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      The Nemophila Girl


      Life was preposterous. Lucia Fano, age six, knew that much for a fact.




      The Kingdom of Ordine was said to be the largest and most prosperous nation on this continent, and the royal capital was said to be the most charming and splendid of all its areas. However, capital-native Lucia was born with deep green hair and eyes of oversaturated blue; her skin was pallid, her stature slight, and her looks modest and unremarkable. Dahlia, a friend who lived near Lucia’s grandmother, was a girl with red hair and bright green eyes. When she smiled, it was as though her namesake flower had blossomed. A slightly older playmate of theirs, Irma, had glossy hair the color of black tea and eyes to match, if slightly redder in hue. Her dexterity was exhibited in the braids she did herself, and she was very pretty. The girls around Lucia, every single one of them, were bolder, prettier, and cuter than herself.


      Lucia knew she was unassuming. But despite that, she wanted to be cuter and prettier, and so every day, she brushed her hair neat, washed her face thoroughly, and put on her freshly laundered blue dress. Yet earlier today, some boys playing in the neighborhood had said, “You sure are like a dayflower, Lucia.”


      Dayflower: a weed, small, blue, and forgettable, one that grew out of the cracks in an alleyway—how mean! But Lucia had failed to voice how much the comparison had irked her, instead running away with tears in her eyes. She was frustrated at herself for not having been able to say anything in response; she hated that about herself. She would’ve rather been blessed with height, gleaming blonde hair, and rare purple eyes. She would’ve rather been a beauty whom others compared to a rose or a lily. If only that were the case, then she would be able to wear the cute clothes that she wanted to. She would look good in the lemon yellow dress with white lacing her maternal grandmother suggested. She would look good with a long, glossy blue ribbon and a pair of red shoes with flowers all over. But she knew she would never be a girl who looked good in cutesy fashion like that.


      “How preposterous.” That was a word Lucia had heard her father mutter under his breath yesterday. She had asked him what it meant, and he’d replied that it was “when things don’t make sense and you won’t stand for it.” To describe her as a dayflower was to say that the cute clothes she loved wouldn’t fit her. If that wasn’t preposterous, then she didn’t know what was. It wasn’t as though the boys had been picking on her, yet her vision was getting blurrier by the moment. Going home now and letting her family see her in tears would only make them worry, and so Lucia headed down the alley a stone’s throw from her home.




      Once the evening sun dried her tears, Lucia would leave, go home, and wash her face—so she decided as she squeezed past the white walls of a warehouse. However, she realized someone had beaten her to the punch.


      Though it was spring, the man had on a hooded black cloak, and he was perched on a stoop in the alleyway—perhaps he was one of those people called “perverts” that Lucia’s family always warned her about? She thought she ought to turn back while she had yet to be discovered, but the man pressed one hand against his nose and then proceeded to sniffle. It looked like there was already someone occupying the crying corner.


      Lucia dug through her pockets and, after overcoming her hesitation, sped toward the man with a handkerchief clenched in her fist. “Here, please take this!”


      He must’ve not noticed Lucia at all—he shrieked. “Whuh?! Oh.” His suntanned skin and tea-brown hair appeared for a split second before disappearing under his hood again. He had also shown his tea-brown eyes, which exposed the fact he had been crying. Though she couldn’t tell for certain through her own veil of tears, he seemed to be slightly older than Lucia’s brother, who was four years older than her. The young adult pulled his hood back down and refused the handkerchief. “Thank you, but I wouldn’t want to soil it.”


      “It’s okay; I have two!” Lucia had to carry at least one lest she use her sleeves and dirty them, as there would be no excusing herself when her clothes got washed. She laid the white handkerchief on the youth’s knee and sat down on a step a short distance away from him. Then, Lucia took the second one out of her pocket, scrubbed at her eyes and cheeks, and assaulted it with her snot; she planned to secretly wash her hanky when she got into the bath tonight.


      “Very well, then. Thank you.” He dabbed at his face underneath his hood, then blew his nose thrice with vigor; it caught Lucia off guard and even made her forget she had been crying. “Sorry for getting your handkerchief dirty. Would a silver piece be enough to cover it?”


      “That one was just for practice; you can have it.”


      “Sorry—practice?”


      “Embroidery is a part of our family business.” The handkerchief she had given him was one of the ones she’d started out with. The Fano family ran a workshop that made socks and gloves, so Lucia had been practicing the craft since before she entered primary school. She wanted to make beautiful artwork like flowers and birds, as her mother and grandmother did, but at the moment, she barely had her cross-stitch down. As such, the handkerchief in the young man’s hand was littered with blue crosses.


      It seemed like he was looking down at his new present, though she wasn’t certain, as she couldn’t see past his hood. “Such beautiful handiwork, and I’ve ruined it. Please forgive me.”


      “It’s beautiful? You really mean it?” In her excitement at being complimented, her attempt to speak politely had come crashing to a halt.


      He continued with the same calmness. “Yes, truly. Your stitches are so uniform. See, when my mother tried to do needlework, her handkerchief came out like a bag without an opening. It’s amazing that someone your age is capable of so much.”


      The young man’s words brought a smile to Lucia’s heart, but she worried for him as well. “Does it hurt somewhere? Or did someone yell at you?” It was possible that he was a new neighbor whom she hadn’t met before. Perhaps he had come to the capital to make money. In every trade, there were many apprentices his age, and maybe his family or his master had yelled at him, he was feeling homesick, or he had gotten in a fight with his siblings or friends—there were endless reasons that would make a kid cry, just as her friends had said something to make her cry.


      “No, uh, the crespelle I bought at the stall was a little too spicy. That’s all,” he said, his voice cracking. Must’ve been one spicy crespelle.


      Crespelle were thick wheat crepes with various ingredients inside, all wrapped up into a rectangle. There were many choices too, like vegetables fried with meat; chopped prawn, octopus, squid, or kraken; onions sautéed with herbs; and even cubed fruits with a drizzle of honey. Different stalls offered different fillings and sauces, and with the endless combinations, there was no getting bored. Lucia often visited the crespelle stalls as well—she had them with a bowl of leftover vegetable soup for lunch or dinner when her family was too busy with work.


      “Too much hot mustard?” she asked sagely.


      The youth paused for a moment. “Yeah. Guess so.”


      “Yeah, that happens to me too. Next time, you’ll have to try it with tomato sauce or even just salt.”


      “I’ll keep that in mind.” He pulled his hood down with his fingertips after a breeze shifted it, and, with some hesitation, he asked, “If I may ask, what got an adorable little lady like you crying?”


      Lucia froze. “Adorable little lady” were words that no one had ever used to describe her, and she felt herself blushing. She wasn’t sure if she should tell him the truth or not, but she decided to be honest with him as he had been with her. “Someone said I’m like a dayflower.” As the words tumbled out, her tears were about to do the same.


      “Dayflower?” the youth repeated, as though he didn’t quite understand.


      Well, she supposed he wouldn’t without any sort of explanation. “A boy who lives around here said that I’m like a dayflower. My hair is green and my eyes are blue, and I guess I’m small and boring. But it’s not like I asked to be born like this. Dresses with white lace and pretty ribbons won’t suit me, and that’s just preposterous.”


      “Preposterous, you say?”


      “My dad said it means ‘when things don’t make sense and you won’t stand for it.’”


      “Yeah, I suppose many things in life can be preposterous...” He put his hand to his mouth and cleared his throat. “Well, I think dayflowers are cute. Besides, if you want to wear clothing with lace, then who’s to say you can’t?”


      “I know I won’t look good in it...” When she imagined herself in that dress, her voice shrank and there was a prickling feeling in the back of her nose.


      The young man’s voice grew, however. “You know, I think you’re more of a nemophila.”


      “What’s that?” Lucia tilted her head quizzically; she had neither heard of nor seen a flower by that name.


      “They’re blue like the sky. A ways down the eastern highway, there’s a place where they grow as far as you can see, making you wonder if you were looking up instead of down. They may be short little flowers, but they’re the prettiest of them all,” he said with a terrible longing in his voice.


      Nemophila, the blooms that turned earth to firmament—Lucia couldn’t imagine what that’d look like. As someone who lived in the capital, she had seen large gardens and courtyards before, but never a field of flowers that stretched beyond the horizon. She had never even imagined a patch of sky blue flowers before.


      He continued, “If you say you won’t look good and just give up here, you’ll never be able to wear that dress, you know? Pay no mind to what others think and wear what you like to wear. I’m sure both lace and ribbon would be perfect on you.”


      It was as though his voice was reverberating in her chest. Lucia knew he had a good point. She had indeed already given up before even trying. She was feeling sorry for herself, having convinced herself the clothes she wanted to wear wouldn’t suit her, and those words struck deep. The cute clothes she so loved and that pretty ribbon she so wanted to put in her hair were right before her, yet she hadn’t been able to try them on or even reach for them. Lucia worried about how others would think, how others would laugh; she’d hate to be made fun of. But simply giving up here and now would mean that ribbon and those frills would be forever objects of desire, never to be within her grasp.


      Lucia was done being a coward and done feeling sorry for herself. “Do you really think I’m like a nemophila? Do you really think I’d look good in lace and a ribbon?”


      “I do. I’ll be your guarantor.” When the youth gave her a firm nod of the head, his slitted eye, imbued with the setting sun, had been laid bare for a split second, causing Lucia’s heart to skip a beat.


      She knew not what kind of flower it was, but at that very moment, she knew she wanted to become a nemophila-like person.




      The two of them fell silent for a while as numerous shadows fell onto the alleyway and crows cawed in the distance. The sun burned a deeper red now, and perhaps it was time for her to fly back to her own nest.


      “It’s getting late. Allow me to take you home,” the youth said as he slowly rose to his feet. He turned out to be even taller than her brother, and Lucia had to crane her neck to see all of him. “May I take your hand, milady?”


      “Oh, um, I’m fine! I live really close by!”


      “Then I shall take you close to your residence.”


      Was this the so-called “escort” thing that she had only ever heard of from her mother and grandmother? “Th-Thank you. Very much.” Lucia timidly placed her fingers onto his outreached palm and shuffled out into the street. The shadows were at their longest as he carefully matched her stride; she had never known a single person so courteous in her whole life. It was all too disappointing when they reached home quickly.


      “Are you sure you’ll be fine from here?”


      “Mm-hmm! Thank you and see you, uh...”—it was now that Lucia finally realized she had never asked for his name, and in all the excitement and nervousness of her first time being escorted, she could but blurt out what she saw in those eyes, which looked to be signaling the end of the day—“Mr. Sunset!”


      “Mr. Sunset...” He laughed for the first time as the daylight painted him red; those thin lips of his drew a perfect arc. “I hope to see you again as well, Lady Nemophila.” The youth pressed his right hand to his left shoulder and bowed ever so elegantly before disappearing into the dying light. She pursued him with her eyes for as long as she could.




      Feeling as though she had just lived through a dream, Lucia entered her red brick home to immediately find her brother.


      “Oh, hey, Lucia. I was just about to go get you; it’s almost dinner.”


      “Maxy! Show me your illustrated guide!”


      “What, the one for plants?” asked Massimo, four years her elder and with the same rich blue eyes.


      As he had an interest in vegetable dyes, he had bought this very precious illustrated reference guide to flora. Quality, heavyweight papers were bound between covers with woodcut linework, then hand-painted in color, making for a very high-end product the likes of which did not see much ownership among the common folk. With vim and vigor, Massimo had toiled in the family factory for half a year, then invested all his hard-earned money into this book.


      Lucia was curious about a specific flower, and she pleaded to borrow his prized possession. He agreed on the sole condition that she look with her eyes and not her hands. When they entered Massimo’s room, he donned a pair of white fabric gloves before taking the flora reference book out of its case and staggering with it back to his sister.


      “So? What kind of flower are you looking for, Lucia?”


      “Nemophila!”


      “Oh, yeah, it’s in here somewhere.” Massimo flipped to the index and quickly found the entry. “Here it is—an azure flower that blooms in springtime.”


      There it was in the middle of the page, the flower with a center of white that turned to blue at the tips of each petal. The depiction of the three stems was indeed cute but hardly striking—how alike they were, Lucia supposed. But just as she let her shoulders slump, Massimo flipped the page, revealing a double-spread of a field of nemophila against the backdrop of a bright, blue sky with the sun hanging above.


      “It’s so pretty!”


      “What a sight. It looks like there’s a patch of them along the eastern highway. Says here, ‘A top sightseeing choice situated near coaching inns, perfect for traveling couples’—aw, come on! I spent a fortune on this illustrated guide only to find it has this junk in it...” Awkward as he was around girls, Massimo sounded a little dispirited, but Lucia’s mind was elsewhere.


      Perhaps the anthologists really liked nemophilas, or perhaps they were advertising these tourist attractions. Whatever the case, as she regarded the sky and field of blue, Lucia’s heart turned bright and sunny too. They were not boring. They were small but absolutely adorable. They were beautiful. They were the most fabulous flowers she’d ever seen.


      “Apparently, it means ‘lovely’ and ‘success’ in the language of flowers. Two completely different directions, if you ask me.”


      Though he seemed to find it confusing, Lucia found it wonderful—what could be better than finding success while dressed in lovely, cute clothes? That had to be what she wanted.


      Massimo turned to his sister, who was grinning from ear to ear, and asked, “What’s up with the sudden urge to look up nemophila? You wouldn’t have seen them nearby.”


      “Someone told me I seem like a nemophila flower!”


      “Huh?” His eyes shot wide. He didn’t bother to close the book before clarifying with her, “Lucia, who said that to you?”


      “A gentleman I’ve never seen before.”


      “What?!”


      Afterward, Massimo interrogated Lucia about the details, then informed the rest of their family, who in turn warned her not to speak to strangers in quiet, empty places or loiter outside when it was late. They even forbade her from going alone into that alley again. Despite Lucia—with her brother in tow, of course—repeatedly waiting in the alley and hanging around the area, she never saw that young man again.




      “Maybe Lucia was just dreaming,” her family whispered to themselves as they fretted for her safety. But she knew it had been no dream. That man had been there and said what he did. Since that day under evening glow when she had been told she was like a nemophila, Lucia had made a resolution to herself: to wear the clothes and the hair accessories she so loved and to love what she wore, no matter what opinions others may have. Just as Mr. Sunset had said, she was determined not to use others as an excuse to give up.




      Though there was one regret that pained her every time she revisited that memory. “I should have asked for his name...”

    

  

  
    
      Dreams for the Future and the Couturier


      “Just what do I put down for my dreams for the future?” A few years into primary school, Lucia scratched her head over the milky-white sheet of paper that had been handed out to her.


      This was a primary school that many children in the capital of Ordine attended. It offered tutelage in many subjects, including language arts, arithmetic, science, social studies, physical education, national law, and introductory magics. The kingdom was known for its many powerful mages and its production of magic crystals, and even her primary-school classmates were instructed on the ins and outs of magic. In addition, those belonging to the former group had to take practical lessons in controlling their gifts, but that had nothing to do with Lucia—she had little of that stuff they called magic.


      Apart from the core curriculum, there were also electives. Advancing in each course required passing the current level, and because different people moved at different paces, the ages of new and graduating students were inevitably rather varied. However, the system in the neighboring nation of Ehrlichia was that children were automatically enrolled at a certain age—so Lucia had been shocked to learn in social studies.


      It was currently language arts, and the milky-white sheet of paper stared back at Lucia. Her assignment was given on the blackboard: dreams for the future. Before leaving the room, the teacher had told them to get it completed over the weekend and submit it next week, and the students had already begun chatting among each other about what they were going to write.


      “What are you going to put down?”


      “Carpenter! I’mma follow in my pop’s footsteps.”


      “Adventurer for me! You?”


      “I want to put down ‘sailor.’ But as the eldest son, I’ll have to take over the family business, so I guess cordwainer.”


      “But that’s your dream, isn’t it?!”


      “Yeah, but if ma and pa see it, they’re gonna be sad...”


      The children’s aspirations ranged widely, and the favorites were knight, mage, city guard, and adventurer. Knights of the Order of Beast Hunters, who traveled the kingdom battling monsters, also saw great popularity, but the first step was to join the royal knights, and that was a particularly tall hurdle for commoners. Mariner was enjoying a boom too, likely influenced by the grand ships flying the Eastern Kingdom’s flag that were anchored in the harbor; many children now hoped to travel abroad. Others voiced that they wanted to continue the family business or become a chef, farmer, or herder, to name just a few professions.


      However, not all of them were talking about their dreams. The group of aristocratic boys diagonally across from Lucia were wearing awfully sullen expressions.


      “As if I have any choices to make. The future has already been decided for me, and that is to advance to college to study civil service, then go back to the territories to succeed the family title.”


      “Maybe you could write something like wishing to bring prosperity to your lands.”


      “That could work. Are you going back to your family’s domain?”


      “No. My elder brother is our heir, and he has a son with his second wife, so I don’t want to cause any misunderstandings by going back. I’m thinking I’ll take chivalric studies in college, then enter an order. If that doesn’t work out, maybe I could apply to be a border guard.”


      These sons of noble families normally frolicked like other boys, but when it came to talk of the future, they suddenly seemed old before their time.


      “If I’m already betrothed, should I write ‘becoming a wife’ or ‘marriage,’ or perhaps something like ‘aiding my partner’s family’?”


      “Yes, that is quite the conundrum. I shall be taking my future husband into our family, so I am likewise befuddled. ‘Administering our domain’ doesn’t quite seem like an aspiration either...”


      A group of noble demoiselles comported themselves with even greater maturity. One of them sounded as though she’d had a fiancé from an early age; she was just about the same age as Lucia, but they seemed worlds apart. Before Lucia entered primary school, she had fantasized that the nobility must enjoy unimaginable glamour and splendor, but such was not the case, as she found out after studying with them. Many of them did indeed have wealth, but that made them no different from the children of prominent merchant families. There were also those who were somewhat self-centered, but they, too, became realists in the face of their futures. Nobles sure had it rough as well.




      “Dreams for the future...” As Lucia stared at the blank page in her hands and mulled over her task yet again, she noticed the rhythmical scratching of stylus on paper. She looked over to her left to find that her friend had already filled in half her sheet of paper—trying to finish her homework before the school day ended, no doubt. “You’ve long since decided what you’ll do in the future, right, Dahlia?”


      “Magical toolmaker!” came the instant response; Lucia never would have imagined anything else.


      The girl who sat to Lucia’s left was someone whom she had occasionally played with when they were little and someone who had been a dear friend ever since their entrance ceremony—Dahlia Rossetti. She had red hair and green eyes, and she was a bit taller than Lucia.


      Magical toolmaking was a profession that used ingredients like magic crystals and monster parts to craft tools with various effects. Here in the Kingdom of Ordine, it was a standard occupation for those endowed with magic.


      Dahlia had a deep fondness for magical tools. Perhaps because her father was a magical toolmaker, as had been his father before him, the obsession had already taken hold of her by the time Lucia had met her when they were five. Dahlia even had her own workspace beside her father’s in the family workshop. She had her own books as well as crystals and materials. These crystals, which contained magical energy, powered the tools—though, for example, fire crystals posed a risk of burns. There had also been cases in which children had drowned from messing around with water crystals. Despite the apparent dangers, Dahlia’s father had allowed her to tinker with them—in hindsight, it seemed to Lucia like a case of endangerment, but perhaps it was the right choice, given the person Dahlia had become. That was also why she always endeavored to get all of her homework done at school—so she could go home and study under her father. If she had said half of her was made up of magical tools, Lucia wouldn’t have been surprised.


      “So you’ll study magical toolmaking in college? With your grades, I’m sure you can try for mage studies.”


      “Nah. I’m just going to take the toolmaking exam. And if I fail, I’ll try again.”


      The popular majors in college were mage, chivalric, and civil service studies. Magical toolmaking was considered a tier below, but that definitely made no difference to Dahlia. There were those who attended mage school and became toolmakers too, but that didn’t seem to be something she was considering either. Maybe that much was obvious, since she had never expressed any sort of interest in other potential occupations.


      “What about you, Lucia? Have you decided on anything?”


      “A seamstress, I guess. That, or I help out with the family business making socks and gloves. I’ll save some money and make cute clothes for myself,” she said, halting Dahlia’s graphite stroke midsentence.


      “You don’t want to design clothes, then sell them?”


      That hadn’t crossed Lucia’s mind. “Designing clothes is—well, I’d have to either go to school for it or apprentice for years at someone’s workshop...” Designing and sewing clothes from scratch fell under the occupation of a couturier. The idea of it all was very exciting, but she had heard that it was very much hard work. Couturiers realized concepts; the form, color, fabric, and everything in between were their decision, and that required extensive knowledge and technique—it was not easy. Besides, going to a design school wasn’t cheap, and becoming someone’s live-in apprentice would only be possible if Lucia had the right connections. Though she was just a child, she was an asset to the Fano Workshop; it might make things hard for them if she left. The more she dwelled upon the prospect, the more troubled she felt.


      “You can’t design and make clothes by yourself?” Dahlia’s clear green eyes were fixed on Lucia.


      “I, erm, would like to buy used or affordable clothing and make it pretty with lace and ribbons, but making clothes from nothing is difficult. I wouldn’t know how to, anyway.”


      “But your sketches and your stitching are so good. I’m sure if you study, you’ll be able to make the cute clothes you want to make.”


      It was strange—Dahlia’s expression, brimming with confidence, made Lucia begin to believe in herself too. The very idea of turning her dream clothes into a reality had her agog. “Do you, um, really think so?”


      “I do,” Dahlia said. “Listen, after I finish writing this thing, why don’t you and I go to the library to check out a few books on clothing?”


      “That sounds good, Dahlia! Thank you!”


      Within five minutes, Dahlia had her essay completed, and the duo went to submit it, astonishing the teacher with the speed. Then, hand in hand, they walked to the library. Dahlia and the librarian found too many books to borrow at once, so Lucia jotted down all of the titles and then plowed through them one at a time. The school library only allowed each student to check out two paper books at a time, while the expensive vellum books were for use only in the reference room; naturally, she ended up spending a lot of time there. Dahlia sometimes kept her company, but partway through her research project, Lucia often found herself alone, devouring the books and taking notes.


      She believed she could become a clothier without formal schooling. There were many steps and processes to sewing clothes, but learning them piecemeal was surely no hardship. That was what Lucia believed, and the path ahead of her became brighter. Myriad materials for fabric and thread, differences in attire between each nation and region, the basics of making a garment, mending an existing one—Lucia’s reading materials taught her everything.


      The Order of Beast Hunters, adventurers, and the like slew the terrifying monsters that cropped up all around the Kingdom of Ordine, and Lucia was shocked to find out that was the source of many enchantment materials. She also learned that there were monster silkworms that produced a thread stronger than regular silk and that there were these domesticated monsters called baphomet that gave really warm wool. Lucia had seen specialty fabrics at home before, but discovering materials, their characteristics, and their sources really excited her.


      What enraptured Lucia the most was dressmaking. A single sheet of fabric could be transformed into an exquisite raiment with just a pair of scissors and some thread, like a butterfly gaining its wings. Maybe, and just maybe, I’ll have the chance to craft cute and pretty clothes to my heart’s content for a living—so she thought when she visited the bookstore alone to buy her first sewing pattern book. A half year’s worth of allowance bought her a great treasure.




      One day, as Lucia was spinning thread on a wheel, her brother asked her, “Have you been getting more homework lately, Lucia? If you need help with anything, just ask me or even your friends.”


      “No, it’s been the same lately. I’ve just been doing a little studying.”


      “You know, sis, you’re smart—you don’t have to stay at home and make socks and gloves for the rest of your life.”


      “Huh?” Lucia didn’t fully understand what his words or his difficult expression meant. Ordine’s age of majority was sixteen; that was also the marriageable age here. The noble girls who had entered school the same year as her had said that marriage was a foregone conclusion when they turned that age, regardless of whether they had graduated college by then. Massimo was soon to turn fifteen. Had he found himself a partner without Lucia knowing? Was he planning to get married after he became a legal adult, like in a year or two? Was he saying she’d be in the way? “Maxy, are you telling me I should get married off to someone sooner than later? Did you find someone you love?”


      “What?! No! You’re way too young for that sort of stuff! And what brought that up, anyway?!” he snapped, making Lucia question why she worried for him.


      “Hey, you kids getting into a spat? Haven’t seen one of those between you two in a long while,” said their father with a bit of a smile as he walked in with a case of thread.


      “Dad! Tell Lucia she doesn’t need to get married yet.”


      “Whoa, I didn’t know you had a guy in your life like that, Lucia. Er, I mean, hold your horses!”


      “You two hold your horses!” It had been some time since she had last raised her voice. Lucia then came clean about how she was aspiring to be a couturier and was studying to fulfill her goal—hence coming home later than usual—and she even told them all about the expensive book with patterns included.


      Massimo was flabbergasted, while their father stood there in silence. “Oh, so that’s the kind of studying you’re doing.”


      “What did you think I was studying for, Max?”


      “Stuff for college, like language arts and math. You’re smarter than me, Lucia—if you graduate from civil service studies, I’m sure you can find a good job at a guild or with the government.”


      Lucia had no desire for that sort of career, nor did she intend on going to college. Hearing her brother say that was also somewhat surprising. “I haven’t even considered that. And our grades aren’t that different. I’m a little better at arithmetic, but you’re way better at science.”


      “Look, the gloves and socks we make aren’t that profitable except in large orders. The profit margins on stuff for nobles are bigger, but we don’t get that many orders for those either. Since you’ve always said you want to wear pretty clothes, I thought you might want to work at a good place that pays well or even marry someone from a wealthy family...”


      “No way. Manners aren’t for me, and while I do want to wear pretty clothes, making them by myself is way more fun.” The slight exasperation in her voice really eased her father and brother’s worries. “You’re not planning to get married, Max?”


      “Why would you ask something like that of someone without one female friend?”


      “Wha—not a single one?”


      “Guh...” Having had salt rubbed in his wounds, Massimo clung to the wall, suffering.


      She wondered if she had an obligation as his sister to peel him off, but her father interrupted her thought by calling her name. “Lucia, daddy has a friend who’s a couturier. Do you want me to ask him if he could show you around his workshop?”


      “That’d be amazing, daddy! Yes, please!” Lucia dazzled him with the brightest smile.


      [image: Five white buttons with four holes each, arranged in pairs and a single button.]


      Within a few days, Lucia and her father visited the bowels of the South District. The area was famed for its nightlife, and a few steps farther down the road was a place where only adults were allowed—the red-light district. Lucia was a little on edge; she had never ventured here before. She had been directed to stay wrapped up in her cloak. It was hard to see out of her hood, but even her father was dressed similarly, so she dared not do otherwise.


      At the edge of the entertainment district was a three-story building constructed of gray bricks—that was where her father stopped. The ground level was an eatery that had a scattering of customers, although lunchtime was still some hours away. There were patrons in gorgeous clothing—perhaps workers of the red-light district—and people in collarless shirts armed with swords—perhaps their guards; Lucia tensed up at the sight. However, her father paid them no mind as he walked in and greeted the employee inside; then father and daughter headed upstairs.


      On the second floor was a set of black double-leaf doors, and affixed to the front of one was a large brass plate bearing the name “Jacquetta.” Underneath that was “Dresses & Suits” in Ordinato, Ehrlichian, and two other languages that Lucia could not recognize.


      “That’s the script they use in Išrana, and below that is the one from the Eastern Kingdom. I’m guessing they all translate to ‘Dresses & Suits.’” If the sign was any indication of the diversity of his clientele, this Jacquetta person must be very impressive. Lucia’s father took off his hood, then looked into her eyes. “Listen, Lucia, daddy’s friend is—Ranieri is a bit of an eccentric, but he’s harmless. His skills as a couturier are indisputable, though.”


      After a moment’s hesitation, she replied with a simple “Okay.” She decided against asking him to clarify what “a bit of an eccentric” meant; all that mattered were the couturier’s skills, because Lucia had oodles of questions prepared.


      Lucia gave the plate by the doors three taps with the mallet, and the doors flew open.


      Out came a man in a black suit with silver pinstriping. He addressed her father with utmost informality and herself with a cutesy nickname. “There you are, Rubert! And you must be Lucy!”


      Although it was the middle of day, his suit gleamed before Lucia’s eyes. He had on a glossy black satin shirt, and around his collar was a white necktie that reflected all colors of the rainbow—it must’ve been woven out of some kind of monster material or thread. Peeking out of the sleeves of his pin-striped suit jacket were cuff links made of iridescent white nacre, the link on one side in the shape of scissors and the other in the shape of a rose. Finally, his shoes—laceless and the same silver as the pinstriping. His style was showy for a man, and so very intricately stylish; Lucia couldn’t look away.


      “Sorry to take up your time, Ranieri,” her father said.


      But the couturier said nothing to acknowledge the apology, and instead, he stared back at Lucia. Ranieri had a head full of silver hair that darkened at the tips. His eyes were black. He had no wrinkles or blemishes; he couldn’t possibly be coeval with her father.


      Lucia hurried to introduce herself. “M-My name is Lucia Fano. It is a pleasure to meet you, and thank you very much for giving me your time today.” Today, Lucia had dressed herself in the finest clothes she owned. The navy blue short-sleeve was a hand-me-down from her mother, but Lucia thought it looked rather nice on herself. It had been a little loose, so she’d followed a book to tailor it to her frame, although she’d only had to adjust the shoulders and the bodice. She had also tried her hand at stitching white lace onto the waist, collar, sleeves, and the hemline. Finally, she had added a sash belt that was one shade darker to lift and accentuate her waistline. And though her mother had forbidden her from wearing pumps until she finished growing, she had slipped on a pair of blue kitten heels.


      “I see, I see.” Just as Ranieri met her gaze, his smile made his eyes narrow almost to vanishing. “I’m Ranieri Jacquetta. It’s my pleasure to meet a charming couturier like yourself.”


      “I’m, um, still just a stu—”


      “Rubert, this girl will be a couturier.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      “The moment I opened that door, she was looking at my clothes. She made sure my colors all matched, then checked out my shoes and accessories—all before she looked at my face.”


      It was only then that Lucia realized what she had done. “I’m so sorry!” That she’d been captivated by his style was no excuse for being rude to someone she had just met.


      “There’s nothing to apologize for; such is natural for people like us. Though I must caution you to do it on the sly when dealing with anyone else—temper the intensity of your gaze, especially with men,” Ranieri said, smiling once again. “The first thing a couturier looks at is the other party’s attire; how can I possibly stop you from doing that? Oh, and I see you have tailored your dress. May I ask—from whom did you learn to do so?”


      “I followed a book, tried it on, and adjusted as needed...” All she’d done was follow the printed instructions.


      “Would you please turn around for me?” And when she did, Ranieri said, “Oh, my. Such deep understanding of technique at your age? I think we can dive straight into things.” Still glowing, he invited his guests inside.


      His studio could hardly have been described as spacious, but there were four tables covered in neat lines of buttons and piles of all kinds of fabrics and lacing. There were red, white, blue, and yellow dresses, looking like a field of flowers.


      “These two white dresses here are for a wedding reception. My vision is to coordinate them while giving each a unique style,” Ranieri said, showing off two dresses that were still basted together. Even though they had been turned inside out, it was obvious how carefully both were stitched. The sketches showed that one was tighter fitting, with lace, while the other was frillier. They must’ve been for a pair of brides; same-sex marriages weren’t particularly uncommon in the Kingdom of Ordine. These matching—but not identical—white dresses were absolutely wonderful, and Lucia would have loved to see the two brides try them on.


      He continued, “These red and blue ones are for clients who work in this red-light district. As there is always the risk of spills when serving drinks, the dresses are made from cotton so they can be easily washed.”


      “Smart—no need to have them purified this way,” commented Rubert, sounding impressed. High-quality fabrics such as silk and the like had to be taken to the launderers to be cleaned with purification magic, so the knowledge that the dress could be washed with water would put the wearer’s mind more at ease.


      On the fourth table was an open sketchbook depicting a lemon yellow dress, and on the mannequin beside it was the real thing. Judging by the size, it must be for a child. Ribbons and puff made it a very cute piece.


      “It’s so adorable! This must be magic!” Lucia couldn’t keep her excitement in check.


      “Thank you, but this is no magic.” Ranieri flipped through the sketchbook and showed page after page of scale patterns, notes, measurements, and calculations. As Lucia was astounded by how fine the details were, Ranieri pulled out a crate with the dress’s sewing patterns from under the table. The papers were stacked up thick, likely from countless modifications and corrections. “Think, design, calculate, draw the template, cut the fabric, baste, adjust—believe me, whenever any one of these stages goes wrong, I’m tempted to hurl everything out the window.”


      “But you still go through with it all?”


      “I sure do. Can’t make clothes if I skip any of those steps.”


      “Then it really is like magic—after all, you took such a cute design and turned it into a cute dress.” How wonderful it was to bring imagination to reality.


      “That’s very kind of you to say. How about I show you my treasure trove next?” Ranieri took his guests farther into the building, where he opened a seemingly decorative curtain mounted on a wall; in reality, it concealed a door. “Here is my vault of materials for fabrics and threads.”


      Thick curtains covered the windows, blacking out the entire room.


      He explained, “Fabrics fade in sunlight, you see. The windows are only ever opened for ventilation.” Ranieri drew the curtains, revealing shelves packed full of fabrics and threads in all sorts of colors. A numbered piece of cloth was sewn to each item. In the back of the room were multiple large, silvery magically sealed chests. “Everything is organized according to a numbering system in a ledger. In the back are all the monster fabrics and threads.”


      “I told you the ledger was a good idea,” said Rubert. “Avalanches happened far too often back then.”


      “Hey, that was supposed to be a secret!” Ranieri was laughing, but he also sounded a little serious. They seemed to be close friends based on the way they joked with each other.


      “Dad, have you and Mr. Jacquetta been friends for a while?” Lucia asked.


      “We were in the same class in primary school, and we’ve been friends since the entrance ceremony.”


      “Just as I had gotten lost on my way to our classroom and was about to start bawling, Rubert found me,” Ranieri explained.


      Lucia stared off in the distance as she recalled how she had gotten lost on her first day of school—although she and her father had been in opposite roles.


      “I had gotten lost and had been crying too, so Ranieri lent me his handkerchief. It was only after that we held hands and hunted for our classroom.”


      “Oh...” Apparently, she and her father were not so dissimilar. Perhaps the Fano children all got lost on their entrance ceremony day; she decided she would ask her brother once she got home.


      “Now, here’s fabric made from thread spun by monster silkworms. Here’s regular silk. Go ahead, feel the difference.” Ranieri retrieved one from a magically sealed chest and one off a rack, then handed both to Lucia.


      They looked very similar. Both were extremely fine, smooth, and glossy—undoubtedly high-quality silk. However, she was utterly shocked after feeling them. The monster silk had a great feel; it was slick and slippery. Lucia could get used to this. “The monster silk is so slickery!”


      “Slickery! I couldn’t have put it better!” Ranieri said, guffawing. “Monster silk is very dense. It’s magical, which makes it tough, so nobles tend to have it made into underwear for an extra bit of protection. It is susceptible to getting hot in the summer—speaking of which, the coolest thing for hot weather is a shirt of cheap, coarse-woven hemp.” Just because something was expensive didn’t mean it was the best. Still, cheap, coarse hemp was prickly and stiff, so that wouldn’t be too comfortable either.


      He dug into the monster silk and scratched at it with his fingernail, but no one would have been the wiser—obviously, the piece of fabric did not tear, but moreover, there wasn’t even a single mark left on it. “Properly made monster silk is seriously durable, but materials from monsters can be so durable, processing and crafting with them can be difficult too.” From the inner pocket of his jacket, Ranieri brought out a pair of scissors, the blades of which had a bluish-silver gleam to them—different than anything Lucia had ever used before. “Ordinary scissors would chip; these are plated with mythril. It would be preferable if they were forged entirely from the stuff, but with that kind of money, I could buy a good horse.”


      Lucia did not know how much a horse cost, let alone a good one, but she surmised it must be a lot. The pair of mythril-plated scissors snipped through the fabric without making any noise, rending a handkerchief-sized piece. There was just the slightest difference in shade between the two sides of the white patch, and Lucia couldn’t help but stare at just how finely woven it was.


      “Here, a souvenir for you to take home. Ingrain this texture into your memory.”


      She took the slice of jelly into her hands. “Thank you so much, Mr. Jacquetta!” She beamed; one more great treasure for her own collection.


      “You’re very welcome. And please, Mr. Jacquetta is my father; use my first name, Lucy—no, that’s a rather patronizing way for me to address a fellow clothier like yourself, Ms. Lucia.”


      “Just ‘Lucia’ is fine.” Lucia was but a whelp in his presence; she couldn’t have him address her with such excess formality.


      However, Ranieri made a surprising proposal. “Very well—then please call me by just my first name. We are equals as clothiers, after all.”


      “Aren’t you being a little too generous, Ranieri? The girl’s just started studying to become a couturier. She might even change her mind in the future,” said Rubert. Her father must’ve been shocked too.


      But Ranieri shook his head and turned to Lucia. His black eyes narrowed like a feline’s as he smiled. “No, this girl is a couturier—she and I are the same creature.”


      Her heart pounded in her chest. Lucia was still a child, yet this master of the trade saw a couturier in her. He did not belittle her for age or gender. What choice did she have but to give it her all and then some, studying until she reached where he was now? “I’ll give it everything I’ve got, Ranieri!”


      “Do just that, Lucia!” The two of them, having met today and already calling each other by their first names, clasped hands tightly and shook on it.


      “Thought you didn’t take apprentices,” Rubert said.


      Lucia perked up her ears. It would have been a dream to study under someone like him. But a child like her would only get in the way of his work. Besides, her family had a workshop too. She had many excuses but could utter none of them.


      Ranieri replied, “I don’t. If I were to do so, my apprentice would make the same clothes I make. Someone young and inexperienced might plagiarize the work of others. Furthermore, in some workshops, an apprentice’s only purpose is to copy their master. You understand that much.”


      Her father hesitated. “Yeah.”


      “I’m not saying it’s a bad thing either. Following in the footsteps of a predecessor can also be a craftsperson’s path. But to create something new and to light up others’ eyes is something that comes from the soul.”


      “Huh...” she muttered.


      “Yes, and even if you can, wouldn’t copying me simply be boring? Why be me when you can be yourself, Lucia? Sketch what you want to make. If one day you find yourself wanting to create the same thing as someone else, it will not be too late then to become their apprentice.”


      The dresses Ranieri had shown her were charming and adorable. However, if someone had asked Lucia whether she would want to keep producing the same pieces forever, she wouldn’t have had an answer right now.


      “Start by learning how to sketch. I am here for you if there is anything you don’t understand about making clothes. For specific techniques, turn to a specialist instead. I know your own family has some of the best stitchers around, and I also have skilled patternmakers and cutters I can introduce you to if needed,” he said, seeing right through her doubt.


      “So not a master but a mentor, then? What do I owe you for that?” Rubert asked.


      “Hm, let’s see. I shall take a dozen socks made by your own hands, then, Rubert.”


      “Okay. I’ll throw in a case of stout too.”


      “Oh, what a treat!”


      “It won’t be much, but I can make it up to you too!” The pocket money Lucia made from helping out at her family’s factory would be enough to buy a few bottles of ale, she thought.


      But Ranieri burst out laughing before she could say that. “All right, then, Lucia, I shall have you make me a stylish suit one day.”
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