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      The Knight and the Toolmaker’s Accumulation


      “Longswords sure have some heft to them...” she said, holding it with both hands in the weapon shop. She found it hard to imagine drawing the sword out of the scabbard with one hand. In her previous life, she had held a friend’s bamboo kendo sword, but that couldn’t compare in size or weight.


      The fact that she’d had a previous life to compare to meant that this was not her first. Her name was Dahlia Rossetti, and she was a magical toolmaker—someone who made hot water dispensers out of water and fire crystals, refrigerators out of ice crystals, bracelets that counteracted poisoned food, and the like.


      “That might be a little heavy for you, since you’re not used to swords. Here, let me,” the black-haired youth said, gently receiving the sword from her.


      “Thank you. It looks like it weighs nothing to you, though.”


      “Yeah, I actually use ones with even thicker blades when I’m out fighting monsters.” Volfred Scalfarotto was a member of the Order of Beast Hunters, knights who served the Kingdom of Ordine. He had a tall and lean build, hair the color of a doused raven, a face that others would have assumed must be a master artist’s creation, and—most strikingly—a pair of shimmering golden eyes that enraptured all those who looked his way. It was said that he was the handsomest in the kingdom, but the fact that his reputation preceded him made his personal relations very difficult. In contrast, Dahlia attracted little attention, despite her vivid red hair and green eyes.


      “Monsters’ hides and scales are tough, you see. Can’t be swinging a sword with too delicate a blade,” said the shopkeeper Flores as he wiped down a metallic shield with a cloth. He had already become a familiar face, as Dahlia often accompanied Volf to the weapon shop.


      “I always manage to snap even thicker blades when I’m out in the field.”


      “Why don’t you step up to a greatsword? You’ve got the height for it, and you’ve got yourself some potent strengthening, don’t you?” Flores was referring to Volf’s body strengthening spell, a type of magic that did exactly as its name indicated.


      Indeed, this was a world of monsters and magic. The five major schools of magic were fire, earth, water, air, and healing; there were also other types, like enchantment magic, which was indispensable for creating magical tools, as well as the aforementioned body strengthening spell. Typically, nobility had much magic and commoners had less, but there were also those with none at all. Despite coming from an earldom, Volf could not express magic from any of the five schools and had only body strengthening. And because of that, his lineage as a nobleman was supposedly worth little, despite his tremendous skill as a knight. What a preposterous sentiment.


      “Greatswords are too cumbersome; as part of a diversionary force, I have to be agile.”


      “Ah, that’s right, yer a Scarlet Armor, aren’t you?”


      Not only did the Scarlet Armors spearhead the Beast Hunters in combat, they were specialists who acted as decoys, rear guards, and played other most dangerous roles within the Order; schlepping greatswords wouldn’t be conducive to their hit-and-run tactics.


      “Different targets call for blades with different weights and levels of hardness, but monsters are also getting tougher, what with mutant species popping up more frequently. Back then, goblins could be taken down with spears forged from leftover steel. Now, I hear people saying those same goblins can cast magic and fight together and whatnot, and my adventuring clientele grumble about how it costs a lot more to get the job done,” Flores continued. “I mean, at the end of the day, I can’t complain ’cause I’m earning more coin.”


      Although monsters were doing their damnedest to survive, Dahlia could but worry about the Beast Hunters’ safety.


      Volf, though, smiled as he took the shield from the shopkeeper. “Not much we humans can do but try harder to beat ’em. We’ve improved our fundamentals and teamwork, and we’ve actually been having an easier time now going up against monsters like forest serpents and giant boars.”


      “Nothing but the finest in you Beast Hunters. Speaking of which, I went out for some forest serpent barbecue a while back—tastier than I’d expected. Its jerky even helped with my shoulder pain too. If only I’d known about how revitalizing that stuff was when I was young, I’d’ve hunted one to help with my pa’s chronically stiff shoulders too. Oh, my kid brother did write about his shoulders not feeling great as well...” Flores, who now had dignified hair and beard of pure white, must’ve been an adventurer fighting forest serpents once upon a time.


      “Why don’t you send him some next time?”


      “The family home’s a ways away; shipping raw meat that far wouldn’t be easy, and sending a refrigerated wagon wouldn’t be cheap either. Serpent jerky wouldn’t be a bad idea, though. Maybe I’ll tell him to hunt one for himself and send him some spices instead.” Flores must’ve seen Dahlia thinking, and he explained, “I was born in the mining town called Caledwulf.”


      “Famous for its plethora of skilled blacksmiths, right?”


      “Oh, yeah, many of our order’s swords come from there. Good stuff too.”


      That brought a proud smile to Flores’s face. “You know it! With the monsters that trickle down from the surrounding hills, Caledwulf’s a town where the finest swords and people are forged. All the adventurers and townsfolk come together when forest serpents show up.”


      “Working hard together to protect the place you all call home, I take it,” Dahlia said.


      “That was part of it, but what was dangerous was when the trade routes were blocked and food and medicine couldn’t be delivered. Folks debated whether they should request support from the Beast Hunters, but everybody was eager to stand and fight—lest the tavern run dry, you know.” Gluttony—or perhaps indulgence—had fueled their zeal.


      “Were the townsfolk all right?”


      “Unlike folks ’round here, the people of Caledwulf are used to fighting. The wooden walls around town usually take most of the damage, not that monsters like yellow slimes rolling around town would cause too much harm anyway. Hell, kids carry metal clubs with them when they go play on the outskirts of town.”


      “Those sound like quite the hard times...”


      “Hard times create strong people. Many of them grow up to be adventurers too.”


      “Maybe I would be stronger now if I’d trained against monsters when I was a boy...” For some reason, Volf sounded almost disappointed that he had received top-quality education and training from his mother—a masterful knight—instead of having been raised by literal monsters.


      “You’re a Beast Hunter, Volf. Ain’t much better than that,” the shopkeeper said, to Dahlia’s agreement.


      The knight returned the shield to its owner. “Flores, does Caledwulf have magical swords?”


      He stroked his beard. “The most common enchantment was hardening, then perhaps sharpness retention.”


      “Not enchanted swords—well, no, those are great too, but are there ones that are super strong or have special attributes?”


      “Oh, like your captain’s Ash-Hand or the head retainer of Esterland’s Mist? Only royalty, extremely wealthy noblemen, and the most elite of elite adventurers would have those,” Flores said. “You won’t find many enchanted weapons outside of Ordine, so even just hardening and sharpness retention are real precious. Besides, all swords with magic—be that enchantment magic or what have you—are magical swords, aren’t they?”


      “I mean, I guess...” Magical swords were a matter of romanticism and adoration for Volf, and he and Dahlia had been trying to create one of their own, though their trials had led to errors every time and their efforts had yet to bear fruit.


      “I know you’ve been trying to enchant those shortswords, but applying a single enchantment to a properly made weapon is a different story. Take your time with the process—check your materials, polish your magic, and steadily and earnestly accumulate that experience.” Flores’s surmise was dead-on; they hadn’t told him about trying to craft a magical sword of their own, but Dahlia had said she was a magical toolmaker.


      “Just like physical training...”


      “Just like studying...” That meant it was easier said than done. But whether it was a knight’s training, a magical toolmaker’s studying, or anything in between, Dahlia believed that no one would regret accumulating more experience.


      “In Caledwulf, they say it takes someone twenty-five years to become a proper blacksmith. Developing a discerning eye takes three years, controlling a fire takes four, forging takes ten, sharpening takes four, and drinking fills in the missing four.” Flores’s beaming smile was awfully infectious.




      With their usual shortswords in hand, Dahlia and Volf left the weapons shop behind.


      “The breeze has gotten quite cold,” commented Volf.


      “All of a sudden too,” she added.


      It was just about time to break out the thick winter coat, but she was reminded that the collar and hem had been mended countless times already; now that she frequented the castle, she would be rather unsightly wearing her old rags. She made a note to find her seamstress friend to figure out what proper outerwear for the castle was. Warmer socks would be nice too.


      “I should try my hand at making that heating device again...” As Dahlia thought about her abandoned prototype, she noticed her company stopping in his tracks. “Is something the matter, Volf?”


      “I was just reminded of what a tall order it is, asking you to make a magical sword. You can tell me if I’m causing you too much trouble.”


      “You’re not causing me any trouble at all. I have lots of fun working with you, you know?” she said. “But twenty-five years of hard work, huh? That’s a long time, even if we’re able to make a really powerful one at the end of it...” Everything from coming up with the idea to enchanting the sword was genuinely lots of fun, despite the fact that they were still unable to produce satisfactory results. Maybe that would take many more years too. By that time, Volf would be retired and he wouldn’t need—


      “I’m still very excited for that day to come, however many years or decades it may take.”


      The way his golden eyes sparkled made her a little restless. “Um, I don’t want to get your hopes up...”


      “I’m not worried. Any magical sword you make will be the best that there’ll ever be, Dahlia!”


      Up against Volf’s look of anticipation, she forced the best smile she could. “Thank you for the vote of confidence...”


      [image: ]


      A fine blue sand filled a small beaker on the workbench, sometimes sparkling when the sunlight struck it, complementing the rainbow dispersed by the crystal glass. However, Dahlia had no capacity to enjoy the beauty of it all; her brow was drenched with sweat. Likewise dressed in work attire was a boy with silver hair, who sat beside her murmuring to himself. They were in the workshop of their magical toolmaking instructor and chairman of the Zola Company, Oswald Zola. Today’s lesson was on magic control, and now that they’d finished the lecture, it was time for their hands-on training.


      In the crystal beaker was the powdered epidermis of ocean worms—deep blue monsters that more or less resembled colossal earthworms. The versatile material hardened shields and armor, added toughness to bags and cloaks, and even provided resistance to water magic. With golden specks scattered throughout, it shone with such beauty that Dahlia would even have considered decorating her house with bottles of the stuff, though her good friend Irma would’ve screamed her head off if she’d learned what it was made of.


      “Evenly flow your magic into the ocean worm for three minutes. Give it directionality, mix it clockwise, and turn it into liquid,” Oswald had instructed as he’d demonstrated.


      He’d made it look much easier than it actually was. Not enough magic and the sand wouldn’t swirl; only the surface would stir. Too much magic and it would shoot out and scatter everywhere. And just when Dahlia thought she’d finally managed to swirl it, her magic hadn’t been strong enough to combine the contents of the beaker. Instead, it had turned into lumps, forcing her to start over again. “Simply give it constant, steady magic” was what the professor had told her, but his smile had concealed the true difficulty of the task.


      “Aw...” whimpered Oswald’s son—currently majoring in magical toolmaking in college—as his shoulders slumped.


      They were in the same rut. Despite having been blended well, a third of Raul’s sand had shot out of the beaker and covered the workbench, and this was his second attempt. As for Dahlia, her second failure in a row had resulted in a sprinkling of solid bits throughout the odd navy-bluish blob that had floated to the top of the beaker. Oswald’s example, on the other hand, was a viscous blue liquid, gleaming with gold glitter when light reflected off of it. There was zero sand remaining, not even a single solid bit in it.


      Raul attempted it again and blasted the glass with his magic, groaning and tensing his shoulders in the process. It was obvious that he was striving for success, but Dahlia worried that he might be a little overzealous.


      Oswald must’ve noticed their weariness. “Raulaere, straining yourself will not do you any favors. Let us take a break; I am sure Dahlia is fatigued as well.”


      “Father, is there a trick to enchanting with ocean worm?”


      “Calmly and steadily apply your magic. That, and practice—accumulate lots of experience,” Oswald said before leaving the room to call for tea. No shortcuts, then.


      “Hardly a helpful hint...” Raul said under his breath.


      “Oh, Raul...” Dahlia had been wondering the same thing and completely sympathized with his sentiment.


      “Dahlia, if you wouldn’t mind, may I ask how much magic you have?”


      “I don’t mind; I’m at grade ten.”


      “My magic just went up a grade in the past month and it has yet to settle...”


      “Me too. I’m still not used to mine either. It’s not so easy to make it steady.” They were now at the same level, and a month had not been enough time to get a good handle on it. Again, she sympathized.


      “It’s the same ocean worm, yet it seems as though my attempts are leagues behind my father’s. I never had such difficulty in school...” The boy stared at his father’s example product. It had indeed been the same ocean worm powder from the same magically sealed box.


      “Simply a difference in skill, I think. Your father’s magic is so very stable.” When she and Oswald had worked together—or rather, when she’d had Oswald’s guidance in crafting the magic-leeching bracelet for Irma—the gap in knowledge, technique, and skill had been as clear as day. The experience had been as moving as it was enlightening. Flores’s words the other day about how it took twenty-five years to become a blacksmith had seemed like a wild exaggeration, but not anymore. There was no shortcut to becoming a proper magical toolmaker, only learning and practicing. “We’ve only just begun, so let’s keep on trying our best.”


      “I got a little impatient. You’re right!”


      The boy was racing to catch up to his father, just as Dahlia had with hers. She smiled from her heart seeing that earnest look in his silvery eyes.




      When tea was ready, the two students moved to the lounge, where Marcella—who was accompanying Dahlia today—was learning etiquette from Oswald’s third wife Ermelinda. Marcella’s lesson today was on table manners and drinking tea. Although his preference was for straight black tea, his cup today was instead sweetened with two cubes of sugar. Stirring it without making so much as a sound was apparently a tall hurdle; his nervousness was evident on his face.


      Ermelinda noticed that Dahlia was befuddled as to whether she should speak to them. “Chairwoman Rossetti, it is so great that you have found such a capable bodyguard.”


      “Thank you very much.” A former elite adventurer like Ermelinda must’ve had a discerning eye.


      “It is an honor to receive such kind words...” said Marcella. His smile and voice confirmed his nervousness. Meanwhile, Oswald was elegant as ever holding his teacup.


      Then, there was a knock at the door and in came a servant with some documents. “Pardon me, Lord Oswald; there is something that requires your attention.”


      Oswald quickly scanned the papers and said, “Hm, there is nothing I particularly want. Please respond that I shall be absent from the auction this time.” He handed what was evidently a catalog back to the servant, who bowed before leaving the room.


      “Is there something you are searching for, father?”


      “Yes, I was hoping they would have fire dragon scales coming up.”


      When crafting the magic-leeching bracelet, Oswald had used up a magical ring for flame fixing. It had been crafted with a fire dragon scale, and if he didn’t have any more on hand, that might hinder his future toolmaking. “Oh, I—”


      Oswald cut Dahlia off as if he had anticipated her concern and continued, “It is indeed so I can craft a flame fixing ring, but I can always substitute volcanofish, and in any case, I have no urgent need for one.”


      Dahlia did have some fire dragon scales on hand. However, as they were from Jonas, she didn’t want to offer them to Oswald without first getting permission. She decided she would ask Volf about it the next time she saw him. Volcanofish, though, were very rare. There were none to be found in the volcanoes within Ordine; thus, they had to be imported from elsewhere. Dahlia had heard that their material made for excellent fire magic resistance.


      “Have you seen volcanofish and fire dragons in person before, father?”


      “I have never seen a fire dragon. As for the fish, I have seen a live one in captivity before, but not in its natural habitat.”


      “I’d love to see them one day,” Raul said, with a smile and sparkling eyes. Dahlia would have loved to see a fire dragon’s fang, talon, heart, bones, or its other materials, but she would much rather never come across a live specimen. The flames they spat left not even ashes behind. Making a trip to an active volcano hardly seemed like an easy task either.


      Ermelinda explained, “Fire dragons have very powerful magic, you see, and you would be trembling in place if you ever had the misfortune of encountering one. Volcanofish swim in very hot water, so it’s difficult to get close to them as well.”


      “That means you have seen them, then, Miss Ermelinda!” the boy said, slamming down his cup and splashing the tea. His eyes doubled in size. “Are fire dragons really as big as they say? Do they freeze people up with their intimidation? Oh, and how do you catch volcanofish?!”


      “Calm down, Raulaere. Mel isn’t going anywhere.” Oswald’s expression was halfway between a grimace and a smile.


      His wife, wiping up the spilled tea, was doing her best to stifle a laugh too. “The fire dragon I saw was still a wyrmling, so though it could fly, it wasn’t very big yet. Still, all us adventurers immediately hid the best we could. No one dared to move or make a sound. They are that frightening.”


      “Where was it that you saw the fire dragon?” Raul asked.


      “On an island to the south. We were there to harvest their eggshells, as it is said that is one of their stopovers.”


      “So I’ll be able to see one for myself if I go there too!” He sounded as though he were going to pack his bags this instant.


      “That will depend on some luck, as fire dragons don’t make regular stops.”


      “I see. Oh, what about volcanofish? Are they difficult to catch?”


      “Very much so. Getting to a volcano is plenty difficult already, of course, but the heat where they swim is nigh unbearable. Some people hunt them with very powerful bows and arrows attached to lines, while others slay them with spears and magic. Hand nets with long handles are also used to scoop them up, but that does little to mitigate the unending heat. If I had not been accompanied by an adventurer with ice magic, I’m sure I would have collapsed.”


      “Wow, that does sound like quite the ordeal. Still, I would love to get the chance to see the real deal for myself.” The boy’s silver eyes stared off into the distance, yearning. Perhaps Raul had it in him to become an adventurer in the future.


      “Going to see a fire dragon may very well be a gamble on your life, and there are a few borders between us and the volcanofish, so it is difficult for me to recommend—”


      “But you are just as eager as he is, aren’t you, dear?” Ermelinda cut Oswald off, and he cleared his throat.


      “Are you, father?”


      “When I was your age, I wanted to see such things just as badly as you do now, but I reconsidered after I realized I would have little luck in turning tail.”


      “Father running away!” Raul giggled at his father’s joke, spreading the cheer to everyone else in the room. “Not to worry—we can train beforehand!”


      “Raulaere...” This time, Oswald was full-on grimacing.

    

  

  
    
      Man-Made Magical Sword: Sixth Attempt—Galeforce Blades


      “So, Professor Oswald is in search of fire dragon scales...” During lunch on the second floor of the Green Tower, Dahlia recounted yesterday’s conversation to Volf.


      “I’m sure Master Jonas would be okay with that. Should I ask, just in case?”


      “Could you please? The rings are consumables, you see, so I wouldn’t want to cause any offense.” As Jonas had been blighted by a fire dragon, red scales grew on his arms. He had given Dahlia some, but she wanted to make sure he had no problems with someone else using them, especially for a disposable tool. It wasn’t as though Jonas hid his blight, but Dahlia still worried about it.


      “Of course. I’ll ask him the next time we do sword training,” Volf said. “Oh, are you not a fan of the pie, Dahlia?” Accompanying their coffee was a beautiful round salmon pie, courtesy of Volf. There was even a cute little fish on top of the crust—the handiwork of his private chefs. Fresh salmon, spinach, and lots of heavy cream formed the viscid filling. It was very delicious, but Dahlia’s first slice had been on the larger side, so a second slice would surely be too many calories.


      “No, I think it’s amazing, but, um, well, I haven’t had much exercise lately...” She worried about her waistline but left that unsaid. Volf customarily ate more than double her portion, but he hadn’t anything to trim off his body—all his physical training and expeditions undoubtedly ensured that—and that made Dahlia just a teensy bit jealous.


      “Exercise, huh? How about taking up equestrianism?”


      “I don’t know if I have the athleticism to ride a horse...” She had ridden a sleipnir-drawn carriage before, but only as a driver; never had she ridden a horse by herself before. She didn’t have much faith in her coordination or her balance, so the thought of falling off was a little scary.


      “I’m sure you can learn. Many noblewomen take it up as a hobby, and I think it’s quite fun too. And it makes for good exercise, you know?”


      It wouldn’t be all that dissimilar to riding a bicycle, she assumed, but the fastest she had gone in this world was riding in a speeding carriage, so she couldn’t say so for sure.


      Volf continued, “We keep horses at home, so why don’t we give it a shot? You can go on horseback where carriages can’t, and once you get good enough, we could even go into the woods and hills to look for materials.”


      “Now that’s a great idea! Oh, but what about monsters?”


      “There’s nothing too strong around the capital, and if they do show up, I’ll turn them into materials for you. I think we’ll be fine if we bring guard dogs, and, if it would help you feel safer, even bodyguards.”


      “No, I’m sure I’ll be safe with you.” Nothing could be more fun than going deep into the wilderness in search of materials with Volf, and she now felt she needed to learn horseback riding. Though neither of them had approached the subject, they both knew it would just be the two of them.




      After lunch, Dahlia and Volf headed downstairs, where a shortsword and enchanting materials had already been laid out on the workbench. It had been some time since they were last in the workshop together.


      “It’s been a while, but I’m aiming to make a properly functioning magical sword today.”


      “How I’ve waited for thee, O magical sword of my dreams!”


      Oh, no pressure or anything, she thought as she handed her enthusiastic friend a set of overalls.


      This marked her sixth attempt at artificing a magical sword; the first five times had either been failures or not quite right. She did not mention to him that today would be another go at perfecting the first magical sword—what Volf had dubbed the Blade of the Dark Lord’s Minion. Where the previous attempt had been faulty was in the coating of black slime. This coating was meant to counteract magical interference, but the result had been such that touching it would also dissolve the wielder’s hand—very dangerous indeed. She had since learned a new method, and the process should be straightforward; it would require no unusual materials. Today would surely be the day she crafted something worthy of being called a magical sword.


      “I plan on using unicorn horn, so I’ll start with a shortsword. If it works out, then we can try a longsword next time. Would the usual self-sharpening on the blade, self-cleaning on the guard, a wind crystal in the hilt for haste, and weight reduction on the scabbard be okay?”


      “Would it be possible to add haste on the blade as well? It would be handy to be able to draw the sword quickly.”


      “Sure, we can do that. The effect should be straightforward too. Oh, and I have just the right material for it.” Dahlia brought a magically sealed box from the shelf and gingerly opened the top.


      “Feathers from a bird?”


      “From a greencrown, to be precise.” As its name suggested, the greencrown was a vibrantly green bird. In the bestiary, it looked as though it wore a very tall hat because of its prominent crest, like a green turaco at the zoos in her previous life. The greencrown wasn’t just different because of its size—its body ranged from sixty to seventy centimeters long, larger than a turaco—it also possessed magic that aided it in both fleeing from and fighting enemies. As such, its feathers could also imbue a tool with haste. This was a lesson that she had recently learned from the professor, and the handful of feathers was also from him. That should have meant it would synergize well with the air magic in the hilt.


      “Those damn green things?” Volf scrunched up his eyebrows; he must’ve done battle with them before.


      “I take it you have encountered them before?”


      “Yeah, and not just once. They’re pesky birds, all right.”


      “Really? The bestiary said they were timid creatures that avoided humans. Perhaps the ones in Ordine are particularly aggressive?” It wasn’t uncommon that a monster’s behavior differed depending on the locale, so they may have been flighty in the nation next door but not so much here.


      “No, they do tend to be timid, but not at the beginning of spring—that’s mating season for them. The males fight each other, and they dart around very fast with their air magic and even get their beaks stuck in trees.”


      “How, uh, how passionate...”


      “The females line up on branches to spectate the fight, then court the victorious male. The losers get neglected, whether dead or alive.”


      “It’s a bird-eat-bird world out there...” It sounded like a spectacle, but also a little sad at the same time.


      “And if you come across a fight, the victorious males will do the same unto you. You’d better be pretty good at dodging them.”


      “Or else you’ll end up getting speared?”


      “Yup. Just like the trees.”


      “That’s a little frightening...” Dahlia didn’t want to even imagine that. Those beautiful green feathers were getting scarier by the moment.


      “It happened to Dorino, and he couldn’t pull the bird free from his arm without opening up the wound some more. He took the chance and roasted the greencrown afterward, and apparently it was rather tasty too—he said he’d try to catch some the next time.”


      “Gosh, Dorino is so tough...” Never mind; humans were scarier than greencrowns after all.


      When that discussion had died down, the duo took their seats at the workbench and began work on the magical sword. Dahlia prepared the guard for slotting in a water crystal, then inserted an air crystal into the hilt. She wrapped the weight reduction magic around the dark gray scabbard like a ribbon. The enchantments were quicker and more potent than they had ever been, pleasantly surprising her. She couldn’t let that distract her and ruin the process, though.


      “Your magic’s become more vivid, Dahlia.”


      “I think that must’ve come with my increased magic. I still haven’t learned how to control it that well, however.” The moment those words escaped her lips, her beam went in the wrong direction—she decided to keep that a secret from him. “Next, I’ll enchant the blade with greencrown.”


      Dahlia slowly doused the green feather with her magic, making it flutter like puffy cotton. It looked more like a tuft of wool than a bird’s feather, but the enchantment was working as she intended, and the green cotton dissolved into the blade. The feather discharged a gust of wind, transforming the blade from a metallic silver to a deep forest green.


      “How pretty...” Tears welled into golden pools; Volf was captivated.


      It made Dahlia slightly nervous. “Um, I think it worked. I’m going to enchant it with unicorn now.” To prevent magical interference, she sprinkled the crushed unicorn horn onto the shortsword parts and enchanted them. Now that she was armed with the experience from making Irma’s bracelet, the process went without a hitch. She saved the rest of the powdered horn for next time.


      “I’ll put it together, then,” Volf said. His hands, clad in leather gloves, moved like it was second nature. As soon as the shortsword was fully assembled, it began emitting a steady wave of magic. “Seems fine so far.”


      Next, Volf pressed the base of the guard and a stream of water trickled out. The weight reduction on the scabbard seemed to be working too, but as the sword wasn’t heavy to begin with, the magic perhaps wasn’t making a huge difference. What Dahlia was most curious about was the haste enchantments on the blade and hilt. Drawing the sword activated its enchantments, so blood bonding it to Volf wouldn’t be necessary.


      Volf stood up, stepped away from the workbench, and faced the wall as a precaution before giving the sword a few test swings. It didn’t look as though he was putting much power into it, yet the blade swooshed through the air. He stopped and pointed the sword at the ground. “This thing is fast. I think it would be pretty good as a throwing knife.”


      “That doesn’t seem very practical, as you’d have to retrieve it somehow, right? It might be hard to keep track of too.”


      “Maybe we could tie a string to it or something so I could reel it in? Well, a string would probably snap. Maybe some kind of steel wire?”


      “Steel wire isn’t very durable, and it would rust too. It wouldn’t be too long, but how about mythril?”


      “Isn’t it really expensive?”


      “My father had just a little left over from another project, and I’ve been drawing it very slowly to practice my shaping magic. However, I’m not sure if it’ll be any good.” After seeing the steadiness of Oswald’s magic, Dahlia realized she ought to improve her precision as well. It was hardly satisfactory; the bluish-silver metal had been drawn into a fine thread with a cross section that was a barely rounded square rather than a circle—not the worst she could’ve done, but not good enough for her either. “Well, there’s only one way to find out if it’ll work. You would want some sort of handle on the other end of the wire too, right? How about this for now?”


      “Is this ring some sort of magical tool?”


      “No, this is just a regular loop of metal. I once thought about fashioning it into a door knocker for my room, but, well, my father used to shout out my name, so there wasn’t really any point. It’s still brand new.” The impulse purchase at the hardware store had been lying around for a long time. Since this was a prototype anyway, Dahlia used the mythril thread to attach the shortsword’s hilt to the ring and then reinforced the joint to make sure it wouldn’t come loose.


      Throwing it around indoors would have been unwise, and so the two of them stepped outside into the yard. “A magical shortsword with a silver ring and mythril thread really has romance to it...” Volf said.


      “Uh, sure. Let me get some boards and I’ll let you test it out.” Dahlia set a thick wooden plank in front of the fence. She wouldn’t want the mythril thread to slice up Volf’s hand either, so she brought him a pair of sand lizard gloves with metal inserts on the fingers and palms; they had been Carlo’s for when he handled blades and other hard materials.


      “Could you step back a bit, Dahlia? I wouldn’t want it ricocheting back at you.”


      “Of course.” If the target broke, the fence was right behind it. She stepped well away from the danger.


      “All right, here I go.” With his right hand, Volf threw the shortsword.


      Dahlia meant to track it, but it was as though it had blinked away. There was a whistling through the air, followed by a combination of a thunk and a crack, then a shrill clank immediately afterward—only the handle was poking out from the wood.


      “Whoa, sorry. I didn’t think I’d thrown it that hard.” Volf had thrown the ring out with the shortsword, and that must’ve caused the metallic clash earlier.


      “Are you okay, Volf?”


      “Yeah, I didn’t get hurt. The shortsword is good as it is, and seeing how far it goes, I think I could use it as a ranged weapon against monsters,” he said as he went to retrieve his new weapon. However, the mythril thread had lodged itself into the board as well, and it was pulled taut. “Hey, Dahlia? Would you be able to make me a copy of the sword? I’ll pay for it, of course.”


      Volf looked very serious about it, so she readily agreed. “I can do that. I have the materials on hand, so I’ll get on it now.” After all, having more than one throwing knife simply made sense. She returned to the workshop and collected all the materials needed, save for one—the ring. “It turns out I don’t have another ring, so should I quickly make something similar?”


      “Just the sword is fine. I’m thinking of ditching the ring and connecting the swords with the wire.”


      “Gotcha.”


      Volf must’ve wanted to be able to reel both swords in together. He asked for a thread that was about half the length of the hilt and could be attached directly to the pommel. Dahlia had thought it would be better if the thread were attached directly to the center of the hilt, but Volf said it would get in the way. With the second shortsword now in his hand, Volf swung them both at the same time. The way they sliced through the air had a lot of punch to it—and was a little terrifying, to be honest.


      “I think this will do just fine...” he said. The pair returned to the garden. Volf stood a long piece of firewood in front of the plank, likely to test out how much penetration power the blades had. After Dahlia stepped back, he set his sights on the plank, steadied his breathing, and fired a sword from each hand. The whistling through the air was more than twice as loud, and they disappeared from his hands the same way the first sword had.


      “Uh...”


      While the log looked untouched, the pair of shortswords had crushed the board behind it and fallen to the ground farther out. The log remained upright, at least until Dahlia began fretting that the mythril thread must’ve snapped; then the top half of the log slid off its base—exactly how she imagined it would have after a skilled swordsman had slashed it. The mythril thread was the hidden third blade.


      “Wow.” She pressed a finger to her temple, thinking she had messed up for the sixth time. The shortswords didn’t seem much good as swords, but they apparently made for great arrows. But to think they moved so quickly. Perhaps she should’ve started with a longsword instead—no, throwing that would be infinitely more dangerous.
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      Volf, though, was nowhere as troubled as she was. “Ha ha ha, this is marvelous! It takes a bit of skill, but I could totally clip a monster’s wing or leg at range!”


      It finally clicked for her; she had not been on the same wavelength as a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters. Being able to keep one’s distance when going up against a monster would provide some safety indeed. “Wouldn’t a bow be better suited for this?”


      “A bow? How do you mean?”


      “Um, let’s see. The arrowhead could be made of a hard material, enchanted with haste, and then connected with mythril wire like the swords. Oh, but to have two people firing synchronously would be impossible, I guess.”


      Volf furrowed his brow. “It might work, but I’m not sure. Our bow knights are pretty good at rapid fire...” A Scarlet Armor charged into battle, while a bow knight would generally stay in the rear; the bow knight would likely not be able to observe the battle up close.


      Dahlia changed the subject. “So? How about a name?”


      “Hm. Do you have any ideas?”


      “‘Magical Wire Blade’ or ‘Haste Sword’ wouldn’t do, would they?”


      A pained groan came from Volf. “Those names certainly showcase how sensible you are...”


      Dahlia wished he wouldn’t look at her with such pity. A magical sword was a magical tool, and a magical tool’s name should be descriptive. Everybody knew exactly what a hot water dispenser or a waterproof cloth would do. But noooo, her suggestions weren’t romantic enough for Volf, of course. “You should give them a name you like. Something romantic.”


      “Since they’re so speedy, let’s go with ‘Galeforce Blades’!” Under Volf’s contented smile lay the toppled firewood. “The Magical Log Splitter” felt more fitting, but she decided not to suggest it to Volf.


      [image: ]


      “I have come today to make a personal request for a magical tool.”


      Visiting the room in the Merchants’ Guild that the Rossetti Trading Company called their office was an unusual guest: Jean, Chief of Monster Nursery Operations at the Adventurers’ Guild. Sitting across from Dahlia, he had on a relaxed tan suit that complemented his brawny frame. He had looked to be on the verge of collapsing the last time they’d met at the Adventurers’ guildhall, so his rosy complexion and healthy, shiny chestnut hair were a relief to see.


      “Thank you for coming to us with your request. What sort of magical tool are you looking for?” Dahlia asked.


      “I would like to have a unicorn necklace made. My second wife is with child, and her case of morning sickness is particularly bad. She already carries a whole unicorn horn with her, but I’m hoping for something a little more portable, hence the necklace. I was hoping to have it made as designed in these documents.”


      “Congratulations to you and your family. May I please take a look?”


      What joyous news—not only had Jean been able to reconcile with his wife, but they would now be having a child too. Dahlia examined the specifications, which broadly outlined his requirements: a necklace with an oval unicorn horn pendant about three centimeters long, a shiny metal chain, and a rough budget too. At the bottom was a beautiful signature that read “Oswald Zola.” Dahlia continued, “I see that Professor Oswald has penned the specifications. Are you not planning to put in the order with him?”


      “Professor Oswald actually recommended that I come to you with this request, as he said, erm, you may be able to produce a feminine design,” he said, more quietly than before.


      Dahlia nodded. “Very well, I accept your commission. Mr. Jean, do you have any specific requests for the design? For example, you could have a gemstone on the chain or a simple shape for the pendant.”


      “In that case, could you put a small orange gemstone on the chain and make the pendant in the shape of a flower?”


      “Yes, how about a sunstone?” Sunstones were technically the same mineral as moonstones. Their translucent orange color and ease of handling made them a popular choice as decorations on magical tools.


      “That would be perfect.”


      “And as for the flower, is there any flower you have in mind? Say, rose, lily, marguerite, daisy, daffodil, for example.”


      “Lily of the valley, please. That’s, um, what I gave my second wife when I proposed to her.” Jean had a sheepish smile as he cast his tawny eyes downwards.


      “Here are the materials. I hope they are usable,” he continued. He took out a magically sealed box containing three white unicorn horns that rolled around, despite having been wrapped with cloth. One of them had a crack down the side. “I’ve had these for quite a long time now, so if they are too old, I could also hunt for new ones.”


      “No, these will do fine.” Though Dahlia had initially been shocked to see him treat them so carelessly, she realized that he did care about the quality of the horns—rare materials that Jean apparently didn’t have any difficulty acquiring, but perhaps that was only because he was a former elite adventurer. “Were these all from unicorns that you slew, Mr. Jean?”


      “Some of them were shed. Unicorns are rather docile until their horns grow back, you see.”


      “How long does it take for a unicorn to regrow one?”


      “I believe it differs from specimen to specimen, but I reckon it usually takes about three weeks. They seem to hide away in their territory so they can force all their magic into growing their new horn.”


      “Wow, I never knew that...” The bestiary had only said that “a unicorn can survive without its horn”; if all it took them was three weeks to regrow it, then one could potentially harvest multiple horns from a single unicorn.


      “You wouldn’t see them in the capital if not for the castle. I believe it won’t be long until you see one for yourself, Miss Dahlia.”


      “They have unicorns at the castle?” That was news to her as well. She could only assume that they kept them in cages.


      “The orders keep unicorns and pegasi, and also wyverns for dragoons—and of course, those are reserved for knights trained to ride them. However, the beasts are often brought out for ceremonies, so you may have a chance to see them when they confer your barony upon you.”


      Dahlia had heard they paraded unicorns and pegasi around, flying them in air demonstrations. But just thinking about how she would be in the ceremony made her stomach churn, despite the exciting prospect of seeing these mythical beasts in person; she’d love to observe them up close if possible. It was surprising that the knights mounted these monsters, however, and she decided that the next time she saw Volf, she would ask him how they kept the unicorns and pegasi.


      “Anyway, thank you very much for taking on the necklace. I understand that I came by without any sort of notice, so I ask that you not go out of the way for it.”


      “Not a problem at all, Mr. Jean. I shall notify you as soon as it is completed.”
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