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    Summer Fete and Kraken Tape


    The moon gave way to stars that blanketed the summer night sky. Nightfall brought a gentle breeze, blowing away the thick, humid air of the day. On the rooftop deck of the ivy-twined Green Tower, Dahlia and her friends set their gazes on the royal castle where it towered above the city. The backdrop was inkier and the twinkling dots more plentiful than on Earth. Of course, the fact that she was able to make that comparison meant that she had been reincarnated in this world.


    As a magical toolmaker by trade, Dahlia Rossetti crafted tools for the common person’s everyday life. To her right, staring silently at the stars, was Volfred Scalfarotto, the fourth son of an earl. The difference in social status between them should have meant that the two would have nothing to do with each other, yet, by way of a tangled web of coincidences, Dahlia and Volf had become good friends. His black hair and golden eyes, paired with that stunningly handsome face of his, were a curse and not a blessing.


    “Is it almost here?” To Dahlia’s left, the red-haired Irma Nuvolari was shifting around in her seat, looking up in anticipation—though it was hard to tell just how excited she was under the darkness of night.


    “That’s the third time you’ve asked, hon. Why don’t you just sit back and relax for a bit?” Marcella said, lovingly chiding his wife.


    The four of them sat on a sheet of waterproof cloth at the top of the tower, bringing them just a little closer to the night sky. On the low table in front of them was an extravagance of food and ale that sat untouched thus far as the friends were too busy waiting and watching.


    After all, it was the Kingdom of Ordine’s summer festival today. Years here were split evenly into twelve months of thirty days, while the yearly summer and winter celebrations were each one day long and sat outside of the calendar. Though summer festivals they both were, the ones in Ordine lacked the portable shrines and dancing that were popular in Japan. Instead, the elites of the royal capital visited the temples to pray for bountiful autumn harvests while the hoi polloi took leave from work to celebrate or visit home. Folks in the capital treated themselves to nicer meals, went shopping, and made the rounds of all the food stalls that cropped up.


    Speaking of which, peak season for stalls and other establishments was none other than right now. Dahlia and Irma, too, had gone out shopping and bought two long-sleeved tops in preparation for fall. Retailers aside, people tended to alternate with their coworkers to string together two or three days of vacation before or after the yearly festivals. Even as the chairwoman of her own company and the owner of her own salon, respectively, Dahlia and Irma both took off the days flanking the festival. Soldiers had to alternate days off as well, meaning that the knight Volf and the courier Marcella had worked until this very evening.


    On the day of the summer fete, many looked excitedly towards the skies above the castle. Some watched from shops, some brought chairs onto the street, and some sat on rooftops, but everyone was waiting for the same thing—the firework display organized by the castle. Dahlia was no stranger to such things, as they had existed in her past life too. However, what was different here was that the fireworks were the products not of pyrotechnics but of pyromancy.


    Compared to the world she had once lived in, this one might have seemed fantastical, but the idea of magic was entirely mundane here. In fact, almost everybody carried at least some magic inside them. There were those who controlled their power as mages but also those like Dahlia who used it to create magical tools.


    Like people, certain creatures in this world carried magic, and they were dubbed monsters. There were slimes, horned rabbits, goblins, sea serpents, minotaurs, and dragons, to name a few. Not only that, but monsters also evolved and adapted to their environment or locale. For the people in this world, this was reality and monsters were real threats. When their habitats overlapped with settled country, monsters destroyed farmland, crops, livestock, and even human lives. And once they got large enough in size or number, they brought disaster. Protecting the people against that danger and slaying monsters were the Order of Beast Hunters, and it was to that very order that Volf belonged.


    “Any time now.” As if right on Volf’s cue, a volley of red lights soared into the sky. The Green Tower sat a distance from the castle, so the fireworks appeared modest in scale to their eyes. Despite that, the red covered the sky and overpowered any star.


    The mages must have been extraordinarily powerful to launch their fire magic so high up in the sky. Reds of all sorts—deep crimsons, bright reds, vermilions, oranges, terra-cottas—continued to glow before blues and greens—sky, wisteria, dayflower, verdure, and forest—joined the mix. Dahlia couldn’t help but wonder about the technique that went into producing all those different colors. Finally, one sphere each of red, blue, and green raced into the sky, all larger and brighter than the explosions that had come before. Each sphere split into six smaller spheres with twin trails.


    Dahlia couldn’t take her eyes off of the gorgeous chrysanthemum-shaped bloom, though she had to fill in the booms in her mind, as these fireworks contained no gunpowder. After a short pause, lines of red light resembling a dragon—likely a fire dragon—streaked across the sky.
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    “That’s the handiwork of advanced mages from the Mages’ Corps; I saw them practicing in the castle the other day,” Volf whispered.


    It was hard to believe that that great dragon had been painted with fire magic. Dahlia reasoned it must have been a lot prettier seen from the castle or from the Central District; here at the tower in the West District, the image appeared a little askew. The dragon in the sky was nevertheless awesome, and cheers roared out around the neighborhood.


    When the red dragon dissipated, a moment of silence fell upon the party. The four of them sat upright as they waited intently. After a longer pause, a ball of white light rose into the sky higher and higher still—enough to have made Dahlia wonder if it would ever stop. It lit up their world in a pure white like a fireball from a meteor. As another wave of cheering erupted, Dahlia squinted and shielded her eyes; it became hard to tell the nighttime from the day.


    The one capable of creating what seemed to be another sun was none other than the king of Ordine, who commanded the most magical power of any of his royal line. It was most likely a display of fire magic as well, and Dahlia had to wonder what temperature that white-hot fireball must be. The king’s immense power could easily be mistaken for the stuff of tales and legends, and it was a source of awe for his subjects. Conversely, it was a source of dread for the kingdom’s neighbor. Powerful mages numbered more in Ordine than anywhere else as well. It was easy to understand the guarded stance of the neighboring kingdom, although Ordine had never once attacked or invaded a foreign power in its history. As an aside, legends had it that the founder of the kingdom had leveled mountains and monsters to establish the capital city—something that sounded entirely plausible to Dahlia, having seen the man-made miniature sun. Perhaps their power was in their blue blood.


    “Every year, I’m reminded of the fact that it really is a sun,” commented Marcella.


    “Our king sure is something else!” his wife replied.


    Dahlia nodded along as she lit a magical lantern. That ball of white light was bright enough to hurt one’s eyes, and after it was extinguished, the darkness seemed even more profound than before.


    She had never met the king, but he was said to have blond hair that shone like the sun and eyes that were dark as night. Other than that, she had no clue as to how he looked. The king’s reign had met with overwhelming public approval, and his subjects would hang portraits of their ruler in their homes. His hair and eye color and handsomeness remained constant, but there was much artistic liberty taken otherwise—the work of cunning merchants, Dahlia reckoned.




    “A toast! To the Kingdom of Ordine!”


    “Cheers!”


    It was finally time for the main event: gorging themselves on food and drink. There were dark ales, wheat beers, and crespelle purchased from a food stall—crespelle being slightly thicker crepes, filled with various ingredients and sauces, and wrapped up into a brick. They were readily available at many stalls; Dahlia and Volf had gone out together for crespelle before. There were three flavors today: minced pork and veggies, ham and cheese, and seafood. This year they were filled to bursting and very substantial.


    “Let me start reheating these too.” Dahlia began grilling spiedini. On skewers were chicken thigh and breast, obviously, but also heart, gizzard, cartilage, and skin—the last of these being Marcella’s favorite. The accompaniments were just as important, and she had prepared two: one a condiment of salt, garlic, and scallions and the other a reduction of fish sauce, rice wine, and honey to be used as a glaze.


    All the fats and sauces meant lots of smoke. It’d make for a terrific scent outdoors but a terrible odor indoors. With the compact magical stove, though, she could grill whether she was up on the rooftop or out in the yard without having to worry about any lingering smells. Even if she was the one who invented it, she relished how handy it was in a situation like this.


    “Those almost done yet, Dahlia? Maybe I could lend you a hand with somethin’?”


    “Marcella, dear, why don’t you just sit back and relax?” Then Irma effectively repeated his words. “But is there anything we can help with?”


    Dahlia giggled at the married couple’s exchange. “Don’t worry, it won’t be long; sit and chat with each other.”


    Volf turned his attention to the grill too. “Is that cartilage there, Dahlia?”


    “That’s right. Is it a favorite of yours?” She would have never guessed that a noble like him would have a taste for offal, but perhaps it was something served at his local haunt.


    “My favorite’s still gotta be chicken thigh, but I really enjoy the crunch of cartilage. I had it with Marcella the last time we went out together.”


    “We hopped from stall to stall before landing at a dive bar,” Marcella added.


    “Yeah, I felt like I had every single bottle of liquor under the sun that night.”


    “Were they any good?” she asked.


    Volf furrowed his brows and stared off into the distance. “Sure, but some were just strange. It was kinda hard to put my finger on exactly what flavor they were...” What could it possibly be? Was it something that was too lowbrow for his noble palate or was it something truly exotic?


    For the answer, Dahlia looked to Marcella, who replied, “Boy probably had jungle juice. Never know what you’re gonna get!” That would certainly make for a chance encounter—and one she could stand to avoid.


    “There was a sealed bottle too, that dark-gray zinger of a drink—what’s it called again?”


    “Boozer’s Bane—that shit ain’t for sippin’; it’s only to get you absolutely trashed,” Marcella answered.


    “The first thing Marcella did when he got home was to ask me for medicine, and he’s someone that never gets hungover.”


    It sounded like quite the peculiar drink, one that Dahlia could stand to avoid as well, but she was glad that the two guys had been able to go on a bit of a bender downtown. Maybe she would’ve had the chance to drink with them like that were she a man; their easygoing smiles brought her a slight pang of envy. Dahlia took a swig of her wheat beer as she flipped the skewers.


    The conversation turned back to the topic of fireworks. “Are those all launched by mages? Do you guys have a lot of fire mages at the castle?” asked Marcella.


    “I’d say so, yeah. We’ve got advanced mages who can combine magic as well as knights who wield magic.”


    “Still, the most powerful of them all must be the king, right? What grade is his magic, I wonder?” said Irma.


    “When I was in school, the highest anyone had was seventeen. The king must be at least twenty, but that’s just my speculation,” Dahlia said.


    In high school, people generally aimed to become mages if they had over grade nine magic or advanced mages with thirteen. The minimum to enroll in school for magical toolmaking was four, leading to the idea that the profession was for people who couldn’t make it as mages. However, having more magic did not necessarily make someone a better toolmaker. After having recently gone up one grade, Dahlia found it harder to control her magic than before; affixing kraken tape had become a trickier task. Kraken tape was used for packaging and required very little magic to activate. In fact, using too much magic would cause it to melt and cling to the user’s fingers.


    “I bet the king couldn’t handle kraken tape...” Dahlia muttered.


    Volf and Marcella laughed along with her, while Irma was recovering from choking on her drink. “What’s that about kraken tape all of a sudden? I pray that you don’t still have slimes living here.”


    “Not right now, I don’t.” Dahlia’s straight answer elicited a death glare from Irma, who could not deal with slimes. She nearly blacked out when she saw slimes hanging up to dry in and around the tower, even though they were docile creatures with attractive, translucent bodies of jelly that moved quite slowly. “Anyway, having magic isn’t the be-all and end-all of everything. There are people who have magic but don’t use it.”


    “Besides, having that much magic would put me at a loss for what to do with it.”


    “Making magic crystals? Or perhaps emergency lighting during a disaster?”


    “Just make sure you don’t disrespect the king like that in front of others.”


    While they shot the breeze, the spiedini became ready. They all grabbed the skewers they wanted and began digging in as they watched the nightscape. Dahlia’s first pick was thigh with the sweet sauce—the sugars gave the meat a great char. It wasn’t the most polite way to eat it, but she bit into the top piece and tore it off of her skewer. The chicken was juicy and smoky and absolutely delicious. As she silently tooted her own horn on a job well done, she watched Volf, with his eyes shut tight, savor a bite topped with the salt and alliums. The cartilage and gizzard skewers were done as well, and she gently placed them on his plate so as not to take him out of the moment.


    “Nothing beats Dahlia’s spiedini with the salt spread paired with a dark ale!” Marcella voiced his pleasure as he devoured a skewer of grilled chicken skin and a mug of beer, and his praises tickled Dahlia.


    “What are you talking about, Marcella? It’s obvious that her skewers are best with the sweet sauce! Have it with the wheat beer and you’ve got the quintessence of summer right in your hands!” Irma fired back.


    “That’s brilliant too, but I like mine!”


    The Nuvolaris continued to discuss the pros and cons of each combination of meat and condiment and drink with all seriousness. Dahlia didn’t see the point in arguing as they could simply just try out the different combinations themselves, but she let them be as she realized that the couple had fun bickering. She grabbed a bottle each of the white and the dark and quietly topped up their glasses.


    Volf began grilling another round of the skewers. “Here, Dahlia, let me handle the stove. The chef’s gotta eat too.”


    Dahlia sat beside him, appreciative of his offer. “How about you, Volf? What’s your combo of choice?” She figured that she would make a mental note and get more of his favorite for the next time they did this.


    He thought long and hard before breaking into a big smile. “Skewers and beer!”


    She empathized with and chuckled at his open-ended answer. He had a point—it was all good.


    “Ack, it’s burning!”


    The heat might have been turned too high or he might have put too much of the glaze on, and so the skewers were getting a little color on them. But it was nothing to worry about and she assured him, “You’re fine. The char is what makes it yummy.”


    The panic on his face subsided and turned into a smile. “Sorry,” he said as he placed two skewers on her plate. The chicken with the wheat beer was, for whatever reason, more delicious than when she grilled her own. In the end, the four friends managed to hide a surprising amount of the drink and food in their stomachs.




    “Darling, I can’t!”


    “Aw, boy...”


    As the couple were about to go home, Irma, having eaten or drunk too much, found herself unable to descend the stairs to the ground floor. Marcella moaned as though he were frustrated with her, but in reality, he had a grin on his face as he swept her into his arms and carried her down. Dahlia offered to fetch a carriage for them, but the couple refused, saying that they didn’t have too much to lug to the station.


    After seeing them off, Dahlia and Volf returned to the rooftop of the tower. He handily rolled up the waterproof cloth, showing his familiarity with the action. After he carried the table back down, the brief cleanup process was complete.


    As Dahlia was wrapping up all the leftover crespelle into one paper package, she tried desperately to recall how she had spent last year’s summer festival. The only thing she could remember was the color of the bouquet she’d brought to her father’s grave, as it hadn’t been long since he passed. Try as she might, though, she couldn’t recall the festivities, fireworks, food, or anything else.


    Volf’s sudden voice startled her. “Would be nice to drink together like this again next year.”


    “Shall I put you down for a reservation, then?”


    “If I may.” Volf bowed very politely, and Dahlia returned the gesture.


    She looked back up at him and they both lost their composure, giggling at the random bout of formality. “Want to continue the festivities with another drink?”


    “How can I say no?”


    Under the starry skies, Dahlia wondered if she could really keep that promise. This time next year, Volf could be called away on an expedition or have some other urgent matter pop up. Not to mention his family would be promoted to marquis by then, and that might complicate things too.


    In spite of all of her worries, she knew one thing to be true: there would be no forgetting the treasured memories of this year’s celebrations.

  

  
    The Magical Toolmaking Teacher


    One sunny afternoon, Dahlia, along with her employee Ivano, visited the home of Oswald Zola, baron, chairman, and now her mentor in magical toolmaking. In the nobles’ quarter near the Central District was his estate, a large plot of land with a predominantly white mansion and a beautiful lush lawn enclosed by a gray half wall. Once the guests were welcomed in, it became obvious that the interior had been built and furnished with only the finest materials. If anything, it unsettled Dahlia every time she trod on the floor with her outdoor shoes. Oswald had his toolmaking facility in a separate building connected to his home. Before leading to the studio, the hallway connected the main residence to a break room, which featured a large, ornate table, several chairs, and a big sofa that seemed perfect for a power nap.


    “Thank you very much for giving me your time today, Mr. Oswald.” After Dahlia and Ivano offered their greetings, the silver-haired middle-aged man and the raven-haired young woman—today’s teacher Oswald and his third wife Ermelinda, respectively—smiled and greeted the Rossetti party in return.


    Whenever Dahlia took private lessons from Oswald, there would be people waiting on them nearby; Dahlia was a young single woman, after all. Today, Ivano and Ermelinda would be waiting in the break room for the two toolmakers. Ivano had brought some work along with him, but Dahlia couldn’t help but feel guilty for dragging him along. It would be preferable to hire a new employee and have them chaperone her, she thought.


    “No time like the present; let us get to the lesson straightaway. Today, I shall have you experiment with sea serpent lung,” Oswald explained. That caught her attention. It was quite the rare material and one that she had never dealt with before, making it a very exciting proposition. “Mr. Mercadante, I shall be activating my anti-eavesdropping device. If you suspect that something unexpected is happening, feel free to open the door at any time.”


    “Much obliged,” Ivano responded. “Chairwoman, please be careful with your experiments.” She nodded.


    It was only a short while ago that Dahlia had injured herself in her attempt to craft the sköll bracelet. After that, Oswald had warned her that enchanting with sköll was a potentially lethal process. Volf and Ivano had been shaken to the core to hear it and had worried immensely for her. Though Dahlia had promised to be more careful in the future, it seemed it hadn’t been enough to fully persuade Ivano—yet another thing she felt sorry for.


    She reminded herself to experiment with caution before getting up from her seat to follow Oswald into the room next door. His workshop was incredibly spacious as well, with likely ten times as much floor space as hers in the tower. The ground was tiled in light gray slabs of marble while the walls were an impeccable glossy white. The refined furnishings and fixtures were all black accented with silver. Covering two of the walls were black shelves that reached from floor to ceiling, which were filled with all sorts of books, magically sealed boxes, and cases made from glass and various metals. The containers likely housed tools and materials, as Dahlia could feel waves of magical energy hit her just by being close to them. Another wall had large windows showing the turf and planters with scarlet sage in full bloom. The flowers jostled in the light breeze, reminding Dahlia of her first visit here.
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    The first time Dahlia had entered Oswald’s studio was some time before her big presentation at the castle. She had been terrified stepping foot into such a fancy workshop. Though her father Carlo had mentored her in magical toolmaking, there was much about the dangers and the handling of rare materials that he had not had the chance to teach her. Concerned, Oswald had agreed to undertake those responsibilities. A master toolmaker would never pass on their advanced techniques and expertise to anyone other than their own disciples or family members, making Oswald and Dahlia’s agreement rather extraordinary.


    As she sat nervously in her seat, she noticed the budding scarlet sage through the glass windows.


    “I planted those for my son, but they don’t seem to get picked much any more,” commented Oswald.


    “Did he pick them to suck out the nectar?”


    “Yes, my elder son used to love it, hence why I planted so much of it—so much, in fact, I got chewed out by Caterina when she learned.”


    The same flowers had grown in the tower’s yard when Dahlia was young, and she reminisced about their flavor. She thought of how sweet it was that Oswald and his son would taste the nectar together. “Did you do the same when you were a child, Mr. Oswald?”


    “Actually, I didn’t learn to do so until Carlo showed me how. I remember the occasion—we were still in school and went harvesting materials. He recommended going for scarlet sage, honeysuckle, and milk vetch.”


    “So it was my father...” She had been wondering how a nobleman like Oswald had learned something so uncouth, and to think he would pass it onto his son as well. She stared out the window at the long row of sage flowers.


    “Did your father show you how to do it as well?”


    She snapped back to attention. “Oh. Yes, he did.”


    “The milk vetch is my personal favorite. I have jars of its honey, but I must say, it is hardly as charming as tasting the nectar fresh like I used to do as a young man.”


    Dahlia couldn’t help but let out a giggle at how he casually dropped that comment. And just like that, her nervousness had vanished elsewhere before she knew it.


    “Now then, shall we begin?” he asked as they took their seats at the table, facing each other. “May I inquire as to how you addressed Carlo in the workshop?”


    “I called him ‘father’ as I usually did, though his other apprentice called him ‘master.’” The moment she mentioned the other apprentice, it prickled her as memories of the past ran through her mind, like bare skin brushing against briar. Dahlia shook the thoughts away. “Um, would it be okay to address you with ‘professor’ while we are here?” She was in no way Oswald’s apprentice, but it seemed too impolite to call him by his first name while she was under his instruction.


    “‘Professor,’ you say? Why, that’s quite novel to me.” His silver eyes narrowed as the corners of his mouth curved gracefully upward.


    “Please feel free to treat me with as much respect as you would have for the worst kind of student.”


    “Allow me to think of you as a model student, then. However, I should put it out there that my teaching style seems to be problematic—I have lost more than a couple of apprentices in my time—so I implore you to speak up if I rub you the wrong way,” he said. That did not come as a surprise to Dahlia, given the overwhelming number of flash cards he had prepared for her last time. She could see that Oswald had likely expected too much of his apprentices. “First and foremost, you will need this.”


    “Thank you very much.” Dahlia opened the silvery sealed box to find a thick book bound in red leather studded with a beautiful red gemstone and finely inscribed with a spell circle on the front cover. In the center was studded a beautiful red gemstone. “Oh, this is a spellbook!”


    “As of right now, it is but a blank book. Bind it to your own blood so that it can be opened by you and only you. If anyone else tries to force it open, the fire magic affixed to it will ensure it is reduced to ashes.”


    “Whoa...” The wondrous inner workings made her heart skip a beat. She had heard about books enchanted with fire magic, but this was the first time she’d had the chance to see one with her own eyes. Dahlia could not keep her hands or eyes off it, and she proceeded to flip through the pages and examine the back cover as well.


    “You seem to be brimming with curiosity. Perhaps you do not have one of your own?”


    “That’s correct. It is my first time seeing one in person.” Dahlia borrowed a silver needle to prick the tip of her left pinky—it stung, although it could hardly be called painful. After a droplet of her blood made its way onto the red jewel, she applied her magic to spread it evenly and waited for it to permeate. Before long, the spell circle flashed red a single time and then slowly faded from the cover.


    “It looks like it has finished bonding to you. Very good. Now, write down some things you would like to learn,” instructed Oswald. “Oh, and might I ask how you keep your written ideas and designs currently?”


    “I jot them down on loose paper or in my notebook, then store them in my leather briefcase.”


    “Is your briefcase some sort of magical tool? How about for long-term storage?”


    “No, it is a simple, ordinary case. After I am done with my notes, I file them away in a bookshelf in my workshop,” she explained. Oswald cocked an eyebrow; Dahlia must’ve said something wrong, but she couldn’t see what it was.


    “Your security seems somewhat lax. I recommend using a strongbox exclusively for your sensitive documents. And if I may ask, how did Carlo do it?”


    “Erm...” She hesitated for a moment. “He would bundle them up and place them on his workbench. Once he accumulated some more, he would then stow them in a crate by his feet.” Carlo hadn’t been a particularly tidy person; not only would he use crafting materials as paperweights, he would clutter up the desktop as well. Once it got too messy, Dahlia would simply throw his papers in the crate—though she couldn’t possibly bear to tell Oswald that.


    “I see that both you and Carlo keep only the most trusted people around you...” He sounded more flabbergasted than shocked at the revelation. Dahlia realized that she was nowhere near as prudent about confidentiality in this life. There had only been three people who frequented their workspace—Carlo, Tobias, and herself—and the visitors who had come by were longtime business partners of her father’s. The ongoing peace that she enjoyed meant that she had never felt the need to protect herself. “The larger your company becomes, the more you ought to scrutinize the intentions of your callers and be mindful of the risk of intruders. I recommend that you shore up your security for your own well-being and for the safety of your products.”


    “Thank you very much for your advice. I will be sure to look into it.” Her first lesson had become one not in magical toolmaking but one in security.


    Oswald’s silvery gaze shifted to her left hand. “Is that ring of yours a magical tool?”


    “Yes, it has an antidotal enchantment.” The golden band around her finger was the one Volf had given her to prevent poisoning. Dahlia had been eating out more often, and so she usually had the ring on these days.


    “Hm. That isn’t quite sufficient.” He went to one of the shelves along the walls, then brought over a small silver sealed box. Inside was a thinnish gold bangle with a very expensive-looking glint. It was obvious even at a glance that it was a fine piece of work. “Here, for your protection. It has been worn previously, but that should make it no less effective. It completely nullifies poisoning, confusion, petrification, soporifics, anesthetics, and even aphrodisiacs. As a chairwoman, you ought to have this level of protection.”


    “Do I really need that much, though?”


    “Oh, very much so. Dining with the nobility always poses some risk. You could slowly introduce poisons to your system to build up a tolerance or have a countermeasure like this. Know that some nobles will go to extreme lengths to benefit their own clans and others take delight in deception. A spring lamb becomes a feast for the wolves that prey.”


    Sixteen was the age of majority in this world, and by that count, Dahlia had already been an adult for a few years. Despite that, she had just been referred to as a spring lamb. The truth about the nobility was terrifying. She wasn’t proud of her naivete, but at least she had experience with personal protection and security in her previous life that she would now apply to the present one.


    “Remember,” Oswald continued, “other forms of danger may lurk, so be sure to be on your guard when dealing with nobles.”


    “I will. Thank you for so generously lending me the bangle.” As Dahlia took hold of it, she felt powerful waves of magical energy emanating from within, prompting her to inspect it. On the outside, it was a simple gold bangle. However, inlaid on the inner surface were what appeared to be small white, black, red, and green stones. “What materials were used to make this?”


    “The bangle itself is made of hardened gold. On the inside, the white piece is unicorn horn, black is bicorn horn, red is fire dragon scale, and green is forest serpent heart.”


    “That’s amazing!” It was chock-full of rare materials. She could see the exceptionally fine magical circuit coursing throughout the bangle. But the more she looked at it, the more she worried. “Um, if you don’t mind me asking, could you please tell me how much this costs?”


    “Back then, the materials ran for fifteen gold pieces or thereabouts, I believe. I shall lend this to you until you can craft one of your own.”


    He spoke as though it were a matter of no consequence, but even the base price was enough to make her worry, especially given that she was only borrowing the bangle. However, judging by the technique, the value with labor included must have been at least three times as much. The thought of damaging the piece made it daunting to put on. “This is far too valuable—”


    “As I said, this is a used item, so worry not about the money. Forgive me for not warning you earlier, but you will need this as a magical toolmaker, as you will be handling some of the more unusual monster parts. Simply interacting with certain materials can cause confusion or cause you to faint, and that would trouble me as well.” Oswald made a very good point; she would inconvenience him if she were to succumb to any ailments.


    “How long will it take before I am able to craft a piece like this?”


    “At this rate, I would say at least one year. I look forward to seeing your endeavors.”


    “I’ll work hard in order to return it as soon as I can.” His bright smile did little to ease the pressure on her, and perhaps his previous apprentices couldn’t bear it either. There was one more thing weighing on her mind. “Um, if I have the bangle, does that mean I won’t need the ring anymore?”


    “It replaces the ring, yes. But if it bothers you that the bangle has previously been worn by someone else, I can always make you a new one.”


    “Oh, no! It’s nothing like that!” Dahlia now knew better than to inquire any further; it might have been something left behind by one of Oswald’s apprentices. She quietly cast her gaze to the ground.


    But contrary to her expectations, Oswald wore a smile, as though he understood her feelings. “I appreciate your tact, but it is nothing that needs tiptoeing around. The bangle was a gift for a lady who I used to see. When we separated, she returned it to me.”


    It was totally something that needed tiptoeing around. Dahlia felt that he didn’t owe her such a thorough explanation either, and now she didn’t know how to react. The rumors of Oswald’s wide experience with romance seemed to be true. At the very least, he had three wives, so he was accomplished in that aspect. Dahlia racked her brains for what to say, but she didn’t need to—he continued nonchalantly.


    “Sentimental value aside, the bangle is only a tool,” Oswald said. “I should like to get into the topic of rare materials, but is there anything in particular you would like to learn about?”


    If he was offering, she was buying. “I’d like to learn more about sköll, if that’s okay.” Dahlia replied with the monster she’d like to learn about the most—the one with which she’d enchanted Volf’s bracelet. The sköll was a lupine monster with a pitch-black torso and gold or silver eyes. It flew through the air, feeding on avians, obviously, but also cockatrices, unicorns, pegasi, and other airborne monsters. Needless to say, Dahlia had never encountered one in the flesh, save for its fangs.


    “At first glance, the sköll may look like a wolf, but it is actually a flying monster. It possesses powerful air magic and sonic attacks, making it a particularly difficult foe.”


    “Sonic attacks?”


    “It may not be written in any bestiaries, but the howl of a sköll causes intimidation and confusion, said an adventurer who had battled one.”


    It was shocking that it was an adventurer who had fought against a sköll, not a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters. Were they a dragoon? Or did they ride another creature into battle? Did they fly around with air magic? Or did they perhaps shoot the sköll down with spells? Dahlia was full of questions.


    “The fang of a sköll grants resistance to air magic and sonic attacks, while its hide provides physical defense, and the heart can be used to impart magic resistance. Its claws can be used to strengthen weapons. All parts of the sköll are difficult to obtain and, if available, are very costly as well.” From a magically sealed box, Oswald produced a sköll fang that sparkled a brilliant silver. Frankly, it looked less like a fang and more like the centerpiece of an article of expensive jewelry. He continued, “The only sköll parts I have in stock are fangs. Enchanting with a piece this large would require at least grade nine magic but preferably ten.”


    Dahlia felt trickles of sweat drip down her temple. The piece Oswald was showing her was slightly smaller than the one she had used to craft Volf’s bracelet, which really drove home just how much danger she had been in. She was beyond grateful to have come out of that experiment relatively unscathed.


    “Once the enchantment is underway, the sköll fang will not release its grip on one’s magic, which often causes the craftsperson to feel unwell. Be sure to have someone in the same room when working with sköll fangs. Working with parts from the males of the species will drain more magic. Furthermore, if the individual sköll has any peculiarities or mutations, it will require vastly more magic, so be sure of the animals from which any parts were sourced. If you are unsure, have an adept advanced mage appraise or analyze the parts. It may cost money, but it is better to be a little poorer than dead.”


    “How adept should the mage be?” she asked.


    “Fifteen is a good bet, but even better is a mage who’s off the charts. That would mean those from marquis or duke families, or perhaps even from the royal family,” suggested Oswald. The tip of Dahlia’s pen froze in the midst of taking notes in the spellbook. How in the heavens would she ask anyone in those positions? He continued, “If you require someone to appraise or analyze parts for you, try asking Sir Volfred for an introduction to his elder brother.”


    “His brother?”


    “Yes, Lord Guido Scalfarotto. He is a company leader within the Mages’ Corps. There are many advanced mages in his team, so it may be a good idea to ask him for advice.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Dahlia replied, but she couldn’t imagine anything she could ask his help for—she was only a friend of his brother’s, and a commoner at that.


    “I am sure Sir Volfred would already know this, but enchantments with sköll give powerful air magic, even when the user does not possess much magic of their own. A bit of a bronco, so they say.”


    Dahlia chuckled. What, so is it a wolf or is it a horse? But after her time (and injuries) with the sköll bracelet, she understood full well how hard it was to control.


    “With sköll-enchanted items, I recommend blood bonding them to someone who can fully control their power, a knight who has very little magic, or someone who cannot express magic externally. Make sure you know for whom you are crafting the item and whether you really want to market it.”


    “Right. I have no plans of selling anything like that.”


    “A wise decision. It is impossible to know for certain how someone would use a tool like that. As much as it is possible for a knight to use it for mobility on the battlefield and to defend a nation from monsters, it is just as possible for the likes of an assassin to use it to tear a nation apart.” Oswald’s soft tone sent a chill down Dahlia’s spine. As if he had already anticipated her reaction, he set his eyes of silver on her. “Think. Think of who you would and who you would not want to use the tools you create with your very hands.”


    “Yes, sir. I’ll be very careful.” Her ears ached from his words. There were far too many faults she found within herself upon reflection.




    “Miss Dahlia, may I ask, how much magic did you initially have and what grade you are at now?”


    “I started at grade eight, but I think I have a bit more now,” she responded to Oswald. Her magic was increasing in parallel with her skill at magical toolmaking.


    “In that case, let us first raise your magic to grade ten or thereabouts. It should help with the hands-on aspect of toolmaking too.”


    “Erm, you make it sound so simple.” Dahlia had thought that it would come naturally as she crafted and enchanted things. Neither her father nor her teachers in school had taught her that there were methods of enhancing one’s magic artificially.


    “It isn’t exactly a secret that there are ways to induce greater magical capacity. Rather, the techniques are not taught to students and minors because they may cause harm to bodies that are still developing. Having more magic than one’s body can handle causes hypermageia, you see.”


    The symptoms of hypermageia differed from person to person, but there had been cases of shortness of breath and even cardiac arrest. On rare occasions, it occurred in the children of noble families, but Dahlia hadn’t known until now that it was caused by attempts to enhance one’s magic.


    Oswald proceeded to explain. “But the process is rather straightforward, actually. Once one has finished growing, one can simply exhaust all one’s magic, replenish it with mana potions, then use more magic. Doing so tricks the body into believing that there is more in the magic reserves, and thus, capacity builds up over time. Ten to fifteen of these cycles should result in an increase of one grade.”


    It certainly sounded straightforward, but a single mana potion sold for two gold. Multiply that by ten to fifteen and it would be the equivalent of two to three hundred thousand yen from Dahlia’s perspective. Sure, it was feasible, but not without incurring a substantial cost along the way.


    “Nobles and wealthier merchant families use this technique to raise their children’s grade by one or two after puberty.”


    “Wow, I never knew...”


    “Generally, people can reach three grades above their base magic level this way, which is about as far as they would progress by using magic every day. Those who are adept at using magic might be able to attain four grades. In your case, eleven is a safe increase as it is three above eight, but twelve might be possible if you push your limits.”


    “Eleven, huh? I guess I won’t be able to surpass my father unless I force it.”


    “What? At what grade was Carlo before his passing?” Oswald had a puzzled look upon his face. He must’ve been very shaken, as Dahlia had never seen him behave this way before.


    “He was grade twelve.”


    “If I recall correctly, Carlo was grade seven in his school days.”


    “Huh?”


    “The body can be thought of as a vessel for magic. Using more magic than the body has in reserve results in damage more often than not. The same is true of using magical tools. But artificially increasing one’s magic by five grades would put one in peril. It would have been extremely reckless for Carlo to attempt to achieve grade twelve.”


    This was news to Dahlia. Had her father been so reckless without her knowledge? She had never seen him consume mana potions in their home, but perhaps he’d been young and dumb before he grew out of it. Maybe he had secretly raised his magic levels while she was still in school.


    She did remember that when Carlo had received some sköll fangs to prevent overheating in his large hot water dispensers, he’d mentioned that they required grade twelve magic. Had he pushed his limits because of the rare materials and the large magical tools? Had he seen it as a challenge for his skills as a toolmaker? Had he really gone so far out of curiosity? Whatever the case may have been, it wasn’t as though Dahlia had a chance to ask him anymore.


    “My father...” She hesitated for a moment. “I think he wanted to try using sköll to craft a large magical tool.”


    “He was simply curious? Well, that does sound awfully like Carlo. But challenging himself was no reason to leave you behind all alone in the world...”


    “I’ll say.” Dahlia felt sorry for herself, and so did Oswald. The text in her spellbook blurred, so she blinked away her tears. “So you’re saying that I could raise my magic level to eleven all by myself through draining my magic and drinking mana potions?” It was a very appealing prospect—the more magic she had, the more enchantments she could do.


    “Draining your magic may cause you to faint; this is not something to be done alone. Do you intend to make me regret teaching you?”


    His stern voice struck guilt into her. “No, professor. Sorry, sir.”


    Oswald shook his head and softly sighed. “No, I apologize as well. It was thoughtless of me to bring up Carlo again. That must have come as a complete shock to you.”
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