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      Summary of the Previous Volume


      Aina’s father was still alive and out there somewhere, yet despite knowing this, Stella and Aina had made no move to leave Ninoritch at all, and continued on with their lives as if nothing had changed. “Aren’t you going to go look for your husband?” was the burning question I wanted to ask Stella, but I never managed to find the right moment. Days passed, but this question still lingered at the forefront of my mind.


      Meanwhile, I’d received some incredible news: Shess—or to use her proper title: Shessfelia, the first princess of the Giruam Kingdom—was moving to Ninoritch. Aina and I were struck dumb with shock on learning this, but we had no time to waste, for the little princess would be turning up on our doorstep very soon and I was the one who had been left in charge of preparing some accommodation for her. I enlisted Patty for the job and threw up a mansion fit for a noble in record time.


      But for some reason, when Shess finally arrived in Ninoritch, she was angry at me. When I asked her why, she said it was because I hadn’t come to her birthday party even though she had sent me an invitation. The catch was I’d never actually received said invitation, because Luza—Shess’s personal guard—had completely forgotten to send it to me. So with that misunderstanding behind us, Shess apologized, and the two of us were friends again. She requested that we throw a celebration for her birthday again, and to make it a joint party with Aina, as the little girl was also turning nine soon.


      After a lot of thought and plenty of asking around, I decided to get Aina flowers from her hometown as a birthday present. The flowers must have stirred up memories, as one second, the little girl was dancing around joyfully, and the next, she was crouching down, crying and pleading to the air around her for her father to come home.


      Stella scooped her daughter up in her arms and asked her, “Can I go look for your papa?”


      Aina wiped away her tears and nodded in response to her mother’s question. A short time later, the two of us—along with all of our friends—waved Stella off as she set off to look for her husband. It took us some time to get used to Stella’s absence, but I was just finally starting to adjust when another incident shook my world. I was merrily drinking the night away with my friends over at the guild when Kilpha suddenly dropped a bombshell on me.


      “Could you be my husband, meow?”








      Chapter One: I Got Reverse Proposed to Out of the Blue


      “Could you be my husband, meow?”


      Husband. That’s what she’d said, right? Husband.


      I hadn’t been expecting that. In fact, on my long mental list of potential questions that might be put to me at any given point during a day, it was right near the bottom. I was so taken aback by the request, my brain stopped working for a moment, unable to process the information it had just received. All I could manage by way of response was an incredulous “Huh?” as I tilted my head to one side in utter bewilderment.


      Husband. No, she couldn’t really have meant “husband,” right? Hmmm... Husband. Huz-band. Ah, huz-band, huh? I’d never come across that word before. Huz-band, huz-band, huz-band. Could it be some sort of incantation? Or a prayer, perhaps? Or maybe it was some new word that had just been invented? Well, I’m in a pretty pickle here now, aren’t I? I’ll have to ask grandma to update the magic language ring to the newest version the next time I see her.


      For a moment, I had really convinced myself that there was some sort of issue with the ring, but as I looked around the table, I saw that Raiya and Nesca had the same nonplussed expressions as me that screamed “What did she just say?” Raiya managed to affix a stiff smile to his face, before hoarsely asking a passing waitress for a refill, while Nesca simply shook her head and reached for the chocolates in front of her. The only person whose expression hadn’t changed at all was Rolf, his lips curled slightly upward into the same gentle smile he always wore. Though on further inspection, I noticed his hand was shaking and tea was spilling out of his cup, causing big splashes in the saucer below.


      Kilpha must have started to get a bit impatient because she repeated her request. “I said, could you be my husband?” she said pointedly as she stared at me through clear blue eyes. It seemed she wasn’t joking.


      “Y-Your husband?” I stammered.


      “Yeah, my husband, meow!” Kilpha said testily.


      “Um...” I said hesitantly. “And by ‘husband,’ you mean the man you marry and who you’re all lovey-dovey with? The level above boyfriend? Is that what you mean?”


      “Yup, meow!” Kilpha confirmed with a nod, a satisfied look splashed across her face.


      The next instant, chaos erupted. The mouthful of alcohol Raiya had just taken was subsequently sprayed in Nesca’s face, who was so stunned to find herself on the receiving end of an unexpected Asian Mist wrestling attack, she didn’t even react and just kept on eating her chocolate. As for Rolf, his hand shook even more and tea was spilling out of his cup and onto his priest robes, though he continued to smile as calmly as ever, which was a little unsettling, to say the least. But the pièce de résistance was still to come.


      “What did you just say?!” cried a voice that echoed around the drinking hall. Scratch that, around the entire guildhall. “Kilpha! What the hell do you think you’re doing, asking my mister to marry you?!”


      The owner of the voice was making a beeline for our table, her shoulders squared in her mustard-yellow guild uniform and her bunny ears standing straight up. The usual gleam of greed and lust in her eyes had evaporated and she was staring daggers at Kilpha, as if the cat-sìth had killed her family and she had come to get her revenge.


      “Meow? Emi?”


      Yup, that’s right. This interloper in our conversation was none other than the good-for-nothing receptionist and resident nuisance of the Ninoritch branch of the Fairy Blessing guild: Emille. She stopped in front of Kilpha’s chair and looked down at her with her hands on her hips, rage oozing out of every pore of her body. Kilpha must have felt it too—I mean, if even someone like me who was raised in the safety and security of modern Japan had noticed, why wouldn’t she?—for she stood up at once.


      “Kilpha! Since when did you turn into a thief, huh?!” Emille snarled, shoving Kilpha.


      I glanced in the direction of the reception area and saw that a bunch of adventurers were lined up in front of an empty desk and gawking at the scene unfolding in the drinking hall. Emille must have abandoned her post to come and pick a fight with Kilpha.


      “No, you’ve got it all wrong, Emi. I—” Kilpha said, attempting to explain herself, but Emille didn’t let her.


      “Don’t start making excuses! Mister over here...” Emille paused and pointed at me. “...belongs to me!”


      “Uh, no, I don’t,” I calmly interjected, waving my hands around in front of me. “I don’t belong to anyone. And if I had to belong to someone, I definitely wouldn’t pick you, Emille.”


      Emille angrily clenched her teeth. “Shut up, mister. I’m talking to Kilpha right now, not you.”


      “But you’re talking about me,” I protested.


      “My dignity’s on the line here, mister! This is basically a crusade! A fight to the death between me and Kilpha!” Emille exclaimed before turning back to the cat-sìth and closing the distance between them while glaring at her so intensely, it was actually a little bit scary. She got right up in Kilpha’s face, to the point where they were so close, their lips were almost touching. Kilpha was extremely flustered by the confrontation and she fidgeted with a troubled look on her face, unable to think of a way to clear up the misunderstanding.


      “There’s no need for either of you to die here,” Raiya interjected. “Emi, you don’t really want to take Kilpha’s life, right? You just want Shiro, yeah?”


      “His money, to be exact,” Nesca corrected him.


      Welcome back to reality, you two. It seemed Emille’s boisterous entrance had forcibly snapped them out of their earlier confusion.


      “Dude, just tell Emille you’re not into her. That’ll make her back off,” Raiya urged me.


      “You think? Huh. That’s strange. I could’ve sworn I’d made it clear on multiple occasions that I’m not interested, but she hasn’t given up yet,” I said. I racked my memory but I couldn’t think of a single time when I hadn’t shot down Emille’s advances.


      “Hmph! As if being rejected a few times would be enough to make me give up! I’ll keep chasing you until I make you mine, mister!” Emille declared.


      This was slowly but surely turning into a psychological horror movie, and I had to admit, I was nothing short of absolutely terrified.


      “Anyway, I’ll come back to you later, mister. For now...” She paused, then spat, “Kilpha!” as she turned to face her for the third time that evening. “I can’t believe you’d try to snatch mister away from under my nose while I’m busy working! I misjudged you!”


      “Hold on, Emi. Just listen to what I have to say, meow,” Kilpha pleaded, but the bunny girl refused to make any kind of concession.


      “And why would I do that, hm? I have incredibly pretty ears, sure, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna use them to listen to your sorry excuses!”


      I was pretty sure I’d never seen Emille this mad before. She was completely flipping out at Kilpha. Hurry up and fetch the guildmaster, someone, I silently pleaded to no one in particular.


      “Like I said, it’s all a misunderstanding, meow!”


      “I don’t care about your excuses!” Emille ranted before adopting a high-pitched voice to imitate Kilpha. “‘Oh, meow, meow, will you be my husband, purr, meow?’”
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      She grabbed Kilpha by the collar and stared her down for a couple of seconds. “Did you think I wouldn’t hear you, huh?! Well, I did! I heard everything!” she screeched, spittle flying everywhere.


      I don’t think that’s quite what Kilpha said, I thought, mentally defending my cat-sìth friend. And she doesn’t sound anything like that.


      “And here I was, thinking you were my best friend! I can’t believe you’d try to steal my mister from me. You thief!” Emille exclaimed, pretending to cry, though it was easy to tell that she wasn’t actually crying.


      A-ha! There it was. The “best friend” line. You see, Emille called anyone her “best friend” when it suited her. The first time I met her, she was calling Karen her “best friend” while begging her for money (and quite a large amount at that), but the second Karen refused to give it to her, Emille started bad-mouthing her to anyone who would listen.


      “Please regain your composure, Miss Emille, ma’am,” Rolf intervened, unable to sit and watch as Emille verbally assaulted his partymate. He got up from his chair and grabbed the bunny girl by the scruff of her neck, lifting her off the ground.


      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Rolf? Let me go!” Emille protested as she struggled in his viselike grip, her feet dangling some way off the ground.


      “Miss Kilpha must have her reasons for asking what she did. Perhaps you should take a deep breath and listen to what she has to say, yes?” he suggested, peering up at Emille with a gentle smile on his face.


      It hadn’t escaped my notice, however, that his other hand—the one that wasn’t holding Emille aloft—was gripping the handle of his mace, and pretty tightly too, to the point where I could see the veins on the back of his hand bulging. Was Emille so infuriating that she could drive even gentle, compassionate Rolf to lose his cool and bludgeon her with his mace? No, no, that wouldn’t do. I had to act before this ended in murder—a murder committed by a priest, no less.


      “Rolf’s right, Emille. Kilpha must have some kind of explanation. How about hearing her out first, and then deciding if you want to yell yourself hoarse at her or fight her to the death or whatever it is you’re planning to do?” I suggested.


      She must have also noticed Rolf’s hand wrapped tightly around his mace, as she agreed to my suggestion surprisingly easily. “F-Fine. If you insist, then I guess... I guess I’ll hear her out.”


      “You heard her, Rolf,” I said pointedly.


      “A sensible decision, Miss Emille, ma’am,” Rolf said amicably as he lowered Emille until her feet were back on firm ground.


      “Well then, Kilpha. Mind explaining to us why you, um...” I hesitated. “...why you said you wanted me to be your ‘husband’?”


      Kilpha nodded. “Sure thing, meow. I’ll tell you everything, meow.”


      We all sat back down around the table to listen to what she had to say.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      Emille hadn’t departed from our company yet, meaning there were six of us seated around the table: the Blue Flash crew, me—the person at the heart of all this—and Emille, who had pretty much nothing to do with the situation but had decided to stick around anyway. We were all staring expectantly at Kilpha as we waited for her to explain why she had asked me to be her husband.


      On a sidenote, since Emille had ditched her post to come and listen to Kilpha’s story, there was a huge line of adventurers at the reception desk. The bunny girl didn’t seem to want to budge at all, however, and in a way, I was impressed by her nerves of steel. Though I mostly felt sorry for Trell, the guild’s newest receptionist, who had once again been reduced to tears as a result of Emille’s antics.


      “The letter I got was from my dad, meow,” Kilpha began, her tone grave.


      She had just received a letter, and it seemed this had been the catalyst for the whole “Please be my husband, Shiro” debacle, as that had been her immediate response right after reading it. Just what in the world was in that letter?


      “A letter from your dad, huh? What did it say?” I asked.


      “I-It wasn’t anything huge, meow. Just, uh...” She hesitated. “Ah! He said I should come say hi to them soon,” Kilpha said awkwardly. Is it just me or is she looking a little flustered?


      “I see. Well, it’s only natural for a father to worry about his daughter. How long has it been since you last saw him? Or well, since you last saw your family, I suppose I should say,” I asked.


      Kilpha hummed as she thought about this, before counting on her fingers.


      “Kilpha and I joined Blue Flash seven years ago,” Nesca interjected.


      “Yup, seven years, meow,” the cat-sìth echoed. “So the last time I saw my family was seven years ago, meow.”


      “Huh? Seven years?!” I exclaimed in shock.


      Kilpha was twenty, which meant she’d left her home to become an adventurer at the age of thirteen and hadn’t seen her family at all since. Only I seemed shocked by this information, however.


      “Wow, has it really been that long already?” Raiya remarked.


      “How time flies. I still remember the day you invited the pair of them to join our party upon seeing how young Miss Kilpha was, Mr. Raiya, sir,” Rolf reminisced, drawing a chuckle from Raiya.


      “Yup, I did, didn’t I? Back then, I hadn’t twigged that Nesca was a half-elf, so when I saw these two kids—two young girls, no less—had their own party, I figured they’d definitely get tricked by some bad guys if we let them go off adventuring alone, so I asked them if they wanted to join us.”


      “I will never forget the face you made when you discovered that Miss Nesca was older than you,” Rolf teased.


      “Ugh, you really should forget that,” Raiya grumbled before regarding Kilpha. “Still, you’ve certainly grown up since then, haven’t you, Kilpha? You were a mere slip of a thing back then.”


      “She was on the verge of starving when I crossed paths with her,” Nesca commented.


      “Yup, I sure was!” Kilpha confirmed. “If Nesca hadn’t given me some food, I probably would’ve died.”


      No one had even batted an eye at the revelation that Kilpha hadn’t seen her family in seven years. Instead, they had gone on a little trip down memory lane, chatting about the adventuring debuts of Nesca and Kilpha. Then again, Emille hadn’t seemed all that surprised either, so maybe not seeing your family for literally years at a time was a pretty common occurrence in this world.


      Actually, the more I thought about it, the more I realized it really wasn’t all that surprising. After all, there was minimal transportation infrastructure in this world, and most people had to go by horse-drawn carriage if they wanted to get from point A to point B. It wasn’t as easy as just popping by their hometown to say hi to their family, because any such journey required careful planning and a significant amount of time set aside for it. As such, it was entirely likely that none of the other Blue Flash members had seen their families in seven years either. Under those circumstances, I could see why Kilpha’s dad had written to her to tell her to come and say hi.


      “Okay, so your daddy asked you to visit them,” an irritating voice chimed in, spoiling the Blue Flash crew’s journey down memory lane. It went without saying that the voice belonged to Emille. “But what has that got to do with you asking mister to be your husband?” she asked, her eyes glazed over.


      A tankard of something alcoholic had been set down in front of her on the table. When did she even order it? And more importantly, isn’t she still meant to be on duty?


      “So?” Emille drawled. “Why did you ask him to be your husband? Answer me now!”


      “It’s, uh...” Kilpha hesitated. “So, basically, the village chieftain—ah, that’s my grandma, by the way, meow.” She paused as she let out an awkward chuckle, then raised her index fingers and sheepishly tapped the tips together a few times. “My grandma wants to know if I have a b-boyfriend, meow.”


      “And? That still doesn’t explain why you need mister to be your husband,” Emille pointed out as she stared Kilpha down coldly.


      “Um, that’s... It’s... Well, I...” Kilpha stammered, the intensity of Emille’s glare causing the words to get lost in her throat.


      So Kilpha’s the granddaughter of her village’s chieftain, huh? I thought idly. But then, realization struck. I understood everything. I knew exactly why Kilpha had asked me to be her husband.


      “C’mon, Kilpha, answer me!” Emille barked.


      Kilpha let out a distressed meow. “Emi’s bullying me, meow!”


      “Huuuh? In what universe am I bullying you? Stop talking nonsense, you—”


      “Stop! Come on now, Emille. Cut it out,” I interrupted, leaning forward across the table to physically get between them.


      “Stay out of this, mister!” Emille retorted.


      “No. If you keep being so aggressive toward her, she’s never going to get to the end of her explanation. Right, Kilpha?” I said, turning to the cat-sìth, who nodded timidly in response. “See?” I added.


      “So you’re on that thieving cat’s side, are you?” Emille pouted, puffing her cheeks out in annoyance.


      “Well, we’re not on your side, that’s for sure,” Raiya said.


      Nesca nodded. “Agreed.”


      “This is a good opportunity to reflect on your behavior,” Rolf added.


      See, Emille? It’s in moments like this that your previous actions come back to bite you. Seeing that no one was on her side, Emille harrumphed and downed her drink. Can’t she just go back to work and leave us alone?


      “Kilpha,” I said.


      “Meow?”


      “I get it.”


      “Huh? What? Wh-What do you mean, meow?”


      “I now know exactly why you asked me to be your husband,” I said, a self-satisfied smirk curling my lips upward. A look of surprise flashed across Kilpha’s face.


      “So why did she?” Raiya asked.


      “It’s very simple, really. There are three things to take into account here: 1) Kilpha’s grandmother wants her to have a boyfriend; 2) it’s been seven years since she last saw her family; and 3) Kilpha’s a kind person. If you consider all three points together, it’s easy to deduce her reasoning.” I raised three fingers on my right hand and hit them all with the conclusion of my analysis. “Kilpha, you want me to pretend to be your husband—or your boyfriend at the very least—to give your grandmother some peace of mind.”


      “Say what?!” Raiya exclaimed. Even though he was a bit of a joker, he was actually a very earnest person, meaning the idea of getting someone to pretend to be your romantic partner had never crossed his mind. I, on the other hand, wasn’t greatly surprised by it. In Japan, there were plenty of businesses that allowed you to “rent” a boyfriend or girlfriend, so to speak. Some folk used these businesses as a way of training for the day when they would actually have a significant other, some hired a companion to go with them to places or events where it would be too awkward to go alone, while others made use of the service because they needed to pretend to have a romantic partner for one reason or another. Kilpha fell into this third category, since she wanted me to act as her boyfriend to give her family some peace of mind.


      “Don’t worry. I totally get it. My grandma never misses an opportunity to ask me when I’m gonna think about finding a girlfriend,” I continued. “I wish she’d kinda just drop it, but family members really care about that sort of stuff, you know?”


      At present, grandma was still asking these questions more in a jokey way, but in five or ten years, she would most likely start asking them a bit more seriously.


      “Kilpha’s a very considerate person, and I’m sure she cares deeply about her family. That’s why she asked me to be her husband: to reassure her grandmother,” I concluded, drawing impressed oohs and aahs from Raiya, Nesca, and Rolf. Emille, however, clicked her tongue, visibly annoyed.


      I turned to Kilpha. “Did I get that right?” I asked triumphantly.


      She stared at me blankly for a few seconds before nodding vigorously. “Uh, y-yeah! You did, meow! I want you to be—um, to pretend to be my husband—or well, my fiancé will do—to give my grandma some peace of mind, meow! That’s exactly it!”


      I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was still acting a little weird, but I didn’t let it bother me too much, since it seemed my deductions had been correct.


      “That’s what I thought. Raiya and Nesca are already an item, and Rolf’s a priest, so his goddess probably wouldn’t forgive him if he deceived someone, even if it was for a friend. And so, by process of elimination, you decided to ask me,” I said.


      Kilpha nodded again. “Yup, yup! Exactly, meow!”


      “Not to mention, I’ve been eating and drinking with you guys every week for a while now, so you and I are already pretty comfortable around each other,” I continued. “If I needed to pretend to be your boyfriend, no one would suspect a thing.”


      “Yeah! They totally wouldn’t, meow!” Kilpha agreed, and I felt pretty damn proud of myself seeing her nodding and confirming all of my theories.


      “All right, I’ll do it. For you. I’ll be the best pretend-boyfriend—no, the best pretend-fiancé this world has ever seen!” I corrected myself.


      “Yay, meow! Thank you, Shiro, meow!” Kilpha whooped, giving me a high five.


      Emille saw fit to once again insert herself into the conversation, however. “Mister, don’t be fooled!” she protested. “Kilpha’s trying to get rid of all the obstacles in her way one by one, so she can snatch you for herself!”


      “Uh, what are you talking about, Emille?” I asked.


      “I told you, I heard everything with these pretty ears of mine,” she said, treating Kilpha to a death glare. “If you’re going to her village, I’m tagging along too!”


      “Bad idea, Emi. You won’t have a job to come back to,” Raiya warned.


      “Yup, you’ll be jobless,” Nesca agreed, driving the point home.


      But Emille didn’t care. “If that happens, I can just marry mister and be a housewife for the rest of my life,” she said.


      “Yeah, please don’t. I’d die,” I said matter-of-factly.


      “You heard the man, Emi,” Raiya interjected.


      “I already told you, I’m not giv— Wait, Rolf? Why are you grabbing your mace?!”


      Glancing over at Rolf, I noticed he had silently wrapped his hand around the handle of his mace, his smile unwavering.


      “I-I asked you a question!” Emille said haughtily. “You’d better answ—argh!”


      It required several adventurers holding him back to stop Rolf from sending Emille flying with a swing of his mace.
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