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      Chapter 1: An Old Country Bumpkin Feels the Onset of Winter


      “Okay, good work, everyone.”


      “Good work!”


      By now, I was completely accustomed to teaching at the order’s office. After bringing the usual drills to an end, I exchanged farewells with the knights. Currently, it was just a little after noon. I always came to the office in the morning, loosened up my muscles a bit, then brought things to an end around this time. There were knights who trained continuously from the morning onward and others who only showed up when the sun was high in the sky. Regardless, ever since Allucia had brought me here and had made me a special instructor, I’d stuck to this routine.


      Training for too long actually made things less efficient. Frankly, I didn’t have the stamina for that to begin with. I’d kept this daily schedule ever since my childhood in Beaden, so I had no intention of changing it now. Allucia, Henblitz, and the other knights respected this—I was grateful I could do things the way I wanted to.


      “Whoa, so cold...”


      After I put away my wooden sword and stepped outside, a serious chill brushed against my skin. The oppressive heat of summertime had faded, and just when I’d gotten used to thinking it was now autumn (with autumn’s confusing temperatures), winter’s breath was already rapidly closing in. It didn’t bother me at all when I was sweating it out with everyone, but once I stopped moving and went outside, I was forced to notice the changing of seasons—whether I wanted to or not.


      Summer and winter were perfectly normal in both Beaden and Baltrain. Things could be different farther to the north or south in Liberis, though. Anyway, this was my first winter in Baltrain, but from what I’d heard from those around me, it was pretty rare for snow to pile up or for a severe cold snap to sweep through the area. That said, the winters weren’t mild enough to casually ignore, so I had to prepare a bit to protect myself from the chill.


      I’d brought my favorite coat with me from Beaden—the knights of the order were apparently supplied with coats. Even indoors, it got pretty chilly during winter, so people went through firewood at a tremendous rate.


      If I’d still been living on my own, I could’ve just toughed it out, but I had Mewi with me now, so that wouldn’t work. I actually had quite the stockpile of firewood back home. The days were generally fine, but nights could get quite harsh without a fire going.


      “Maybe I should go shopping for winter clothing for Mewi,” I muttered, my breath visible in front of me.


      The box from Ibroy had contained many types of clothing, but it hadn’t included anything that would be perfect for winter. That made sense—I’d gotten that gift during the summer. I felt like it was wrong to be fully dependent on him, anyway. I wanted to buy all the clothes she needed to withstand the upcoming winter. The magic institute technically provided a coat to wear over her uniform, but it was inconvenient not to have anything else. I have to complete these preparations before it genuinely starts getting cold.


      After passing through the courtyard, I exchanged greetings with the soldiers of the royal garrison who stood guard at the gate.


      “Good work today.”


      “Hello, Mr. Beryl. Thank you for all your hard work. It’s awfully chilly today, isn’t it?”


      “It really is. Be careful not to catch a cold.”


      I was completely familiar with them now. The soldiers on duty usually only wore thin mantles, but that would be pretty harsh in this weather, so they were dressed in thick coats. In contrast, the townscape didn’t paint a particularly wintry scene. Things could change with some snow, but the same street stalls were still open all over. It didn’t seem like the town’s energy changed at all, regardless of whether it was spring, summer, fall, or winter. Only the clothing people wore on the streets changed with the seasons.


      In Beaden, the slightest hint of winter had everybody shutting themselves indoors. It was different in the big city. There were simply more people and more stores, and there was also plenty of entertainment available, like taverns and houses of ill repute, making things lively all year round. Not that I’ve ever been to any of those seedy places...


      “Hmmm...”


      I considered going straight home, but since I was already outside, I decided to drop by the western district. If I was going to bring Mewi out to buy winter clothes, I had to at least scope things out first. I did most of my shopping in the western district, but that was generally for food. Neither Mewi nor I tended to fuss over more than the bare necessities, so we pretty much never went out to buy anything else.


      I didn’t know what kinds of shops sold cold-weather clothes. And what kind of gear would a shop like that sell anyway? It would’ve been fine to drag Mewi around randomly during autumn, but bringing her with me in the cold without a coat sounded wrong. So, my plan was to go alone and take a look around the western district for places that sold winter clothing. I’d also grab a small bite to sate my appetite.


      With that, I made my way to the western district. Upon arriving, I heard an energetic merchant’s voice.


      “Come take a look! You can’t beat my prices!”


      The hustle and bustle here was different from that of the central district. Things were lively over there, but there was a certain boisterousness to this area. The western district was a place to buy and sell goods, so the noise was a good sign. It was probably bad for the ears if you were here around the clock, though.


      As I perused some of the foodstuffs lined up in front of the buildings, an old man with a hearty build called out to me. Attracted by his voice, I turned to look.


      “How about it, buddy? I’ve got fish for sale.”


      “Hm?”


      Just as advertised, I was met by a line of fish. This was honestly a rare sight.


      “Fish, huh? How unusual.”


      “Hm? Your first time in Baltrain?” the man asked. “You’re gonna see a lot more fish soon. It’s getting colder and all.”


      “Aah, I see what you mean now.”


      From what Lucy had told me before, fresh seafood was very rarely available on the market due to problems of preservation and transportation. Even when it was for sale, it was extremely expensive. Wizards made its transportation and preservation possible at all. Freshness was a huge bottleneck when it came to transporting seafood, but things were different during the winter.


      Fish was impossible to obtain in Beaden even during the peak of winter, so this definitely had me interested. There was a river close to the village, but fish were pretty much nonexistent in those waters. Even if there were any, the animals and monsters upstream in the Aflatta Mountain Range would probably snatch them all up. The only things we could catch were tiny fish you could eat in one bite.


      “I guess it’s gotta be more expensive than meat, huh?” I commented.


      “Obviously. It’s a lotta work to transport this stuff from the sea.”


      The fish was around two or three times the price of a similarly sized chunk of meat—that was how much of a luxury good it was. However, looking at it from another perspective, I could get some fish for only three times the price of meat. I didn’t think wealth could solve all of life’s problems, but a certain amount of money did solve some of them.


      “How do you cook fish?” I asked.


      “Grilling and boiling both work. If you’re gonna boil it, the meat crumbles real easylike, so be careful. Also, just like other types of meat, make sure you remove the guts. Oh, and one more thing: I’m sure you can guess, but you can’t preserve the stuff. You’ll wanna eat it within the day.”


      “Hmmm.”


      His explanation was nice and thorough. If he failed to sell these, he would probably either have to eat them himself or throw them away, so he had to be desperate. I could understand how he felt. Fish was a rare curiosity, but you couldn’t buy that many at once when you had to eat them the same day. It probably wasn’t impossible to dry or smoke a fish to preserve it somewhat, but I could imagine the futility of an amateur trying that.


      “All right, I’ll take these two,” I decided.


      “Thanks for the business!”


      I would usually hesitate to spend that much on meat, but my personal income was so detestably high that I could spend this on impulse. Well, maybe “detestably” was an exaggeration—I was grateful for what I received.


      So, I ended up purchasing two of the fish that looked a little bigger than the others. I was planning for Mewi and me to each have one. Fish was too pricey to have on a regular basis, so my plan was to use the meal as a fun topic of conversation.


      Mewi had definitely never had the chance to taste fish. I was really looking forward to her reaction. The problem was how to cook it—I figured it was best to be safe and just grill it with salt. I was curious about what kind of broth I could make with it, but with only two fish of this size, I wasn’t sure how much taste I could get out of them. Also, the meat apparently fell apart when boiled, so grilling sounded easier.


      “I really bought them...”


      My original plan had been to look for stores that sold winter clothing, but I’d immediately found myself with fresh food. I’m a little disappointed in my lack of planning ability... I picked up my pace to at least scope out some stores.


      On the topic of buying clothes, I recalled the time Allucia had taken me out to buy that fancy jacket not too long ago. That shop had been a small, stylish, and expensive one in the central district, but style wasn’t really a concern this time around. The primary objective was to find something to fend off the cold, so I didn’t really care about how fancy or high-class the store was. For now, I just had to find somewhere that sold clothing and see what they were like.


      “Oh, that looks nice.”


      After striding through the western district for a while, I found an unexpected abundance of stores that met my criteria. There were, of course, many places with a focus on accessories or shoes or other assortments of items, but there were still plenty I could explore that sold what I wanted.


      At this time of the year, pretty much everyone was selling something for the winter, so I was unlikely to fail as long as I located a few stores that handled clothing. The western district lived up to its reputation as Baltrain’s largest marketplace. However, I was well aware of my lack of fashion sense, so I didn’t want to pick something myself—Mewi might dislike whatever I chose.


      At any rate, my first visit to the western district had left me dazed at how lively it was and how many stores there were, but I felt pretty accustomed to it now. As I walked around, I still commented to myself that it was as lively as ever, but I wasn’t overwhelmed in any way. People really were capable of adapting to any environment.


      Was this another form of growth? I didn’t really know. At the very least, I was used to it now. Maybe you could call it growth in that sense. Not that saying, “Hey, I don’t get dizzy from the city’s sights anymore” at my age was something to be proud of. I wanted more things I could actually take pride in. Though I definitely don’t want to brag...


      “Oh, this place is also— Hm?”


      So far, I’d marked a few shops to take Mewi to, but I soon spotted another one that seemed packed with winter clothing. The vibrant atmosphere of the western district sort of diminished this shop, but it still looked pretty nice.


      And just as I approached to check it out—


      “Master?!”


      “Oh, Surena. What a coincidence.”


      —I bumped right into Surena, who likely had the same goal as me. She was inspecting a fairly thick jacket. It was definitely a little too cold outside for her usual outfit. I was genuinely worried about whether her belly ever got chilly.


      “It’s been a while,” she said. “It really is quite a coincidence.”


      “No kidding. Out shopping?” I asked.


      Surena had looked utterly shocked when she’d first spotted me, but she’d recovered quickly. She was a lot like Allucia in this regard. They both had a tendency to get flustered when confronted by the unexpected, but they would regain their composure an instant later, even if only outwardly. It was a feat I would be hard-pressed to duplicate.


      “Yes. My winter clothing is in a dire state, so I’m thinking of just getting something new,” she answered.


      “I see.”


      Surena had been checking the feel of the jacket in her hands, so I figured that was the case. Commoners like me typically wore the same clothes for a very long time—we simply didn’t have the money to constantly change them, and it was far cheaper to mend any tears. That was why we carefully scrutinized the fabric, stitching, and price of clothing that was expected to last a long time. It was pretty difficult to buy new clothes in the countryside, too, so when given the opportunity, you really wanted something that could be worn for years.


      This probably didn’t apply to rich city-dwellers and nobles, though. From what I’d heard, there were people out there who bought flashy clothes for a party, only to throw them away right after. I found that pretty hard to believe.


      On that note, Surena was definitely rich—that much was clear from how casually she’d paid for my sword, which had been made using Zeno Grable’s materials. She was the highest rank of adventurer, after all, so her income was very likely far greater than mine.


      Still, she didn’t give off the impression of someone who wasted money frivolously. She was slowly inspecting what she wanted to buy rather than just buying first and figuring it out later. In her case, these clothes would be used in battles and on requests from the guild, so she couldn’t compromise.


      “Are you shopping for clothes too, Master?”


      “Yup. I’ve also gotta find something warm for Mewi.”


      “Mewi...” Surena repeated, sinking into thought for a moment. “Aah, that girl.”


      “Yup.”


      I was glad she remembered. The two had only met that one time over lunch. Surena had been rather overbearing toward her.


      “She’s not an infant,” Surena commented. “There’s no need for you to go out of the way to buy clothes for her...”


      “No can do. I’m still her guardian.”


      “That’s true...”


      It seemed Surena saw me as rather overprotective. Still, I didn’t really have anyone around me to use as a reference. When I tried to recall how my mom and dad had been during my childhood, my only impression was that they’d sometimes been kind and sometimes strict. It had all happened too long ago for me to remember clearly, and above all else, my dad had been very strict once I’d started down my path as a swordsman. I didn’t really want to use that as a reference for Mewi’s upbringing.


      So, with no examples to go off, I was basically doing things blind. I hadn’t been given any time to prepare either. I wasn’t disgruntled about how Mewi had come into my care, but I still held a bit of a grudge against Lucy for the whole process. I can’t do anything about that grudge now, though.


      I was pretty sure I made a clear distinction between being kind to Mewi and spoiling her. Do I draw that line correctly, though? Who knows. There are too few people around me that I can go to for advice about raising a child. Wait... Maybe Mewi is a little too old to call it “raising a child.”


      “Well, I’m just laying the groundwork today,” I added. “She’s better off picking her own clothes.”


      “You’re not wrong. I also find it hard to wear clothes someone else has chosen for me.”


      Surena approved of my logic. As the highest rank of adventurer, she had to pay extra attention to her appearance.


      “But aren’t you cold...?” I muttered.


      “I can put up with it,” she explained. “I’m shopping for clothes for when I can’t. Besides, I don’t really like wearing too much.”


      “Well, it does make it harder to move. It’s better to stay agile with your fighting style.”


      “Exactly.”


      Surena went back to rummaging for new clothes. Incidentally, the shop owner had probably never expected a black rank adventurer to be here—he’d completely faded into the shop’s background. I understood how he felt.


      Choosing clothes largely came down to personal taste, but there were times when that didn’t work. This was especially the case for people like Surena and Allucia. To take it to an extreme, if Surena ever told me she absolutely loved armor and would like nothing more than to wear a full suit of plate, I would be opposed to it. After all, that didn’t suit her fighting style. Prioritizing your taste in clothing at the cost of impeding your ability to fight could be a fatal mistake. On the other hand, someone who focused heavily on defense like Rose was better off wearing as much protection as possible.


      Surena’s greatest strength was her extreme mobility—she also had the stamina to maintain that mobility for prolonged periods. I had no idea how that little girl I’d met had turned into such a powerful adventurer. Anyway, her style focused on moving and evading rather than defending, so heavy armor didn’t suit her whatsoever. Similarly, I’d never worn metal armor, nor did I have any intention to. I did wear formal attire when the situation called for it.


      “By the way, what’s that you’ve got there, Master?” Surena asked as she continued looking for clothes.


      “Oh, this? Fish.” I held them up by the string tying them together. “It was a novelty for me, so I bought some.”


      It was possible to carry them around like this due to the cold temperature. But...now that she mentioned it, shopping for clothes while carrying raw fish was pretty odd.


      “I suppose it’s just about the season for them to be on sale in Baltrain,” Surena commented.


      “Oh, so it really is.”


      She was probably well-informed when it came to the distribution of goods across the world. After all, she fulfilled requests in all sorts of big cities beyond Baltrain. This was a bit of a mixed blessing—because of her work, I had far fewer opportunities to meet with her, unlike with Allucia, Curuni, and Ficelle, who were all based in Baltrain.


      “Have you ever had fish?” I asked.


      “I have. It’s an altogether different flavor from meat. I rather like it, but they tend to have many little bones, making them somewhat hard to eat.”


      “Aah... Little bones, huh? That makes sense.”


      I had pretty much no experience cooking fish, but Surena was very knowledgeable. In most meat, the bones were nice and big—when the cuts even had bones. Honestly, meat was rarely sold in the marketplace with the bone attached. Biting into a fish as if it were a hunk of meat seemed like a horrible idea. Back in Beaden, the only fish we had were tiny, and we could chew through their bones.


      “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


      “Please do. Also, I’m sure restaurants will have fish in stock for the upcoming season.”


      “Hmm...”


      She had a point. Fish probably wasn’t going to be available at any cheap taverns, but since it was now in season, it was very likely to be on the menu at some restaurants. I hadn’t been to many fancy establishments—the only ones I could think of were the places Lucy and Kinera had taken me to. They were both pretty hard places to go to on my own, and I would be worried about all the formality if I brought Mewi along.


      “By the way...” I started.


      “Yes?”


      “Do you know any restaurants where I can order fish—and some alcohol at a reasonable cost—without the atmosphere being too formal?”


      I was aware of how unreasonable this question was, but I wasn’t asking just out of simple curiosity. Ever since coming to Baltrain, I’d had the opportunity every now and then to share a meal with my former pupils and new acquaintances. Rose’s circumstances hadn’t really allowed for it, but I’d gotten to eat with all the others.


      I realized that this was more of a rarity with Surena. She was very busy, and her work extended far beyond the city, so that couldn’t be helped. Of my acquaintances, she was the hardest to contact. But today, I’d coincidentally managed to bump into her, so I wanted to grab a bite to eat together if it wasn’t a nuisance.


      The only time we’d had a meal together was by coincidence over that charcuterie plate. As such, wanting to plan out a meal with her beforehand and take it easy wasn’t a strange notion. I also had plenty I wanted to talk to her about.


      “Hmm... I think I know one,” she answered. “I don’t really like formal restaurants either.”


      “Ha ha ha, so you have problems with those places too.”


      “Well, yes,” she admitted with a self-deprecating smile.


      She seemed a little embarrassed about it. I was glad we shared the same opinion. Fancy places really didn’t suit a commoner like me.


      “If it isn’t a bother, could we go there some time?” I asked. “Only when your schedule is open, naturally.”


      “Hm?! Yes! Of course!”


      “R-Right. Thanks.”


      I’d meant it as a casual suggestion, but she was immediately on board with the idea. Well, at least this was better than her refusing or being reluctant.


      “I’m sure you have to carve out a time slot for it,” I continued. “So how about coming to... Well, the office would be awkward for you, so you can come to my house or send me a letter.”


      “Y-Your house?!”


      “Yeah. To, you know...let me know when we can share a meal?”


      “Ah, right.”


      As far as I could tell, it wasn’t a good idea to have Surena bump into Allucia too much—it would be difficult for Surena to come to the order’s office, so I figured my home would work.


      “Oh, but now that I think of it, I haven’t told you where I live...” I muttered.


      “True.”


      “That’s easy to solve. It’s in the central district—”


      As I gave her the exact location, a sudden thought came to mind: I hadn’t informed anyone of the location of my new home. I’d forgotten, since Lucy and Ficelle had dropped by randomly. It had been Lucy’s place to begin with, so she obviously knew where it was, and she’d brought Ficelle with her.


      I hadn’t even told Allucia or Henblitz. I saw the knights at the office every day, so I never had the need to inform them of where I lived. That would make Surena the first person to learn where my home was directly from me.


      It wasn’t like my house was particularly valuable; I certainly didn’t own anything worth stealing. Mewi and I were the only residents, after all. There was no need to go out of my way to conceal where we lived. I was rather surprised that I hadn’t told anyone before this. Looking back on it, the dojo had been my home for so long that it was a rather fresh experience for me to tell anyone my address.


      “I’ll drop by in the near future with a housewarming gift,” Surena said eagerly.


      “Uhhh, there’s no need to go that far...”


      It was a little odd for her to be so excited over something so trivial. Both Mewi and I would probably recoil at the sight. And since this was Surena we were talking about, her simple housewarming gift was likely to be something scarily expensive.


      “Anyway, sorry for getting in the way of your shopping,” I said. “See you later.”


      “Ah, yes! See you soon.”


      I was only here to window-shop, while Surena was intent on picking something out today. Even if we’d met by chance, I didn’t want to stall her.


      Baltrain had far more people than Beaden did, and there were always more strangers around than acquaintances. Finding someone I knew within that crowd had pushed me to say hello. I still didn’t know whether this was a good or bad decision—I didn’t want to be an annoying old man who always butted in. Or...have I already become one?


      “Maybe I should’ve asked about this stuff when I had the chance...”


      To add to all that, my fame was on the rise—I understood this well after my visit to Flumvelk. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to casually greet an acquaintance in the streets. In that respect, Surena and Allucia had already been celebrities for a while, so they definitely knew how to act in public.


      I saw Allucia all the time, but it was pretty rare to meet Surena. It would’ve been a good idea to ask her about how to handle fame while I had the chance. Oh, but then I’d be getting in the way of her shopping... Man, this is complicated.


      “Seriously, there are so many new things to learn, even at my age...”


      I didn’t claim to be wise because of my long years, but it was pretty lame to remain so ignorant as an adult. It was also a bit late to be coming to that realization.


      Anyway, I never would have felt this way had I stayed in Beaden, so it was best to look at my circumstances as an opportunity. I had plenty of room to grow beyond my skills with a sword.


      ◇


      After bumping into Surena in the western district and chatting a little, I went back to my house. I strung up the fish I’d bought in a cool spot, and after pondering what food I should pair with them, I started a fire and tossed in some ingredients for a hearty soup. That was when Mewi came back from her classes at the magic institute.


      “I’m back.”


      “Welcome home.”


      She was wearing the coat the school had provided over her usual uniform. She wouldn’t get too cold while she was moving around for her sword magic class, but sitting down for a lecture and the commute to and from school would be pretty unpleasant without one.


      “Ugh... So cold...” she grumbled.


      “Ha ha, wanna warm up by the fire?”


      “Mm.”


      I’d just gotten it lit for the soup. Being indoors was already an improvement from the outdoors, and the kitchen was even warmer than the rest of the house. It was perfect for winding down after spending time in the cold.


      At any rate, Mewi had mellowed out significantly compared to when I’d first met her. This thought had come to me many times before, but I couldn’t help but feel it again. She no longer shouted at every little thing, and she had lowered her guard around others; her speech had softened, and recently, she’d become much more honest with herself. This was a good trend. At this rate, she was sure to grow into an upstanding adult. I thought about how I was partially responsible for that outcome, but I realized that I couldn’t simply rejoice over her growth and kick back. As the closest adult in her life, I had to set a good example.


      As Mewi warmed up, she took a look around and immediately spotted today’s dinner. “Huh...? Is that fish?”


      “Yup. My first time seeing it in the market, so I bought some.”


      They did stand out since they were hanging there—especially since fish wasn’t a regular feature in our kitchen.


      “I figured we could have it for dinner tonight,” I added.


      “Hmph...”


      Mewi acted cold, but judging by the glances she was giving the fish, she was full of curiosity. She was so cute.


      “Ever had fish?” I asked.


      “No.”


      “Me either.”


      She was clearly restless, so I decided to empathize with her. Strictly speaking, I’d had fish before, but those had been the tiny ones in Beaden you could down in one bite. I didn’t consider it the same as what I had dangling in the kitchen. So, I wasn’t lying—it was simply a matter of interpretation.


      “I was thinking of just grilling them,” I said.


      “Mm, sounds good.”


      “Then let’s go with that.”


      Now that I had the princess’s consent, tonight’s menu was set: a soup full of tasty ingredients, bread, and grilled fish.


      On a side note, I wanted to do something about my cooking repertoire, but that change wouldn’t come anytime soon. Things kind of worked out when I crudely chopped up ingredients to toss into a pot, and that was good enough for both me and Mewi. Being an amateur cook wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Still, I was a little scared of handling ingredients I’d never seen and cooking things a way I’d never tried before. In that sense, my mind was still that of a commoner from the sticks. Even though my wallet was in a much better state now, I didn’t like the idea of messing up recipes and wasting ingredients.


      Lately, if I wanted to eat anything unconventional, I was fine going out to eat. I was grateful for how prosperous Baltrain was in this regard, as restaurants were plentiful here. There were times when I wanted to chow down on tons of meat and others when I wanted to chug ale without a care in the world. However, I indulged in such desires only when I was on my own—it didn’t seem right to bring Mewi to a tavern.


      I doubted she would throw a tantrum or something. I trusted her not to. Still, I didn’t want her to get involved with any weirdos. My face and name were somewhat well-known among the knights and the royal garrison, but not so much within the populace. Not that I want to become famous or anything...


      That being the case, I still wasn’t an adequate shield for Mewi. Bringing a child to a tavern was questionable, but given the opportunity, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea one day. I didn’t know when exactly that would be, though.


      “Mewi, once you’re warmed up, go get changed.”


      “Mm.”


      I didn’t mind her thawing out for a minute, but her school uniform was finely made, and it was better for her to change to avoid dirtying it. Taking part in the sword magic course was naturally going to lead to it getting spoiled and torn, but getting it dirty out of necessity was worlds apart from messing it up due to sloth. This wasn’t a matter of aesthetics or anything—I simply wanted to ingrain that mentality within her.


      “Fold it properly too,” I added while stirring the soup.


      “I know...”


      She had a tendency to just toss her uniform on the floor if given the chance. She probably figured it didn’t matter since she would just pick it up the next day to wear again. I’d told her before not to act so immodestly in front of the other sex, but she didn’t seem to count me as a man. But hey, I’m not some sleazebag who would feel any desire for my adopted daughter! That’s not the point!


      She probably hadn’t had the leisure to worry about such things while working for Twilight. But since she was living a proper life now, I wanted her to care a little more. This kind of thing was more about society as a whole than my personal relationship with Mewi. There was a limit to what I could teach her at home. It would’ve been nice to have a proper role model for her, but asking someone to fill those shoes was also rather difficult.


      In that sense, maybe it would’ve been better for her to live in the magic institute’s dorms. She’d stayed there temporarily during my expedition to Flumvelk but had apparently been in a private room. Raising a child really was complicated. I’d never thought it would be easy, but there was a never-ending stream of problems that hadn’t occurred to me. I had serious respect for the world’s mothers and fathers.


      “I’m hungry,” Mewi announced after changing and coming back to the kitchen.


      “Just a little longer.”


      “Mm.”


      I was too, to be honest. The soup was pretty much done—it was time to cook the fish.


      Umm, I start by taking out the guts, right? You can just eat tiny fish whole, but I guess that doesn’t work at this size. I was somewhat curious about how the innards tasted, but I had no reason to defy the instructions of the guy who’d sold me the fish. I decided to do exactly as he’d told me to.


      “Yup... Uhhh... Huh?”


      “You suck.”


      “Qu-Quiet!”


      I slid my knife through the fish, but it wasn’t going well. I managed to pull out what looked like guts, but I made quite a mess of the edible meat.


      Man, preparing fish is pretty hard. I could manage better with meat. This was how things turned out without prior experience, though. It was pretty embarrassing with Mewi watching. If I could handle a knife like a sword, I wouldn’t have had any issues, but they were completely different skill sets.


      “I’ll eat this one...” I said before focusing on the second fish. “Okay, this time—”


      “Hand it over, old guy.”


      “Hm? The knife?”


      “Mm.”


      Hmm, I guess she won’t ruin the whole thing if she messes up. This’ll be a good experience. It’s also hard to say no after screwing it up myself.


      “Be careful,” I said, handing over the knife without any hesitation.


      “I can use a knife just fine.”


      It was time to see what she could do. Not that I was in any position to act like I was better.


      “Hmm...”


      Mewi carefully pressed the blade against where the fish’s innards were, using what I’d done as reference. The tip sank into the flesh, and, moving her hand very slightly, Mewi created a tiny slit. She widened the hole to about the size of a finger, then shifted the angle of the knife and scraped out its innards.


      “Probably...like this,” she muttered.


      “Ooh, pretty good.”


      Scraping instead of cutting it out, huh? She must’ve learned from my failure. I mean, I was pretty sure I was doing it wrong. But just so you know, I wasn’t going to make the same mistake on a second try.


      Anyway, setting aside such childish thoughts, Mewi’s knife work was looking a lot better now. I could see a huge difference from when she’d had problems cutting vegetables. This had to be a sign of growth.


      “Finished,” she reported.


      “Nice. Very skillfully done, Mewi.”


      “Hmph...”


      In no time at all, the fish’s innards had all been removed cleanly. She’d really done well. You wouldn’t have thought this was her first time preparing a fish. Her past as a thief must’ve trained her dexterous fingers. However, before this, she hadn’t been able to apply that skill to anything else. It was a modest talent, and I was glad she felt comfortable putting it on display in the open without having to feel guilty—even if she only used her skill to prepare a fish.


      “I think I have a knack for it,” Mewi said.


      “That’s great. I guess I should ask you to handle the fish if I ever get my hands on some again.”


      I didn’t say anything insensitive like “Why can you prepare fish when you’re bad at cutting vegetables?” After all, I was pretty confident when it came to cutting meat, but I was garbage at handling fish. It was the same thing.


      “Okay, now all that’s left is to skewer and salt them.”


      The first fish was a mess, but the second had been properly prepared. It was now time to cook it. This part wasn’t as complicated—like I said, the fish just needed some salt before being put over the fire. Still, this was kind of fun. There was a certain sophistication to grilling a whole fish over just throwing ingredients into a pot.


      “Oooh...”


      We enjoyed the sound of crackling fire for a while, and gradually, the fish’s skin darkened to a nice crisp, and it let out an appetizing aroma.


      “Looks tasty...” Mewi mumbled.


      “Right?”


      Both Mewi and I already knew that fish was available to the general populace. Still, this was our first time seeing it cooked. It honestly looked delicious. Fish was a truly fascinating food.


      “All right, let’s get everything else ready.”


      I left watching the fish to Mewi so I could finish up the soup and get the bread. Other than our main course, this was the exact same dinner as usual. How did adding fish make dinner seem so much more colorful? I never knew it was possible to have fun at home like this. I felt like I was catching a glimpse of new horizons, despite my age.


      “Mewi, how’s the fish looking?”


      “Good.”


      “Excellent.”


      It seemed things were going well as I set the table. We weren’t doing anything beyond salting and grilling the fish, though. The scent of meat and broth mixed with the fragrance of cooking fish, and that was enough to make me even hungrier than I already was.


      “All right, let’s eat.”


      “Mm, thanks for the food.”


      With that, we got right to it. I took a bite of the crispy fish skin.


      “Oh, this is tasty.”


      “So good...”
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      It had a distinctly different taste, texture, and umami from meat. The flesh was all very tightly packed, and it seemed like I could make some great broth by boiling it. The guy who’d sold it to me hadn’t been lying. The meat was very light, and it wasn’t oily, so a simple seasoning of salt was a nice accent. Fish also seemed like it would go great with some booze.


      Also, if a fish of this size was so good, then a larger fish would probably be packed with even more flavor. Considering the cost of transportation and preservation, I could understand the additional cost.


      “This really whets the appetite, huh?”


      “So good...”


      Defeated by the brand-new flavor, Mewi’s vocabulary had been annihilated. Adorable. She hadn’t shown much excitement toward anything before now, but lately, I’d observed her showing a lot more emotion. I was glad to see this change, and I looked forward to what would come of it. One day, when those emotions developed fully, she was sure to become independent of me. I both anxiously awaited and dreaded that day. No matter how much time passed, that feeling remained the same.


      “More,” Mewi demanded.


      “Ha ha ha, that’s all the fish we have today.”


      “Oh...”


      It seemed the princess took quite a liking to salted and grilled fish. I didn’t really want to give her what I was already eating. Still, I agreed that it was good enough to want more. It was apparently available in the marketplace during the winter, so it sounded like a good idea to be more proactive about buying some whenever I saw any—depending on the price, of course.


      “I’ll buy more fish if I find some again,” I told her. “As long as it isn’t too expensive.”


      “Mm...”


      There was nothing better than good food. Nobody out there preferred a lousy meal over a good one—that was a universal constant. In that sense, buying this fish had paid off marvelously. While our cooking skills could potentially be a problem, indulging in a luxury like this every now and then was pretty nice.


      ◇


      “Okay, I’m off, then.”


      “Mm, have a good day.”


      It was the day after Mewi and I had enjoyed the grilled fish, and I left the house as usual. The magic institute had classes today, but I left for the office far earlier than when classes started, so I was usually gone before Mewi. Her sleep schedule still matched mine, though. I’d told her that she didn’t need to go out of her way to wake up at the same time as me, but she still did, even now.


      According to Mewi, since I was the owner of the house, it only made sense. I guess she has a point? She’s not forcing herself, so maybe it’s fine.


      Anyway, I also got home ahead of her, so I usually took care of preparing dinner. We both benefited from this arrangement: I had no need to change my sleep schedule, and in exchange for waking up early, Mewi had dinner waiting for her when she got home. I’m discounting any criticism of a grown adult using a child for his own benefit...


      “Man, it’s cold in the morning!”


      I left the house full of energy, but I shivered as a blast of cold wind struck me. Much like in Beaden, my daily lifestyle didn’t change much depending on the season—I wouldn’t think of sleeping in just because it was cold, nor did I ever stay up late because it was too hot to sleep. Doing so would immediately mess up my circadian rhythm.
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CHARACTERS

BERYL
GARDENANT

An old man who taught swordsmanship at
arural dojo. He left home to accept a post
as a special instructor for the Liberion
Order. After finally defeating his father in
a sparring match, he is beginning to see

his swordsmanship in a new light.

Lucy
DiAMOND

The commander of
Liberis’s magic corps.
She immerses herself in
the research of powerful
wizardry day and night.
She looks like a child,
but how old is she,
exactly...?

IBROY
HowLMAN

A bishop of the Church
of Sphene and Lucy’s
acquaintance. Ever since
he asked Beryl to resolve
a certain incident, he
has remained a personal
connection.

RosE
MARBLEHART

Beryl's former pupil. She
took part in the royal

and Beryl defeated her.
Since then, she’s had a
change of heart and has
gone into hiding. She
feels that she owes Beryl
alifelong debt.

GATOGA
LAZORNE

——

The knight commander
of Sphenedyardvania’s
Holy Order and Rose’s
brother. He works with
the Liberion Order to
guard the two royals.

SURENA
LYSANDRA

Beryl’s former pupil who
has respected him for
many years. She’s
attained the highest
rank possible within the
adventurer’s guild: black
rank.

SHUESTE
FLUMVELK

The eldest daughter of
House Flumvelk and
little sister of Beryl’s
former pupil Warren
Flumvelk. She hopes to
deepen her relationship
with Beryl during his
visit to the mansion.

AlLuciA
CITRUS

Beryl’s former pupil.
She’s the proud knight
commander of the
Liberion Order and is
known by the nickname
Godspeed. She has
tremendous respect for
Beryl.

HENBLITZ
DrouTt

The lieutenant commander
of the Liberion Order. He
has come to idolize Beryl
as the order’s special
instructor.
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Beryl Gardenant, a self-proclaimed “humble old man,” is a sword
instructor at his dojo in a rural, backwater village. One day, his former
pupil Allucia—who’s climbed the ranks to become the young knight
commander of the Liberion Order—summons him to serve as the special
instructor for her knights. After some time in the capital, the Backwater
Swordmaster’s reputation starts to spread.

Beryl and the Liberion Order are invited by his former pupil—Margrave
Warren Flumvelk—to the province bordering Sphenedyardvania to attend
a noble’s party. While deeply troubled by the unfamiliar gathering of the
rich and powerful, Beryl somehow manages to endure with the help of
Warren’s sister Shueste.

Then, on the way back to Baltrain, the Liberion order is ambushed by the
Verdapis Mercenary Company. They narrowly manage to fend off the
enemy, and the knights suffer heavy losses. Beryl has never faced such a
dangerous and formidable foe, and a fire ignites in his heart, fueling his
passion for swordsmanship.





