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      The Head Manager of the Magical Garment Factory and a Certain Someone’s Back


      Lucia was blessed with good luck. She was where she was thanks to her connections and the opportunities she’d received.


      Under the rays of the afternoon sun, she walked toward a white brick building located on a busy street in the Central District.


      “Good afternoon, Head Manager Fano!” the guard standing in front of the door to the Tailors’ Guild greeted her.


      Head Manager Fano—so she, Lucia Fano, was now called; that was her title at the Magical Garment Factory, an establishment managed by the Tailors’ Guild. By vocation, she was a couturier, one who designed and created clothes.


      She was short, with a childlike face, green hair, and blue eyes. Some might have considered her plain, and as a child, she’d had an inferiority complex about her appearance, but now she was quite fond of it.


      Until a few months ago, Lucia had spent every day making socks and gloves in the workshop operated by her family of five. Then she had happened to help her magical toolmaker friend Dahlia make a prototype toe sock enchanted with a mild drying effect. It was through that connection that Lucia had begun working for the Tailors’ Guild, which had led in turn to her being appointed the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory.


      However, the position of head manager—a role that included handling business with the castle and nobles—presented several difficulties for a commoner like herself. But even bearing in mind the inevitability that she would someday be replaced by another head manager, she worked to the best of her ability alongside her colleagues.


      “Good afternoon! Another sunny day today, huh?”


      “Yes, but we were just fine. All thanks to those toe socks and zephyricloth you gave us!” the guard replied with a broad smile.


      Zephyricloth was one of the magical tools made by the Magical Garment Factory. It was a coarse fabric enchanted to produce a gentle flow of air. When used for undergarments, it kept them from getting sweaty and sticking to the wearer’s skin, making it the optimal fabric for summer. Incidentally, Lucia’s friend was the one who had invented zephyricloth.


      The front of the Tailors’ Guild building was exposed to the sun, so the guards stationed at the entrance sweated a lot during summer. Lucia had given them toe socks and undershirts with zephyricloth sewn into them, asking them to tell her how they felt wearing them outside. The guards had praised the tools highly, saying that they halved the summer heat and got rid of their heat rash. Now, every time she entered the Tailors’ Guild, they greeted her with smiles.


      Summer was turning into autumn, but the afternoons were still warm enough to make one sweat. The zephyricloth would continue to be greatly useful, which Lucia was very happy about.


      “We’re working on making more so that by next year, you’ll be able to wear zephyricloth undershirts and underwear every single day,” added Dante Cassini, the young man standing at Lucia’s side.


      “I look forward to that, Assistant Manager Cassini!”


      Dante was the assistant manager of the Magical Garment Factory and a couturier like Lucia. He had a wealth of knowledge about fashion and great design sense, and he was skilled at sewing. His dark green hair framed his handsome face and ice green eyes. He was quite attractive when he wasn’t speaking, but he regularly displayed a sharp tongue.


      As the son of a viscount, Dante was an expert on noble etiquette, and before becoming the assistant manager, he’d been in charge of monster materials at the Tailors’ Guild. Lucia believed he would make a better head manager of the factory than herself, but any time she brought it up, he laughed her off.


      “Boss, let’s do everything we can to fill the warehouse full of zephyricloth by next year!”


      While the other factory personnel called Lucia “chief,” Dante alone called her “boss.” She’d tried to correct him at first, but eventually, she’d gotten so used to it that it no longer bothered her. It was terrifying what one could get accustomed to.


      “Yeah, let’s!” Lucia nodded in agreement as the two of them stepped inside the Tailors’ Guild.


      The first thing Lucia did whenever she entered the guild was survey the people in the lobby. The guild had a varied clientele, from nobles to commoners, so Lucia was able to get a glimpse of numerous people wearing gorgeous clothing, stylish uniforms, and unique outfits.


      In front of the reception desk was a young lady wearing a coral dress and a white lace shrug.


      Nobles often had their own personal couturiers, but they sometimes came to the Tailors’ Guild for outfits in vogue or to seek consultations about things like evening wear and gowns, with the latter being especially commonplace. Even wealthy commoners such as business owners often came to the guild to request formal wear or clothing on par with what nobles wore. The guild also received orders for company and shop uniforms and requests for consultations about formal attire for weddings and matchmaking meetings. That young lady was probably here in search of a dress for her next ball or celebration. Lucia hoped she found something wonderful to wear.


      As Lucia and Dante walked through the lobby, Lucia caught sight of even more outfits—a man wearing a royal blue three-piece suit, a woman wearing a dark green knight’s uniform, a person wearing a hooded auburn robe, someone in a black leather jacket carrying a sword on their back, and more.


      The bodyguards of nobles were their masters’ shields, so not only was their clothing made to be sturdy, it was frequently enchanted with defensive magic as well. The clothes of knights, mages, and adventurers were similarly enchanted to be made more durable as well as more resistant to heat and cold.


      Lucia recalled that information as she passed by the person in the auburn robe. The hood slipped off, revealing the face of a young girl wearing earmuffs—an odd choice for such a warm day. The girl gave a slightly awkward laugh, and Lucia saw the flash of a long canine tooth before the girl concealed herself under the hood once more. The people next to the girl, presumably her colleagues, continued their conversation as if nothing had happened, but some of the surrounding people quietly placed some distance between them.


      Lucia was a bit curious about the group but continued walking. Dante whispered in her ear, “They’re a group of skilled adventurers. Some of them are blighted. They have their clothes made for them here at the guild, and they also bring us quality monster pelts.”


      On rare occasions, when someone destroyed the magical core of a monster, they would acquire the monster’s magical power and characteristics. They were called “blighted.” In some cases, they became stronger and gained the ability to use magic, and there were quite a few of them among adventurers.


      “Oh, so they’re like both clients and trade partners?” Lucia asked.


      “Exactly.”


      When it came to clothing, everyone had their own needs, be they beauty, cuteness, stylishness, elegance, or function.


      The urge to return to the lobby to look at everyone’s outfits was strong, but Lucia managed to resist it. She decided instead to draw what she could remember in her sketchbook when she returned home later that day.


      Reluctantly leaving the lobby behind, Lucia and Dante continued down the hallway at a brisk pace. Their destination was the temporary storage room at the very back of the floor. Yesterday, two ships had arrived from the neighboring nation of Ehrlichia, bearing high-quality yarn and cloth spun from baphomet wool.


      Baphomets were sheeplike monsters that could use body strengthening magic and had powerful legs. One kick from a baphomet could cause serious injury, and they ran as if flying through the air, making them very difficult creatures to raise. Nonetheless, baphomet wool was lightweight, warm, and pleasant to the touch. Above all, it was durable. It was for those reasons that it was a popular material not only for clothing that protected against the cold but also for knight and adventurer uniforms. Lucia and Dante had come to the guild precisely for that yarn and fabric, which they would be using at the Magical Garment Factory.


      “Pardon us.”


      They knocked before entering the storage room. Inside were the room’s supervisor and a head of shiny blond hair.


      “Lucia, Dante. Perfect timing. Take a look at this cloth and yarn, please. They have an even nicer luster and quality than the baphomet wool from last year.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Forto!”


      The person Lucia thanked was the guildmaster of the Tailors’ Guild, Viscount Fortunato Luini. He was their dependable boss and a well-known couturier.


      Forto stood in front of a silver magically sealed box, inside of which was white fabric wrapped around a board. The hue—which seemed to be emitting a gentle glow—was unlike that of either silk or sheep’s wool. With Forto’s encouragement, Lucia took the sample fabric in her hands and, for a moment, felt a slippery sensation against her fingertips.


      Next to her, Dante did the same. His ice green eyes widened. “This has...even stronger magic than the wool from last year.”


      Even the monster materials expert was surprised. He stroked the fabric with his fingers several more times.


      “That it does,” Forto said. “I have been told the baphomets on this particular ranch are larger in size and, as such, have proportionally stronger magic. I am unsure if it is due to their breed, their diet, or what, but raising them must certainly be difficult.”


      Larger baphomets’ legs were even more powerful, meaning they could jump even farther. That must have made things more challenging for the herders raising them.


      Even so, Lucia couldn’t contain her excitement at the sight of this high-quality material. “Winter socks knitted with this baphomet yarn would be amazingly warm!” she exclaimed.


      Forto smiled at her elegantly. “We have also been receiving requests from castle guards stationed outdoors for warm socks with good ventilation for wintertime. Please use this yarn to make some prototypes. We have plenty in stock, so feel free to ask for more if you run out.”


      “Understood! We will aim to make a pair of warm, breathable socks.”


      The best socks for guards stationed outdoors in the wintertime were ones made of sheep’s wool, which could effectively protect against the cold. However, the leather boots that knights wore were made to be sturdy above all else. On top of that, they were waterproof, which meant their interiors easily became musty. And while they did have the insoles with the mild drying effect, it was unclear how much those alone would help.


      They had made some prototype socks with regular sheep’s wool, but baphomet’s wool was said to have better insulation and ventilation, making it a very desirable material.


      Humans were creatures who did not easily let go of comfort and convenience once they got hold of it. And the better the product, the more of its outstanding effects they would get to experience after just one use. Lucia wanted to make the most comfortable possible pair of warm, breathable socks.


      “Boss, we should probably get started on those prototypes right away. That way we can make a decent number before winter.”


      “Yeah! Let’s do it!” Lucia agreed, thinking of the guards’ smiling faces. The Magical Garment Factory’s schedule was already packed, but she definitely wanted to finish the socks before winter.


      “By the way, Mr. Forto, I heard that the price of sheep’s wool increased by ten percent compared to last year. Did the price for baphomet’s wool increase too?”


      “It’s about the same as last year. I ordered three times more this year, though, which contributed to the expense.”


      Forto handed some documents to Dante, who held them down low so Lucia could see too. Talk about pricey, Lucia thought bluntly. It was five times the price of top-quality sheep’s wool—not something a commoner could readily afford.


      Baphomet’s wool was said to be warm enough to make the wearer “impervious to frostbite,” but at that price, it was one’s wallet that would be feeling the chill.


      “It’d be nice if it were a little more affordable...” Lucia muttered before she could stop herself.


      The supervisor smiled at her. “Unlike the land of herders, Ordine has few baphomet pastures as of yet. But if their benefits become better-known, then I believe there will be more in the future.”


      “I really hope so!”


      The neighboring country of Ordine was commonly called the “land of herders,” while Ordine itself was called the “crystal kingdom.” Ehrlichia raised many animals, such as cows, horses, and sheep, but also monsters, such as baphomets and monster silkworms. Their knights’ order also had nearly twenty wyverns.


      Ordine had its own thriving livestock industry, but not on the level of Ehrlichia. Instead, its main industry was magic crystals. The kingdom controlled and exported all kinds of magic crystals, such as red ones that held the power of fire and blue ones that produced water.


      The people of Ordine proudly called their country the “kingdom of magic.” The proportion of the citizenry with magic power was higher in Ordine than in other countries, and there were also many of noble lineage whose power was exceptionally high. However, that sentiment didn’t quite resonate with Lucia, who was a commoner with low magic.


      As they stood in the storage room, the others continued to tell Lucia about the yarn and fabric made from baphomet’s wool and about the other monsters that were raised in Ehrlichia.


      “Well then,” Forto said at last, “I will arrange to have everything delivered to the Magical Garment Factory.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Oh, could we actually take one box of yarn now?” Dante asked. It seemed he was unable to wait for the delivery.


      “That is no problem, but it is quite heavy—”


      “That’s fine,” Dante replied as he wrapped the medium-sized magically sealed box in a white cloth and easily picked it up.


      Dante possessed body strengthening magic, allowing him to lift the box as if it were filled with cotton. Lucia probably would have wobbled on her feet if she’d tried to pick up something that heavy. She was slightly jealous.


      “All right, should we head back to the factory, boss? We need to hurry up and take care of our other work first.”


      “Yes, let’s get ahead of schedule!”


      She and Dante looked at each other and grinned. Let’s finish our scheduled tasks as fast as possible so we can use the baphomet yarn! It was palpably clear that was what both of them were thinking.


      They said goodbye to Forto and the supervisor, then left the temporary storage room. From there, they walked down the hallway that led to the lobby. Lucia felt like skipping. The Ehrlichian baphomet wool and yarn were of the highest quality. Lucia couldn’t contain her excitement to knit and sew with it. She wished she could go to Ehrlichia someday to see as much of it as she could in the shops and markets there.


      However, although she had a longing to visit Ehrlichia, as a couturier, she felt immensely fortunate to have been born in the Kingdom of Ordine. Here in the populated capital, she could freely create a wide variety of clothing.


      Black clothes for funerals and formal wear for nobles had their own set standards, but unlike other nations, Ordine had no strict gender- or age-related rules for clothes. No styles were off-limits, and there were no restrictions on the colors that could be used. Makeup and hairstyles were also at the discretion of each individual.


      However, long ago, even Ordine had once had ideal rules regarding clothing, such as the idea that men should avoid brightly colored clothing and that women’s skirts should reach their ankles. The nobles and commoners of the time who loved fashion had upended those “ideal rules,” which had led to today’s fashion freedom. It was an inspiring history of fashion that Lucia had learned about once she’d joined the Tailors’ Guild.


      The freedom to choose one’s preferred clothing, hair color, and makeup style—for a fashion lover such as herself, this was the ideal kingdom and the ideal era to be in.




      When she stepped into the lobby in high spirits, a loud voice called out, “Lucia!”


      Lucia turned toward the voice and saw a young man with light chestnut brown hair. She wished she could have pretended not to notice him, but he was already rushing over. Perhaps sensing her tension, Dante moved a step closer to her.


      “You look so pretty, I almost didn’t recognize you.”


      “It’s been a while,” Lucia replied tersely, keeping her expression professional.


      The man narrowed his light brown eyes, looking at Lucia as if appraising her. Then, he said quietly, “I’ve heard all about your accomplishments as head manager of the Magical Garment Factory. Viscount Luini must have taken quite a liking to you.”


      This again? was the only thought Lucia spared for that comment. She’d become painfully accustomed to these types of ridicule and misunderstanding ever since she was promoted to head manager.


      A young commoner woman had become the manager of the Magical Garment Factory, an establishment that conducted business with the castle itself. Even the factory personnel had found it hard to believe she’d been chosen for such a position.


      It was thanks to that incredulity that rumors had started flying around as if they’d sprouted wings—rumors that she was only here because of Forto’s fondness for her. There were competing theories that she was his mistress or his father’s illegitimate child. Lucia wished the people who came up with those theories would redirect their overactive imaginations into writing pulp novels.


      Lucia forced a broad smile and waved her right hand. “You’ve got it all wrong. My father was indisposed, so I joined the Magical Garment Factory in his stead. It’s only a temporary thing.”


      Nothing that she said was a lie. The day Forto came to her house, her father had fainted from shock. Technically, that could be called being indisposed.


      “Is that right? The duties of a head manager must be considerably difficult, though, no?”


      “Everyone at the factory treats me very well, and the work is interesting,” Lucia answered with an artificial smile.


      The man responded in an oddly gentle voice, “Say, Lucia, why don’t you let me help you out?”


      “In what way? Aren’t you busy with your own job?” Lucia asked, even though she knew the answer.


      A few years ago, this particular couturier had been a member of a workshop where Lucia had been working as an assistant. He was fairly skilled and quite personable. Lucia had heard from the others in the workshop that he was dating the manager’s daughter and would likely marry her and inherit the workshop.


      Lucia had spoken with him only when they’d first introduced themselves and when briefly exchanging small talk during lunches with the entire staff. They had never become particularly close before Lucia’s assignment ended. Lucia had never returned to that workshop, but she’d heard about what had happened next from others who had remained employed as helpers there.


      A noble who had made use of that workshop had taken a liking to the man and enticed him with gold to work as their private couturier—a common story. Lucia could understand wanting to transfer to a job with better working conditions and prospects.


      But it was another matter entirely to break up with his girlfriend, the daughter of the workshop manager, via a short one-page letter and quit without helping to hand over his duties to a replacement. Leaving one’s former employer and coworkers high and dry like that was simply unacceptable.


      It was possible the noble had forced his hand, but Lucia felt that those light brown eyes, now fixed on her, held more self-interest than compassion for her.


      “No, I’m actually looking for a new work opportunity right now.”


      “The Tailors’ Guild is hiring,” Lucia informed him.


      That was the truth. They were currently short-staffed, so much so that they were conducting exams several times a month. They were especially seeking people who were fast at knitting and sewing. Lucia knew this couturier was skilled at the latter. She could even see him starting as a stitcher before eventually coming up with designs and becoming a couturier for the Tailors’ Guild.


      “I did come here to inquire about their openings, but don’t they hire on a probationary period?”


      Even someone who had worked at a well-known workshop and as a couturier for a noble still had to go through probationary period when joining the Tailors’ Guild. Lucia, who had become the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory with no such probationary period, was a very rare exception.


      “Besides, the Magical Garment Factory sounds interesting. Don’t you want my help over there?”


      Just as she’d predicted, he wanted to use his connection to Lucia to get into the Magical Garment Factory.


      The man smiled amicably at her—his face had pretty nice features. But if Lucia were pressed to give her true opinion, the side of his shirt collar was wrinkled, the creases of his center-pressed pants were slightly off, and there were faint stains around his cuffs. That wouldn’t do.


      And one more thing—he had been poached from his previous workshop to work for a noble, which meant either things hadn’t worked out at his new workshop or that noble was still pulling his strings. Therefore, there was also the possibility that he’d been sent here by that noble to gather information on the Magical Garment Factory.


      Forto and other colleagues had informed Lucia about how nobles often used people like that to gather intel, but it was hard for her to judge for herself whether that was the case here. She was wondering if she should just tell him to take the Tailors’ Guild exam when Dante spoke up.


      “Are you knowledgeable about monster materials?”


      “And who might you be?” The man looked at Dante like he was disturbing them.


      Dante, who carried out physical labor in addition to his work as a couturier, usually dressed comfortably. He wasn’t wearing a jacket that day, just a pale olive green vest over a white cotton shirt and a pair of slightly tight-fitting pants. He was also carrying a cloth-covered package in both hands. At first glance, he probably looked like a staff member of the guild or factory who was carrying Lucia’s things around for her.


      “I am the assistant manager of the Magical Garment Factory. I am Dante of the Viscountcy Cassini,” Dante introduced himself with a faint smile.


      “I-I am terribly sorry!” the man said, bowing his head low.


      Sometimes Lucia almost forgot that Dante had been born into a viscountcy with a long history and was a noble among nobles.


      “We handle a lot of monster materials at the factory. If you have some familiarity with them, then please indicate that you would like to be assigned to the Magical Garment Factory when you take the Tailors’ Guild examination. You will be given priority, I believe.”


      Rather than putting on an act of friendliness, it was like he was putting on an act of nobility—the smooth way Dante spoke and his composed expression made him come across like the very picture of a true nobleman.


      Moreover, Lucia could tell that Dante was shutting the man down in a roundabout way. There were a limited number of places where one could learn about the monster materials used for clothing, so the average couturier was unlikely to have in-depth knowledge about them. Dante was implying that it would be impossible for the man to be assigned to the Magical Garment Factory without such knowledge. It could be acquired after joining the Magical Garment Factory, but Lucia decided to just watch and see how things unfolded.


      “Thank you for the explanation. I’ve remembered I have something to attend to, so if you’ll excuse me...”


      Pale-faced, the couturier bowed his head once again and cut through the lobby toward the exit. He seemed to have completely forgotten about Lucia. After Dante watched the man leave, he looked to his left and right, sighed, then turned to Lucia.


      “Boss—”


      Dante looked a little worried, so she thanked him before he could say anything. “Thanks, Dante. That was nice of you.”


      Dante tightened his grip on the box, and they walked out of the lobby together. Fortunately, no one had been paying attention to them.


      “He was acting friendly toward you, but you looked a little troubled. I noticed he called you by your first name, though. Did I do the right thing?”


      “We know each other. He was an employee of a workshop where I worked as a helper once. Also, commoners call each other by name at work, regardless of gender.”


      It seemed Dante was worried that the man was a friend or an acquaintance of Lucia’s. She wished he wouldn’t be; even if there were someone she wanted to recommend for the factory, she would go to Forto and Dante first for advice.


      “So you know him through work? Then did you also hear why he left that workshop?”


      Apparently, Dante knew about it too. The world of fashion was a small one indeed.


      “Yeah, more or less.”


      “And about what happened after?”


      “After? Didn’t he go work for that noble?”


      “I heard he caused some trouble for the people who poached him and was thrown out with just his suitcase.”


      “Huh? Did they not like the clothes he made?”


      Could that really be the reason, after the noble had gone through the trouble of poaching him from the workshop? Had the noble’s taste in clothes changed? Lucia had asked her question with those thoughts in mind, but Dante shook his head lightly.


      “No. He was apparently a little too greedy with the number of flowers he admired. In the workplace.”


      Passionate love affairs were abundant in the capital, so much so that it was said love and romantic conflicts were always in bloom. However, a love triangle in a new workplace was certainly not okay.


      “Yeah, workplace romances are tricky things...”


      “Boss, I just want to say, not all men are greedy, and there are a lot of workplace romances within the Tailors’ Guild,” Dante told her in a whisper. It wasn’t something that pertained to her, though.




      Outside the Tailors’ Guild, the sky was tinged red—the sun had just begun to set. Shortly, the cityscape and the people heading home would all be dyed scarlet.


      “Ah...”


      Across the street, Lucia saw the back of a tall figure walking in the opposite direction, their black cloak flapping in the wind. The figure had slightly long hair tied back casually in a ponytail. Suddenly, Lucia was reminded of a man with reddish-brown hair, and before she knew it, she was following the figure with her eyes.


      “Someone you know, boss?”


      “Nope. That cloak just caught my eye.”


      She found it hard to say out loud that she’d been reminded of the back of Mr. Sunset, someone she’d met as a child.


      “Oh, that cloak? Yeah, I do like that diagonal cut. It creates a nice shape. Looking at its luster, it’s probably baphomet leather enchanted with volcano fish. A lot of adventurers who go to volcanoes wear them.”


      “Really...” Lucia responded absentmindedly as she ruminated on her memories.


      That day from childhood when she’d been distraught over her own plainness and cried about not being suited to wear ribbons and lace. There had been someone there who had told her she was like a nemophila flower, and who had guaranteed she would look nice in ribbons and lace, and who had told her she shouldn’t give up on being who she wanted to be.


      Mr. Sunset, the boy with reddish-brown hair, whom she’d only met once—he had instilled in her a wealth of courage. The sight of his back when he’d walked off into the sunset had really been amazing.


      “Boss, are you interested in enchanted baphomet leather too?”


      “Yeah, I am, but...I was just thinking, a cool-looking back really leaves an impression, don’t you think?” Lucia replied before she could stop herself.


      Dante nodded and said, “Ah, I get it. You think a man should let his clothes do the talking.”


      “Man or woman, whatever, anyone benefits from having a nice back view!”


      She would never be on the same level as Mr. Sunset, but Lucia wished she could look cool from behind too. There was no one she would show that side of her, and she wouldn’t be able to see it herself, but she still wished for it.


      “Okay then, how about for our next design, we put a little more effort into styling the back? Ribbons could work for a dress, but we could also play around with the panel lines, add some lace or even leather. If we go for a trendy suit, we could challenge ourselves by adding a design on the back.”


      “That sounds like so much fun! Oh, and while we could do that for a suit jacket, why don’t we try it with a shirt first? It’ll be more affordable, and the design will be hidden by the jacket. That way, it’ll give the outfit a completely different look when the jacket is taken off.”


      “Oh yeah, then it would be easier to wear casually. I’d like to try making something like that soon, but...”


      “Right, first we need to take care of what’s on the schedule!”


      The two of them hurried over to the carriage stop. The sunset dyed their surroundings another shade darker.

    

  

  
    
      A Bite to Eat with a Bodyguard


      There was a sizable crowd in the downtown area of the capital’s Central District.


      Today, Lucia had gone shopping for clothes with her friend Dahlia. Afterward, they had met with someone else to have their fill of tea and cake at a café, where she’d eaten too much. Still, the three of them had had a great time filled with animated conversation.


      The young man who had accompanied them was now warmly smiling at her and Dahlia as they stood in front of the carriage stop.


      “Thank you for today. I had a very fun time.”


      The towering young man’s name was Randolph Goodwin. He was a knight in the Order of Beast Hunters. Lucia and Dahlia had run into him by chance near the café. Since Lucia had met him before, they’d exchanged greetings, and that was when she’d unconsciously looked over his outfit.


      He wore an olive brown jacket and a pair of muted dark brown wide-legged trousers. Underneath his jacket, he wore a white cotton shirt and a thick, austere brown vest. The outfit was paired with a pair of glossy three-joint black leather shoes, very stylish and dressy.


      Randolph was a head taller than anyone else in the crowd, and he had a broad, bulky physique. All his clothes must have been custom-made. Each piece looked to be of high quality and fit him just right. But there was so much wasted potential, Lucia couldn’t stop herself from intervening.


      “Excuse me, Sir Randolph, but may I make a suggestion?”


      His collar was buttoned up all the way up to his throat, which looked a bit too constricting for his day off. Also, compared to his sophisticated, fashionable pair of shoes, his trousers were an outdated wide-legged style. They would look much more stylish if they were taken in and made a slim fit instead.


      Worst of all were the colors. His suit jacket, vest, and pants should have been the same color—though in fairness, all three pieces were brownish colors, so their combination wasn’t too unusual. However, those colors weren’t doing Randolph any favors. His hair was a coppery red, and his eyes were maroon. Olive and dark browns weren’t a bad match for him, but Lucia felt that a color with more red would look even better.


      “About the color of your clothes, I think that instead of the greenish-brown you’re wearing now, something like burnt umber...or another reddish-brown color, like russet or chocolate, would suit you much better.”


      He had his clothes custom-made, after all, so they should look flattering on him. Reddish-brown wasn’t the only option; he’d also look great in something like rose gray or sand beige.


      Lucia suddenly realized she’d been talking passionately about all the colors that would look good on Randolph. Fortunately, he hadn’t taken any offense and was giving her his full attention. Apparently, he’d just been telling the shop to make something in black or brown and left the rest to them. Randolph was from an earldom, so the couturier making his clothes probably prioritized a subdued look over a youthful one.


      “Ah, I see. I hadn’t considered those colors. Could you tell me what colors would make me appear smaller or less overwhelming?”


      “I think you have a very trim physique already, Sir Randolph.”


      “Well, I wear my everyday clothes in the castle barracks, but the recruits are often wary of me...”


      Randolph was taciturn and muscular, which made it hard for others to approach him. That being the case, Lucia wanted to recommend even lighter colors for him.


      They ended up talking at length in the middle of the road, so Dahlia suggested they head into a café to continue their chat. Once they were seated at a table together, Lucia and Dahlia learned that Randolph had a sweet tooth. He said that even though he loved sweets, he was never able to buy pastries or go to cafés.


      Randolph had spent his school days in Ehrlichia, where people had certain ideas about what types of foods men and women should enjoy—spicy foods were for men, while sweet foods were for women. It was more masculine to pair spicy jerky with a strong ale, and more feminine to have a sugary cake with tea and milk. Anyone who strayed from those norms would be called effeminate or unladylike. The men with a sweet tooth and women who liked spicy foods must have had a hard time living over there. Lucia sympathized with them.


      Lucia and Dahlia told Randolph there was nothing strange about a man enjoying his desserts and that, indeed, they knew plenty of men who did. The three of them proceeded to order one of everything from the dessert menu—apple pie, sweet potato pie, chestnut cake, chocolate cake, pear tart, pumpkin pudding, custard pudding, and others. As they ate, they had a lively discussion about Ehrlichia and fashion.


      Once they left the café, they walked through the Central District and browsed a few shops. Lucia picked up some leather shoe polish, Dahlia found a pair of red high-heeled shoes, and Randolph bought some new shoelaces. Afterward, Randolph escorted the two of them to the carriage stop, where they were now. The capital’s Central District was safe and full of people, so they told him he needn’t worry about them, but his response came with a serious expression.


      “It’s only a matter of course to escort women to a carriage stop. Or perhaps I should say, please allow me the honor of escorting you beautiful ladies.”


      Noblemen complimented women as easily as breathing, and Randolph was clearly a nobleman.


      They thanked him, and after he left, Dahlia boarded an open carriage. They promised to have tea again next time their schedules overlapped. Lucia waved goodbye as Dahlia’s carriage pulled away.


      Lucia, however, did not board the next open carriage. She walked to the edge of the carriage stop building, put her back against the wall, and looked out over the sea of people. No matter how much she strained her eyes, she couldn’t see him, but she had a strong suspicion he was around.


      “Umm, Lotta? Are you there?” Lucia said quietly.


      Right in front of her, she saw the air change color. A young man with loose, wavy black hair and dark gray eyes materialized before her. No, not materialized—she simply was able to perceive him now. Lotta possessed concealment magic, which made him nearly imperceptible to others, but had dropped it as he walked toward her.


      “You called, Head Manager Lucia?” he asked her in a low voice, his eyes slightly narrowed.


      His outfit today consisted of a white button-down shirt, a matte charcoal vest, and slim-legged pants. It was an inconspicuous outfit of a style common among attendants, but it looked very handsome on Lotta due to his long, slender arms and legs.


      “Thank you, Lotta. You were guarding me all day today again, right?”


      “Yes.”


      Lotta was primarily the bodyguard and attendant of the Tailors’ guildmaster, Forto, but he took on the role of Lucia’s bodyguard on her days off. He was always magically concealed nearby, so it never felt like they were going around together, but she knew full well of his abilities as a bodyguard. Not long ago, he had even saved her from being abducted.


      Ever since that attempted kidnapping, more guards had been stationed around the Magical Garment Factory, and not just within the building. A female bodyguard accompanied her carriage to and from the factory.


      Lucia had also informed the office clerk ahead of time that she would be going out today. She’d figured someone would be assigned as her bodyguard, and since she couldn’t see anyone, she’d guessed it might be Lotta. It was for that reason that she had tried calling his name when she was alone at the carriage stop.


      Lucia had been out for quite a while at this point, and she suspected Lotta had been nearby that entire time. Concerned, Lucia asked him, “Where were you while I was in the café?”


      “I was outside. I would have attracted attention had I entered by myself.”


      “Outside... So you were waiting there without eating or drinking anything the entire time?”


      “Yes.”


      “I’m sorry! I should have called for you before going into the café instead of making you stand that whole time.”


      He might have felt awkward sitting at the same table with Dahlia and Randolph, but she could have reserved a nearby table for him. She felt bad for not thinking of that earlier.


      Lotta’s face was impassive as he responded, “You needn’t be concerned. I am used to waiting outside, and I normally refrain from eating while I am on duty. I have breakfast and dinner.”


      So Lotta usually skipped lunch when he was on bodyguard duty. That must have been the norm for the guards of nobles. Still, the fact that he’d been standing outside on the street while she was tucking into delicious pastries made her feel incredibly guilty. Perhaps this was a difference in sensibilities between commoners and nobles.


      She had a feeling that Lotta would decline even if she asked him to eat something now, but maybe he would accept the proposition if it were part of his bodyguard duties. With that thought, she asked, “Lotta, do you have any plans after this? Do you have some time?”


      “Lord Forto has no plans for outings today. He will be at the Tailors’ Guild all day.”


      Lucia had asked about his plans, but he’d responded with Forto’s. Still, now she knew he had some time. She continued, “Would you come with me to a café? I’m alone, so it’d be nice if you could sit with me, for safety’s sake.”


      “Certainly.”


      With Lotta’s approval, the pair entered a nearby café.




      The spot Lucia chose wasn’t the café she’d just gone to with Dahlia and Randolph but an eatery near the carriage stop that also served light meals. She’d chosen it for its safety; there was a guard station nearby.


      The eatery wasn’t crowded, perhaps due to the hour. Lucia let Lotta choose a table, and he picked one a little farther back against a wall. He sat down across from Lucia as she opened the menu.


      “Is there anything you’d like to eat, Lotta? This place has a large selection of salads.”


      “No, nothing in particular. What will you have, Head Manager Lucia?”


      “I think I’ll have some herbal tea. I wouldn’t feel comfortable if I were the only one eating, so please get something too.”


      “Very well...”


      Lucia handed Lotta the menu, and his brow furrowed slightly as he examined it. He was probably trying to be mindful of what he ordered.


      “Don’t be shy! Order whatever you want, just like when you’re out with friends.”


      “I have no friends.”


      Lotta’s immediate reply threw Lucia off. Before continuing the conversation, she took a small, silver, pyramid-shaped object from her pocket—a magical anti-eavesdropping device. Lucia deemed it necessary; she was about to ask some questions regarding nobles.


      “Lotta, tell me only what you can, please. Is there a rule that the bodyguards of nobles can’t make friends?”


      “No, not in my case. But because I am blighted—cursed—the conditions are not right for me to form friendships or even to socialize.”


      Lucia already knew that Lotta was possessed by a bicorn. Blighted individuals’ physical appearances were usually affected by the monster that possessed them, and the blighted occasionally exhibited violent behavior, which led to people calling them “cursed” out of fear.


      It was common for someone to have their blight removed at the temple if it posed some danger to them or if they simply wished for its removal. However, blights also came with their advantages—such as higher magic and new magical abilities—so some people chose to keep them. That was especially common among adventurers.


      In fact, Lotta himself was strong enough to break the wheel of a carriage with his bare hands. Still, his appearance wasn’t frightening, nor was he difficult to communicate with. Despite that, for some reason, he apparently found it difficult to make friends.


      “The conditions aren’t right?”


      Was a friendship something that required conditions to be met in the first place? Friendships just formed spontaneously or over time, didn’t they? Lucia had tilted her head, not quite understanding, when Lotta spoke up again.


      “Head Manager Lucia, do you remember when I used strengthening magic?”


      “Yes, I do. That was when your eyes turned into that pretty gradient color, right?”


      When Lotta had used strengthening magic, the black pupils of his dark gray eyes had become long and flat. The gradient of those pupils—blending from gray to jet-black—had been marvelously beautiful.


      “Most people are afraid when they see my eyes like that.”


      “Well, I wasn’t scared. You saved me that day.”


      Lotta was a man of few words, but he was always polite and engaged during their conversations. And he had fulfilled his duty as a bodyguard by saving Lucia from that kidnapping attempt. There was no reason for her to be afraid of him when he was on her side.


      “There have been past incidents with blighted individuals going on rampages. I have a contract with the temple allowing my master to stop me in the event that such a thing should happen, but I suppose some still feel an aversion to me.”


      “Then doesn’t that mean you’re safe to be around? That you can be relied on, even.”


      Lotta offered no response. He simply blinked at her. Those round, black pupils—no longer the gradient they had been the other day—were looking straight at her.


      “Ms. Lucia, you are quite a peculiar person... Ah—”


      Lotta ended his utterance awkwardly. Lucia wondered if he’d spoken those words aloud by mistake.


      She could understand why he would call her a peculiar person. Lotta was usually surrounded by nobles and their companions, not commoners like Lucia. Nobles and those involved with nobles were more highly concerned with safety and risk control than commoners were. The idea that Lotta—who, although a competent bodyguard, was also a blighted—should avoid personal relationships seemed like the sort of judgment a noble would make.


      It wasn’t the sort of judgment Lucia intended to make herself, though. Lotta had the faith of his employer, and he had protected Lucia. He had her trust and gratitude, and she was curious to know what he wore on his days off.


      “I understand now that you’re not used to these types of restaurants, Lotta, so would it be all right if I handled things?”


      “Yes, please...” Lotta responded, his voice slightly quieter.


      Lucia rang the small bell on their table to summon the server.


      “Could we please have herbal tea, orange juice, an assortment of sandwiches, green salad, fried kraken, and...a grape cake set?”


      After the server repeated her order back to her and left, the table fell silent. Lotta was sitting up straight as a pin and not saying a word. Lucia wondered if he was feeling self-conscious about what he’d said earlier.


      It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence, but since they had the opportunity to sit together at a table like this, Lucia decided to change the topic.


      “By the way, you mentioned earlier that you usually don’t eat while stationed outside, but what about water? Do you stay hydrated?”


      “I drink as little as possible, so that is not an issue.”


      So not only did Lotta skip lunch, he also barely drank anything. That couldn’t be good for his health.


      “That sounds very hard. Are you really okay in the summer months?”


      “It’s not much of a problem for me. I have done this for a long time, so I think my body is used to it by now.”


      “For a long time? Did you begin training to be a bodyguard that long ago?”


      “No, as a child, I—”


      Lotta stopped himself from saying more and cast his dark gray eyes downward. That wasn’t the look of someone lost in fond reminiscence. Lucia jumped in to stop him.


      “Lotta, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. I’m sure bodyguards go through intense training. I only asked because I was curious.”


      It had been a question to satisfy Lucia’s own curiosity, not a work-related question. If Lotta had undergone harsh training as a child, then Lucia didn’t want him to have to relive those memories. As she was about to steer the conversation elsewhere, Lotta removed his black gloves and folded his hands on top of the table.


      “I grew up on a ship. I was given the bare minimum of food and water, and I got a lashing if I soiled myself. I believe that’s why my body has gotten used to it.”


      Hearing that Lotta had suffered such cruel treatment, Lucia couldn’t hold herself back from saying, “Excuse me for saying so about your parents or guardians, but that’s a horrible thing to do to a child!”


      Lotta responded plainly, “The people who raised me belonged to an organization that turned children into blighted to sell them. They only did enough to keep us alive.”


      “Huh? They turned children...into blighted...?” Lucia repeated, bewildered.


      Without batting an eye, Lotta continued, “When I was very young, I was forced to eat a magical core so I would be possessed by a monster.”


      “Hold on a second! Lotta, those people sold you? Wait, is that organization still around?”


      “On the way to Išrana, where I was being delivered to a buyer, our ship was attacked by a kraken. I was rescued as I was adrift at sea. As a result of that incident, the kingdom learned of the organization, so it no longer exists.”


      Lucia had almost assumed that such a criminal organization was still in operation in the Kingdom of Ordine, but it seemed that wasn’t the case. She was really glad they had been exposed. Still, child imprisonment, human experimentation, human trafficking—it was all too cruel.


      “That makes my blood boil! I want to make everyone who was involved in that organization go without food and water and then put them on a raft in front of a kraken!” Lucia exclaimed, her fists balled up in anger. She realized too late that she’d completely dispensed with the polite front she’d put up for Lotta.


      Across from her, his eyes opened up wide—then he chuckled. “Yes, I agree.”


      As if on cue, the food arrived. Lucia encouraged Lotta to try some while she picked up her cup of herbal tea. But when one of the sizzling plates was set down on the table, Lucia realized something with a start.


      “Oh! Now I understand what you meant when you said you were scared of krakens. I’m sorry, I recommended you try eating fried kraken...”


      That had been the other day at the Magical Garment Factory party. Even though Lucia hadn’t known, she’d assumed he’d been scared of them for the same reason she had—seeing them in storybook illustrations—and had carelessly encouraged him to try eating kraken. And she’d ended up doing the same thing today.


      Lucia was the head manager of the Magical Garment Factory. To Lotta, she was a superior and likely someone he felt he couldn’t say no to. Only now did she realize that. She felt sorry for being so insensitive. Just as she was about to tell him that he didn’t have to eat the fried kraken, Lotta picked up one of the steaming skewers.


      “It’s okay. Now, they’re delicious,” he said in perfect imitation of her voice, repeating the words she’d said at the party. His dark gray eyes were smiling cheerfully. Lucia had been under the impression that Lotta was a serious person, but it seemed he also had a playful side. Maybe it’s okay to be a little more myself around him too.




      And so Lotta got a proper meal, polishing off all the plates without another word. The final dish that was delivered to their table was the tea and grape cake set.


      “That green looks so appetizing, doesn’t it?” Lucia remarked.


      The cake was piled high with whipped cream and topped with large, peeled grapes that shone like jewels. The young man sitting across from her, however, was staring at the cake uneasily.


      “I have never eaten this type of cake before. Won’t it give me cavities?”


      Lucia remembered Lotta’s negative experience getting a cavity treated, so she offered him some peace of mind. “You’ll be fine as long as you brush your teeth when you get back home.”


      Lotta gingerly picked up one cream-covered grape with his fork, brought it up to his mouth, crossed his eyes slightly to inspect it, then popped the fork into his mouth. He took his time silently chewing. Judging by the subtle way his eyes lit up, he must have liked it. He ate, again without saying a word. Once his plate was empty, the corners of his mouth rose.


      “That was delicious,” he said.


      “They taste best when they’re in season.”


      “In...season?”


      “Yes, grapes are in season from summer to autumn.”


      There were methods to preserve the grapes after harvesting—such as using magic or freezing them with ice crystals—but nothing beat their taste when they were in season. Lucia explained as much to Lotta, who nodded deeply.


      “I see. So that is why vegetables differ in taste from season to season too.”


      It was just the sort of comment she’d come to expect from him. He was a fan of salads.


      A short time later, during a lull in the conversation, Lotta cleared his throat. “Head Manager Lucia, the man you went into the café with earlier—was that Sir Randolph Goodwin of the Order of Beast Hunters?”


      “Yes, that’s right,” Lucia answered promptly. It wasn’t anything to hide. Lotta often accompanied Forto to the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing in the castle, so it stood to reason he knew who Randolph was.


      “What is he like?” Lotta asked in a monotone.


      Lucia gave it some thought. Randolph was very well-built. That meant his clothing required more fabric, but it seemed like it would be very rewarding to sew an outfit for him. Moreover, a suit would certainly look attractive on his sculpted knight’s physique. Actually, a casual outfit would look equally good on him—something like a close-knit wool sweater for winter. As for the color, something like beige, white, or even rose gray might be nice.


      “He’s a very handsome man, and I think it would be rewarding to make an outfit for him!”


      Lotta blinked wordlessly. Lucia thought back on what she just said. She had unthinkingly responded with fashion in mind, but that was evidently not what Lotta had been asking about. Randolph was a knight in the Order of Beast Hunters and the son of an earl. Maybe Lotta was concerned about whether Lucia had behaved respectfully toward someone of his status, or whether their conversation had gone smoothly.


      Since Dahlia had been with them too, Lucia had felt comfortable speaking openly, and Randolph had courteously listened to all her fashion advice. He had even told her he wanted to consult with her about his spring and summer clothing too, which she had happily agreed to.


      As she remembered all that, Lucia smiled. “We were able to talk about all kinds of things, so it was a lot of fun. I’ll have the opportunity to talk to him again soon.”


      “...I see,” Lotta said with a nod. He seemed to accept that answer.


      After finishing his tea, Lotta pulled his black gloves back on, the leather squeaking slightly. Lucia took that as a signal that Lotta was returning to his bodyguard mode.


      Hearing about his childhood had stirred some sympathy inside her, but she also felt that she shouldn’t try to offer him words of comfort. Lotta was now Forto’s skilled bodyguard, and Lucia was grateful to him for protecting her as well. Therefore, she decided to ask something completely ordinary—something that she wanted to know purely out of her own curiosity.


      “Lotta, what kind of clothes do you wear on your days off?”


      “More or less the same thing. I wear what I’ve been given for work.”


      Apparently, he owned no casual wear, only work uniforms. What a shame.


      “Then, when you’re in your room, do you wear nightclothes?” she asked.


      “I wear the same thing in my own room too, but I wear a robe after I take a bath. I wear nothing when I get into bed.”


      So Lotta slept in the nude. Lucia wasn’t that surprised, since she had friends who did the same, but the weather was soon to get chillier. She was a little worried that he might catch a cold sleeping that way in the winter.


      “Aren’t you cold not wearing anything in the winter?”


      “In the winter, I either wear my bathrobe to bed or wrap myself in a blanket.”


      “Then wouldn’t it be better to wear warm pajamas, even if only for the winter?”


      Wearing a bathrobe to bed sounded comfortable, but depending on his sleeping posture, his front could be exposed or he could get tangled up in his robe when he tossed and turned. Wearing pajamas to bed was also the best way to stay warm.
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