “Hahh…hahh…you!” Diem, still panting, yelled at me. “Who the hell are you?! Do you really think you can take me in and walk away?! I rule these streets, and I’ve got more men than you can imagine! You’re a dead man walking!”


  “Yeah, sure, whatever. Please shut up.”


  “What’d you say to me, freak?!”


  He’s probably not lying… Even though he reeks of goon-level trash, he was pretty difficult to track down. It would’ve taken a lot of people and money to catch him properly, and that’s without even considering the risk of inciting revolt. Having him out of the way should bring down organized crime around here, especially since Sebastian won’t let one bit of Diem’s criminal empire remain intact. It’ll make Eckenhart’s job here that much easier.


  “You like that she-monster girl, huh?!” Diem yelled. “Why should you care about her?!”


  “Why should I care?” I laughed. “I happen to be her Papa!”


  “Bwoooooo!” Leo added.


  There was no word more fitting to describe my relationship with her. It wasn’t a good idea to give him too much personal information, but I felt I could get away with that.


  Diem’s face went bright red. “What’ve you been smoking, punk?! The kid’s street trash! She had nobody except that crusty old idiot! ’Sides, you’re human!”


  Sure, we’re not blood-related, and we’re different races, but those things alone aren’t what define family. She chose me as her Papa and Leo as her Mama, and we’re happy to fill those roles for her. 


  “What, you think you can play family? She’s not even human enough to be your pet! You like feeling superior to her, huh? Is that it? Taking in one scrawny brat doesn’t make you a hero!”


  “Play family? Feel superior?”


  I’m sure there are people like that out there somewhere, but I want to believe I’m different. I know that Lieza, Leo, and I aren’t a normal family by any stretch of the imagination. But frankly, I don’t care. He does NOT get to talk about my daughter like that!


  “I don’t think I’m better than anyone. I’ve only known her a short while, but I’ll never think of myself as better than her. Besides—” I glared at him, inhaling deeply to shout with all my strength. “—Lieza made me her papa! We’re family, and we always will be! Blood has nothing to do with it! ‘Play family?’ You make me sick! She loves me like a parent, and I love her like a daughter. That’s all a family takes! It doesn’t matter how long you’ve known one another, or when you met. It’s belief in each other—that bond that makes us family!”


  It doesn’t matter if nobody else accepts it. I may not be much of a man, but I’m a father to my core, and Lieza is my daughter.


  “Hahh…hahh…hahh…”


  “Bruff, bwuff!” Leo nuzzled me, urging me to breathe.


  I know you’re happy, Leo, but can you stop wagging your tail so hard? You keep almost hitting the boys.


  For once, Diem just looked at me in silence. Something I said must have silenced him—just as well, because I couldn’t care less about his opinion.


  He still won’t even apologize…


  I took one last deep breath. “Sorry…I think I lost my cool there.”


  Even the rain seemed to be scolding me for shouting, but I didn’t regret a thing. What Diem said felt almost too personal. Back in Japan, I was practically raised by my aunt and uncle, and I remembered them being told the same thing. Personally, I was nothing but thankful, and I didn’t want to imagine how my life would’ve played out if they hadn’t adopted me. Technically they were related to me by blood, but it didn’t matter. They didn’t have to be my birth parents to love me and accept me as family.


  “Over here!” a voice rang out from the next street over. “I heard screaming!”


  “Huh?”


  “Ruff?” Leo sniffed at the air.


  I could hear the voice’s owner coming closer—there was a whole group of people, and they were all running toward us. Diem and the boys couldn’t hear them yet, probably because their senses weren’t enhanced like mine.


  “Are those Diem’s reinforcements?” I muttered aloud.


  Diem glared up at me. “What’d you say ’bout me?!”


  I didn’t bother replying to him.


  Is he expecting backup? Is that why he stopped flailing? No…I can’t believe he’s that good of an actor. He isn’t expecting company, either.


  “Ruff?” Leo asked me. “Wurf, bwuff-ruff.”


  She can hear clanking metal, too? I’d assume that’s the sound of armor. Since it’s a whole group of heavily armored people—


  “That must be the guards,” I surmised.


  Diem and the boys froze.


  Of course the teens are spooked… I basically told them they’re getting arrested.


  Leo nodded. “Wurf, ruff.”


  What’s that? She can tell the guard we met at the gate is with them? Why would he be here? I didn’t mention anything about the slums to him… One of the people watching from the shadows must have called them. Leo’s still massive, even if she looks more like a drowned rat than a dog at the moment. I bet somebody saw her attacking a bunch of men and thought a monster had broken into town.


  “At least now we won’t have to carry them to the guards,” I remarked.


  “Ruff,” Leo agreed.


  Once I’ve handed the criminals off, my work here is done.


  We waited where we were until a soldier in armor came into sight. Sure enough, it was the one from the gate that lent me the coat.


  “You there!” he shouted. “What are you up to?”


  “Wow, it is the guards. Uh… I found a bunch of weird men beating up some teenagers!”


  “Weird men?” He jogged over to me, assessing the situation. “That’s them, tied up on the ground?” He turned to me. “Speaking of weird, who are you?”


  “I’m just a normal, ordinary passerby.”


  There was a long, awkward silence. The guard narrowed his eyes at me.


  He’s not buying it, is he? I like to think I’m normal… More importantly, why doesn’t he remember me? Who else would be wearing his coat and be accompanied by a giant wolf?!


  “I know one thing for sure,” he finally said. “Your monster is well over regulation size. Follow me!”


  “Uh-oh.” I sighed. “I guess we’d better cooperate…”


  “Ruffa,” Leo whined sadly.


  The guard led us across the plaza while his squad grabbed the bound criminals.


  As soon as we were out of earshot, the guard turned back to us with an apologetic smile. “My apologies for the rough treatment, Mr. Hirooka. I have been instructed to act as though I don’t know you.”


  “I knew you recognized us!” I said. 


  “Of course. You two make an unmistakable pair,” he laughed. 


  I think I know who it was that advised him…he’s elderly and a butler. I’m glad he did, too. I was also being careful not to use my or Leo’s name while we were here. The less people know about our involvement, the better.


  “After you two entered town, I received a letter from Sebastian on His Grace’s behalf, explaining your cause and enlisting our aid. He was very clear that I was not to say anything around others that could incriminate or identify you.”


  I nodded to myself. “Figured it was Sebastian’s doing.”


  Eckenhart had to know about this, too, if the order’s coming from him. I bet Sebastian watched with bated breath every step of the way… He seems to love this kind of thing. I’m assuming they sent the messenger some time after I left. In fact, I bet Sebastian timed it so the guards would charge in to support us only after the dust had settled…no, that can’t be. He wasn’t even sure Diem was in any of the spots on the map.


  The soldier bowed to me. “Thank you very much for capturing Diem on our behalf.”


  “Nah, I didn’t do much. All I did was hunt down a guy I hate and beat him up.”


  “Ruff!” Leo agreed with a firm nod.


  The entire time we talked, I was sure to leave my back to the other soldiers just in case. Luckily, they were all careful to look down whenever they got close to me, so I didn’t have to try too hard to hide my face. 


  Ractos’ guards must be pretty well-trained. You don’t get manners or situational awareness like that just by swinging a sword around all day.


  “I can leave the rest to you, right?” I asked the guard.


  “Of course. We were planning on carrying away the convicts, nothing more.”


  Thank goodness I don’t have to deal with the cleanup… There’s nothing I’d like more right now than to ride home and soak in a hot bath. I know I said a lot and did more, but I’m content to let this rest. Oh, right!


  “One more thing—do you see those boys over there?”


  They may have committed a crime or two, but they didn’t deserve to be lumped in with Diem and his goons. I was prepared to forgive them if they recognized the error of their ways.


  “Yes, the boys. I heard a report that they were surrounded by a gang.”


  I nodded. “Under Diem’s guidance, they were told to bully a beastkin girl, but I don’t believe they’re bad to the core. They were singled out and about to be killed, just because of the boy the other day who threw a rock in the street.”


  “Oh…interesting. I’d heard of the stoning incident and that the culprit was sent to His Grace directly. He won’t ever trouble us again, no doubt.”


  Wait, is Eckenhart’s training so legendarily difficult that even the town guards know about it? I’ll have to ask Phillip more about that sometime.


  “Anyhow, the boys aren’t like Diem,” I stressed. “I don’t think any of them are committing crimes because they want to…unless, of course, they did something horrible I don’t know about.”


  The guard nodded. “Understood. We’ll have to get their testimonies regardless, and I’ll be sure to take that into account. I can’t imagine they would be punished too badly unless they did something truly atrocious.”


  “Really? That’s a relief…thank you.”


  “Wuff-ruff!” Leo bowed her head to him as well.


  I’m sure those boys will get another chance… It doesn’t sound like they’ll be executed, though from the sound of it they’re more lenient on youths, anyway. Judging from the number of orphanages around, not to mention how decent the people here seem to be, they’d rather rehabilitate kids than punish them. That’s a very Eckenhart policy—children are the future, after all. Of course, there’s a limit to the kinds of crimes we can turn a blind eye to as a society, but it’s a good effort.


  With that, Leo and I left the cleanup to the town watch and left the slums.


  Wait… I never heard whether the boys were going to apologize to Lieza. I’m sure I can talk that out with Eckenhart and Sebastian once we’re safely home.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “MAN…what a long night.”


  I hadn’t expected everything to be resolved so cleanly in a single day. Leo and I took our time walking back to the west gate, enjoying the rain as we went.


  “Woo-woo,” Leo agreed happily.


  Without Leo’s abilities and Sebastian’s map, tonight would’ve played out very differently. I’d probably spend most of the night wandering the slums, hoping to stumble into something. Even if I found a hint, I wouldn’t be able to track anyone from there.


  That couldn’t have gone better, frankly. Diem is off the streets, and nobody knows I’m working with Eckenhart. I’m just a mysterious stranger atop a monster—riding in, beating up the villains, and disappearing as the cops arrive… I’m like a superhero, except my dog has all the crime-fighting powers. Unless somebody recognizes Leo while she’s soaked, there’s nothing that could reveal my secret identity.


  “Hey…is that you, boss?!”


  I froze. “I think I know that voice…”


  Leo peered into the darkness. “Ruff?”


  It came from startlingly close—my sense-enhancing herb must’ve finally worn off. I’d completely dropped my guard on the way back, as it hadn’t even occurred to me there could be more excitement that night.


  Spinning around, I saw Nick’s familiar face. He, too, was wearing a greatcoat I didn’t recognize. Though he was still a bit too far away to make out clearly, he seemed to be grinning.


  “Hey, boss! I knew it was you! Whatcha doing in town at this time of night?”


  “Uh, hi, Nick. I’m just…taking a walk. What about you?”


  Leo shot me a questioning look. “Bruff?”


  What’s a rough-looking guy like him doing in the rain like this in such a dark coat? Not that I’m one to talk…


  “I walk around Kales’ shop a few times a night, y’know, looking for weirdos,” he explained. “I’ve heard the slums are all kinds of shady these days, so you gotta be careful. Know what I mean, boss?”


  “I’ll be honest, Nick, you’re the weirdest guy I’ve seen all night.”


  Leo nodded. “Ra-ruff.”


  It’s not a bad idea, though, like a neighborhood watch. He could at least grow a little hair, though. I wouldn’t trust a weird bald man in a giant coat if I met one at night. Do the guards know he’s doing this? At least he’s trying to help, I guess…


  “Ever since you hired me, boss, I’ve done a lot of thinking about the kind of guy I was. I know I’ve done a ton of harm, but now I want to give back. Gotta make you look good, eh?” He winked at me.


  “I don’t really care if I look good,” I admitted. “But if you’re enjoying yourself, by all means. Can I ask why you’re patrolling when the night watch does that already, though?”


  He shook his head. “I gotta make sure. The slum brats have been acting weird, and even some adults I know down there are catchin’ it now.”


  “Slum brats…?”


  Does he mean Marc and those other boys? Nah, probably not. There’s bound to be more kids than that around.


  “See, I heard stalls all over the city have been getting hit by kids trying to steal food. That’s fine and all, and most shopkeeps I know just chase ’em away. They don’t bother going further.”


  I figured that was the case. They’re only stealing food, though, so I can’t call trying to survive wrong—and even if I was against it, I’m not in any position to do anything. The shopkeepers probably don’t want to be too harsh, either, unless they end up losing a ton of money from it. Nick’s giving me the impression that this isn’t normal, though…


  I nodded. “Okay, go on.”


  “Anyhow, it’s been pretty bad for a few days now. I’ve seen kids stealing a few times myself.”


  “That can’t be too strange, right? You’re bound to see it sooner or later.”


  “Ruff,” Leo agreed.


  The slums occupied a large swath of Ractos’ north side, and there weren’t any walls or other barriers keeping it separate. 


  “I’ve been seeing it a lot, boss, more than I’ve ever seen. ’Course, I’m still hoping it’s just my imagination, but it pays to be careful.”


  “Only these past few days, though? Do you know if it started when I adopted Lieza?”


  Nick scratched his head thoughtfully. “You mean the beastkin kid?”


  Right… I guess he wouldn’t know a lot about her yet.


  I explained how I came to adopt Lieza. When I finished, he slapped his knee and guffawed.


  “Man, you got guts, boss! You really took the duke out into the slums like that, and you weren’t scared? I’ve seen folks get swarmed just for wearin’ nice clothes!”


  “Well, I’m sure that we didn’t get swarmed.”


  “Bwuff,” Leo agreed.


  I was wearing my usual clothing on that day. I had no idea what the average quality of clothing was, but since mine came from a tailor, I had to assume they were decent. The maids even kept them spotless for me. Eckenhart was also in casual clothing by noble standards, but given that he was probably one of the richest men in the kingdom, I had to assume they were top quality as well.


  He nodded thoughtfully. “You do have Miss Leo with you there. I bet most people wouldn’t tangle with you unless they had a real good reason.”


  That’s a fair assumption. Eckenhart and I were both armed, too, and we kept a hand on our swords the whole time.


  “Now that you mention it, boss, you’re right. I’m pretty sure I started seeing slumfolk in town a whole lot more right around then.”


  They might’ve been looking for Lieza.


  Nick pursed his lips, mumbling to himself. “I sure hope Diem didn’t have anything to do with it.”


  I blinked in surprise. “You know about Diem? How?”


  “I could ask you that, boss! I didn’t think anyone outside the slums knew the guy—he was pretty strict about that kinda thing.”


  I laughed awkwardly. “Uh…I heard a rumor?”


  Leo shook her head at me in disappointment. “Hrmph.”


  I really hope he buys that.


  “Hey, you keep your secrets, boss. I hear you. Guys disappear all the time for talking about him, or even just implying he’s hiding out there.”


  Sure enough, he definitely knows about Diem. He’s got the wrong idea about my reasons, but that’s fine as long as he stops asking.


  “I’m curious, Nick. How do you know about him?”


  “I know a thing or two, that’s all. See, I was born in the slums. I left to find work, but nobody wanted to hire a gutter rat like me. A place might take me in for a few days, but I never got to stick around long. I’m not very good with words or people or anything, so I tried to keep to myself. Kales taught me how to read and write, but back then, I couldn’t spell my own name.”


  “Oh…”


  Come to think of it, I never bothered to ask Nick more about himself before. He’s always excited to meet me, and he practically worships the ground I walk on…that, and he got scared straight by Leo and Sebastian. I didn’t even think he could work back then, let alone how diligent he’d be. I assumed back then that his problem was just being out of work, but he clearly tried. I can only imagine how hard it’d be to make it as a day laborer here… He still looks like he might mug me if he had the chance, though.


  “Anyhow, after looking for a job for ages, I…well, I tried to set up a protection racket, but that flopped. I thought sticking up lost tourists would be better—but you know the rest from there, boss.” He chuckled awkwardly.


  When I first met Nick, he was a part of a small gang that used him to pad their numbers. They attempted to mug Claire and me on our first trip to town, and Nick wound up in chains.


  It makes sense how he’d fall into that life… He must have pretty awful luck to have run into Leo and me on what sounds like his first mugging. He didn’t commit any major crimes, though, so I’m still glad I took him in.


  “By the way, Nick. Did you ever end up apologizing to the shopkeepers you bothered?”


  “Sure did!” he nodded. “Kales even went with me. Because Kales knows the duke, most folks let me off the hook easy enough. I’ve been keeping an eye out lately to make sure no bad elements from the slums come and cause trouble, too. It’s the least a guy like me can do.”


  “Wow…I’m impressed, Nick. You’re doing pretty well for yourself.”


  To him, I bet these night patrols are just a part of his job.


  “I’ve gotta earn my keep, right, boss? I couldn’t live half this good without you! I’m even the number one customer of all the places I used to make trouble for!”


  I’m really glad I gave him a second chance. I made the right choice.


  “That’s good. You’re not running low on funds or anything, are you? If you want—”


  “No, no, no, boss, that’s too much! You already pay me better than most guys in my position around here. I won’t let you go spending even more on me!”


  “Oh. Really?”


  I didn’t think he’d turn me down… I know I told Sebastian to give him a bit over the average wage, and apparently that’s plenty. He must not be used to getting a salary like this… Come to think of it, I probably could’ve asked someone who didn’t directly work for the duke. Butlers probably make a lot, so I should’ve asked Kales…oh, well. I have more than enough money as-is, and he deserves extra for all the extra work he’s doing. I know exactly how painful it is to be stuck in service work for too little money and no chance of a raise. I’ll have to get used to this, too, if I’m going to be hiring help for the plantation…


  Nick was quiet for a moment, as if lost in thought. “Y’know, I used to know Diem pretty well in my slum days. He never trusted anybody, and he kept trying to get others to obey him. I never thought he’d actually be calling the shots someday.”


  “Were you two close?”


  “Nah, not really. The way he did stuff bugged me too much. Heck, we’d start punching at the first sight of the other, hahaha! Too bad I never won, not once.”


  It sounds like they hated each other… It makes sense that Nick always lost, though. Diem was a lot tougher to take down than Nick was, and not just because he had a proper sword and Nick only had a knife. I remember taking him down pretty easily—though that made me feel even worse for him when Leo and Sebastian scared him senseless.


  “Can I ask you a random question?” I began. “If Diem were ever caught, what do you think would happen to him?”


  “Diem, caught? You’re talking about the paranoid beefcake who’d rather sleep on a different floor every night than get a real bed? I can’t imagine it. Somebody would be bound to look for who sold him out, I guess…assuming that’s how they nab him.”


  “Really? Nobody would look for the guy who brought him in, or attack the prison trying to free him? Nothing?”


  Nick laughed and shook his head. “The guy wouldn’t trust his own mom. That’s why nobody’s got him yet, sure, but even his top goons know he doesn’t care about them. I bet they don’t trust him, either. Maybe he’s turned a new leaf or something after I left, but the only thing I’d worry about is some other punk thinking he can slip into Diem’s position.”


  “I see…fair enough.”


  Didn’t Diem tell me his goons would avenge him, or something? If Nick’s telling the truth, that had to be a bluff. Maybe he thought he was a beloved leader, and he thought they trusted him more than they do.


  “What would you think if the duke decided to hunt down Diem and bring him in by force?”


  “The duke?” Nick chortled. “Nobody would stick around a guy like Diem if it came to that. Sure, there’s plenty of hatred for the duke going on down there, but they can’t fight an army. They’d be stupid to try. In fact, I bet Diem’s men aren’t so loyal that they wouldn’t sell him out if they had good reason to. Some people outside the slums have probably heard of Diem already, so if anything, they’d be glad.”


  Suddenly, my sodden greatcoat felt that much heavier.


  “Oh…okay.”


  Leo sighed. “Ruffa…”


  Maybe we didn’t have to be so concerned about a rebellion after all… It would’ve been annoying if he ran, but I know Leo can track him. Better safe than sorry, but still a real shame. I’ll complain to Eckenhart about it later. Maybe I won’t mention this to Sebastian, though… He’d argue me down for sure.


  Nick peered into my face. Even in this light, I could tell he was concerned. “You okay, boss? Thinking about Diem getting you down? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”


  You don’t have to get that close, Nick. I don’t want to catch your baldness.


  “I-It’s a long story,” I stammered, taking a step back. “Basically, I’m just getting back from arresting Diem.”


  “You what?!” His eyes flew wide open. “You got him?! How did you… Wait, I bet Miss Leo sniffed him out.” He looked over at Leo and waved awkwardly.


  It never even occurred to me to leave her out of the hunt. Even if I somehow managed to stumble across Diem with the boys, I wouldn’t have survived the encounter alone.


  “I’ll be honest, she did a lot of the work. The duke didn’t try to arrest Diem directly because he was afraid of a rebellion, and it’d take ages for him to act anyway. That’s why I decided to come out here and lend a hand. Nobody knows I’m working for House Libert at all.”


  Nick nodded slowly. “So that’s why you’re here so late?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Gotta admit, I’m surprised. You two are probably the only ones who could’ve done anything. I bet things’ll be hectic down there for a while, though.”


  “From what you’ve said, it seems like it. They’ll be looking for a mole for a while.”


  “Sure, but there’s a power vacuum too, right? Everyone will wanna fill it. I’d better tighten up my patrols here… Maybe I’ll ask Kales to add another guy or two to help me out.”


  “I’ll make sure to mention that to Sebastian. It sounds like I stirred up trouble anyway…”


  “It’ll be busy for a bit, sure, but everything should calm down soon enough, with Diem out of the picture. Mark my words, boss, nobody’s gonna be able to take Diem’s place.”


  “Good, I’m glad to hear it.”


  “Wuff, ruff!”


  I had assumed that Diem was a fighter, given how easily he would’ve overpowered me if I didn’t have enhancing herbs and a katana on me. From the sound of it, however, he was quite the capable leader as well, if his absence is going to cause a power vacuum. 


  I guess his plan to bring the slums together by picking on beastkin worked, in a way.


  I frowned. “By the way, why do you think Diem chose Lieza to be his scapegoat? Is it really because she stands out a little in a crowd?”


  “Scapegoat? A little girl like that?”


  “Right, I guess you don’t know the details. Let’s see…”


  I had already told him everything else that had happened, so I didn’t see a point in withholding information now. I explained how I found Lieza, as well as the horrible treatment she’d received. Nick was walking the same direction, anyway, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to chat. Partway through, Leo snorted and growled in irritation at Diem.


  Relax, Leo. He’s not here, and he’s never going to harm Lieza again.


  When I finished, Nick nodded thoughtfully to himself.


  “I never would’ve expected any of that… I saw that girl in the slums before, though, now that you mention her. She was with some old man at the time. I was always trying to find a way out of the slums, though, so I didn’t have much to do with them.”


  “Right… I bet she was memorable, though.”


  I can’t imagine how hard it’d be to live in the slums as a kid… No wonder he didn’t take much notice. Reindolph was probably trying to hide Lieza’s beastkin features, too.


  Nick pursed his lips. “You really wanna know more about Diem?”


  I nodded. “You said you used to know him, so I was curious.”


  “Sure, but we were never close. We just couldn’t avoid each other completely—price of living in the same slum, I guess. Diem had a bit of a different start, though, so no wonder he wound up like that. Most people who wind up in the slums wind up there after they get forgotten about, or abandoned.”


  I get the impression Nick really doesn’t want to talk about how he wound up there. I don’t really mind if he keeps that part to himself.


  “Diem knew his old man, see. His dad used to live way up north, but when the war started, he wound up here in the Ractos slums.”


  “The war? How long ago did Diem’s father move here?” I asked. 


  Nick shrugged. “Beats me. Diem and I were born ages after that.”


  I didn’t know how old Diem was, but he was clearly older than me. Nick was much the same.


  That would have to be more than twenty years ago… Maybe Eckenhart can tell me more? Either way, I think I know where this is going. I remember Eckenhart said that the war with the beastkin was more than thirty years ago.


  “There’s plenty I don’t know,” Nick continued. “But when Diem was a kid, his dad used to talk smack about beastkin all the time until he died. I never met Diem’s dad myself, but I know folks who have, and they told me all about the anti-beastkin tirades he’d go on.”


  “Huh… I see.”


  It had to have been the war I’m thinking of, then. I don’t know if it was just my peaceful upbringing, but I have a hard time thinking of war in any kind of good light… I bet anyone who’s never experienced it themselves would think the same.


  “So you think Diem was just carrying on his father’s grudge?” I asked.


  “Dunno, couldn’t say for sure. He never talked about it to me, but I bet he carried his own thoughts about beastkin.”


  “Yeah. It’s hard not to get influenced by hatred when you’re that young…”


  Diem’s dad was probably pretty vocal with the beastkin in the slums… I bet he blamed them for all his troubles, too. That’s understandable, given all he lived through. It would also plant the same seed in Diem’s head.


  “From what I heard, Diem’s dad lost his temper whenever he even saw a beastkin. I never heard of Diem doing that kinda thing himself, though.”


  “He didn’t have a personal grudge against them, after all, even though he was probably prejudiced.”


  Diem picking Lieza, then, probably had little to do with his father and more to do with his bid for power. Maybe there was something else to it—he might blame them for something, or maybe he had a poor experience with one—but only Diem himself knew the answer to that question.


  I get the feeling he was especially furious about the found family thing…


  I nodded thoughtfully. “I think I understand better now. Thank you, Nick. I don’t know if you sympathize with him at all, but I couldn’t allow him to hurt Lieza like that and get away with it.”


  She was only seven years old, after all, and there was no reason for her to be held responsible for a war she had absolutely nothing to do with. 


  “Ruff!” Leo agreed adamantly.


  Nick shook his head. “I knew that girl…at least, I knew about her. She’s managed to break out of that trash heap just like me. I didn’t think Diem would stoop low enough to target little girls… I hate the guy even more now.”


  Maybe we’re not quite as different as I thought.


  He suddenly looked at me. “Right! Almost forgot there was something I had to talk to you about.”


  “Hm?”


  “You know how you set the capwort prices real low a while back? Y’know, so anybody could afford it?”


  Where did this come from all of a sudden? That was way back when the pandemic was still raging in Ractos. The price of medicine was so high that it spread faster than people could cure it. I think it was Claire’s idea, but I signed off on it.


  Enough time had passed since then that the disease was all but wiped from the city, and I no longer needed to make extra capwort each day. The price had also gone back to normal, given that supply now outpaced demand. I heard that Kales handled the cost transition seamlessly, though I didn’t have the chance to thank him properly for it.


  “Sure, I remember. What about it?”


  “You really saved a bunch of poor folk back then, and they’re still thanking His Grace for it. ’Course, I’ve been upselling you every chance I get, too.”


  “Y-You really don’t have to do that, honest. I’m just glad nobody’s still suffering.”


  What would I need a good reputation in town for, anyways? I’m glad nobody knows I’m behind the herbs. I don’t want anyone asking questions about Herb Cultivation, which is the whole reason I insisted Kales keep his source secret. Unfortunately, just walking around town with Leo is enough to leave an impression…


  “Don’t you want everybody knowing you’re a great guy?” He gave me a look of confusion. “You’re the whole reason people like the duke more now, anyway. I know you guys were worried about a rebellion or something, but nobody would’ve complained, now even less than before.”


  “That’s fair… I can’t claim any credit myself, really, but I’m glad to hear things are getting better.”


  It’s not every day that the poor have something to thank the duke for… I knew lowering the price was a good idea already. This is an extra bonus. Maybe I didn’t need to take things into my own hands at all, but I’m glad that I did.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  NOT long after we finished talking, Nick left to continue on his patrol while Leo and I continued toward the west gate. My footsteps didn’t feel nearly so heavy after all Nick had to say. He had even promised to tell me anything he knew about the slums if I ever needed to know.


  I really wish I’d run into him first… I need to remember to get to know my employees better. It really isn’t enough to just have them focus and work hard.


  We were able to leave the city without any trouble. When we drew close to the villa, however, the rain thinned, then stopped altogether.


  “Hm? Wait, did the rain stop?”


  Leo pointed her snout skyward. “Wurf?”


  I peeled the overcoat off, feeling lighter for the first time in ages as I looked at the clouds. Unfortunately, my clothes had been soaked long ago, so I didn’t feel any less wet. The moon peered past the clouds for the first time that night, and I could lower my shining sword for the first time without making it impossible to see. 


  I sighed. “I’m exhausted… I can’t wait to have a hot bath and sleep. I hope Lieza managed to get to sleep without us.”


  “Bruff, bawuff! Wheruff!”


  “Hahahaha, I know, I know. I didn’t forget about your sausages. It may be the middle of the night, but you’ve more than earned it.”


  It’s her favorite food, after all, and she’s gotten far more exercise than she normally does in a day. I’ll ask and make sure somebody gets her reward. They’re bound to have a night staff, right? Meanwhile, I need to get in that bath before I catch a cold… I should really give Leo a bath, too, but I think I’ll let her go to bed happy after a job well done.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  AT the villa’s front gates, I ran into Nicola and the rest of the night watch.


  “Hi there! Uh…nice night, isn’t it?” I greeted awkwardly. 


  “Ruff!”


  None of them replied to us, and they lowered their gaze to avoid meeting my eyes as we passed into the courtyard.


  Huh. That’s weird.


  I disembarked Leo in front of the villa doors.


  “Oh, right. Leo, could you dry off a little before going inside?”


  “Ruff!” She immediately shook herself, sending a wave of dirty water right beside me.


  “H-Hey! Pfft!”


  I don’t mind getting wet at this point, but I would’ve loved some warning.


  She shrugged at me. “Wuff?”


  “Don’t give me that, Leo. You basically dumped a bucket of muddy rainwater on me.”


  “Awf…” She flattened her ears sadly and tried to lick me.


  “No thanks, you don’t have to lick me ‘dry.’”


  After wringing out my clothes as best I could, I pushed open the front doors and stepped into the entrance hall. The lamps were all lit, to the point where it was almost too bright after a night in the darkness. Squinting, I glanced around and quickly noticed that the room was packed with servants.


  “Welcome home!” they called to us in unison, all bowing. “Thank you for your help!”


  What are they all doing here? I’ve only seen Eckenhart get this kind of reception before. Did Sebastian put them up to this?


  It wasn’t implausible—the guards had plenty of time to let the villa staff know we were in the courtyard if they wanted to. 


  There are dozens of people here… If this wasn’t Sebastian’s idea, it had to have been Eckenhart’s. They both enjoy tormenting me like this way too much.


  “Bwuff?” Leo looked around in confusion, asking the same questions I had.


  “Uh…thank you?” I called out to them awkwardly, bowing back. “What’s going on…?”


  I heard a familiar chuckle from behind the first line of butlers, and Sebastian stepped forward. He was grinning like an overfed cat.


  “Surprised, are you?”


  “Well, yeah. I wasn’t expecting to see this many people so late at night. Shouldn’t you all be asleep?”


  The butler shook his head. “You have gone to great lengths tonight, both for us and for Miss Lieza. Consider this but a small token of our gratitude.”


  “If you say so…”


  He’s not wrong per se, but honestly, all I wanted was to blow off some steam. I didn’t do it to get thanked…but this seems to be the way Sebastian does things. I’ll accept his gratitude with grace just this once.


  Sebastian coughed. “Ah, but that’s enough talk for one night.”


  That must have been a signal, since all the servants began to disperse. One of them approached me.


  “Your towel, sir.”


  “Oh, thank you.”


  Beside me, a team of maids got to work on Leo. Some gently washed her feet in basins of warm water, while others wiped the grime out of her fur.


  “Wurfff,” Leo muttered blissfully. “Awoo…”


  Sebastian smiled. “I have also taken the liberty of preparing Miss Leo’s sausages.”


  “Wruff?!” Leo snapped to attention, tongue lolling out of her mouth. “Ruff, pff!”


  Calm down, Leo! They can’t wipe down your tail if you keep wagging like that!


  Sebastian turned to me. “I suppose you would prefer to bathe first, Mr. Hirooka?”


  “Yes, I’d love the chance to soak before getting to bed. Is it okay if I leave Leo to you?”


  “As you wish.”


  A maid approached me and curtsied. I noticed she had a spare change of my clothes already in her arms. “For you, Mr. Hirooka.”


  “Thank you.”


  Accepting the clothes, I left the entrance hall and headed for the bath.


  Man, I can still hear Leo celebrating… I hope she doesn’t cause them too much trouble, but it’s probably too late for that.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “AHH… Finally, warm again.”


  The maid outside the bathroom curtsied to me. “I hope you enjoyed your bath, sir.”


  She told me that Leo was still in the dining hall, so I decided to go see her first. I arrived to find a massive plate piled high with hot sausages. Leo, of course, was face-deep in it.


  “Warpff?” She looked up at me, hurriedly swallowing. “Mrff!”


  I’m glad she’s enjoying her reward, but she’s got a lot of grease all around her face now. The maid removed most of the filth and returned some of her luster, but she’ll need a proper bath tomorrow.


  “Ah, Takumi!” Eckenhart walked over to me, beaming. “You did great work, I hear!”


  Behind him, Claire nodded. “I’m glad you made it home in one piece.”


  “What are you two still doing up at this hour?” I asked. 


  They must’ve stayed up the whole time I was gone, waiting for me to come home.


  The duke scoffed. “Nonsense! How could we sleep when you’re still hard at work? Right, Claire?” He winked at her playfully.


  “Father! Don’t tell him that!” Claire went bright red. “I-I’m sure I could’ve slept if I wanted to. More importantly, are you hurt? Anywhere sore?”


  I chuckled, embarrassed. “D-Don’t worry about me. Leo made sure I was never in too much trouble, and I managed to pull through in one piece.”


  She sighed in relief. “Thank goodness!”


  Wait, are those tears in the corners of her eyes? I must have worried her a ton… Next time I’ll have to be more careful.


  Eckenhart smirked. “See? I told you he’d be fine. I trained him myself, and he didn’t go alone.”


  “Something still could’ve gone wrong!” Claire protested. “He got hurt quite badly in Lange. If something happened to him, I don’t know what I’d do.”


  “Injured? Ha! If that happens, he can grow some loe and heal whatever’s wrong.”


  “Oh, Father, you don’t get it at all! I’d rather he not be hurt in the first place!”


  I laughed politely, trying to interrupt their fight. “That doesn’t matter because I’m fine, see? You don’t have to keep talking about it.”


  Luckily, that was the last word on the argument. Sebastian stepped forward as if to fill the void.


  “Mr. Hirooka. While you were in the bath, I received a missive from the Ractos city watch.”


  Apparently, the guards had wasted no time in writing to him as soon as Diem was behind bars. Given all the time I spent talking to Nick on the way home, I wasn’t surprised word got ahead of me.


  “Apparently,” he continued, “you said that you were family with Miss Leo and Miss Lieza while you were in the slums.”


  “Huh?”


  I didn’t think the letter would be about that… I guess I was yelling pretty loudly at the end there, and the guards must’ve heard that part. I was hoping the rain would’ve worked in my favor there.


  Eckenhart raised an eyebrow at me. “Is that so?”


  Sebastian nodded, his lips curling into an amused smile. “According to the report, Diem or one of his men said something pertaining to his adopting Miss Lieza. You had quite the response to that, did you not?”


  Right…he’d just accused us of being a fake family, and I let that get to my head. I can’t believe I spilled the beans like that. I don’t regret a single thing I said, but that sure came back to bite me…


  Sebastian chuckled. “How pleased do you think Miss Lieza will be to hear of this?”


  “Y-You don’t have to do that!” I stuttered. “She doesn’t have to know I said anything that sappy!”


  I didn’t say that for her, so it’s okay if I don’t tell her directly, right? I can feel myself going red as a tomato…


  Eckenhart grinned, nodding to himself contentedly. “It’s not often we see such a show of embarrassment from you. Don’t you agree, Claire?”


  “Absolu— Er, of course not. You’re being rude, Father.”


  He shook his head wistfully. “You could just fess up to it already, you know.”


  “Oh, right!” I turned to Eckenhart and Sebastian. “I just remembered I need to talk with you both.”


  Eckenhart nodded. “Go on.”


  “Anything amiss?”


  “It’s about Diem… Nick and I talked about him a bit before I made my way back home.”


  “Nick? Is he the man you hired?” Eckenhart asked.


  Sebastian urged me onward. “What brought this to mind?”


  “Well…”


  I told them about Nick’s past and his own experiences in the slums. I was also sure to cover his thoughts on the duke’s intervention and the role capwort had played in earning their trust, as well as Diem’s past and how distrusted he was. Lastly, I told them about Diem’s father and the impact of the war.


  “That was Nick’s take on things, at least,” I told them. “I believe him.”


  Eckenhart stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. It seems we miscalculated things a little.”


  “So it would seem,” Sebastian agreed. “Given his success and position within the criminal underworld, I had assumed Diem was more trusted than that.”


  “Well, we were wrong, it seems,” Eckenhart acknowledged. 


  I nodded. “I guess some people are so cowardly, they can’t even trust the people around them. He spent most of his time hiding his trail, never letting anyone know where he lived, so it’s little surprise he didn’t earn any trust himself.”


  “He wasn’t even trying to trick us.” Eckenhart sighed in frustration. “No, we came to the wrong conclusion on our own. I thought too highly of my men and assumed that any who could evade them for so long would be a grave threat to us.”


  “Verily so,” Sebastian agreed.


  There was still a lot I didn’t know about this world, but I did know that Duke Libert was second in power only to the royal family itself. It was an incredible feat, hiding from so many guards working for such a powerful man, and I doubted I could do the same if I tried. It made sense, then, that he’d overestimate Diem, if only because he was the supposed mastermind behind so much evil.


  “I should thank you for improving my reputation so much.” Eckenhart gave me an appreciative smile. “I had heard that lowering the price was making capwort more accessible, but I wasn’t expecting such a big impact.”


  “Don’t forget,” Sebastian chimed in. “Mr. Hirooka was able to identify the source of the plague at Lange, as well as the involvement of the former Count Bastler. Without him, we would not have fared so well.”


  The duke nodded. “We owe you an immeasurable debt, and I’ve already begun to regret not hiring you fully. Thank you, Takumi.”


  I shook my head. “I just want to make a better world for Lieza, that’s all.”


  “Bruff!” Leo agreed.


  Eckenhart, Claire, and Sebastian all bowed to me in thanks, but it felt sorely undeserved. I had been motivated that night out of anger, not to help any of them.


  At least Leo thanked them for the sausages.


  Claire furrowed her brow. “One moment, Father. Are you telling me that if you and Sebastian had a better grasp of the situation in Ractos, Takumi wouldn’t have had to risk his life at all?”


  “Er.” He swallowed hard. “Y-You could put it like that.”


  Sebastian bowed his head. “My sincerest apologies, milady. It seems my investigation was insufficient.”


  Even Sebastian’s information network has to have its limits, after all.


  “You may have failed to get the right information, but it was Father who let this become a problem in the first place.” She glared at Eckenhart. “What was it you told me? That it was too dangerous for me to have anything to do with the slums, and that I had to ‘play it safe?’”


  Sweat beaded on Eckenhart’s forehead. “Come now, I might’ve saved you without you knowing. The slums are a dangerous place, and you don’t even know how to defend yourself. I couldn’t let you ride in there!”


  Eckenhart might have a point, though. He probably thought this wasn’t the kind of problem his daughter should have to deal with, especially because of the danger involved. I’m not going to play the gender card or anything, but I’d much rather she stay safe, too. Then again, she’s probably worrying about my well-being, too…


  “I’ll admit, I understand what you’re trying to do. I know I’m no good in a fight, and there’s nothing I could do in the slums even if I rode in there. I know I would be nothing but an inconvenience to my attendants and the guards of Ractos alike. Even so, Father, how could you? What possessed you to assume your hands were tied, then cut Takumi loose to try and solve the problem for you?” she challenged. 


  “I-I’m very sorry for that! I am!” He turned to me, bowing his head deeply. Sebastian followed suit. “Takumi, I can’t apologize to you enough. I deeply regret forcing this matter into your hands, and all the trouble I’ve put you through.”


  I laughed awkwardly. “Haha… Everyone makes mistakes, right? I wouldn’t hold that against you. Besides, everything I did tonight was for Lieza’s sake, not yours. Even without you, Leo and I would’ve done the same thing. Right, girl?”


  “Gruff, bwuff-wuff!”


  I was only planning on teasing Eckenhart over it a little, since he was just teasing Claire. I didn’t expect they’d take this so seriously… I didn’t think that through.


  Claire sighed. “You know, Takumi, it’s okay to be upset sometimes.”


  “No, I couldn’t possibly. Besides, even if he hadn’t said anything at all, I planned on charging into Ractos the second I heard about Diem, ahaha…”


  Instead of laughing, the concern on her face grew. “Please don’t do anything else dangerous.”


  Are those more tears in her eyes? I can’t tell if she was that bothered by what Eckenhart said, or if she’s remembering how worried she was while I was gone…


  I nodded solemnly. “Um…I’ll be careful. Sorry.”


  Why is it that whenever a woman asks a man something like that, he always caves? Maybe it’s just me, but if a girl I’ve got a crush on says something like that, I can never go against her…maybe it’s a guy thing. Either way, I’d better keep my word.


  Eckenhart cleared his throat. “Anyhow, Sebastian and I will address the slum issue properly in the morning. There’s no telling who else there may be fostering hatred toward beastkin.”


  I nodded. “Sounds like you’ll be busy.”


  “Indeed!” Sebastian chuckled. “It shall be quite the undertaking.”


  He’s always loved gathering intel and sniffing out bad guys, so I bet he’s going to love this. He’s more than just a professional grampsplainer after all.


  “I’ll leave that work to you. I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” I admitted.


  Even if I did, it’s not my job to get involved.


  Eckenhart grinned. “It’s in good hands.”


  “Allow me to help,” Claire offered. “You may need someone to correct you if you try something else harebrained.”


  He frowned. “I’m not planning on making more mistakes, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a third opinion… Very well.”


  With our conversation at an end, Claire and Eckenhart left Leo and me in the dining hall. I sipped my tea and relaxed as she washed down her sausages with cold water. As she finished, Gelda entered the hall.


  I didn’t know she was still up.


  “Welcome home, Mr. Hirooka. I have something to report on Miss Lieza.”


  “Thanks. What’s up with Lieza?”


  “Not long after you and Miss Leo departed, the young miss seemed to grow lonely. I saw her attempting to hold in tears. I put her to sleep in your quarters.”


  “Oh, no…maybe it was too early to leave her for so long.”


  “She seemed to enjoy talking to Laila at first, if nothing else.” Gelda started to fidget behind her back but caught herself. “M-My apologies.”


  I shook my head. “You did great, Gelda. No need to apologize.”


  Come to think of it, this was Lieza’s first night alone at the villa… She always had Leo and me with her before now. She must’ve gotten scared when she tried to fall asleep. Gah, I should’ve gone to see her first!


  Leo and I wasted no time in heading back to our room. Instead of knocking, I eased the door open so as not to wake her. Laila was sitting on the edge of the bed, while Lieza slept peacefully in the middle.


  Laila noticed us, immediately standing to curtsy. “Mr. Hirooka, Miss Leo, welcome home.”


  “Sorry for taking so long, Laila. I was telling Eckenhart and the others about what happened… I can take over from here. Sorry for making you wait.”


  Leo flattened her ears sadly, nodding. “Ruff…”


  I took a step closer to the bed. “Lieza’s asleep? Gelda told me she was lonely.”


  “Indeed she was. At first, I accompanied her in her personal chambers, but she was restless and uncomfortable the entire time. It was my idea to relocate her, in hopes that she would feel comforted in a more familiar space.”


  “That makes sense… I guess it was too early for her to sleep without us.”


  Now, at least, Lieza was sleeping peacefully with her bottlebrush hugged in her arms. She did that a lot when she was nervous—it seemed to help her calm down.


  “Ruff?” Leo softly sniffed her. “Wuff, wuff, mruff…”


  “Careful, Leo. Don’t wake her up.”


  She shot me a look of irritation, as though I were an idiot. “Rff.”


  Leo’s probably just checking on her… I know she was worried, too.


  I turned back to Laila and bowed. “Thank you so much for watching her, and sorry again for coming back so late.”


  “Ruff,” Leo echoed. She bowed as well.


  Laila smiled warmly. “I was merely doing my job. Besides, I rather enjoy putting small children to sleep. She looks rather peaceful, doesn’t she?”


  I bet Laila would make a great mom someday.


  She curtsied. “I must be going now. Please excuse me.”


  “Thank you. I hope you rest well.”


  Leo waved goodbye with a forepaw. “Ruff, ruff!”


  I saw her out and closed the door behind her. The only sound left in the room was Lieza’s soft snoring.


  “Okay…I don’t want to wake Lieza, and I’m already exhausted, so we should also get to bed.”


  “Ruff!”


  I carefully nudged Lieza out of the way so that I had room to lay down beside her. Leo curled up by the bed, and the smell of rain quickly filled the air. It wasn’t overpowering, given that the maids had already wiped Leo down, but they weren’t able to get rid of it completely. The smell of wet dog that lingered beneath it, however, was far less pleasant.


  I’m still going to let it slide for tonight, but this can’t go on another day.


  “Leo?”


  “Ruff?”


  “You’re going to have a bath first thing tomorrow.”


  “Wurf?!” she yelped, just quietly enough not to wake Lieza. Leo looked up at me pitifully, but I showed no mercy.


  “What if Lieza says you smell? You’d hate that even more, wouldn’t you?”


  “Ruff…awuff…” She nodded before sullenly resting her snout back on her paws.


  Finally, I slipped into bed.


  “Nn?” Lieza mumbled beside me, sniffing the air in her sleep. I thought I caught a smile creep across her face. “Nnh…”


  Maybe she caught a whiff of Leo and that calmed her down… I hope we all live long and happy lives, together as a family.


  “Goodnight, Leo,” I whispered. “Goodnight, Lieza. Sweet dreams.”


  “Ruff…”


  “Nn…”


  Both of them weakly replied in their sleep. Smiling, I let myself drift off to get some well-deserved rest.


   


   


   


  Epilogue: Our First Step Forward as Family


   


  “GRAMPA?”


  Lieza couldn’t believe it. Lieza thought she was sleeping, but Grampa was right there in front of her.


  Lieza thought she was asleep… Right, she remembers now! Papa and Mama went out, so Lieza was waiting with Laila for them to come home. She got so sleepy, though…


  “You’ve found such wonderful people to take care of you, Lieza.”


  The floaty see-through thing was definitely Grampa—Lieza would recognize him anywhere. He had the same kind voice, too.


  Lieza loved his voice…


  Lieza nodded. “Uh-huh! Papa and Mama and everyone else are so nice to Lieza! Something bad happened, but Lieza kept her promise. She didn’t cry at all! Lieza’s met tons of nice people!”


  Lieza didn’t know why Grampa was here, but she told him all about Mama and Papa and how much fun they had. Grampa was a good listener, and he nodded along to everything she said.


  “I was worried that you wouldn’t be as happy after I left,” Grampa said. “I’m glad it was only the paranoia of an old fool, after all.”


  “Uh-huh. Grampa, what’s pair-of-noy-ah?”


  “Never you mind, Lieza. You’ll learn such words when you’re older. More importantly, I’m glad you’re leading a good life.”


  “Yeah! It’s sooooo much fun! It’s as fun as when you were here, Grampa!”


  “Is that so?” For some reason, Grampa looked relieved. “That’s all I needed to hear.”


  Grampa got harder and harder to hear, like he was going away again. Lieza was sad, and she knew that Grampa wouldn’t come back again.


  B-But Lieza wants to talk more!


  “Where are you going, Grampa? Don’t leave Lieza alone!”


  Lieza knew Grampa shouldn’t be here anymore, but she still wanted him to be there with her. If she had him and Mama and Papa, she’d be the happiest girl in the world.


  “I’m sorry, Lieza. I tried to be there for you, but I couldn’t hang in there any longer. Even without me, though, you’re not alone. You have a new family.”


  “Y-Yeah…”


  Lieza knew she would never see him again when he left, and she knew he was right, but she still felt lonely.


  Lieza has one last thing she wants to tell him, now that she has the chance.


  “Thank you, Grampa. Lieza’s happy she knew you.”


  “I am too, my girl. You’ve saved me more than you can ever know. Thank you.”


  Then, Grampa was gone for good. Lieza wanted to cry, but she didn’t.


  After all, Lieza has Papa and Mama, Claire, Tilura, and Laila, too! She isn’t lonely anymore.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  “NN… Hmm?”


  “Good morning, Lieza.”


  “Ruffa?”


  Lieza opened her eyes and saw Papa and Mama. She loved them as much as she loved Grampa, and she didn’t feel like crying anymore. Lieza said good morning and told them all about how she saw Grampa, and they both smiled. Mama licked her cheek, which tickled, and Papa patted her on the head.


  Ehehehe! Don’t worry, Grampa. Lieza is happy she gets to live with Papa and Mama now. Lieza’s gonna be okay. Thank you for being my Grampa.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  WE spent several days of rest and relaxation at the villa after Diem’s capture. A week or so later, we found ourselves on another group trip to Ractos. We brought the entire group—me, Leo, Lieza, Claire, Cherie, Tilura, Eckenhart, Anrinnelesse, Sebastian, Laila, a small team of servants, and the guards, headed by Phillip. In total, we had more than twenty people in our party. The fact that all three members of the Libert family were going meant that they needed a hefty security detail. I hadn’t told Lieza anything about Diem yet, but I made sure to tell her there wouldn’t be any bullies this time.


  With Leo and me in the group, though, I don’t think we’d have to worry if somebody did try to pick on her.


  Lieza was wagging giddily the entire time we walked; the ear-hiding cap buttoned snugly under her chin. I tried to explain to her that she didn’t need it, but she insisted on wearing it regardless.


  Claire smirked at Anrinnelesse as we walked. “I’m impressed you came all the way into town, Anze.”


  Anrinnelesse scoffed. “Of course! I won’t have you excluding me.”


  “The thought hadn’t even occurred to me.”


  This was the first time Anrinnelesse had left the villa for some time.


  Apparently, she can only really handle the outdoors if they’re walled off, like a courtyard. I’m not surprised she can do it if she sets her mind to it, though, considering we met in Ractos. I wonder if she’ll tell me more about the reason why she struggles with it someday?


  Eckenhart studied the street food stalls as we walked. “Hmm…there’re more booths here than there were the last time I was here. Why don’t we eat there, Sebastian?”


  The butler sniffed the air. “Interesting…this smell is quite enticing, from an intellectual viewpoint as much as an edible one. I believe there is merit in trying it.”


  Uh… I’m pretty sure that’s stomach food, Sebastian, not brain food. What does he even mean by that?


  I finally caught the scent of the food they were serving.


  Wow. I’ll admit, I’m curious.


  “Papa!” Lieza launched herself into me from behind, nearly bowling me over. “That smells really good!”


  I chuckled as I caught my balance, hoisting her up piggyback-style. “Okay, sure. I’ll buy you whatever you want to eat.”


  “Really?! Um…uh…what should Lieza pick…?”


  She’s really sweet, but I wish she’d at least tackle me from the front. I swear my back is gonna snap one of these days… Wait, what am I saying? I’ll just keep up my strength training so that never happens!


  “Wruff, wuff!”


  “Awuff!”


  Leo, Cherie, and Tilura chased each other around the street as they hunted for food. Tilura seemed to be keeping track of what they all wanted somehow.


  “So you want that one, Miss Leo? Cherie wants that one… Ooh, I wanna try this one over here!”


  Lieza continued peering around at the food we passed. Claire and Anrinnelesse made their orders as well, but Lieza was still thinking as the servants ran off to fetch our food. I noticed a few of them were holding wooden toys and knickknacks as well. At first I assumed they were for Tilura, but surprisingly, they were all for either Eckenhart or Sebastian. 


  That intellectual hunger stuff Sebastian was saying finally makes sense now.


  It was a little strange to see them comparing and waving around their respective toys, especially since they regarded them with serious curiosity.


  “Lieza decided!” Lieza excitedly pointed over my shoulder. “Lieza wants that, that, and that! Oh, that looks yummy too, Papa!”


  Unlike our first trip into town together, Lieza pointed out anything that caught her interest, and I dutifully bought every single thing. She even chatted with some of the servants as we went.


  This is more what I’d expect from a seven-year-old.


  “Of course, Lieza! Your wish is my…oh.”


  I was prepared to stop by each place she pointed out myself, but Laila and the other servants didn’t even wait for me to finish talking before sprinting off to claim Lieza’s prizes.


  It makes sense they’d be hyped to help her, but this is ridiculous. I’ve seen Gelda run into people a few times now, and she almost took a nasty spill… I don’t have to run after her and stop her, do I?


  The guards and servants were also encouraged to enjoy themselves, and they grabbed what they wanted as well. The main street was wide enough for Leo, but we didn’t want to eat there and risk blocking other pedestrians. Some people were even starting to whisper about Claire, which meant it was time to leave. Once we were all laden with food and goodies, we moved to the cafe we’d visited before to eat. We decided it would be easier to rent out the entire place, given the size of our group, and half of us went inside while the other half stayed out on the patio. Lieza and I stayed outside with Leo, of course.


  As we sat down at our table, I took note of the other articles of clothing and trinkets we’d acquired along with the food.


  Wait, I don’t remember seeing some of these things on the street… Maybe somebody passed by Harton’s Tailor Shop, maybe Hein’s general store too.


  “Would you like to try a bite of mine?” Claire asked Lieza as she offered her a bite.


  “Lieza, Lieza!” Anrinnelesse quickly closed in. “I promise you, my lunch is far tastier than what Claire has to offer.”


  Lieza took a bite of each in turn, then grinned. “They’re both good! You should try this too, Mama!”


  “Wurf,” Leo replied as she slurped up some of each.


  Anrinnelesse jostled against Claire. “How dare you obstruct me! I want to become best friends with Lieza first!”


  Claire shook her head. “You’re so shallow, Anze. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair of you to hog her to yourself. You need to share her.”


  “I couldn’t agree more. I want nothing but the best for her, which is why she should spend more time with me!”


  Lieza looked up at them worriedly. “Are you fighting?”


  Both of them instantly refocused on her, crowding her for attention.


  “O-Of course not, Lieza, sweetie!”


  “I-I would never!”


  I know they fight a lot, but there’s no way they’d spend so much time together if they didn’t get along on some level. They both need to learn to give Lieza some space, though.
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  I smiled at Lieza, pointing out something she had picked out. “Would you like to try this one? You can too, Leo.”


  “Oh, yay!”


  “Ruff!”


  Anrinnelesse sighed. “Of course she would still pick Takumi over me… Nevertheless, I’ll make her call me Mama one day!”


  Claire rolled her eyes. “Remember, Miss Leo is the one you’ll have to fight for that title, not Takumi. I’d recommend overcoming your fear of her at least enough to pet her before you even try.”


  “I-I know! I’m working my way up to it!”


  Sorry, Anrinnelesse, but Claire’s right. It’ll never happen, so please give up already.


  Lieza took a bite of her food. “Wow! This is really yummy!”


  “Wruff, ruff!” Leo agreed eagerly.


  I looked over at what they were eating. “Huh… I didn’t expect to see that here.”


  Lieza’s pick was a package of crispy chicken skins. It looked like a bar snack more than a meal.


  They both like it that much, huh? Lieza’s got some adult tastes. I don’t blame her—they smell delicious.


  As Claire and Anrinnelesse wandered off, Eckenhart and Sebastian visited our table.


  “Look, Takumi, isn’t this something? It’s a twist on those delicious ‘oo-don’ noodles you introduced me to. It’s even better, frankly.”


  Sebastian nodded sagely. “A novel taste, to be sure, but not one I’m openly averse to.”


  The dish they offered was a bowl of udon, covered in tomato sauce. I noticed it even had a whole grilled tomato as a centerpiece.


  Tomato and udon isn’t a bad combo on its own. Personally, I would’ve added ground meat to the tomato and converted it into a full meat sauce.


  It turned out to be quite good, however, and the three of us enjoyed it together.


  Next to visit us were a familiar trio of guards—Phillip, Nicola, and Johanna.


  They seem to hang out a lot…they’re probably pretty close.


  Phillip put the bowl he was carrying in front of us. “Miss Lieza, Mr. Hirooka, may I present our offering? I got you pub snacks.”


  Nicola somberly shook his head. “A fair gift for Mr. Hirooka, perhaps, but I question offering such a thing to a child.”


  Johanna punched him lightly. “I told you to pick something else!”


  Lieza grinned up at them. “Hi, Phillip! Hi, Nicola! Hi, Johanna!”


  Sure enough, the bowl was full of an assortment of different nuts.


  That’s very on-brand for Phillip, though. I still remember the time he got stupidly drunk on greital wine…


  I popped a small handful into my mouth. “Huh, not bad.”


  Lieza and Leo followed suit.


  “Wow! You’re right, Papa, I like it!”


  “Ruff!” Leo agreed.


  I almost regretted not having liquor, but the nuts fit the tea surprisingly well.


  What’s this sweetness I’m getting? Are there dried fruits in there, too?


  Laila and Gelda approached us as we polished off the last of the nuts.


  Laila squinted, then leaned in. “Miss Lieza, you have something on your face. Allow me.”


  Lieza sat still while Laila mopped the tomato sauce off her.


  “Thank you, Laila!”


  “D-Do you need a napkin, too, Miss Leo?”


  Despite the quiver in her voice, Gelda dutifully wiped most of the sauce from Leo’s fur. I took the opportunity to wipe my own mouth just in case. It would’ve been far too awkward if one of the maids tried to wipe it for me.


  “Bwarf…wuff.”


  I smiled warmly at them. “Thank you so much, both of you.”


  “Do you wanna sit and eat with us?” Lieza asked them.


  Laila accepted a morsel gladly. “Thank you, Miss Lieza.”


  At that moment, Tilura and Cherie bounded over to join us.


  “Arf, awf!”


  “Lieza, Takumi, Miss Leo!”


  “Hey there, Tilura and Cherie.”


  Neither of them had food with them, and they seemed intent on playing. Apparently, Tilura had some kind of pepper-filled chicken stir fry that intimidated even the adults, but she polished it off without any trouble.


  I’ve certainly known people who claim they love food that seems to be hurting their mouths… I guess Tilura’s a spice-lover, too.


  Cherie didn’t end up picking out anything for herself, instead opting to mooch off as many people as possible. I was almost impressed at her cunning.


  There was a wealth of other foods offered to us, and once she’d shaken Anrinnelesse, Claire joined us to help finish them. We ended up trying some of almost everything, but soon there was only one dish left.


  I rubbed my hands together. “All right, now for what I picked.”


  Lieza peered at my plate. “Papa, is that gravel?”


  “Not quite. Here, take a closer look.”


  She squinted at it, then lit up. “Wow! They’re all funny shapes!”


  Leo peered at them. “Wurf?”


  Claire giggled. “Those funny shapes are called stars, Lieza.”


  My choice was fried pasta, where all the noodles were the size of grains of rice and looked like tiny stars. It was the closest dish I could find to rice, in fact, though I doubted it would satisfy my craving. The taste, or more likely the texture, was probably different. When I saw that excitement in Lieza’s eyes, however, I felt sure I’d made the right choice.


  Okay, so what if it’s not what I’m hoping it’ll be? I might regret it, but I have the udon to fall back on if I need Japanese food. I don’t think this will taste bad, either, just different.


  With that, I decided to take my first bite.


  “Hmmm…huh. Not bad.”


  Lieza grabbed a spoonful. “Lieza likes them! They’re so cute and pointy!”


  “Did they use a chicken broth for this?” Claire guessed. “I don’t know what this flavor is, but I like it.”


  “Wurf, bwuwerf!” Leo eagerly continued munching down her portion.


  The pasta was springier than I expected, totally unlike the fried rice I’d been hoping for, but the flavor was a surprisingly close match. I didn’t know how they managed such a feat without soy sauce, but the chicken fat it was cooked in was an excellent addition.


  Leo would’ve been able to polish it off alone, no doubt, but the portion was large enough to fill all of us. The shape of the pasta in particular went over well with everyone.


  I’ll definitely be getting this again. It’s just as good as the udon.


  Once the fried pasta was finished, there was a small amount of Tilura’s spicy chicken left. I asked around to see if anyone was willing to finish it, but everyone passed. Just the smell of it made my eyes water, and it was even worse for Lieza and Leo. With their sensitive noses, they sneezed for a while to come.


  🐺 🐺 🐺


  AFTER we’d all eaten our fill from the food stalls, our next stop was Isabel’s magic shop. Lieza still loved her like a grandmother, and even Eckenhart wanted to stop by for a visit. I held one of Lieza’s small hands as we walked the side streets, and Claire held the other. 


  “Lieza’s so full!” Lieza giggled.


  I chuckled. “You sure did eat a lot. Are you feeling okay?”


  “Yep! Everything Lieza ate was super good!”


  I was asking if she had a stomachache, but I guess that answers my question anyway.


  Claire giggled. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”


  “Yep! Papa and Mama, and you and everyone else is here too!”


  I smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”


  A small skirmish seemed to be unfolding on Claire’s other side between her and Anrinnelesse, no doubt over who got to hold Lieza’s hand, but I tried to ignore them.


  I’m sure she’s just jealous Claire gets to hold Lieza’s hand.


  “Wurf!” Leo declared, sticking her snout between Claire and me, resting it on Lieza’s head.


  “Wah! Mama, you’re too heavy!”


  “Arooooo!”


  How can you even walk with your head bent down that low, Leo…?


  Behind us, I could hear Eckenhart’s hearty chuckle. “Hahaha, just like a couple with their kid! There’s a little more of Miss Leo in that equation than I was expecting, but it’s a wholesome sight nonetheless.”


  “Indeed, Your Grace,” I heard Sebastian reply. “It seems my matchmak—er, my assistance seems to have paid off.”


  I blushed, glancing at Claire. “Th-They’re talking about us, aren’t they?”


  “Oh, Father! Not you too, Sebastian…” She flushed bright red, trying to cover her cheeks so I wouldn’t see them.


  I guess somebody could mistake the three of us as a family—a dad, a mom, and a kid with their big dog. Most people would just focus on Leo, though.


  Anrinnelesse sighed in frustration, retreating from Leo. “Why must she interfere?! All I wanted was to hold Lieza’s little hand!”


  Tilura looked up at her and held out her hand. “Can we hold hands instead?”


  “Arf?” Cherie echoed excitedly from where Tilura held her in her other arm. 


  Anrinnelesse sighed melodramatically. “I suppose that will do for now.”


  “Family, huh?” I muttered.


  I looked around at all the wonderful, yet strange people surrounding me.


  I have a few thoughts of my own on that topic.


  Lieza perked up at my words. “Family? Lieza…has a family? Ehehehe!” She smiled, as if to chase away all the years of pain.


  “Takumi and me, family?” Claire mumbled to herself. “Y-Yes, I suppose. Lieza and Miss Leo, you of course also count.”


  “Yay, family!” Lieza giggled.


  “Awoo!”


  The words that I’d yelled at Diem only a week before felt like they were even more true now. Lieza, Leo, and even Claire felt like family now more than ever, and I wanted nothing more than to spend our days in peace with Eckenhart and everyone else at the Libert villa.


  Even though I would be leaving for Lange soon to start the farm, Claire would be coming with us. I’d have more than enough chances while training around the farm to correct some mistakes I’d made in the fight against Diem. I couldn’t rely on Leo alone to keep our family safe, after all. This world was a dangerous place, and I had to keep Lieza and Claire safe no matter what.


  They’re the most precious thing in this whole world to me.


  I would never say something so embarrassing aloud, but I held it dear to my heart. Heart full of love for Lieza, trust for Leo, and something I couldn’t quite name for Claire, we took our first steps together, into the strange new world that awaited us.


  [image: Illust 10]


   


   


   


  Afterword


   


  THANK you very much for reading the seventh volume. This is a continuation of the Lieza plotline that was started in volume 6, and I very much enjoyed getting to write about Lieza finding her family. Personally, I’m glad that Anrinnelesse and Lieza were able to finally get along. It was fun giving her yet another obstacle after the hard time she had trying to win Cherie’s affection, but she was too good of a person to not win in the end.


  The slum story with Diem and Marc and the rest took me a long time to get right, particularly because I didn’t want to make it too tragic. I believe I handled it well, however, without getting too serious. Leo can solve any problem she puts her mind to, of course, but I had to put in a fight between Takumi and Diem. Leo still saved the day in the end, of course, because Leo wouldn’t be the lovable superdog that she is otherwise. It was also fun to write Takumi getting really heated for once!


  On to the acknowledgments, then. First, I must thank Ririnra for depicting Leo and the others with such love and care. I loved the depiction of Takumi’s big scene in particular, and for that I cannot thank you enough.


  I must also thank the manga artist, Hana Ichika, for all her hard work on the manga adaptation. Our readers also thank you for the extra dosage of fluff, no doubt, especially with how expressive you’ve drawn Leo and Cherie.


  I wish to thank the staff at GC Novels, including my editor, N, and every other company and person involved in publishing this series. I’m so grateful for your assistance in printing these seven volumes. Thank you very much. Finally, I wish to thank my readers for supporting me all these years.


  Unfortunately, I must also announce that as of this volume, which marks the end of the Libert Mansion Arc, that publication will not be continuing. I would have loved to continue with it, and I know the ending isn’t a proper conclusion, and for that I must apologize. For those of you interested in the web novel, however, the story continues with Eckenhart’s training camp, Tilura’s own familiar, and Takumi setting up his new life and farm in Lange. If you are interested, I encourage you to continue the series there.


  Nearly five years have passed since the first volume came out in print in Japan, and I thank you all for the support you’ve shown me since! I hope that we’ll meet again someday.


  Ryuuou, July 2025
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Too Strong to Belong!

Banished to Another World!

=4 Still Too Strong in Another World!

™ Sakurako longs to fall in love. Unfortunately, her
| super-strength scares everybody off! If only she were
normal--- But then she would have died long ago.

' The Do-Over Conquers
EENNS A the Dragon Emperor

@) Sarasa Nagase @®Mitsuya Fuji

A young woman with overpowered magic gets sent back 6
years after being killed. She takes this second chance at life to
get with her greatest enemy, the dragon emperor!

Reincannatediasitne
st Yy Kind

@) Kiri Komori Yamigo

An endearing slice of life fantasy light novel series about a
nonhuman girl's journey to become an alchemist to repay
the family who took her in!

https://crossinfworld.com/

@CrossIanorld






