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    Castle Etiquette and the Lady of the Green Tower


    “When she is being escorted, the woman shall rest the fingers of her right hand upon the man’s left. However, if her escort is left-handed, then she shall take his right hand instead,” read a passage in the encyclopedic tome on proprieties.


    Her eyes glazed over as she recalled how complicated business etiquette had sometimes been in her past life as well, but as she had been born as a commoner in this life, this was a nuisance that she hadn’t quite anticipated.


    Dahlia Rossetti was her name in this world, and this was her second chance at life. She had found her calling as a maker of magical tools that made daily life easier. Her red hair and green eyes contrasted brilliantly with her meek and modest character, something she shared with her past self.


    “How goes it?” asked the young man sitting diagonally across from her at the coffee table in the living room. Volfred Scalfarotto was the fourth son of an earl, a royal knight, a member of the Order of Beast Hunters, and—perhaps most importantly of all—Dahlia’s good friend. His fair skin stood out against his jet-black hair, pairing handsomely with a sharp nose and a chiseled jawline. However, most striking were his eyes of gold; they completed an aesthetic that ought to have been the magnum opus of a great painter. But for him, the blessing of beauty was a curse in disguise.


    “Not very well, I’m afraid. There seems to be quite a bit of castle etiquette that isn’t covered here... How about you, Volf?”


    “This is tricky, all right. Like on this page, it says, ‘Before entering a room with someone higher in social status, the woman shall remove her hand from her escort’s. Then, they shall individually enter the room and offer their salutations.’ But what if you have no idea who’s inside the room? Not to mention, I very much doubt I’d remember that rule either,” he said, and then heaved a sigh. Defeated though he was, the pensive look on his face was no less evocative of a fine portrait.


    In her past life, Dahlia would have described her current home as a fantasy world, what with the magic toolmakers and monster hunters here; all that was missing were the magic carpet rides and the alchemical transmutation of lead into gold. For work, she crafted useful everyday items, not unlike the nifty gadgets and household appliances of her previous lifetime. As for Volf, he defended the kingdom’s subjects from the catastrophic force of nature that were monsters. But how had a craftswoman and a knight become entangled in the troubles of decorum?


    It had started with a trifling matter of wet socks. Volf made an off-the-cuff remark to Dahlia about how his boots trapped sweat and moisture and how it plagued him during expeditions, to which she quickly found a solution in enchanting a set of wicking toe socks and evaporating insoles. Dahlia had originally had them made for her late father, but he’d passed away before he could ever use them. Volf had a few extra sets, and so he shared them with his captain and fellow knights, garnering rave reviews. As far as Dahlia was concerned, just knowing that her inventions were making a positive difference was satisfaction enough.


    However, there were even more surprises in store. When the contract came in to supply the Order of Beast Hunters with socks and soles, Dahlia assumed they had mistakenly added extra zeros to their figures and hence sought the vice-guildmaster of the Merchants’ Guild for advice. It transpired that the order had made no mistake, and Dahlia’s overnight success necessitated a meeting with the heads of the Tailors’ Guild and the Adventurers’ Guild. In the end, they’d made plans for the construction of a new workshop to facilitate mass production of the toe socks and insoles.


    Thus, Dahlia needed to send her regards on behalf of the Rossetti Trading Company to the Order of Beast Hunters before production began. However, when she was more or less summoned to the castle by the order’s captain, she wasn’t given much of a choice but to visit in person.


    The castle was neither a place for commoners nor was it somewhere that the owner of a recently founded company would go directly for business meetings. Though her father had been a baron, Dahlia hadn’t grown up as a noble and thus knew nothing of their decorum. On the other hand, Volf was the son of an earl and also a guarantor of the company. It might seem obvious that he could simply teach her from experience, but nothing ever came that easily.


    Volf had lived in a villa separate from his family estate from about the age of ten. Soon after graduating from high school, he’d entered the Order of Beast Hunters. This meant that he knew the very basics of etiquette but was far from comfortable around it. Moreover, he had little opportunity to practice the formalities because his work didn’t involve tending to visiting dignitaries. Ultimately, all of these circumstances had led to the current predicament inside the ivy-twined tower where Dahlia and Volf were suffering through the dry manual of instruction.


    “I would’ve studied harder if I’d known I was gonna need it someday...” Volf groaned as he splayed across the table.


    “It’s almost as if we’re cramming the day before our finals.”


    “Just like we’re back in school, huh?”


    In the capital of Ordine, formal education consisted of elementary school and high school. Most children attended the former for the fundamentals, such as reading, writing, arithmetic, and basic history. High schools were akin to institutes of technology as they offered specific vocational training and applied research. Unlike in Japan, age was not a factor in the educational system here. However, the concepts of entrance examinations, advancement, and graduation were identical. Naturally, failure meant being unable to matriculate, advance a grade, or graduate, respectively.


    Right before exams, students’ cries lamenting their lack of preparation echoed through both elementary and high schools. It was predictably a whole different story afterward, as they reverted to their usual fun-loving selves.


    “Why is it so much easier to remember stuff about magical swords...?” Volf asked. He sighed once again.


    To say that he was a fanatic on the subject was a bit of an understatement. If there existed a fairy tale about a magical sword, no matter what nation it was from, Volf had all the words from the preface to the afterword memorized. He had failed twice to pull the undrawable sword from the stone in the castle and had burned his hand touching his captain’s magical sword (with permission, of course). Recently, Dahlia had even indulged him by conducting an experiment to create an enchanted sword. It’d be a wise bet to count on him being overjoyed when they were successful.


    “That’s, um, very much like you, Volf.”


    “Hey, magical swords and chivalric romance go hand in hand. And look who’s talking,” he said, jokingly defending himself. “You know everything there is to know about magical tools.”


    “Well, I suppose. I am a magical toolmaker, after all.” A professional had to be knowledgeable in her field, she reasoned. And Dahlia was indeed very inquisitive about any magical tool, new or old, and she loved discovering and trying ones she had yet to see.


    She’d always had a fondness for making things, even in her old life when she had worked at a company that produced household appliances. It was unfortunate, to say the least, that she was transferred to the customer satisfaction department to handle complaints. It was there that she’d overworked herself into her grave.


    But now that the appliances she made were magical, the possibilities were even greater than before. In this world, there were myriads of different materials from which to craft tools and innumerable sources of ingredients for enchantment. Metals, plants, and monster parts could be combined in different recipes and ratios for an endless variety of magical effects.


    However, for Dahlia, the grandest idea of all was that magical tools could improve the lives of ordinary people, just as the domestic appliances of her previous life had. She aimed to make life just a little easier and people just a little happier, and her inventions provided her the means. And if that wasn’t romanticism, then what was?


    Volf noticed Dahlia’s attention was no longer on the pages of the etiquette manual but had drifted to the books on magical tools that rested on her shelves. His golden eyes narrowed to crescents as he chuckled heartily. “That’s so like you too, Dahlia. Guess we’re just two peas in a pod.”


    And she knew he was right.
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    In a corner of the nobles’ quarter lay the Goddess’s Right Eye, a store specializing in magical tools. Its proprietor was a man named Oswald; it was he who had so kindly offered Dahlia lessons in proper castle etiquette. Dahlia arrived before the store closed for the day. Volf—who was by her side—had asked to come along, so she had sent him a letter when the appointment was scheduled. Behind the two of them was Ivano, who also wanted to introduce himself to Oswald as a guarantor of the Rossetti Trading Company. Fortunately, Oswald had scheduled this meeting for right before the end of the workday, meaning that Ivano was able to make the visit as well.


    Shockingly, Volf had chosen to wear his black dress uniform. He said he was determined to learn proper manners for the dealings between the company and his order, but his outfit was surely unsuitable for the sweltering summer sun. Dahlia felt quite guilty knowing that he would go this far for her company. Even Ivano worried about him, asking him about his attire.


    Two imposing pillars engraved with beautiful goddesses and flowers flanked the marble storefront, which was so polished that it reflected its surroundings. The Goddess’s Right Eye felt dauntingly upper crust, but Dahlia’s anxiety was no reason not to enter. Just as she reached for the gleaming white door handle, a woman came out of the store. Volf retrieved and affixed his pair of fairy glass spectacles in one astonishingly swift motion.


    “Welcome to the Goddess’s Right Eye. You must be from the Rossetti Trading Company.”


    “Yes, that’s correct. Thank you very much for having us,” replied Dahlia.


    “Our pleasure. Please, come inside,” the woman said with a cheerful smile. Compared to Dahlia, her red hair was a shade lighter and her green eyes were a shade brighter. All three guests felt her welcoming presence as she guided them along. “Follow me, if you please, and I shall take you to the second floor of our store.”


    Their party arrived at a reception room well decorated in a gold-on-white scheme; the gold was unpolished, giving off a serene atmosphere. Unfortunately, betraying that intended effect, Dahlia was worried about the value of the furnishings and was extra careful to not bump into anything. Even the blue carpeting was vibrant and pristine, as though unwelcoming of her footsteps.


    Behind a white table, Oswald was waiting. He wore a black suit, with his gray hair slicked back, and a pair of silver-rimmed glasses—just as Dahlia remembered him from the last time they’d met. Beside him stood three other women, all wearing identical silver engagement bracelets studded with many a diamond. They greeted Volf, Dahlia, and Ivano with bows. “My three wives were eager to introduce themselves to you,” Oswald said.


    “My three wives,” he’d said—what a completely new and extremely alien turn of phrase, thought Dahlia. Married though they were, she couldn’t help but wonder if they were “eager to introduce themselves” merely as a pretext to see Volf, the capital’s handsomest man.


    The first was a middle-aged woman with blonde hair and verdant eyes—undoubtedly Oswald’s first wife. “My name is Caterina Zola,” she said with a smile. Her lustrous blue dress and gold necklace suited her graceful demeanor well, hinting at her noble birth.


    “My name is Fiore Zola,” continued the woman with red hair and jade eyes—the one who had greeted the guests at the door. She looked no more than a dozen years older than Dahlia. Regardless of her age, her frilly ivory dress and her gentle smile were rather endearing.


    “And I’m Ermelinda Zola,” the third woman said. She seemed older than Dahlia but still well within her twenties. Ermelinda was about her height too, but had raven hair and eyes the shade of grass. Her voluptuous figure was accentuated by her matte black dress. Had she been in Dahlia’s previous world, she would surely have been scouted for a modeling gig. In fact, all three of Oswald’s wives were beautiful by anybody’s standard, but they were so wildly different from one another that it was baffling to try to gauge his taste in women.


    Afterward, the three members of the Rossetti Trading Company formally introduced themselves in turn. Dahlia was awfully nervous and came across a little stilted. Surprisingly, Volf and Ivano were just as much so, likely bewitched by the wives’ beauty. Still, they all managed to force out their introductions before sitting down at the table.


    “Thank you, you three. Ermelinda, could I have you mind the shop? You two can feel free to head home,” instructed Oswald. The three women left with quick bows and pleasant smiles, and then the room quickly quieted down. He continued, “Apologies for taking up your precious time. Now then, since we shall only be covering the rules specific to conduct inside the castle, it shouldn’t take more than four or five tries before you have it all completely memorized. First I’ll have you practice by reading from these notes. Then, subsequently, I’ll have Miss Dahlia partner up with Caterina and Mr. Mercadante with myself to get some hands-on experience.”


    “Thank you for your time, Mr. Oswald,” said Dahlia.


    “Here, please take these notes. You too, Sir Volfred, in case you would like a refresher.” Oswald hoisted a red leather case onto the table and extracted from it three bundles of paper, together at least a textbook or two in thickness. It was hardly appropriate to minimize them as merely “notes,” as each stack was bigger than Dahlia’s fist. “Each page describes only one rule. As when studying for a test in school, you can set aside the ones that you already have memorized. Otherwise, please peruse them thoroughly. It certainly looks like there is a lot to go through, but I assure you it’ll be but a trifle.” He had a point in that there wasn’t a lot of text on each sheet of paper, but they were piled high and were certainly nothing to sneeze at.


    A quick glance at a few pages revealed to Dahlia the dizzying fact that more of the information was new to her than not. She glanced to her side and caught Ivano wearing a thousand-yard stare. She then looked over to her other side, expecting Volf to be more or less an expert on this subject, but he too was staring at his papers with a weary look.


    Volf looked back at her with a pained expression. “I’ll be honest—I’m not feeling so confident either,” he said in a hushed tone.
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    “As long as you have these fundamentals down pat, you shan’t embarrass yourselves. Afterward, we shall dive into matters more advanced,” Oswald explained with a bright smile. His standards were far too high; these so-called fundamentals were already a great deal of information for the three of them to take in, never mind anything more advanced. “Let’s master these rules today, then plan for our next meeting. I was hoping that we could all have a meal together—that is, if it wouldn’t be an imposition, of course.”


    “Oh, no, not at all. Thank you very much for your invitation,” Dahlia responded gracefully. She, Ivano, and Oswald managed to find a date for their next outing. But since Volf was on call as a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters, it was difficult for him to commit to any plans, and so he had to respectfully decline. He could have used one of his days off, but Dahlia would never have forced him to do such a thing; after all, he was a guarantor and not an employee of the company.


    As Ivano was penciling in their next appointment, something about Volf caught Oswald’s eye. “Oh, Sir Volfred, your eyeglasses are enchanted with fairy glass.”


    “Yes, that’s correct.”


    “Were they perhaps crafted by Mr. Carlo Rossetti?”


    “No, they weren’t.”


    “No? Whose work are they, then?” There was a moment before Oswald’s sensibilities caught up with his curiosity. “Oh, excuse me for these hounding questions; I’m simply interested as a magical toolmaker myself. Please be assured that I show great discretion regarding my customers’ possessions, and feel free to refuse to answer if it is a matter of confidentiality.”


    “These are...”


    When Volf faltered, Dahlia put in, “I made them.” Some of the wares in Oswald’s shop also contained fairy glass. Its rarity was such that Dahlia feared she might have difficulties procuring more in the future, so she reasoned by broaching the topic with Oswald, she might secure a more reliable source of materials.


    “How very impressive that you’re able to work with fairy glass, Miss Dahlia.”


    “Thank you for your kind words.” Dahlia was a bit more relaxed; it no longer felt as though she were speaking to a professor at school.


    “And if I may continue, is Sir Volfred’s bracelet— Erm, actually, never mind who made it. What I did notice is that it has some interesting magical properties. Has it perhaps been enchanted with silver wolf fang?”


    “Um...sköll, actually.”


    “Sköll?!” Oswald knitted his brows as the smile vanished from his face. “Excuse me for the tactless question, Miss Dahlia, but how powerful is your magic?”


    “My magic is grade eight.”


    “Assuming that you were the one who enchanted said bracelet, under no circumstances are you to repeat the fact. One false step and it will spell your doom.”


    Volf was the first to react. “What?!”


    “Whatever do you mean?” Ivano pressed.


    She tried reassuring her two friends, who now looked extremely grim. “Don’t worry, it wasn’t that serious! Yes, it’s true that it took nearly all of my magic, but I wasn’t close to dying or anything...”


    “Draining your magical reserve would ordinarily cause you merely to pass out, but there have been cases in which sköll fangs took more magic than the toolmaker had to give. They say that, depending on the size of the fang and the magical power of the monster it came from, it can whittle your life away. It isn’t just a hypothetical either; there have been people in the kingdom who perished whilst enchanting,” explained Oswald. “The point I am driving at is that sköll fangs aren’t a material that you should use until you reach at least grade nine.”


    “Oh. I didn’t know...” Dahlia turned white as a sheet. She was fortunate to have made it out with only light injuries; her second life could have been just as short as her first. She dared not look to her left, where somebody was staring daggers at her.


    “Did Mr. Carlo teach you about the sköll?”


    “No, not in particular...”


    “Nothing about fairy glass either, then?”


    “Well, he had said that it was something rare and that it required considerable magical ability to work with.”


    “How surprising...” Oswald sighed to himself without so much as trying to hide his exasperation. “Did your father instruct you on the usages and dangers of sköll parts? Perhaps he passed away before he had the chance to do so. What about enchanting efficiency, increasing your magic level, and composite enchantment?”


    “Only enchanting efficiency.”


    “And what of his other apprentice?”


    “I don’t think so and, um, I wouldn’t be able to find out either...”


    “Oh, that’s right, I heard about that utter boneheaded fool.”


    “Mr. Oswald?!” Dahlia subconsciously blurted out his name, aghast at his suddenly icy tone.


    “Forgive me for being too frank,” he apologized as he restored a smile to his face.


    Volf then chimed in, asking, “Mr. Oswald, would you be able to teach Dahlia the aforementioned skills?”


    “Volf— Er, Sir Volf,” Dahlia managed to correct herself, “that would be far too much to ask of Mr. Oswald. You see, a magical toolmaker’s skills are something to be passed on to his disciples or family members.” A master toolmaker’s unique techniques usually remained within their school. To Oswald, Dahlia was no more than a daughter of an old friend, hardly someone who qualified for his tutelage.


    “But it is an interesting idea, I must say. I do have many years of experience on my side and I’m sure there are at least a few things I could teach Miss Dahlia. Though I cannot say for certain how much time it would take, I’d feel confident working with any successor of Mr. Carlo’s. He was someone whose instincts were always reliable.” Oswald paused to look over the rims of his glasses, staring into her with his silvery eyes as if examining one of his works in progress—a kind of concentration familiar to her as a fellow toolmaker. “Miss Dahlia, are you willing to study under my wing? I will ask for fifty gold. You can pay me back in interest-free installments after you have learned everything from me. However, as professionals in our trade, we must have absolute privacy, meaning that no others may be present when we are together. If these conditions are not acceptable to you, then—”


    She bowed and accepted his terms before he could even finish his sentence. “I would be honored to receive your mentorship.”


    “Dahlia!”


    “Ms. Dahlia!”


    “You’re decisive, just like Mr. Carlo was,” the silver-haired man said with a big smile, more or less ignoring the panicked responses of the other men.




    “Mr. Mercadante, I would have no problem with someone waiting outside of the workshop. Perhaps I could ask one of my wives to accompany us, if that would alleviate your concerns,” Oswald suggested.


    “Oh, there’s no need for that. I apologize for my outburst; it’s just that there seem to be quite a few rumors...”


    “Yes, quite a few baseless rumors.”


    Ivano leaned back into his seat and looked at the craftsman. They’d met countless times at the Merchants’ Guild before, but there was something different about Oswald today, almost as if his metallic silver eyes were glinting with a hint of mischief. Many flamboyant rumors surrounded him; he was not unlike Volf in that regard.


    “Do you pay heed to those baseless rumors, Chairman Zola?”


    “Not in the slightest. It’s inevitable that birds tweet and chirp, so you might as well let them be. And if anything, it makes for good publicity.”


    “I hope to have your poise someday.”


    “Worry not. That is but a matter of time if you continue to find success in dealings with the castle. Then you will have the birds to sing or strangle as you please,” Oswald asserted.


    Ivano found himself holding his breath. From a young age, Oswald had been the center of much hearsay representing him as a womanizer, but Ivano didn’t know how much of it was true and how much of it was truly baseless. Oswald had never seemed to be bothered by those words. Instead, he’d accrued power to himself through his craft and trade, and that power granted him control over the rumor mill. It was also because of that power that Ivano chose not to pry too deeply into how he “strangled the birds.”


    “By the by, Mr. Mercadante, I recommend you raise a puppy as soon as possible.”


    “A puppy, you say?”


    “Yes. A puppy will become a loyal hound with proper training. As for myself, though, I must’ve gone wrong somewhere in the process and suffered a terrible bite.”


    Reading between the lines, Ivano realized that Oswald was suggesting he hire someone early in their career in the hopes they would someday become a devoted worker. As for having been bitten, he was most likely referring to a well-known tale of betrayal: his most trusted employee had eloped with his wife. However, their sudden talk of dogs left the other two guests confused.


    “That is sage advice indeed. Maybe walking a dog could help me work off my big belly,” Ivano jested. His remark drew laughter from everyone in the room, though Dahlia might have been the only one who genuinely found it funny.


    Once the laughter died down, Oswald asked, “Miss Dahlia, may I take you to the next room to discuss the terms of my instruction?”


    “Being alone with an unmarried woman isn’t quite, erm...” Volf began to protest, perhaps a little hypocritically, but he trailed off.


    “If it would put you at ease, we could save the conversation for next time after I enter a magical contract and promise not to endanger Miss Dahlia,” Oswald proposed to the shock of Ivano and Volf.


    “No, you needn’t go that far!” Dahlia objected. “You have my trust, Mr. Oswald. I—”


    “Dahlia...?”


    “Um, what I meant to say is that I’m not concerned at all! So...I’m all right with it.” she said in a panic, flashing back to the faux pas she had committed at the Merchants’ Guild.


    “You have my trust, Mr. Fortunato. I leave everything to you... When you say that to a noble gentleman, it means you consider him worthy of being your knight. It expresses both your respect and affection... It was a popular thing for noblewomen to say when they spent the night with a man for the first time.” She had used a few choice phrases that would not sound so innocent to a noble’s ears, and recalling them made her scream internally, but ignorance of the law excuses not. Right now, though, she could only hope that Oswald wouldn’t notice her distress.


    As he stood, he betrayed no sign of being perturbed. “Oh, please fret not. I have with me an anti-eavesdropper, so we can keep the door open. And so, if I may, I will be borrowing Miss Dahlia for about fifteen minutes in the other room,” the silver fox said to audible sighs of relief.


    As she was walking inside, Oswald turned around and flashed a teasing grin. “Don’t worry, she’ll be in good hands,” he said in a near-whisper, likely audible to nobody but Volf.




    Soon after the two craftspeople went inside the adjacent room, Ermelinda arrived to minister to the remaining two guests. They declined her offer of wine but did accept cold sparkling water, and then she left the room again. Ivano had some vague notion of what Dahlia and Oswald might be discussing, but now that the room was shrouded by the anti-eavesdropper, he was left wondering what precisely the contents of the conversation could be.


    “Sir Volf, do you have one too?” he asked.


    “Yeah, I just turned it on,” Volf replied with a slight hint of displeasure. He had discreetly activated his anti-eavesdropping device under his clothes.


    “A striking resemblance, no?”


    “Absolutely not.”


    “Surely you can’t deny that their eye colors and demeanors are awfully similar?”


    “I can, and I do.”


    They may not have said explicitly who looked like whom, but there was an implicit understanding between the two men. Oswald’s three wives all had eyes in shades of green, just like Dahlia’s.


    Seeing Volf’s dejected golden eyes staring at the ground, Ivano couldn’t hold his strained smile any longer either.


    “He really put the pressure on you back there, didn’t he, Ivano?”


    “Sure did. We’re truly different people, and not just in physical age. Lately, I’ve been a bit full of myself because of all the good things happening around us, so I’m glad he humbled me a little.” Ivano, in his thirties, was about twenty years younger than Oswald. Ivano had held fast against the sudden bout of patronizing advice, but all the same, he had not felt slighted by their exchange—Oswald of the Zola Company was not only a skilled magical toolmaker but a shrewd merchant as well, and his advice bore listening to. “He managed to tease you a bit too, Sir Volf.”


    “Did he, now?”


    “I thought so.” Ivano understood that he himself had been poked fun at, but he didn’t want to admit that Oswald had succeeded in pushing his buttons. Though Ivano had initially had his guard up for Dahlia’s sake, he had let it down when he saw Oswald’s behavior—he spoke firmly like a mentor, but his eyes were kind like a father’s. Ivano had noted that he was much like Carlo and that he had no intentions of harming Dahlia. It was just that neither he nor Volf were in any place to speak up about Oswald.


    “Why would he do that? I wouldn’t imagine he’d get much entertainment out of it.”


    “Well, actually—” Ivano knew better than to tell him the truth. Whether it was that Volf himself didn’t realize it or that he didn’t want to realize it, the extent to which he fussed over Dahlia was plain as day. Knowing that the conversation wouldn’t go anywhere, Ivano turned on a dime and steered it elsewhere. “I’m sure he just wanted to give us ‘young’uns’ what for. Anyway, I never knew how dangerous making magical tools could be.”


    “No kidding. I’ve heard a few stories, but I didn’t think she’d put her life on the line like that...” Volf stared at the bracelet on his left wrist, contemplating the perilous process that had brought it into existence. The problem was that neither he nor Ivano were in a position to help mitigate the dangers for Dahlia, and so they were left with little choice but to rely on Oswald and his expertise. “Has the Zola Company worked with the castle for long?”


    “Mm, for the past twenty years or so. They have business with the order too, I think.”


    Born into nobility, Oswald had left his family and become a magical toolmaker. It was through his own hard work that his company had found success and become trading partners with the castle, earning him his barony. Word on the street was that it would be just a matter of time before he was made a viscount. Ivano wished for Dahlia to absorb Oswald’s varied skills and experience, and for Oswald to guide her along his successful path—for Dahlia to become not just an adept magical toolmaker but an accomplished chairperson.


    However, the youth sitting beside Ivano seemed troubled by that very thought. “She’ll be self-conscious when she realizes how little she knows,” grumbled Volf.


    “You ought to look on the bright side. Dahlia first has to know what she doesn’t know so that she can grow and better herself.”


    “I know you’re right, but still...” Volf gulped down the remaining club soda in his glass as if he were trying to drown his sorrows in the non-alcoholic drink.
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    Oswald sat down across from Dahlia in the adjoining room, which was nearly identical to the main reception room. “Excuse me for undoing my sleeve,” he said as he took off a cuff link adorned with red jewels and placed it on the table between the two of them. “This is my anti-eavesdropper. I’ll activate it right now.”


    There weren’t any signs of it powering on—no flashing lights or any kind of magical emission. It was completely discreet, likely designed as such for a noble like himself. He continued, “If I may, I would like to go over my terms again. I shall instruct you until you know how to safely work alone as a magical toolmaker. More explicitly, our lessons will include how to work with rare materials, increase your magic level, and create composite enchantments. I ask for fifty gold, which you may pay back in interest-free installments after you become a full-fledged craftswoman. Are my terms acceptable to you?”


    “Yes, thank you.”


    “Our sessions will take place in my workshop with just the two of us present, although I have no objections if you would prefer to have someone from your company wait in the room next door along with one of my wives.”


    “Thank you, as well, for being considerate. I’m sure there wouldn’t be all this trouble were I a man instead.”


    “If that were the case, I might not have offered.” Oswald’s sly smile made it obvious his statement was tongue-in-cheek, eliciting a genuine chuckle from Dahlia. “Let us begin after you have finished our etiquette lessons, so that we’ll stand equally as toolmakers with business with the castle. Shall we aim for a three- to four-hour lesson each week, depending on our availability?”


    “That would be splendid. I’ll do my best to accommodate your schedule. But...” She hesitated as one particular thing still nagged her. “Are you sure about passing your craft on to me?” Dahlia was neither Oswald’s apprentice nor an employee of his trading company. Even if she qualified for his instruction, fifty gold was far too low an asking price.


    “Working with rare materials and special enchantments... I can’t deny those are things that I should only teach to my own disciples. But the way I see it is that if you were to lose your life because of the kinds of mistakes you’ve made, I can’t imagine Mr. Carlo would be very understanding. I’d fear for my well-being when I meet him again on the other side, you see.”


    Dahlia took a moment to collect her thoughts. She knew he was correct about the sköll bracelet—her father would have been absolutely furious at her. “I’m genuinely very grateful, Mr. Oswald. Thank you. But, um...would your apprentices also approve of this?” Surely they would feel snubbed, and she could never be apologetic enough were she to break the bond between master and apprentice.


    “The truth is that I had three disciples, but all of them turned out less than stellar. Quite shameful on my part, I know,” he said, his gaze on the ground.


    Thinking back on the compendious notes on etiquette he’d shown her earlier, Dahlia assumed the fault lay in his strict standards. “That’s very unfortunate.”


    “I’d say so. I tried to teach them well. But my first apprentice ran off with my ex-wife, and I expelled the other two for making advances on my current wives.”


    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to...” She reeled from the shock of having inadvertently opened a can of worms—not lady troubles, apparently, but apprentice troubles.


    “No, that’s quite all right. Just the price I have to pay to be married to such gorgeous women,” Oswald jokingly boasted to assuage her panic.


    “Um, about confidentiality,” Dahlia said, switching topics, “should I enter a magical contract at the temple?”


    “You needn’t do that. I would love for you to employ the techniques you learn from me in your creations. If you find a trustworthy assistant or even an apprentice of your own in the future, I’d be more than happy for you to teach them too. If or when that time comes, I trust you to choose wisely.”


    “I can’t possibly thank you enough, Mr. Oswald, but surely fifty gold is nowhere near enough...”


    “The passing of Mr. Carlo was a great loss to the Rossetti line. I only wish to do as much as I can to fill that void. Though, erm, there is one favor I would like to ask in exchange...” He trailed off, and behind his silver-rimmed glasses, those matching eyes darkened. “If I were suddenly no longer around, I would like for you to pass on my craft to my son. Of course, I shall put it in writing that he must pay you the same amount I charged you. Please tell Mr. Ivano as well.”


    “Me? Mentor your son?”


    “Yes. He is currently studying magical toolmaking in high school, aspiring to be a toolmaker in his own right someday. So, in case anything were to happen to me, I ask you to teach him as I shall teach you.”


    “Mr. Oswald, are you perhaps in poor health?”


    “Oh, no, nothing of the sort. But I will say that my work makes me keenly aware of my own age. One misstep while performing techniques like composite sköll enchantment will send me to the grave.”


    Her first thought had been illness, but it seemed that Dahlia had made herself worry for no reason. All the same, she couldn’t help but ruminate on his words. Composite sköll enchantments must take not only a big magical toll, but a great physical one as well. And though it was a passing comment, it had already piqued her curiosity. “Is applying multiple enchantments really that difficult?”


    “There are many ways to do so, but the easiest would be to use sealsilver as lining.”


    “Sealsilver, you say?” The special metal was primarily used for making magically sealed boxes, and Dahlia knew that it couldn’t be used in composite form.


    “But not to enchant something already enchanted,” Oswald explained, confirming her suspicions. “Form the sealsilver to the adjoining parts and sandwich it in between. It requires a delicate touch with magic, but this way, the connecting parts can be clad in the metal, and it only requires fixation. If the magic isn’t too strong, it can be completely sealed too.”


    “And if the magic is stronger?”


    “In addition to affixing a sealsilver lining, one could also specify a direction with the enchantment so that the magical properties do not repel each other. For example, in the case of my chilling fan, the compositely enchanted wind and ice magic flows in separate directions, then is piped in and mixed together right before output.”


    Oswald’s explanation was nothing short of revelatory for Dahlia. Only now did she realize that sealsilver was neither to be used as enchantment material nor to be painted on, but rather used as is and fixed into place—a simple technique, yet never had she connected the dots before. For Oswald to explain the process in such a nonchalant manner demonstrated just how experienced a toolmaker he was.


    “It is also possible to use materials with high magic resistance instead, but those are quite hard to come by. If the item were particularly powerful, one could encase the whole thing in a magical barrier and subsequently apply magic on top as well. However, that would require the services of a rather powerful mage,” he reasoned.


    Unfortunately for Dahlia, she had yet to encounter a tool that contained so much magic.


    Oswald continued, “I shall have you attempt it sooner or later. Oh, but if you are going to try your hand at composite enchantment in your tower, it should be perfectly safe with regular materials. I would recommend having someone accompany you just in case, however.” He’d seen right through her; Dahlia had just been thinking about attempting a composite enchantment as soon as she got home.


    “I’ll do my best to be careful.”


    “Yes, I would prefer that you not depart this realm before I do.”


    “Er, I’m sure I’ll be fine!”


    “You never know what shall happen. It’s better to be safe than sorry, wouldn’t you agree?” he advised her sagely. “In any case, it’s as much for your sake as it is for mine or that of my craft. It would be a real shame not to be able to pass it on.”


    Oswald’s words evoked memories of Carlo, Dahlia’s father and mentor. His instruction was overflowing with patience and kindness; he always welcomed questions and allowed her to experiment as much as her magical abilities permitted. Their workspace, too, had never been out of order or lacking supplies. It wasn’t until she grew up that she understood just how blessed she had been to have someone like her father to mentor her and cultivate her dreams of becoming a magical toolmaker. And it was precisely because of that understanding that she was sure Oswald’s son would rather learn from his own father and that it would be better for him that he did.


    “Very well, Mr. Oswald. I’m happy to accept your request,” she agreed with a bow. “I’m just curious, though: since your son is in high school already, wouldn’t it be fine for you to mentor him?” High school was just the time that many people became apprentices if they were serious about toolmaking.


    “It would be if it weren’t for, well, the fact that he wants little to do with me. He’s at that age, you know? He currently boards at school and doesn’t come home very often.”


    “A bit of teenage rebellion, I see. I’ve heard that it’s rather common with boys.”


    “It certainly seems so. I’m sure it must be hard, what with my third wife being little more than ten years older than him.”


    The way he so casually dropped that comment had Dahlia tongue-tied for a moment. But it wasn’t as if she couldn’t understand. If her own father had remarried, and to a woman so young, Dahlia would certainly have found it difficult to make conversation, let alone live at the Green Tower. The more she let her imagination run, the fewer words she found with which to respond.


    Oswald let out a brief sigh. “I can only hope that it’s something time shall mend. I would love to be able to share a glass of scorpio with him someday.”


    “Wow, scorpio?” As the name suggested, scorpio was a high-proof liquor bottled with a whole scorpion inside—the sight of which was enough to make Dahlia shy away from it. Yet she couldn’t back down when Marcella dared her to take a shot. It tasted clean, like a good vodka should, with the creature inside imparting no discernible flavor.


    “I have a hard time finding a kindred spirit, so to speak. See, my wives are instead fond of wine and ale, and the same goes for my friends. I just wish I had someone with whom I could sip some scorpio, man to man,” he lamented.


    It seemed that Oswald preferred the strong stuff, whereas Dahlia would have expected him to be a connoisseur of wine. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of anyone she knew who loved scorpio. Marcella drank anything alcoholic, but there was little chance that he would get along with Oswald.


    “Having said that, I’m happy to have the chance to be a teacher to you, Miss Dahlia. I’m sure it will be something I can boast about to Mr. Carlo when I see him on the other side.”


    “Boast about how I became your apprentice?”


    “That is an honor I dare not receive. If I were to claim you as my apprentice, your father would huck magic crystals down upon me from the heavens. That is not the way I’d like to go.”


    Dahlia couldn’t help laughing at the exaggeration. Her father was more likely to throw out his back first. “As peeved as he might be initially, I’m sure Father would be able to laugh at it in the end.”


    “I shan’t be taking that chance! Do you know what his nickname was back in his college days? ‘Uragano,’ they called him.”


    “They did? My father?” She was rather taken aback. It was a term to liken someone to a tempest or a calamity, neither of which matched her image of Carlo. Had he really been so different in his youth?


    “Sure did. He may have been graceful and dependable to his fellow students, but when it came to magical tools, oh, you’d best believe it was fitting...” Oswald stared off into the distance. “One time in the research group, he set off to create an apparatus for cleaning buildings. By joining four pairs of water and air crystals in series, he created a tool that could launch water at high pressure. The only trouble was, the end product was so powerful that he blew a gaping hole in our school building.”


    “Four pairs of crystals? In series?!” Though Dahlia had recently found even more respect for her father, she was now convinced that he’d been off his rocker.


    Running magic crystals in series was a way to amplify their power, with the trade-off being decreased output duration—exactly like batteries in her previous life. That made much sense to Dahlia. She, too, had experimented in college with combining water and air crystals and running two pairs in series. The resulting stream of water had been powerful enough to crush a slab of stone.


    But running four pairs in series? It would be enough power to bore through a mountain! What had possessed Carlo to think that would clean walls? He should’ve known that it’d pierce through walls as though through paper. And why hadn’t he tested it out before putting it into action?


    “What—if at all—was Father thinking?”


    “In his own words, he ‘wanted to find out.’ Every member of the Magical Tool Research Group was as zealous as he was, and so nobody stopped him. If anything, they were happy to gather all the crystals for Mr. Carlo.”


    Just hearing that flimsy reason made her head ache, but Dahlia supposed everyone else there was to blame too. There was one thing, though—Oswald seemed privy to too many details. “Mr. Oswald, were you perhaps...”


    “Yes, I was a member of the club as well. I was in charge of materials at the time,” he revealed with a devilish grin. Oswald could have prevented the whole incident, but Dahlia surmised that, more likely than not, he’d worn the same impish smile as he urged her father along with his experiment.


    “Did they not suspend or otherwise punish my father for his antics?”


    “No, not really. They were our antics at that point, and many in the group were from noble backgrounds anyway, so the repair bills were nothing we couldn’t handle. Most importantly, though, our advisor stuck her neck out for us.”


    “That advisor wouldn’t be Lina Lauren, would it?”


    “Oh, you’re familiar with her?”


    “I had the pleasure of working as her assistant for nearly two years after my graduation.” Dahlia had been a member of the club too, but never had she expected that both she and her father had been in the care of the same elderly professor. At least, neither Carlo nor Lina had ever mentioned it. Carlo had always been extremely polite when addressing Lina, but Dahlia presumed it was because Lina was the wife of a baron and had taken his daughter under her wing.


    “After we punched that hole in the building and made a mess of the lab, Professor Lina ran around making amends for us, and Mr. Carlo said he felt that he owed her a great deal. Perhaps that’s where he got his habit of putting others in his debt.”


    “Wow. This is all news to me,” Dahlia muttered. The man she’d known was mild-mannered and kindhearted, a father who would do everything to keep his daughter safe. She never would have guessed that he’d used to plunge so recklessly into danger. Now it was evident where she’d gotten her love of experimenting and of tackling the seemingly impossible. Though it could have come from her grandparents as well, they had unfortunately passed before Dahlia had had the opportunity to ask them.


    “Then it seems like Mr. Carlo was a good, sensible father to you—which, may I add, is a little surprising to me,” Oswald said, snickering. He didn’t have his usual composed smile but rather an almost wicked sneer.


    “Mr. Oswald, that kind of joke is perhaps too soon for me.”


    “Please forgive me for being tactless.”


    Her wound was still fresh and she couldn’t appreciate how lightly he talked about his own death. Oswald was still an active magical toolmaker with three wives and a son, and Dahlia hoped for him to enjoy life for a long time to come. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Oswald, and please take care of yourself.”


    “I do try my best already, what with my wives and child always chiding me about it...” he responded with a tired smile on his face—a telltale sign of a husband and father.


    [image: ]


    “I finally got the chance to meet the Lady of the Green Tower, and she was such a charming person too,” Ermelinda said as she turned to Oswald. The two of them stood in front of the Goddess’s Right Eye; they had just seen their guests off.


    The Lady of the Green Tower referred to none other than Dahlia, who was already the subject of chatter among Oswald’s wives. Back in the day, when his ex-wife and his employee had abandoned him, Oswald had vacillated between putting an end to his business and putting an end to his life. Carlo had thrown him a lifeline. It was at that time that he’d first met the then-little lady at the Green Tower. These were not tales of the past, but rather a debt Oswald had yet to discharge.


    “Quite so. She is even lovelier than when last I saw her,” he replied. It had only been a month, but there had already been a stark transformation. The zeal and ardor that marked youth tended to bring drastic change, but that splendor was only apparent with age. “Let’s head home. Beautiful wine and beautiful stars await us, my love.”


    “I certainly hope you’re not hurrying home for work...”


    “Absolutely not. I would never break a promise to my wife unless it were a matter of life and death—or an urgent summons to the castle,” he affirmed, much to his wife’s delight.


    Being a purveyor of magical tools to the nobility, a chairman with constant business at the castle, and a baron—these were all great accomplishments that he hadn’t had when he was young. But one thing unproven was his ability to hold on to the people important to him. It had been a bolt out of the blue when his ex-wife and employee had eloped. Oswald had sworn his love to one and entrusted the whole store to the other, so he had never had so much as an inkling he would be betrayed in that manner.


    It was all because of Carlo that he’d managed to get back on his feet, remarry, and find new apprentices—though that last hadn’t panned out very well either, as Oswald’s new apprentices had attempted to woo his new wives too. Perhaps beauty was both a blessing and a curse, or perhaps he brought misfortune on his wives. He’d chalked it up to his own inadequacy and began devoting all that he had to becoming a better husband, a better proprietor, a better chairman, a better baron, a better man. Before he knew it, he had become all those things and was worthy of being deemed successful.


    But was he right to be so dedicated to pleasing his wives, to being present whenever they needed him? It was a question he couldn’t yet answer; certainly, the absence of complaints from them didn’t mean he was perfect. If only Carlo was still around, then Oswald could have sought his advice.


    While he was ruminating on the past, Ermelinda went straight to the point. “My dear, are you thinking of taking Chairwoman Rossetti as your fourth wife?”


    “Heavens forbid,” Oswald refuted instantly, but Ermelinda’s grass-hued eyes narrowed in suspicion.
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