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      Waiting to Meet Again


      A small, snow-white magic crystal rested upon the young woman’s hand. Tiny flecks of ice rose from it, glittering as they drifted through the air. These perfectly formed frozen hexagons showered onto the workshop floor, melting and vanishing the moment they touched down.


      Her test of the ice crystal complete, Dahlia readjusted the barrette in her shoulder-length red hair and wiped the sweat from her brow. Summer had barely begun, yet the air in the workshop had already grown stuffy. Summers in the kingdom of Ordine were relatively hot. They weren’t as humid as Japan’s, but the average temperatures definitely crept higher.


      The reason Dahlia could make such a comparison was that she had been reincarnated. Following her untimely death in her previous home country of Japan, she had been reborn into this world filled with magic and monsters—things she had always known to be the stuff of fairy tales. Here, she was the daughter of a renowned magical toolmaker, and she had never considered any other path than following in her father’s footsteps.


      Magical toolmakers were craftspeople who used magic crystals and materials from monsters to create tools useful for daily life. Many of these tools resembled household appliances, such as washing machines and dryers, while others came in the form of accessories that protected the wearer from poison, paralysis, and so on.


      Dahlia did her crafting in an old stone tower that served as both her home and workplace. Locals called it “the Green Tower” because of the profusion of leafy vines that spiraled around it.


      “Looks like it’s going to rain,” Dahlia mused as she peered out of the window yet again. She let out a sigh as she stared up at the leaden clouds.


      Originally, she was supposed to meet a friend today, and she’d been looking forward to it all week. However, just yesterday, a letter had arrived informing her that he’d had to suddenly leave on an expedition. He apologized for being unable to visit her as they’d planned and said he’d write again as soon as he returned. The letter was blotted with dark-blue smudges, having obviously been folded before the ink had even had time to dry.


      Dahlia’s friend, Volf, was one of the kingdom of Ordine’s royal knights. He served in the Order of Beast Hunters as part of an exceptional group of warriors known as the Scarlet Armors. In this world, people’s lives were often threatened by monsters that were particularly ferocious or that had banded together in large numbers. It was the job of the Order of Beast Hunters to see that those monsters were kept in check. They could appear at any time, so, as Volf had told her, it was always with little notice that the knights were sent out on their missions. Thus, his letter had not come as much of a shock.


      Still, she was disappointed to not be able to try enchanting the shortswords Volf had bought for her as they’d planned to do today. With the weather growing nastier by the minute, she also couldn’t help being a little concerned for him. Was he dressed for the rain? Was he eating properly? While these small worries troubled her, the possibility of him being wounded or worse hardly crossed her mind. She knew Volf was a formidable warrior, as a Scarlet Armor needed to be. They were the ones at the front lines of every battle, drawing their foes’ attention from their comrades.


      Dahlia stood up and pressed the switch on the cooling fan she kept against the wall, and soon, a cool, refreshing breeze was gently wafting toward her. At this time of year, this cooling fan was the kingdom’s best-selling magical tool. It looked much like a four-bladed electric fan inside a square white box.


      The cooling fan’s creator was a magical toolmaker named Oswald. He’d developed two types: the cooling fan, which used water crystals, and the chilling fan, which used ice crystals. The chilling fan’s high price tag meant it wasn’t yet a common sight, but Dahlia had no doubt that it would take off sooner or later. The refreshingly cold air it produced reminded her very much of an air conditioner. Once she discovered a magical tool that made everyday life a little more comfortable, Dahlia could never forget it; she’d felt just the same way about home appliances in her past life, and she loved the idea of crafting a chilling fan of her own.


      Standing in the center of Dahlia’s workshop was a large silver box for her latest project. She hoped to create a prototype for a combined refrigerator and freezer. The tests she’d been conducting with the ice crystal earlier were for this project. Magical refrigerators had already been invented, but none of the ones currently on the market came with freezers, and their storage capacity was also quite limited.


      Dahlia wanted to come up with a new model that addressed these issues, so she had commissioned a large box from a workshop she’d long been doing business with. Inside this box were three compartments, each with its own door. Going from top to bottom, the refrigerator Dahlia had used in her previous life had had a general storage compartment, a vegetable compartment, an ice maker and chiller compartment, and then a freezer. This world’s refrigerators, however, were coldest at the top, so she planned to have the freezer in the highest compartment, general storage in the middle, and a vegetable compartment at the bottom.


      She opened up the doors to check inside. It seemed the fixing spell she’d applied had finally settled. She’d used a substance derived from blue slimes on the inner surfaces of the compartments. Unfortunately, the bluish tinge it left somewhat reminded her of mold, but without any alternative at hand, she’d settled for this for the time being.


      As she moved around the back of the box, she was delighted to find a lattice of silver cooling pipes for the ice magic to pass through. They crisscrossed the back of the box and looped around the interior. She’d only given the craftsman some general notes on the shape she wanted, so this was a pleasant surprise. There were even pockets on the side of the refrigerator to hold the magic crystals.


      The workshop this box had come from had been providing Dahlia and her father with housings and such for their larger magical tools for many years. It was so well-made, it was almost as though they had already known exactly what Dahlia planned to create.


      Dahlia put on a pair of gloves that would protect her hands from any extreme cold. She placed the ice crystal into the pocket on the side of the refrigerator and began to send its cooling magic through the network of tubes. While carefully regulating the flow of magic, she calculated the strength each compartment would require. She set it to be strongest in the top compartment—enough to freeze its contents—and weaker in the middle compartment, while the bottom compartment would be chilled by the air descending from the middle one.


      She found that when she closed the doors, the cold leaked out quite badly, so she used magic to apply some kraken tape. Kraken tape had similar properties to rubber and made for a good sealant. The only trouble was the funny skwap! sound it made whenever the door opened or closed—it made Dahlia imagine a tiny kraken inhabiting the refrigerator. It wasn’t a very endearing creature either. She told herself to work on imagining something a little cuter.


      Once she was satisfied that the ice magic was circulating properly through the pipes, she placed a wooden cup of water on the first shelf, a cup of wine on the middle shelf, and a cup of orange juice on the bottom. Now she only had to wait and see how the temperature would affect them.


      If this prototype turned out well, she had a mind to try adding an automatic ice maker to it too. With some ice and air crystals installed in just the right way, she might be able to create a cordless refrigerator with an automatic ice maker—something she’d never even heard of in her past life. The sky was the limit. The most difficult part, she imagined, would be controlling the air magic needed to move the ice. Another problem was the costliness of the ice crystals needed to maintain it. Perhaps with enough sealant and some experimenting to improve efficiency, she’d be able to overcome the latter issue. Turning these thoughts over and over in her mind, she jotted down a series of notes.


      As she gazed at the gleaming silver refrigerator, an idea came to her. If she doubled the number of ice crystals, she might be able to add another handy feature—fast freezing. It was often the case that crystals worked more powerfully in pairs. One would certainly be enough to chill the refrigerator’s contents, but if it was feasible, there was no harm in adding more features like fast freezing. She hadn’t planned on this, but it was a prototype, after all—this was precisely the time to test out her ideas. She knew it was a long shot that it’d work out, but her curiosity urged her to try.


      Taking care not to damage the box in any way, Dahlia used her magic to enlarge the magic crystal pocket and popped a second one inside. Then, to control the flow of the ice magic, she began channeling her own magic through her fingertips. Suddenly, a bolt of lightning flashed outside the window, followed a few seconds later by a long, rolling rumble of thunder. Dahlia was reminded of Volf, out in the wilds on his expedition. For just half a second, her concentration lapsed.


      “Oh!”


      There was a loud and awful cracking noise, a moment of silence, then an odd snap from inside the silver box. Dahlia hastily removed the ice crystals from the pocket, only to find the one farther inside had split cleanly in half. It seemed she’d released all of its power in one go in that moment of distraction. She’d never made such a stupid mistake before.


      Dahlia very gingerly opened the door of the freezer compartment to check that nothing had broken inside, but she found it would only open a few centimeters.


      “Whoa... It’s completely iced up.”


      Through the narrow gap, Dahlia could see a flawless wall of clear ice. She’d achieved the fast freezing all right, but what good was this? The entire compartment was one big ice block. Dahlia’s shoulders slumped in disappointment at this unforeseen setback. Since she couldn’t open the door, there was nothing to do but wait until the ice melted.


      She decided to give up on the fast-freezing feature for now. Later on, she’d remake her refrigerator with one crystal, as she’d planned to begin with.


      She placed a bottle of wine for tonight in one of the lower compartments. It was a dry white—Volf’s favorite. She had a feeling her evening tipple would have a touch of bitterness tonight.
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      Somewhere east of the royal capital, a statuesque young man with jet-black hair and golden eyes was staring grimly into the dusk-lit forest. This was Volfred Scalfarotto, a knight of Ordine’s Order of Beast Hunters. More specifically, he was one of a select group known as the Scarlet Armors, who had the dubious honor of leading the charge in all the Beast Hunters’ battles.


      Word had arrived from some traveling merchants that a mob of goblins had been seen along the highway leading east from the capital. The Beast Hunters had been dispatched at once. Since joining the order, Volf had gone on missions to exterminate goblins dozens of times. Once they knew the goblins’ numbers and position, they could eradicate the things and then go home—simple as that.


      However simple it was, though, the fact remained that Volf should have been enjoying a day off today. He would have bought drinks, something for lunch, and a pair of new wine glasses, then headed to the Green Tower where Dahlia would be waiting. They had planned to try enchanting a shortsword after they had lunch. Volf had been anticipating it all week—after all, if the experiment succeeded, the result would be a man-made magical sword with multiple enchantments. He’d been in such good spirits, he’d hardly been able to stop smiling during training over the last three days.


      However, those plans had been put on hold the moment reports of these goblins reached the knights. The location they’d been sighted at was half a day’s journey away on horseback. Simply getting there and back would take a full day. Volf had just had time to pen a brief letter to Dahlia, apologizing and promising to contact her as soon as he was back in town. The ride here had felt much the same as always, but his mood had completely soured the moment they’d arrived.


      The goblins weren’t terribly shy, showing themselves now and then along the tree line. Slightly deeper inside the forest, the knights found evidence of a small colony in the midst of construction. It appeared the little beasts were intent on making a village here, right on the edge of the highway. There was no other option but to exterminate them.


      Even if things progressed smoothly, reconnaissance would take a full day, extermination another, with yet another for the cleanup. The process was painfully slow. Volf had been through these procedures plenty of times before, but everything about them was irritating him today.


      “We can’t use fire on them in there. Wind won’t get through either.”


      The Order of Beast Hunters’ cohort of mages were looking despondently into the forest. Their faces were bathed in orange light by the setting sun.


      “Normally, I’d say we just flood them out with a blast of water, but we won’t be able to wash away those huts they’ve built.”


      A blue-haired man carrying a pike let out a small sigh. He was the vice-captain of the Order of Beast Hunters, Griswald Lanza. Captain Grato had remained in the capital to await orders, leaving Griswald to lead this mission. He was tall like Volf but more muscular in his build. His face, however, held a gentle, quiet expression—in the right attire, he could have passed for a civil servant.


      The goblins’ settlement, visible from the forest’s edge, was still not very far developed. At the moment, it consisted only of a few small hut-like structures made from intertwined tree branches. Burning it with fire magic ran the risk of starting a forest fire, while air magic would be impeded by the trees. Using water magic to wash it all away was also a nonstarter. The standard approach would be to encircle the whole colony and then exterminate the monsters.


      “Vice-Captain, may I have a word?”


      Griswald’s eyes widened slightly in surprise as Volf approached him. It was rare for the young knight to speak up.


      “What is it, Volfred?”


      “Once the goblins all return to their nests, I propose we create a large noise to draw them out. The vanguard can then perform a hit-and-run attack on the colony to lure the soldier goblins into the open so they can be eliminated first. Any remaining targets can then be surrounded and destroyed.”


      “That would get things over with quickly, I grant you, but that colony’s in a bad position. It’s confined and in tricky terrain. It’ll be dangerous for the vanguard.”


      “Not a problem, sir.”


      The vice-captain met Volf’s gaze squarely, but he found not a sliver of doubt in the young man’s golden eyes. He clearly had absolute confidence in the plan.


      “It’s rare for you to propose a battle plan.”


      “I’d just like to conclude the mission as soon as possible, sir,” Volf replied, glancing in the direction of the capital.


      “You’ve got a point,” one of the other knights chimed in with a firm nod. “It’s clouding over fast.”


      The skies over the royal capital were beginning to turn dark and heavy. Rain would be no fun to camp in overnight, and if the battle were planned for tomorrow, the condition of the ground had to be factored in. Goblins weighed less than humans. The last thing they wanted to do was grapple with a swarm of goblins with their feet stuck in the mud. Volf, it seemed, had even considered this possibility.


      “Well, Volfred, I think it’s a very good idea. But who’s going to make up the vanguard?”


      “I shall, of course. It was my proposal, after all,” he replied matter-of-factly. There was no particular eagerness in his voice, nor any reluctance.


      Griswald acknowledged him with a nod and instructed him to convey the plan to the rest of the Scarlet Armors. Watching the young man stride away, one of the older knights narrowed his eyes.


      “He’s come a long way, our Volfred. He was never one to suggest his own plans before.”


      “Yes, and it’s a fine thing to see,” Griswald agreed wholeheartedly. “I do hope he’ll come out of the Scarlet Armors and take up a command position one of these days.”


      When Volf had been a fresh recruit, the other knights had thought he’d had a death wish. After a while, their opinions changed, and he was simply known as a reckless daredevil. In any case, the reputation of the young noble had not been good. It was nothing more or less than Volf’s unwavering dedication to his work and his achievements in battle that had finally reversed the other men’s opinions.


      At first, he’d only thought about vanquishing monsters, but nowadays, he had a broader view of the order. He wanted to have a place among these men and be valued for his abilities. That said, at this moment, there was only a single thought in Volf’s mind—he wanted to get home as soon as possible.


      After a brief meeting, it was decided that the Scarlet Armors would launch a surprise attack on the goblin colony just after sundown. In the reddish glow of the evening sun, the dark-haired young knight thoroughly stretched his body, taking the time to ensure all his muscles were ready for the battle ahead. He knew that if he applied his strengthening spell without properly preparing himself first, he would suffer for it the next day. After that, he carried out a thorough inspection of his armor, even taking care to fix any slippage in the insoles of his boots and wrinkles in his socks. Anything not properly fitted could cause slipping or come loose once it was dampened with sweat. Finally, he checked twice that his bootlaces were tied neatly and firmly. A few of the men whispered among themselves as they watched Volf’s preparations.


      “He’s been smiling to himself a lot these past few days. Must have a lot of pent-up energy.”


      “The captain made him take some time off after that battle with the wyvern. That must be why. Looks like he’ll be blowing off all that steam on those goblins today.”


      “Almost makes me feel sorry for the little bastards.”


      Having finally finished his inspections, Volf drew his longsword. He left the scabbard behind. It wasn’t considered good conduct for a knight, but a scabbard at his hip felt like a hindrance when he ran. On his first mission with the order, a monster had ripped his scabbard in two. Ever since then, he’d made a point of leaving it. The longsword Volf gripped in his hand was one of the order’s standard-issue weapons, but the blade was colored black to prevent it from reflecting the sunlight.


      The vanguard of this battle would be formed by three members of the Scarlet Armors, with Volf leading. Volf took up his position and concentrated on steadying his breathing as he waited for the sun to set.


      Beneath the red-tinged sky, the clanging of several gongs suddenly shattered the quiet. The colony, quiet until then, erupted in commotion, and green goblins began swarming out of the trees. The moment they were sighted, the commander barked a brief order.


      Volf led the charge, the other two a few paces behind, as they stormed toward the colony. Sprinting with unnatural speed, Volf seemed almost possessed by a demon. A goblin appeared in front of him, and he cut it down. A goblin appeared to his right, and he cleaved it in two. A goblin appeared to his left, and he sliced through it without hesitation. His black sword cut through the monsters’ bodies as though they were made of paper. Each slash was followed by a spray of blood, but Volf was already gone before it could touch him. He had already left the other two Scarlet Armors well behind. The uneven ground seemed no hindrance as he sped onward at an inhuman pace. Every goblin that tried to leap at him was sliced apart in midair. One could only pity the little beasts as they emerged from the trees one after another, only to be cut down in an instant.


      “I’m not sure which one’s the monster anymore...”


      “He’ll go down in goblin history. They’ll tell their spawn how a hopeful tribe set out to settle new lands and was slaughtered by the Dark Lord Volf.”


      “Cut it out. That’s way too easy to imagine.”


      Even as the friends casually spoke, they drew their swords and checked that their arm guards were strapped on firmly. None of the knights were brimming over with zeal. It was just another battle that required the same practiced movements. Even if a comrade fell dead at their side, each of them knew they had no option but to continue the fight with a cool head, or else they might be next. As the waiting knights watched the vanguard, they suddenly saw a goblin appear in front of Volf that was markedly different from the others. It had red skin, wore clothing, and carried a magic staff in one hand.


      “Volf, look out! That’s a goblin mage!”


      It was impossible to tell whether the knight’s shout reached Volf’s ears. The goblin mage had already performed its chant, bringing a shower of flaming arrows raining down upon Volf. However, rather than slowing down, Volf only ran faster as the fiery missiles cascaded down upon him. He sped fearlessly through the fire until he reached the goblin mage. Without a moment’s hesitation, he swung his sword sideways and took its head clean off its shoulders. Then, at last, Volf came to a standstill. In his wake was a path of ruthless destruction. With a swift motion, he flicked the blood from his sword as the goblin mage’s body tumbled to the ground. The splatter of green blood upon the earth was the cue for the rest of the knights.


      “Charge!”


      At the vice-captain’s command, the men rushed forward. Within minutes, every last goblin had been exterminated. As soon as the battle was over, an air of calm settled over the woods. The knights chatted animatedly as they set to cleaning up the battlefield.


      “I’ll help. Let’s get this wrapped up quickly.”


      “You were the first one in, Volf. Go take a breather.”


      “I’m fine. Besides, the sooner we finish, the sooner we can go home.”


      Not even pausing to wipe the sweat from his brow, Volf helped the other men carry the goblin carcasses. His friends tried to stop him, but he refused to sit still. Once the carcasses had all been gathered, a mage used earth magic to dig a pit, then the dead goblins were tossed in, burned with magic, and buried. Finally, the earth was sprinkled with a little red wine and the knights each said a prayer. They all understood that monsters were living things just like them. But they had not found a way to coexist, making battles like this inevitable. It was the Beast Hunters’ custom to mark the end of each battle with a prayer.


      In order to avoid traveling by night, the knights ended up making camp in a somewhat remote spot near the battlefield.


      “Now, we’ve only got our provisions to eat, but there’s plenty of wine! Anyone who wants extra can come and get it!”


      They’d completed their mission several days earlier than expected, meaning there was several days’ worth of wine to be drunk.


      “I’ll go get us some. White for you, right, Volf?”


      “Sorry, I’ll have red tonight.”


      “Huh, that’s rare. The dark lord thirsts for blood, does he?”


      “What’re you talking about?”


      “Oh, nothin’. One glass of red, comin’ right up.”


      “Thanks. I’ll sort out the food, then.”


      Volf sat before the campfire and stretched as he chatted and joked with the other knights. It looked like they’d all be back safe and sound in the royal capital sometime tomorrow. Everyone was given at least two days off after returning from a mission.


      Almost immediately, Volf’s thoughts strayed to the Green Tower. He hoped he’d make it there during his break. At another fire, Vice-Captain Griswald was drinking wine with some of the more senior knights. He was gazing over at Volf and his party.


      “That battle went without a hitch. I’d never have thought a man could move so fast over rough ground like that. Puts the rest of us to shame.”


      “Yes, he’s matured, inside and out. Not only was the plan sound and effective, he even thought of how to achieve it in the shortest possible time. He’s one to watch, that’s for sure.”


      As the men spoke like proud parents watching their children grow, the vice-captain nodded in agreement.


      “Quite so. I believe he has a very bright future indeed.”

    

  

  
    
      The Man-Made Magical Sword—Blade of the Dark Lord’s Minion


      Yesterday, Volf’s servant had once again arrived at Dahlia’s home. She had expected to simply be handed an envelope like last time, but the cheerful servant lingered.


      “If you please, ma’am, my master hoped you would read his letter and allow me to return with your reply.”


      Dahlia quickly unsealed the envelope and scanned the note inside.


      I have returned from my mission and have two days off starting tomorrow, it read. If it is convenient, I would very much like to visit you one morning. I am happy to call upon you some other time if you are busy.


      The servant was content to take her reply either verbally or written. Since he’d brought stationery with him, Dahlia decided to pen a brief letter. Leaning on the wooden writing board, she wrote:


      I am very pleased to hear you have returned safely. I will be free tomorrow.


      She couldn’t help thinking how scruffy her handwriting looked upon the expensive paper. The servant thanked her politely as he took the letter and left.


      The very next day, Volf arrived by carriage at the Green Tower. As she came out to greet him, Dahlia could only stare in astonishment as crate after crate was unloaded from the carriage. One was filled with meat and fish, another with fruit and vegetables, and yet a third contained a variety of cheeses and wine. It was far more than two people, let alone one, could possibly hope to eat.


      “Er... Volf, what is all this?”


      “I ate you out of house and home last time I came. This is to repay you. There are ice crystals in the boxes, so it’ll keep for a few days.”


      “Well, that’s extremely kind of you. Thank you. But please, you don’t need to bring anything next time.”


      Evidently, he’d been feeling guilty about indulging in so much fondue the last time he’d visited. The crates were too heavy for her to haul up the stairs, so Volf carried them up to the tower’s second floor for her.


      He took off his enchanted glasses as soon as he stepped over the tower’s threshold and placed them ever so delicately into a black leather case. Dahlia could barely keep from grinning as she watched him. She’d made those glasses especially for him; it warmed her heart to see them treasured like that.


      “Is this a fridge?”


      “Yes. Still in development, though. The upper compartment is a freezer.”


      “A fridge and freezer in one? Wow!”


      Volf’s eyes shone with wonder as he peered at her in-progress creation. It had taken nearly two days, but the ice inside it had finally melted, making it usable again. She now intended to test it in her kitchen for a while, though she’d need to call on Marcella to have it carried there.


      “Do you already have a buyer for it?”


      “Oh, no, I want to test it out for myself first, in the kitchen. I’d never get it up the stairs on my own, but luckily I have a friend in the Couriers’ Guild who’ll manage it.”


      “I could do that for you. You could use it to store all that food I brought.”


      “Are you sure? It’s awfully heavy.”


      Volf was currently carrying three large wooden crates of food in his arms with ease, so her concern was perhaps unwarranted, but the fridge had to be considerably heavier. It was pretty much solid metal, after all. When the casing had been delivered, it had taken two men to carry it into her workshop.


      “Pardon me.”


      Volf put down the crates, rolled up his sleeves, and grasped the refrigerator. He tilted it a couple of times, searching for its center of gravity and where best to grip it, before turning it on its side and lifting it without any obvious strain at all.


      “Huh, lighter than I expected. It’s bulky, though, so I’ll need to watch out not to bump into things.”


      “Whoa.”


      Dahlia couldn’t conceal her astonishment as Volf carried the refrigerator as easily as if it were cardboard. He’d be welcome at the Couriers’ Guild anytime.


      “It’s...really not too heavy?”


      “Not at all. A red bear’s way heavier.”


      “You’ve carried a red bear?”


      For one moment, she pictured the young knight carrying a gigantic red bear in his arms, bridal style. She quickly shook her head.


      “No, no. It came charging toward me, but my sword got stuck in its scabbard, so I grabbed it and threw it away. I was enhanced by a strengthening spell at the time, but my wrists still hurt for a good while after that.”


      The image that floated into Dahlia’s mind this time was of Volf grappling with the bear in a sumo ring. Once again, she quickly dismissed her wild imaginings.


      Dahlia had been concerned that the refrigerator might not fit through the stairway or doors, but as it turned out, her fears were unfounded. Once he’d set it gently down where she wanted it, Volf went back down to the first floor and brought up all of the wooden crates. It still amazed her how light on his feet he was under all that weight.


      After that, Dahlia began storing the food away inside the refrigerator—getting it all to fit was like solving a 3D jigsaw puzzle. In the box that had contained the wine and cheeses, Dahlia discovered four prettily decorated silver boxes.


      “Those are the wine glasses I promised you. There are two each for red wine and white wine.”


      “Volf, may I ask why every single one is in a magically sealed box?”


      “Er, well, I suppose it looks nice and, um...keeps them from breaking...”


      There was something decidedly fishy about his reply. These little boxes were clearly meant for magical tools. She noticed their surfaces were engraved with images of a beautiful goddess—perhaps they’d been purchased at the Goddess’s Right Eye. She opened one of the boxes and gently lifted out the clear glass inside. As she held it up and looked through it, she noticed that it gave an occasional prismatic glimmer when the light hit it just right. Just as she was admiring how comfortably it rested in her hand, she detected the subtle tremor of magic.


      “Volf, when most people talk about wine glasses, they mean ones made of glass. This is fine crystal, isn’t it? Enchanted, at that. Can you tell me how much you paid for these?”


      “They weren’t all that expensive. Anyway, they’re very pretty, and I thought the hardening enchantment would come in handy.”


      “So? How much?”


      As she inquired a second time, Volf dropped his gaze to the floor.


      “Four gold.”


      “I’ll pay half.”


      What had he been thinking? Certainly, it was good to know that they wouldn’t easily shatter, but she could hardly use such valuable glasses on a daily basis. Each glass was worth around a hundred thousand yen, bringing the set to a total of four hundred thousand. That sort of money was way outside of her comfort zone.


      “No, there’s no need for that. I just bought them ’cause I wanted them.”


      There was a proper place for such extravagant glasses, but that place was not in her tower. She knew if she got a single scratch on one of these glasses, she’d be depressed about it for days.


      “Look, Volf, I understand that we come from rather different worlds, and our perception of money isn’t always going to agree. However, I still don’t see how I can accept such expensive glasses.”


      “But Dahlia, you did give me a pair of enchanted glasses made with fairy glass for free the other day just because they were a prototype.”


      She couldn’t deny that, but that fairy glass had been something just lying around in the workshop that she hadn’t had a use for. That was quite different from Volf going out and buying these wine glasses.


      “I needed you to test those for me so I could make improvements.”


      “Well, I have tested them, and there aren’t any improvements needed. They’re a finished product.”


      “All right; you win. But I’m only bringing out these glasses when you come to visit.”


      “I’d be happier if you’d use them every day. Besides, if one breaks, I can just get you a new one. I can afford it, so don’t worry,” Volf said with a nonchalant smile.


      That was when Dahlia understood something—giving was simply in Volf’s nature. He wasn’t trying to put her in his debt or butter her up for some future gains. However, he seemed unaware of the effect this behavior might have on their future relationship. They were supposed to be friends, but friendship couldn’t be built on one-sided giving. At least, that wasn’t what Dahlia wanted.


      “I appreciate the thought, honestly. But I don’t want to be in a position where I’m just taking from you all the time, you see. Um... Imagine you had a friend who was much wealthier than you, and they were always buying you expensive things. Eventually, you’d start feeling uncomfortable and inferior, don’t you think?”


      She tried to choose the right words so as not to hurt the knight’s feelings. His golden eyes widened slightly, then he slowly cast them down.


      “I’m sorry, Dahlia. I see what you mean now.”


      “Please don’t feel bad. I know you were only trying to do the right thing, and I’m grateful. To you, these wine glasses probably don’t seem all that special. I’ll do what you said and consider that prototype I gave you a finished article. That’ll cover half the cost of the wine glasses. That leaves us all square, since you’ve given me the funds for the next pair of glasses already.”


      “Make sure you include technical fees too. I want to buy those at the same price anyone else would.”


      “Understood. I’ll do that.”


      The pair nodded in agreement and then returned to the task of storing away the food. Once they had finished, Dahlia looked out the window to see the sun blazing down from high in the sky.


      “What shall we do for lunch? With all this food here, I feel I ought to make something, but...well, I can’t claim to be a great cook. You may not like it.”


      “I loved that cheese fondue you made last time. I’m sure whatever you make will be great. I can help too if it’s just cooking up some meat or something.”


      “Oh? You cook too?”


      She couldn’t help feeling his confidence in her abilities was a little misplaced if he was basing it on her fondue, but more than that, she was taken aback to hear that a young noble like him could cook. Then again, he had washed the dishes for her last time. It seemed what he’d said about everyone in the Order of Beast Hunters being equals had been true.


      “I can prepare and cook meat; that’s about it. We’re allowed to eat any wild game or monsters we hunt while we’re out on missions, so I learned the basics from the cooks. Even when it’s perfectly fresh, it’s not exactly pleasant eating meat that’s burned or not properly prepared. You really feel it in your stomach afterward.”


      Dahlia could scarcely think of anything more miserable than setting out on a life-or-death mission and having to eat gristly, blackened meat. It was needless for the knights to go making themselves ill like that.


      “Why don’t we cook on the magical stove?” she suggested.


      “Good idea. It shouldn’t burn on that.”


      “Perfect; that’s lunch decided, then. We’ll try cooking some of the meat.”


      “Great!”


      Internally, Dahlia breathed a little sigh of relief. That wouldn’t test her culinary skills too much. They stood side by side in the kitchen, Volf slicing up the meat, Dahlia chopping vegetables to make a simple salad.


      “We’ve got beef, pork, salted kraken... I’ll slice up a bit of everything,” said Volf.


      The meat looked extraordinarily lustrous and succulent, almost unnaturally so. Perhaps it was just her imagination. She had difficulty seeing the salted kraken as anything other than octopus, but she was sure it would cook very nicely. She’d never seen a whole kraken, but smaller cuts of it were a common sight around town. It was good salted and grilled or stewed, and it made a tasty addition to soups and stir-fries.


      People enjoyed kraken in a wide variety of ways. Dried kraken wasn’t particularly popular, but her father had often lightly grilled it on the stove and enjoyed it as a snack with his drinks. It could be a bit of a nuisance when he’d stand around drinking in the kitchen. If only he were here now, he could grill it at the table on the magical stove...


      While her thoughts turned to her father as she washed the vegetables, Dahlia caught sight of Volf from the corner of her eye. He was slicing the meat into pieces over two centimeters thick.


      “I think that might be a little thick, Volf.”


      “Oh, right. I guess it’s not the same as cooking over a campfire.”


      “I think about a quarter of that thickness would be fine.”


      “Really? You’re sure that’s not too thin?”


      They ended with a mixture of thick, medium, and thinly sliced meat. Dahlia went out and picked two kinds of greens, washing them before plating them up along with some bread and cheese. It was a very simple arrangement, but all the food Volf had brought with him seemed to be of very fine quality and would be delicious even without any special preparation. In the living room, Dahlia placed two small magical stoves upon the table. In place of hotplates, she put a shallow pot on one and a frying pan on the other. It didn’t make for an ideal presentation, but it was the best she could manage on the spot.


      With the enchanting of the shortsword planned for the afternoon, the pair decided to avoid alcohol and drink just fruit juice with their lunch. Dahlia added a little oil to the pot and began cooking the meat. Volf followed suit, glancing over often to observe what she was doing.


      “We’ve got salt, pepper, and lemon for seasoning. I’ve also whipped up a sauce with fish sauce, garlic, sesame and such, with some grated apple. Try a little drizzle once your meat’s cooked.”


      The beef was done first. Dahlia seasoned hers with a simple sprinkle of salt before popping it in her mouth. It was so different from the meat she usually ate. It melted on her tongue, and the fat had a delightful sweetness to it. As she slowly chewed and swallowed, she was filled with a renewed appreciation for fine quality meat.


      Once the pork was thoroughly cooked, she seasoned it with some salt and pepper. It was a little firmer in texture than the beef, and the fat, while also deliciously sweet, had a gentler taste. She imagined it would go very well in a stew.


      On the other side of the table, Volf seemed lost in sheer rapture, chewing every little bite for far longer than necessary. He smiled blissfully, and his eyes were closed.


      “This is unbelievably good...and you can cook it just how you like and eat it while it’s hot.”


      “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”


      Even once he came back to earth, Volf’s passionate gaze remained fixed on the sizzling meat. “These stoves are a sin.”


      “A what?!”


      “If only we’d had these on all our missions until now, we’d have lost a lot less of our comrades.”


      All of a sudden, the conversation had turned unexpectedly dark. Dahlia hadn’t made these stoves with the intention of saving anyone’s life. She couldn’t fathom Volf’s meaning at all. Surely the knights hadn’t burnt their meat so badly that it had actually killed someone.


      “Um, was there some sort of incident, or...?”


      “No, that’s not it. The fact is, a lot of men left the Order of Beast Hunters because they couldn’t stand the food. Some of them even got sick from it and quit. I was just thinking that, if only we’d had some of these little stoves, a lot of them might’ve stayed.”


      Food was a fundamental need, after all. People would only put up with poor meals for so long. Dahlia wondered if the order had room in their budget for a few stoves to take on expeditions. She wouldn’t even mind offering them at a discount. In a bid to clear the rather heavy air, Dahlia began frying some of the salted kraken. It squeaked and hissed in the hot pan, shrinking quickly.


      “It’s half the size it was. Seems so sad somehow.”


      She wished Volf wouldn’t stare into the pot with such melancholy while she tried to cook. That was a look that ought to be reserved for roses and love letters, not slices of salted kraken.


      “Octopus and squid do the same thing when you cook them. We’ll cut it a bit bigger next time.”


      The kraken turned out to be a tad salty for Dahlia’s liking, but quite tasty all the same. It would go well with a bowl of rice. Most rice sold in the capital was the long-grain variety. Perhaps she would try cooking some to pair with the kraken next time.


      In the midst of her reverie, she suddenly noticed that Volf hadn’t so much as touched his vegetables. “Aren’t you having any green peppers, Volf?”


      “Peppers don’t seem to like me very much...” he mumbled, glancing away.


      She’d once heard exactly the same excuse from a relative’s child in her past life.


      “I’d tell you that you won’t grow up big and strong if you don’t eat your vegetables, but I’m not sure you need to get any bigger.”


      “I know a couple of knights even taller than me, and they’re always complaining about bumping their heads on doorways. If those things’ll make me grow taller, I’d rather avoid them.”


      “Fair point. It’s funny how lots of children hate green peppers.”


      She realized too late that “people” might have been a more tactful choice of words. Volf’s face darkened. He stared at the peppers for a few moments before silently beginning to place them into the pot.


      “Look, Volf, I know how that sounded, but I understand everyone has preferences! You don’t have to force yourself if you don’t like them.”


      “No, I have to overcome this. I need to defeat my demons!”


      Volf was glaring into the pot with frightening intensity, like he was staring down a monster instead of a few sliced peppers. For the sake of her heart, she wished he’d stop.


      “Make sure to cook them thoroughly. Try eating them with the meat and a bit of sauce,” Dahlia said, feeling oddly tense as she offered her advice.


      Volf raised a well-cooked piece of pepper and a morsel of meat to his mouth, closing his eyes before putting the whole forkful inside. For a moment, he chewed silently.


      “Mm? That’s...not bad.”


      “Your taste buds change a lot when you become an adult. Sometimes, you find you enjoy things you hated when you were little.”


      “It’s really good. I guess I’ve been missing out.”


      She had a feeling Volf would love pepper steak and made a mental note to cook it for him sometime. They followed the peppers with some extra meat before finally finishing up their lunch. Despite the windows being open, the unique aroma of cooking meat lingered in the room.


      “I’d love to take this stove with me on missions, but there’d be a riot if I were the only one who had one.”


      “There’s nothing like the smell of meat cooking to gather people around, huh?”


      “Dahlia, what would you say to coming to the castle and showing everyone how to use one of these stoves?”


      “I think that’s a great idea. If it’ll get you all some better meals while you’re out in the wilds, I’m happy to help.”


      Dahlia couldn’t help having a little chuckle to herself. Only a select few traders were permitted within the castle. Without a letter of recommendation and a guarantor, the guards wouldn’t give you the time of day. The castle and its grounds were no place for ordinary citizens. It seemed Dahlia, as a commoner, had a stronger sense of that boundary than Volf did.


      “Right then, let’s tidy up so we can have a look at this sword.”


      “Got it. Leave this to me.”


      Dahlia managed to stop Volf before he tried to gather the stoves, the plates, and everything else into his arms in one precarious pile. Working together, they soon had it all cleared away. With that done, they descended the stairs to the workshop and began preparations to enchant the shortsword.


      “Okay, shall we start?”


      “I’ve waited so long for this...”


      He spoke as though they were on the brink of some life-changing event. Dahlia hoped he realized that with her magic, any enchantments she produced would only be weak. If she managed to successfully endow the sword with multiple enchantments, she intended to give Volf instructions on the method that he could take to a more powerful mage or alchemist. She handed Volf some dark blue overalls.


      “You’d better put these on—your clothes may get dirty.”


      “Were these your father’s?”


      “No. If they’d been his, the sleeves would be too short on you.”


      “I’ll pay you for them later.”


      “You can pay me by lending me your strength, like you did with the refrigerator earlier.”


      “Y’know, it feels like I’m the one who’s taking from you all the time.”


      “Don’t be silly. Once you’ve put that on, I’d like you to disassemble this for me, please.”


      Volf looked a little dissatisfied at being brushed off, but his expression softened when she handed him the shortsword. He had it in pieces within moments, leaving her with the blade, the guard, the handle, and the scabbard.


      “Would you rather have the blade reinforced or be self-sharpening like those kitchen knives I told you about?”


      “Well, it looks fairly sturdy, so I think self-sharpening would probably be best.”


      As she listened, Dahlia placed her fingers on the blade and began to apply the self-sharpening enchantment. The sensation was very similar to enchanting a kitchen knife, but Dahlia found she needed to pour in a little more power than usual. This was likely due to the blade’s thickness and the difference in its composition.


      “Now, I was thinking of using a water crystal to put a cleaning enchantment on the guard, an air crystal to enchant the handle with haste, and a weight-reducing enchantment on the scabbard. Does that sound okay?”


      “Yeah, perfect.”


      “Okay, let’s see what I can do.”


      Dahlia remolded the guard so she could set it with a small water crystal specially made for toolmaking. Then, she made a cut in the bottom of the sword’s red handle and inserted a small air crystal. After that, she had only to let her magic flow into the objects and ensure the enchantments were fixed. The process went fairly smoothly with these first three parts of the sword, but she was tripped up when she came to the scabbard. She had never been especially good at weight-reducing spells, which was probably part of the reason. Her magic seemed to simply bounce off the scabbard’s surface.


      “This is a bit trickier.”


      “You could leave the scabbard as it is. You’ve already enchanted the other parts.”


      “I could, but I’d like to keep at it a little longer.”


      She turned the scabbard around and tried directing the magic into the inner surface, where the blade would be sheathed. This time, despite her pouring in a steady stream of magic, it felt as though her power were being swallowed into a bottomless pit.


      “It looks like you’re putting a whole lot more magic into there than you did for the other parts,” Volf commented.


      “That’s because I’m extracting all the power from the air crystal for this enchantment. I don’t want to set the crystal into the scabbard; it’ll just get in the way. Unfortunately, the magic becomes a little weaker this way, and it takes a while to get it in. Also...weight-reducing spells aren’t my specialty.”


      Her father had been much more proficient than her at weight-reducing enchantments. He used to turn the objects around and around in his hands while scintillating rainbow-colored magic glowed at his fingertips.


      “Oh. Hold on a minute.”


      She began to copy her father’s motions, turning the scabbard over repeatedly while spreading her magic over its surface. The magic snaked around it like a ribbon, glowing as it enveloped the dark-brown scabbard.


      “Looks like I needed to wrap it rather than try to pour the magic in.”


      “This is fascinating to watch, but aren’t you getting tired?” Volf asked, looking a little concerned.


      “I’m fine. I’ll need your strength to put it all back together, though.”


      She carefully readjusted the flow of her magic as she continued enchanting the scabbard, and soon the process was complete.


      “The crystals in the guard and handle will make them a little heavier. I’m afraid I didn’t manage to lighten the scabbard very much.”


      “You’ve done more than enough. The blade feels fine; I wouldn’t mind it even heavier,” Volf said as he made to push the blade into the handle.


      He cocked his head in puzzlement.


      “Enchanting doesn’t change the size of anything, does it?”


      “It shouldn’t, no.”


      “Right, just need to put my back into it then.”


      As he tried to push it in harder, the blade suddenly leaped from his hands, skidding across the table and clattering loudly onto the workshop floor.


      “Volf, are you all right?!”


      “Yeah, I’m fine. Didn’t expect it to be quite so lively.”


      He picked the blade up and tried once again, but both parts stubbornly repelled each other, refusing to fit together. Volf even tried putting a strengthening spell on himself, but a worrying creaking sound from the handle as it was forced toward the blade stopped him.


      “I never imagined it wouldn’t go back together again,” Dahlia said.


      “I guess there’s a good reason no one’s made one before. If it were that simple, they’d have done it a long time ago.”


      Volf looked disappointed, but when it came to magical toolmaking, failures like this were par for the course. Sometimes, it took hundreds of attempts before you finally hit upon the right design.


      “It’s just like crafting any other magical tool. The enchantments might be incompatible, or the problem might lie with my magic or the materials. There are lots of possibilities. All we can do is be patient and keep experimenting.”


      “Whether it’s tools or swords, this crafting thing’s not straightforward, huh? We’ve just taken the first step on a long journey...”


      He made it sound like some epic tale, but he wasn’t far off the mark.


      “There are plenty of swords out there with enchantments on them, so the item itself’s probably not the problem,” he continued. “If the magic is incompatible, though... Ah, I wonder if it’s magical interference. I remember the vice-captain telling me it was difficult to use water magic and strengthening spells at the same time.”


      “Magical interference, you say?”


      If that was the case, then she only had to insert some material between the parts that would act as a barrier to the magic, preventing them from affecting each other.


      “Volf, didn’t you mention that black slimes are very tough and resistant to fire, water, and air magic?”


      “I...suppose I did.”


      “Well, it’s possible that it’ll act as a barrier to magic! We should try coating the inside of the scabbard with black slime powder.”


      “Dahlia, no, it’s too dangerous!” said Volf, leaping up from his chair.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I wear proper protective gloves this time. Besides, you’ll be with me.”


      “All right. If anything happens, I’ll get you to the temple right away.”


      Why was he assuming they’d need to go to the temple? She’d just told him she’d wear gloves. He worried far too much, she decided.


      After putting on a pair of enchanting gloves, Dahlia began mixing some black slime powder into a liquid with a glass stirrer. It was slightly disconcerting having Volf watching her every move like a hawk, but she ignored him and concentrated on the task. She transferred the black mixture into a silver bucket and dipped in the blade, guard, handle, and scabbard in turn. After that, she applied a strong fixing spell to each part.


      “Right, the slime’s adhered. Try putting it together again. If it still resists, then stop.”


      She handed Volf her father’s work gloves and watched as he picked up the parts again.


      “This feels more promising.”
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