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      Chicken Meatball and Jumbo Leek Soup


      “I think it needs just a little bit more time.”


      “All right.”


      Across from the golden-eyed young man, who was staring intently at the pot, she gently sipped estervino from a polished tin cup. The cloudy white drink had a sweet aroma but a crisp, medium-dry flavor.


      The first time she’d had this drink, she’d found it similar to the Japanese sake her father from her previous life had been fond of. She occasionally compared her previous life to this one in that way because she had in fact been reincarnated into this world.


      Her name in this life was Dahlia Rossetti, though she couldn’t recall her name in her former life. She had been born and raised in the country of Japan and had worked at a company that produced household appliances. She had wanted to work on the production side, but her life had ended abruptly before she could realize that goal. Perhaps because of that, she had been born into this world with a magical toolmaker for a father, and she herself had followed in his footsteps.


      A magical toolmaker was an artisan who used their own magic, magic crystals containing elements such as fire and water, or monster materials to create tools that utilized that magic. Dahlia focused her efforts on creating magical tools rooted in everyday life, such as hot water dispensers, refrigerators, and freezers powered by magical crystals, as well as waterproof cloth with magically applied powdered slime, among others.


      In front of her now, in her home, the Green Tower, was a heated low table, reminiscent of what she’d known as a kotatsu in her previous life, and resting on top of that was a compact magical stove with its gently simmering pot. They were both tools she had made with her own magic.


      “I’ll go ahead and slice some cheese.”


      The young man who held a knife with a practiced hand was Volfred Scalfarotto. He was a royal knight of the Kingdom of Ordine’s Order of Beast Hunters as well as the fourth son of an earldom.


      In contrast to Dahlia—who had vivid red hair and bright green eyes but an otherwise plain appearance—Volf was a handsome young man, and he made heads turn everywhere he went. From his tall, toned physique to his ebony hair and flawless pale skin to his perfectly balanced facial features—most striking of which were his golden, almond-shaped eyes—his beauty was unforgettable after witnessing it even once. Even a gorgeous portrait would pale in comparison when placed next to him—and no, that was not an exaggeration.


      His appearance meant he was quite popular, but after all the jealousy and misunderstandings, as well as a string of extreme attempts women had made to approach him, romance had become a sore point for Volf.


      However, Dahlia was similar in that regard. She’d had hardly any relationships in her past life, and although her father in this world had picked her a fiancé, their engagement had ended just before they were to be married. It seemed that she had no luck in love, either before or after her rebirth.


      Volf and Dahlia had become fast friends after their chance second encounter and had even become business colleagues.


      “Thank you. You’re pretty good at that, aren’t you, Volf?”


      With smooth movements, Volf sliced the flat, round, orange cheese with a silver knife. This particular cheese was fairly hard, but he cut the slices as thin as fish flakes and piled them all onto a small plate.


      The freshly sliced cheese, with its pleasant, salty aroma, made for a great accompaniment to their drinks. Although it was ill-mannered to do so, they picked up the slices of cheese, slightly curved at the edges, with their fingers and ate them like that.


      Volf sliced two small plates’ worth of cheese and then placed the bottle of white wine he’d brought on the table. As he gathered a pair of glasses, the white steam began to take on a pleasant aroma.


      “I think it may be about done. Could you remove the lid?”


      “Sure thing.”


      Volf placed a hand on the lid of the pot, his expression serious. After he carefully lifted the lid, white steam filled with the scent of cooked chicken wafted up gently. Simmering in the broth-filled pot were thick chicken meatballs and chopped leeks.


      Today, at the recommendation of the neighborhood grocer, he had ended up buying a whole box of large leeks. Called jumbo leeks, they were incredibly juicy and delicious.


      The chicken meatballs, which were too big to be eaten in one bite, were a mixture of chicken meat, grated ginger, salt, and the green parts of the leeks, finely minced. Although the only seasoning was salt, the chicken and ginger flavors were strong enough to be sufficient in themselves. Volf inhaled deeply of the steam, letting his golden eyes gently roll back.


      “The smell alone is delicious...”


      “Don’t satisfy yourself with just the smell, please.”


      He hadn’t even taken a bite yet, after all. Dahlia filled a bowl with an ample serving of the chicken meatballs and leeks, then placed it in front of Volf. Once she filled her own bowl, they made a toast.


      “Cheers, to good fortune and health, and to great-smelling soup!”


      “Cheers, to good fortune and health.”


      Apparently Volf really enjoyed the scent of the chicken meatballs. He only took one sip of his wine before bringing his spoon to the bowl. As she watched him, Dahlia tilted her glass of white. The medium-dry wine had a clean flavor and went down smoothly. After the sensation of the alcohol warming her throat was gone, the mild sweetness lingered. Before the aftertaste disappeared, she took a bite of the sliced cheese so she could fully enjoy its rich, slightly salty flavor. She could never tire of this combination.


      As Dahlia alternated between tasting the wine and the sliced cheese, Volf, seated across from her, was chewing his food with full concentration. He seemed to be enjoying the flavor of the chicken meatballs too, as his bowl was already half empty. Perhaps noticing her gaze on him, he gulped down a piping hot meatball and looked at Dahlia.


      “It tastes even better than it smells...”


      “I’m glad you think it’s tasty.”


      Dahlia thought it was a little odd just how much he was fixated on the smell.


      “I think a good smell is part of the flavor. But with this dish, the flavor is better than the smell. This combination of chicken, ginger, and leek is—how should I put this?—like a beautiful love triangle.”


      What an unsettling compliment. But although Dahlia didn’t think there was such a thing as a good love triangle when it came to romance, perhaps it was an acceptable way to describe flavor.


      “Jumbo leeks and chicken meatballs really are the perfect combination, aren’t they?”


      “Spicy scallion shoots also go well with them.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “You can fill even smaller chicken meatballs with loads of spicy scallion shoots. They can be cooked in a pot like this, or you can eat them boiled and dressed with soy sauce or lemon juice.”


      “Spicy scallion shoots... Are they sold at the market?”


      “I don’t think so, but they should have them next summer. Jumbo leeks won’t be available then, though.”


      “Got it. Then, in order for us to compare the two next year, let’s fill a box with ice crystals and freeze the leeks!”


      “Volf, foods should be eaten in season...”


      And so the two of them continued to satisfy their ravenous appetites for both food and conversation.




      Once they had finished their meal, they switched out their white wine for red and continued talking. Their topic of conversation turned to Volf’s home.


      “The other day, the gardener dug up the flower bed at the villa and planted some bulbs. I was a little surprised. I thought bulbs were only planted in the spring.”


      Remembering that some flower bulbs needed a certain level of cold in the winter in order to bloom the following year, she asked, “Are they flowers that don’t bloom unless they endure a cold winter?”


      Volf nodded. “Yeah, that’s what the gardener said. They asked if they could plant more types of flowers, so I left it up to them. Until now it was mostly filled with my mother’s favorite white flowers, but the gardener thought they seemed a little lonely on their own and wanted to plant some red flowers too.”


      “I’m sure the garden will look gorgeous next year, then.”


      “Yeah. We can see it together once the flowers bloom.”


      Volf’s villa was the location of the Rossetti Trading Company’s headquarters and the Scalfarottos’ magical tool workshop, so Dahlia visited it regularly. She was excited to see what kind of flowers would bloom.


      “But I’m not great at describing the garden. They say understanding gardens is part of being a noble, but I can barely tell flowers apart. I thought ranunculuses were roses for the longest time, and I even mixed up lotuses and water lilies while out on expedition.”


      “Those look similar, so I don’t think you can blame yourself for that. My father taught me that while both have round leaves, a lotus doesn’t have a notch in its leaf, while a water lily does.”


      “Knowing that would have made it easy enough even for me to tell them apart. When I asked Randolph about the difference, he said lotuses are the ones you can get lotus roots from...”


      Although he wasn’t wrong, Dahlia wasn’t so sure that was the best way to distinguish the flowers.


      “Come to think of it, I think there were water lilies in Lady Altea’s summer guest room.”


      “Her...summer guest room?”


      “Yeah. At Lady Altea’s house, she switches up the guest rooms depending on what season it is. I think she chooses whichever bedroom has the nicest view of the garden, but I don’t remember very well, so I can’t explain it...”


      Dahlia wouldn’t have expected anything less from a dowager duchess. She’d read in a book that the arrangement of the garden in a noble’s home was part of the art of hospitality, which she could understand. And now she knew there were some guests on whom that hospitality was lost.


      “I’m sure those who have an interest in gardens enjoy the alternating rooms.”


      “Admiring gardens is a common practice among the nobility. But I think I’d get bored looking at a pretty garden. I have more fun wearing these and walking around the market.”


      As he spoke, he lightly stroked his shirt pocket with his fingers. Inside the pocket were his glasses made of fairy glass. Those glasses were a magical tool of Dahlia’s own creation, made to change Volf’s striking golden eyes into ordinary green ones. They were a convenient disguise that allowed him to freely walk about the town.


      Ever since this past summer, it had become a favorite pastime of Volf’s to don those glasses and walk through the markets. As a result, here in the Green Tower, the two of them made full use of the ingredients and alcoholic drinks he purchased there.


      Dahlia placed her drained glass on the table, and hearing the faint thunking sound it made, she furrowed her brow.


      “What’s wrong, Dahlia?”


      “Yesterday, I took a class on etiquette for people preparing to receive a peerage, and I was warned not to make a sound when setting my glass down on a table. It looks like I still have a lot to learn about etiquette.”


      “At parties among nobles, there are always tablecloths on the tables, so I doubt it would make that much noise. Besides, I think you’ve already got the etiquette down pat, Dahlia.”


      She was thankful for Volf’s encouraging words, but unfortunately, she was still entirely lacking on that front. During yesterday’s etiquette class, her teacher had warned her with a smile twenty-seven times. Her notebook had turned completely black. Dahlia had vowed to herself that she would bring a larger notebook from now on.


      “Not at all. When I first entered the room, I said, ‘Thank you for having me.’ I was chided for that.”


      “Huh? That’s what I say, though.”


      “The correct way for commoner merchants and barons to address nobility when entering a room is ‘I humbly thank you for your hospitality.’ Also, depending on the topic of conversation, instead of saying something like ‘Okay,’ you should say, ‘Certainly’ or ‘Very well.’ There are lots of rules like that that I fumbled.”


      “I didn’t know... I think I might be worse off than you. My family’s going to become a marquisate, and yet I have no idea how to talk politely. Maybe I should review from a book, or no, maybe I should ask my brother...”


      Holding his glass in one hand, Volf rested his chin on his fist and sank into thought.


      In the past, Volf had spoken of his plans to leave the Scalfarotto family and become a commoner, but he’d stopped saying that of late. And Dahlia herself wasn’t going to ask about it. Volf had been estranged from his family for quite a while, but now their relationship was finally improving. It was probably safer for him to stay with his family, who were soon to go from being an earldom to a marquisate. Dahlia wanted to hope that their friendship would remain unchanged—but whether that was possible was hard to say.


      “Dahlia.”


      As she was brooding, she heard her name called out, and she quickly looked up. Volf was holding a bottle of wine, waiting to fill her empty glass.


      “Next summer, let’s go looking for spicy scallion shoots in the market.”


      “Yes, let’s.”


      As the flowing wine filled another cup, so their promises to each other increased by another.

    

  

  
    
      The Spellbook and the Order of Beast Hunters’ Robes


      “This came for you from Orlando & Co., Chairwoman. I’ve gone ahead and opened it for you, just in case.”


      In the Rossetti Trading Company’s office in the Merchants’ Guild, Vice-Chairman Ivano placed a bundle of white cloth on top of the table.


      The rays of the afternoon sun shone on the bundle. Dahlia had a fairly good idea of what it was. She gently removed the cloth, revealing a largish leather box and a sheaf of papers. The first sheet of paper was a letter, with the signature at the bottom spelling “Tobias Orlando”—senior apprentice to Dahlia’s father as well as her own former fiancé.


      In the letter, carefully written in his familiar angular penmanship, he explained that he had copied out the entire contents of Carlo’s spellbook. He’d even included a few things that he’d been taught orally by Carlo and wanted Dahlia to know, plus his own observations. He also let her know he had added warnings about things he thought were dangerous on separate pieces of paper that he’d stuck in between the pages of the spellbook.


      Inside the leather box was the leather-bound spellbook, wrapped in thin paper. The spellbook her father had left behind in his room in the Green Tower had been intended for Tobias. Although Tobias himself had said he wasn’t entitled to the spellbook, he’d accepted it on the grounds that he’d been her senior apprentice.


      Now that Tobias had copied out the spellbook, he’d sent the duplicate manuscript to Dahlia. In the center of the cover was a bright green jewel, perhaps a peridot. The clear jewel was the same color as her father Carlo’s eyes, and the sandy-colored book itself was very close in hue to his hair.


      This felt like a sly choice of colors—as Dahlia fought back the heat that had slowly started to sting her eyes, she flipped through the pages. She felt herself nearly becoming lost in reading about the numerous magical tools she’d yet to make as well as ones she had never even seen before. However, she was currently at the Merchants’ Guild, and she had plans for the day.


      Dahlia closed the spellbook as if shaking herself off, then immediately pricked her finger with a needle and allowed the blood to drip onto the green jewel. With the blood bond now complete, this spellbook could only be opened by her alone. Despite the throbbing pain in her fingertip, she felt a strange sense of relief.


      As for the sheaf of papers, she removed the one-page letter addressed to herself, then handed the rest to Ivano.


      “Please copy these papers and use what you need.”


      “All right, Chairwoman. But it sure was thoughtful of Orlando & Co. to give this to us, wasn’t it...”


      Ivano stared fixedly at the documents.


      From the second page of the stack of papers onward was a list of companies from which they could obtain a myriad of rare materials and their approximate prices, followed by a list of contact information for their respective manufacturers. This was valuable information, not just for a magical toolmaker, but for a company that dealt in magical tools. As long as they had this, they would be able to purchase materials without having to go through Orlando & Co.


      “Yes. This should be useful not just for finding materials, but also for when my magic isn’t enough for crafting or when I need different types of magic. It’s helpful to be able to consult with manufacturers in the event that I need to.”


      “It seems Orlando & Co. have really come to consider themselves as our subcontractors.”


      “Ivano, that’s—”


      Dahlia couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable speaking that way about a company that was similar in stature to the Rossetti Company. But before she could finish her sentence, Ivano asked, “Chairwoman, you no longer hold any attachment to Orlando & Co., right?”


      She understood he was concerned for her, but she was no longer dwelling on the termination of her engagement. Besides, now that they were managing a company, Orlando & Co. was a valuable business connection.


      “I don’t. Please conduct business with them as you would with any other company. I’ll leave things in your hands. You’re the one in charge of our business dealings, after all.”


      “Okay then, do you mean to say I can do whatever I like?”


      Her dependable vice-chairman fixed his navy blue eyes on her for confirmation. The slight chill in his gaze must have been due to the winter sunlight streaming through the window, enhancing the blue of his eyes.


      Dahlia suddenly remembered a set phrase used by merchants and said, “Um, may we thrive and succeed under your direction.”


      “...Understood, Chairwoman.” Ivano gave his usual laugh.


      After they finished their conversation, Dahlia headed for the wing of the castle in which the Order of Beast Hunters was headquartered. The plan was to check on how things were going with the impact absorption material that they’d applied to the broad shield used by Randolph, Volf’s fellow knight.


      Jonas came to pick Dahlia up in the Scalfarotto’s family carriage so that he could give her the report on the slime research before they arrived at the castle.


      Ivano had a meeting with the Tailors’ Guild, so they parted ways at the carriage stop. He boarded the Rossetti Trading Company carriage, which was being pulled by the sleipnir named Iris. The sleipnir looked to be in a good mood, having just been given an apple by Mena, an employee of the company.


      Dahlia boarded the Scalfarotto family’s carriage, sitting across from Jonas and next to Marcella. Jonas wasn’t wearing his usual attendant’s uniform but rather a starched white shirt and a dark gray three-piece suit. His right sleeve bulged out a bit, most likely due to the scales caused by his blight. Even though his scales were hidden from the naked eye with a misperception bracelet, it was difficult to disguise the look of his sleeve.


      “Regarding the blue slimes enchanted with ice magic, it appears that they are still cold as of yesterday. Lady Idaealina has addressed other developments in her report.”


      The other day, during a meeting with the Scalfarottos’ Magical Tool Development Team and with the cooperation of Volf’s older brother, Guido, and various guild masters, they had experimented with enchanting slime powder. They’d found several possible uses for slime-based magical tools, but there were still several that were under study. One of those was the blue slime mixture, which was enchanted with ice magic.


      In the report Jonas handed to Dahlia, it was stated that the slime was still maintaining a reasonably low temperature. If it could stay cold for this long, then it could be very effective as a sort of ice pack. After scanning the report, Dahlia looked back up at Jonas.


      “At this temperature, there’s little worry for frostbite, so it should also be useful for keeping things cool.”


      “Yes. However, if one were to hold it with one’s bare hands for a long time, there’s a possibility it would cause redness and irritation to the skin.”


      Dahlia must have overlooked that in the report. She hastily looked back at the document to check.


      “My apologies, I seemed to have missed that...”


      “No, it’s not written in the report. When I met with Lady Idaealina, her hands and cheeks were a bit red... I was unable to determine if it was due to the corrosive properties of the blue slime, mild frostbite, or because she had been touching it for too long,” he explained, choosing his words carefully.


      Dahlia completely understood. Idaealina, whom Dahlia called Idaea, was the chief researcher of the slime farm and wholly devoted to slime research. She must have become quite attached to the blue slime that was the ice magic enchantment test subject. Dahlia had no trouble imagining Idaea rubbing the cold, blue slime against her cheeks.


      A mage of the Scalfarotto family had apparently healed her then and there, ensuring her condition didn’t become anything serious, and other personnel had been tasked with checking on Idaea once a day going forward. Dahlia was very relieved to hear that.


      As they spoke about such topics, the carriage arrived at the castle. She had come here so many times by now, but she was as nervous as ever when they passed under the large stone gates into the grounds. There, she saw the extensive, towering castle walls, the cluster of white stone buildings, and in the center, the enormous castle. The three towers that were built into the exterior of the castle were called “proof of impregnable peace.” The Kingdom of Ordine had suffered not a single war or rebellion in the more than two hundred years since its founding. Dahlia felt incredibly grateful for that peace.


      Once they reached the carriage stop, Jonas alighted first, and Marcella began descending after him. When Dahlia lifted the hem of her dark green dress slightly to stand up, however, Jonas thrust his head back inside the carriage.


      “Stay quiet. Marcella, don’t open this door until I say so.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      In response to Jonas’s whispered orders, Marcella remained in the carriage, closed the door, and locked it. Then, as he readjusted the black leather gloves on his hands, he stood in front of the door. Dahlia didn’t know what was happening, but this was the royal castle. All they could do was follow Jonas’s instructions.


      “Jonas, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


      Through the barely finger-length gap in the window, opened to prevent motion sickness, Dahlia heard an unfamiliar voice. The sound of footsteps approached the carriage before stopping right next to it. Dahlia reflexively stifled her breathing.


      “It has been quite a while since we last saw each other, Lord Goodwin.”


      The speaker seemed to be a relative of Jonas’s. Dahlia had heard there were many nobles with the surname “Goodwin.” Perhaps it wasn’t so rare to run into relatives of his at the castle stop by happenstance.


      “Last week, we welcomed a child. Another boy.”


      “Congratulations. I shall send a belated celebratory gift.”


      “Don’t worry about it. It’s just that I wanted to take this opportunity to have your blight cured at the temple so you could come back home. Of course, I’ll find a post for you in the company as well as do what I can to find you a suitable marriage partner.”


      “I’m afraid I must refuse. I currently serve Lord Guido.”


      The other person seemed to be a close relative, but the flat tone Jonas was speaking in made it sound as though he were not conversing with a family member.


      “I heard you have become the head of the Scalfarottos’ Weapons Development Team. However, you started working in the same industry as our family without so much as a word. The family can’t turn a blind eye to that.”


      “I understand. And what shall be my punishment?”


      “There’s no intention of punishing you. However, the family has met and discussed making you choose between establishing a liaison with our company to exchange relevant information or, failing that, completely removing yourself from the family—”


      “In that case, I shall remove myself from the family.”


      “Jonas!” the other party cried out at his abrupt response. The shout caused the horses to whinny.


      “You may serve the Scalfarottos, but you are a member of the Viscountcy Goodwin. After you leave the family, if something should happen to that Lord Guido, would you be able to stay with the Scalfarottos, what with your blight? If you happened to fall out of their good graces, you’d have no one left to support you.”


      Jonas impassively struck down the other party’s attempts at persuasion. “I would ensure I perished before anything happened to Lord Guido. I will protect my master until he decides I am unneeded. Your concern is unnecessary, Lord Goodwin.”


      There was a short pause, then the sound of a deep sigh.


      “Lord Goodwin? So you still insist on calling me that...”


      “I believe it was you, Lord Goodwin, who told me to never again call you ‘elder brother’ for as long as I lived, was it not?”


      Jonas’s words were polite, but Dahlia felt she could see the cold blade behind them. And now, finally, she’d learned the person Jonas was speaking to was his brother.


      “I suppose it’s too late to apologize for that...”


      “No apology is required. After all, you were only telling me I wasn’t fit to be part of the Goodwin family.”


      Dahlia heard the sound of hooves—another carriage must have pulled into the carriage stop. One of the men coughed lightly.


      “Okay. Let me know if and when your adoption is decided. And if you reconsider, or if you should need anything, you can come to me for— No, if not me, someone else from the family will be fine. I’ll do whatever I can.”


      “Very well. Thank you for your consideration.”


      Without any words of farewell, the sound of one pair of footsteps faded into the distance. Dahlia could sense Jonas had remained behind. She held her breath and waited a moment, then she heard a knocking at the door.


      “Okay, Marcella. You can open up now.”


      Jonas’s words spurred Marcella, who had been frozen, to finally move. He unlocked the door and opened it. There stood Jonas, his expression unchanged.


      “Go and check if there’s anyone on the road up ahead. If you find anyone, come right back.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Following Jonas’s command, Marcella exited the carriage. Jonas took his spot in the carriage, then narrowed his eyes at Dahlia.


      “...Judging by your face, am I to assume you heard that interaction? It seems I miscalculated the range of my anti-eavesdropping device. I’m terribly sorry you had to bear witness to that unpleasant conversation.”


      “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to eavesdrop like that...”


      “No, it was my mistake. Please, forget about it.”


      This was Jonas’s personal business and had not been meant for Dahlia to hear. But despite thinking that, she was worried about Jonas, whose stiff expression resembled a doll’s, and she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Um, are you all right, Master Jonas?”


      Jonas suddenly froze and stared intently at Dahlia with his rust-colored eyes.


      “Are you concerned about me?”


      Surprisingly, Jonas faced her with an elegant, artificial smile. But in his eyes, she saw a dark flicker of light—a flicker that reminded Dahlia of Volf when he spoke to her about his painful past.


      “I am, Master Jonas. You’re an important colleague to me.”


      “I— Thank you.”


      Jonas’s artificial smile vanished as if it had melted away. He settled himself back into his seat and turned his gaze to Dahlia once more.


      “As I told you before, I am estranged from my family. That man’s mother was our father’s first wife, while my mother was his second wife. Furthermore, his mother married in from an earldom, while my mother was a dancer from a desert country who was offered to my father.”


      “Oh, um, do you mean in the matchmaking sense?”


      “No, I meant it exactly as I said. While there on a diplomatic mission, my father inadvertently called her beautiful three times during a banquet, so— Ah, in the desert country Išrana, calling someone beautiful three times in one night is equivalent to a marriage proposal.”


      What an astonishing custom that was. In Ordine, it was a matter of courtesy for a male aristocrat to compliment a woman, which must have been the source of the misunderstanding.


      “And so your mother ended up becoming his bride...”


      “That’s right. A noble from Išrana bought my mother, wrapped her up in a rug, and gave her to my father as a gift.”


      “Huh?”


      “My mother became a slave. Išrana has an officially sanctioned slave system.”


      “...I didn’t know that.”


      Jonas spoke so matter-of-factly, Dahlia wasn’t sure what she should say. In Ordine, the only slaves were criminals, and since they were isolated on work sites, they were never seen.


      “My father, unable to give back my mother, who was a gift from a foreign country, made her his second wife. In so doing, he terminated her slave contract, but no one else around her accepted that. Unable to adjust, my father divorced her and she returned to her homeland. I haven’t returned home in a long time, but now that I am the head of the Scalfarottos’ Weapons Development Team, my name has begun to become well-known. I’m sure they want to make use of me as some sort of pawn. Presuming that to be the case, I felt it would cause Lord Guido less trouble if I were to remove myself from the family entirely.”


      “I’m sorry, I asked about something that’s uncomfortable for you to speak about...”


      “No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t talk about anything I preferred not to.”


      After he’d finished speaking, Jonas’s brow furrowed slightly. Unsure whether to ask him what was wrong, Dahlia raised her hands before quickly bringing them back down. Seeing her do that, Jonas spoke up again resignedly.


      “It does create a bit of an issue. If I am not adopted by a noble family soon, I won’t be able to enter part of the castle.”


      “There’s an area like that?”


      “Yes. There’s a location that’s meant to be used for meetings among those of earl rank and higher. Not even attendants and bodyguards can enter unless they are nobles or people in certain special occupations, like priests. Furthermore, not many families are willing to adopt one with a blight into their family, so even if I asked Lord Guido, it would likely take some time.”


      Hearing Jonas speak about adoption as if it were entirely ordinary, Dahlia blurted out a question.


      “Um, is adoption common among nobles?”


      “Yes, I hear it happens much more often than among commoners.”


      “So, for example, does it happen frequently that a commoner would be adopted into an earldom?”


      “...Yes, it’s not uncommon. In order to protect an exceptional commoner, or to join two families together for business reasons. Adoption and marriage are both typical, but—you heard about this from Lord Volf, yes?”


      It seemed Jonas was already aware. He was Guido’s attendant and bodyguard, after all. He had probably been present at the time.


      “Yes. I was only joking, but Volf laughed when we were talking about him becoming my brother...”


      “Lord Volf, your brother... I see. In that case, Lord Guido would also become your ‘dear brother Guido,’ no?”


      “That is out of the question! Oh, I mean, it’s not as if I dislike Lord Guido, but, um, he’s of much higher status, or well, it’d be rude of me...”


      Dahlia desperately tried to explain herself to Jonas. Although her discussion with Volf had ended in laughter, she had no intention of calling Guido “big brother,” even as a joke.


      Before she knew it, Jonas had his fist over his mouth, his shoulders shaking. She wished he would just go on and laugh out loud.


      Around the time Jonas’s shoulders stopped shaking, Marcella came back.


      “I’ve confirmed there is no one up ahead.”


      “All right then, let us go.”


      As Dahlia descended from the carriage, Jonas extended a hand to her to help her down. She took it without protest and alighted from the carriage.


      The plan for the day was to check on the equipment that made use of the impact absorption material derived from yellow slime. Dahlia was very keen to find out how things were going with Randolph’s well-used broad shield.


      Behind Dahlia, the sound of Jonas closing the carriage doors muffled his muttering.


      “That student of mine still has a lot to learn...”


      [image: ]


      Dahlia, Jonas, and Marcella moved to the conference room in the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing. Already gathered there were Randolph and Grato, the captain of the Beast Hunters, as well as other knights who managed the shields. After the standard greetings, they quickly moved on to inspecting Randolph’s broad shield.


      His thick, steel-plated broad shield, which he said he’d “put through a good bit of testing,” was riddled with deep scratches. Just what sort of training he’d done was anyone’s guess.


      However, the impact absorption material affixed to the back of the shield showed no sign of damage or wear. Nor did it show any sign of deterioration after one week. Dahlia was pleased that they were one step closer to implementing it.


      “Sir Randolph, would you suggest we make the impact absorption material thicker?”


      “No, this is enough. But wearing these gloves with it, I feel like my shield gets caught when I try to let go of it quickly.”


      “That’s because those gloves are a little thicker now too. Let’s open a little more space at the grip and adjust its shape. Also, this lower left part here—does it seem to be a little bent?”


      That fact had escaped Dahlia’s notice, but apparently it was obvious to Jonas and the other squad members. They were touching the broad shield and nodding as they confirmed as much.


      “Randolph’s been sending the troops flying higher than ever lately.”


      “It’s probably because I mostly attack using the left side. It’s taking more force now that I can put more power into it.”


      “The whole thing is dented. Let us strengthen the entire shield. Sir Randolph, would it be acceptable if your shield became a little heavier?”


      “Considering its attack power, I’d want the weight to be increased by a quarter. If possible, I’d also like the bottom part to be thicker.”


      “Randolph, it’ll be hard for the other squad members to handle that amount of weight. Jonas, sorry for the trouble, but could you make two sizes?”


      “Certainly. However, if possible, perhaps it would be best to adjust the heaviness and thickness for each person—”


      As they listened to what Randolph and the others had to say, they examined the different ways to make improvements to the broad shield. This time, it was up to Jonas to decipher and respond to the various opinions, since Dahlia didn’t have a good understanding of weapons. Instead, she focused her efforts on taking notes as she listened in.




      After their brief inspection was complete, Dahlia and Jonas were invited into Grato’s office. She figured he might need their signature on some delivery of goods or a contract. As she was thinking that, he urged her to sit down on the sofa along with Jonas.


      “Today, I have something to give to you two.”


      Once Grato said those words, Vice-Captain Griswald and Volf entered the office, each carrying a large, flat, silver-colored box. They placed the considerably large, magically sealed silver boxes on the low table.


      “This one is for you, Rossetti. And this one is for Jonas. Go ahead and open them.”


      Jonas opened his box first, and following his lead, Dahlia gently removed the lid of her own. What she found inside was a silky black cloth with fine silver lines running throughout. She reached her fingers toward it and sensed its strong magic, like many layers of thin, invisible cloth. It seemed to have a much, much stronger enchantment than zephyricloth. Depending on one’s viewpoint, it could be considered quite a sophisticated magical tool.


      Dahlia heard Jonas’s breath catch beside her.


      Amid their surprise, each had their respective cloth spread wide and placed upon their shoulders—Volf doing so for Dahlia and the vice-captain for Jonas. The two of them were now cloaked in black robes with silver trim.


      “They look good on both of you. We Beast Hunters only have knight uniforms, so I had these custom-made for our advisers. I went with an overcoat so it would go well with whatever you wore underneath it.”


      “Th-Thank you...”


      “...Thank you.”


      Dahlia’s voice came out as a squeak. Even Jonas’s words of thanks were a beat late.


      Was this robe meant to be a uniform for the Order of Beast Hunters? The uniforms of the Order of Beast Hunters were also black with silver trim. However, the silver at the hem of this black robe shone reddish depending on how the light hit it. It was not wholly like silver or copper but was some other strange hue.


      Griswald, who’d noticed Dahlia inspecting the hem, explained with a smile, “The trim is argentorosso. It suits you both very well.”


      “Argentorosso... Um, is that what’s taken from silver lodes where salamanders have nested?”


      “So you are knowledgeable about it, Master Dahlia? I’m not surprised.”


      She didn’t know much about it, just that it was a rare metal she’d wanted to try holding at least once.


      Salamanders were spirits that looked like lizards. They could stand in a blazing flame with no problem and were fond of hot places like volcanoes and hot springs.
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      Argentorosso was said to be created when salamanders happened to live near silver-ore veins for a length of time. The resulting metal was a silver that contained strong fire magic and so had exceptional heat resistance and temperature-control properties. There was a low chance of argentorosso forming, and even alchemists were still unable to produce a similar substance artificially—that was what Dahlia had learned in college, but she’d never been able to see the real deal. It was also a very expensive material.


      “It had been lying unused in the treasury for a while,” explained Grato. “The castle mages took it out for us for this special occasion. Also, this is as much as can be used. Add any more and the cloth can’t take it.”


      “This is much too precious for me...”


      “What’re you saying? You’re our squad’s advisers. It’s frustrating that this is the best I can do,” replied Grato. He then took out the sheets of parchment that remained in the box. “The magical toolmakers and mages of the castle incorporated some of the latest magic in these magic circles. Here’s an explanation of the circles, but...the letters are small, so you can read them on your own.”


      Grato handed over the sheaf of parchment with a wry smile. The densely written explanation spanned several pages. Apparently, the five small magic circles stitched into the back of the robe provided the effects of increased magic resistance against fire, earth, water, and air as well as lightweight defense for emergencies. In sum, the robe had five layers of enchantment. For a magical tool, that was tremendous enough to make one shudder.


      “You should wear these adviser robes as often as you can for ceremonial events, but aside from that, feel free to wear them wherever you please. I believe they will be useful in the castle too. When you wear those robes, whatever anyone may say to you will be considered as spoken to a member of the Order of Beast Hunters. Should you ever need anything, please do not hesitate to say so. We shall take care of everything.”


      There was a noticeable stiffness in Griswald’s tone.


      Dahlia knew that when she wore this robe, she would have to stand up tall as an adviser and member of the Order of Beast Hunters.


      “If you wear it in the castle, you’ll be treated on the same level as a baron,” said Grato. “Although, this has become largely arbitrary now.”


      What do you mean by that? she was about to ask when Grato smiled brightly at them.


      “Madam Dahlia Rossetti, Lord Jonas Goodwin—from the bottom of my heart, congratulations on your baronies.”


      “Huh?”


      “Pardon?”


      Thinking they’d heard wrong, the two of them both uttered that flabbergasted response in unison.


      “Ah, so you haven’t received the official notice yet? It was officially decided yesterday. It’ll happen next spring.”


      Somehow, Dahlia and Jonas managed to respond.


      “...Thank you for this undeserved honor.”


      “Th-Thank you very much...”


      “Congratulations, Master Dahlia and Master Jonas!”


      “Congratulations, Dahlia, Master Jonas!”


      As the words of congratulations came pouring in, Dahlia felt dizzy. Please wait. My heart can’t keep up. She had heard that it took an entire year to be selected for a barony, so she’d assumed that, even if she had been selected, she wouldn’t be notified until next year. Why, then, had things accelerated so quickly? While her mind was in a state of confusion, she sensed Jonas stir beside her.


      “Sir Grato, this may be impertinent of me, but...I fully understand this for Master Dahlia, but I am an adviser in name only. I believe my contributions to the Order are woefully lacking.”


      “Master Jonas, you’ve made plenty of meaningful contributions on the weapons development front. From the Galeforce Bow to the broad shields to improvements to our weapons, you’ve provided us everything we could ask for and more. If you don’t think that’s enough, then by all means, continue providing us with a steady supply of weapons and innovations.”


      “Of course, I will endeavor to my fullest extent on that end. However—I have a blight. And I have no intention of curing myself of it. If I were to continue this duty as I am, I believe I would only cause trouble for you and your troops.”


      “That’s no problem. You use your blight to protect your master. Besides, there’ve been blighted in the squad in the past too. Their night vision proved convenient, so they kept their blights until they retired. And besides, I’m leading these troops, and I have a magic sword. And we’ve got a squad member who’s practically obsessed with getting his own magic sword too.”


      Volf had a big smile on his face—without even being called out by name, he seemed to know Grato was talking about him.


      “Master Jonas,” said Griswald, “you have the support of even the retired knights, so please set your mind at ease. We’ve received many recommendations stating, ‘Please grant a title to Master Jonas, head of the Scalfarotto Arms Works.’”


      “Recommendations, for me?”


      That was the first he’d heard of it, it seemed. Dahlia had never heard his voice go that high before.


      “If you don’t have a noble rank, you can’t attend the royal budget meetings, now can you?” Grato remarked. “Lord Bernigi received as many as thirteen letters. You don’t want to slight the veterans, do you? So just accept it.”


      “...I truly appreciate this. I will do my very best.”


      Dahlia was frankly impressed by Jonas’s conscientious remarks. Before, when she had been asked to act as adviser to the Order of Beast Hunters, she’d been completely thrown for a loop—so much so that after the presentation, she had barely been able to get her words out right. Compared to her then, Jonas was calm. His voice might have been a little shaky earlier, but now his face was expressionless as usual. Dahlia felt acutely envious of his composure.


      “I’m just speaking out loud here, but now that our veterans have come back, a lot of the top brass of the knights’ order have gotten stomachaches like it’s parents’ day at school. And that includes me.”


      “Dahlia and I would both like to extend our deepest apologies regarding that.”


      “I-I’m sorry...”


      Dahlia had just been admiring Jonas’s conscientiousness, but now she’d gotten caught in his cross fire.


      She was glad about the revival of the knights, but having one’s seniors return to the workplace was sure to put people on edge. The comparison to being a kid during parents’ day was really on point.


      “You two, this is the part where you’re supposed to laugh,” Grato said with a mystifying expression. The people around them burst into laughter, but Dahlia and Jonas could only chuckle weakly.


      “Medical workers and magical toolmakers in the castle have also started work on developing prosthetic arms and legs. Even knights who have been discharged might be able to return to duty.”


      “That’s amazing. It looks like we’ll have to hunt more green horses after the slimes.”


      “So it’s the green horses’ turn to cry next?”


      “Skybats aren’t safe either.”


      Everyone was talking and laughing with each other, but none of what they said sounded like a joke to Dahlia. Although she had been the one to develop all these tools, Dahlia felt sympathy and guilt for those monsters that would be turned into materials. There was no such thing as a monster graveyard, but perhaps she should seriously think about a prayer and an offering for them. She raised her face with that thought in mind and saw Grato turn his red eyes toward her.


      “What? Making monsters cry is what makes us beast hunters.”




      Dahlia gave thanks for the robe once again and exited the room. She would be escorted from the castle back to the tower in the Scalfarotto family’s carriage. In the corridor on their way to the carriage, Volf covertly asked her, “Is it all right if I come by later to celebrate?” Dahlia wordlessly answered with a nod.


      Later, in the middle of conversing with Jonas and Marcella in the carriage, she arrived home at the Green Tower.


      “Master Dahlia, allow me to carry this in for you and make sure everything is in order. Is that all right?”


      “Yes, thank you, Master Jonas.”


      “Marcella, wait here.”


      Usually, Marcella would have been the one to bring her things in for her, but this time she had the magically sealed box that contained her adviser’s robe from the Order of Beast Hunters. She accepted Jonas’s offer, figuring he was just being mindful of the box’s contents. Since they had talked about those contents on the way, Marcella also seemed understanding. He bowed and remained behind in the carriage.


      “Pardon me.”


      After he entered the first floor of the tower behind Dahlia, Jonas delicately placed the magically sealed box on top of the workbench. He then returned to the doorway, left the door half-open, and leaned his longsword against it. When she started to ask him why he’d done that, he lifted the corners of his mouth slightly.


      “It would be improper of me to be alone with an unmarried young woman, so please allow me to leave the door ajar. I apologize for the chill.”


      “Not at all! I mean, thank you for the thought.”


      She was ashamed of herself for not having considered that at all. Since Volf came and went so often, she had thought nothing of Jonas being here.


      Jonas stood in front of her, slightly flustered just as she was, and placed his right hand on his left shoulder. Seeing him suddenly perform a knight’s sign of respect toward her, Dahlia’s eyes opened wide.


      “Master Dahlia—no, Madam Dahlia Rossetti—you have my deepest gratitude.”


      “Huh?” she blurted inanely, not understanding what he meant. However, his rust-colored eyes were unwavering as he stared straight at her.


      “It would have been impossible for me to receive a barony on my own. My accomplishments are all thanks to you. All I have to offer you in turn is a meager sum of money and my fangs and scales. My sword belongs to Lord Guido, so I cannot offer my loyalty as your knight. However, if there is anything you wish to have, I can request it from Lord Guido, so—”


      “I don’t need anything, Master Jonas.”


      It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand what he wanted to say. The weapons team had begun with the Galeforce Bow, derived from Dahlia and Volf’s Galeforce Blades. The impact absorption material was also something she had begun developing herself. However, if they were to trace things back to the beginning, the team had been created to protect her after she’d gone ahead with recklessly developing and creating a weapon. Moreover, at this stage, both Jonas and Guido were involved in developing the magical tools. None of her tools was her accomplishment alone.


      “I am indebted to you for your protection. Creating weapons is a labor we share, and we are both advisers to the Order of Beast Hunters, so you and I are colleagues. Lord Guido is also taking care of my expenses, so I have no need for anything more.”


      “But a peerage is not an insignificant thing...”


      “Um, perhaps you should thank Lord Bernigi and the ones who endorsed you rather than me?” Dahlia suggested automatically, seeing Jonas’s baffled expression. She didn’t mean to imply Bernigi was in need of anything, he was just the first person who came to mind.


      “I shall consult with Lord Guido about that. However, I wish you would allow me to repay you in some way, Master Dahlia. I can now continue being useful and having access to the rooms of the castle as Lord Guido’s bodyguard—”


      Ah, now I get it, Dahlia thought, suddenly understanding. What Jonas truly wanted—more than being a baron—was a position that allowed him to protect Guido everywhere he could. In a way, it wasn’t much different from her wanting to be a baroness so that no one would question her being by Volf’s side.


      “Master Dahlia, will you accept my pension? You can consider it additional funds to purchase materials of your choosing.”


      “That would not be an appropriate use of that money, Master Jonas. I really don’t need... Ah, all right then, please just be in my ‘debt,’” Dahlia said with a smile, suddenly recalling her father’s practice.


      “In your debt, you say?” Jonas responded dubiously.


      “Yes. Once I have a favor to ask you, please allow me to bring it to your attention then.”


      “Understood. Please feel free to call upon me when you so need to. I’ve heard repaying a ‘debt’ to a woman can be quite costly, so I will prepare myself.”


      Dahlia sensed some uneasiness in Jonas as he nodded deeply; his face looked a little grim. She wasn’t intending to make any absurd demands or ask for any costly objects, so she wished he wouldn’t look so apprehensive.


      However, was being indebted to a noblewoman perhaps such a serious matter?


      “Um, it’s not my intention to ask anything unreasonable of you...”


      “Nonsense, I am at your service, whatever it may be. The comment about a woman’s debt being a costly thing—that was something I heard from Lord Guido.”


      Based on prior experience, Dahlia felt she shouldn’t press for details. She couldn’t bear the thought of prying too much only to regret it. That thought kept her from responding to Jonas’s statement, but he quickly elaborated in any case.


      “The other day, Lord Guido was working late and was unable to read a book aloud to his daughter. His daughter wrote him a note saying he needed to read her two books on his next day off to repay his debt.”


      Dahlia had to stifle a laugh. What an adorable way to collect on a debt.


      “She must love her father very much.”


      “Yes. And she is the apple of Lord Guido’s eye. He paid her the highest compliment, calling her ‘the perfect daughter, who not only wrote up a document billing for double the service but also made sure to hide that document in my room.’”


      “Is that so?”


      Guido usually kept his expression so well composed, but Dahlia was sure that in front of his daughter, he had the face of a kind father. As she imagined that, she felt a sense of relief.
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