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      Tales of the Order of Beast Hunters


      Prologue: The Order of Beast Hunters’ Toast


      “Cheers to a successful mission, and to more good fortune to come!”


      “Cheers to more good fortune!”


      The sound of clinking glasses mingled with cheery voices. Encircling the round tables, quenching their thirst with ale and wine, were the knights of the Kingdom of Ordine’s Order of Beast Hunters. Their latest mission had taken them from dusk till dawn to complete, and traces of fatigue were evident on their faces.


      The assistant manager, who wore a black vest, set some dishes down on the table with a smile. “Welcome to the Black Cauldron! Here are our most popular dishes of this season—seafood and veggie skewers. We’ve got them grilled or deep-fried. They’re hot off the fryers and grills, so be careful!”


      More servers followed suit, bringing the same dishes to the other tables.


      The Black Cauldron was a restaurant located in the southern part of the capital. As its name suggested, it was a three-story building made of black brick, which gave it the appearance of a large black cauldron. The restaurant was known for its wide selection of flavorful dishes. Since the assistant manager was a former knight of the Order of Beast Hunters, the Black Cauldron was one of the restaurants the knights frequented.


      A knight sitting close by picked up a small plate with two grilled skewers, still piping hot, and offered it to Dahlia. “Master Dahlia, have some grilled kraken if you’d like!”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Krakens looked like giant octopuses, but their flavor was very close to squid. They were fascinating creatures, despite being monsters.


      Squid skewers had existed in her previous life as well, but not kraken skewers. It was a habit of hers to compare her previous world to this one, for she was a reincarnator. Her name was Dahlia Rossetti, and she was a magical toolmaker by profession. As an artisan, she mainly created magical tools similar to the daily household appliances of her previous life.


      Not only that, but she was also an advisor to the Order of Beast Hunters and the chairwoman of the Rossetti Trading Company, which conducted business with the squad—hence why the knights called her “Master Dahlia.” Until last spring, she had been plugging along as an ordinary magical toolmaker, but a series of coincidences and fateful connections had led her to this position.


      “Dahlia, do you want a prawn-and-asparagus skewer too?”


      “Thank you, I’ll try it after I eat these. Would you like a grilled kraken skewer too, Volf?”


      “Thanks. I’ll take this one, then.”


      Next to her was the very man who was the source of those connections: Volfred Scalfarotto, otherwise known as Volf. The handsome man picked up the grilled kraken with a smile. He was the fourth son of the Earldom Scalfarotto, a family well-known throughout the kingdom, and was one of the Order of Beast Hunters’ Scarlet Armors—knights who served in the dangerous vanguard and rearguard positions.


      He was tall and lean, with hair as glossy black as a raven’s feathers. He had features so beautiful that it was said no sculptor could hope to replicate them, and his golden eyes captivated the attention of everyone around. His beauty had earned him the title of the city’s hottest heartthrob—or a fallen angel—but for Volf himself, his good looks were a burden that brought him nothing but trouble when it came to women.


      After a few chance encounters, Volf and Dahlia had become close friends, and now they had even become colleagues. Sometimes, the people you meet lead to things you’d never expect, Dahlia thought as she savored her kraken. Once she had finished it, the assistant manager and servers returned with more platters.


      “And here is our signature dish, the roast chicken. Pair it with your choice of sauce!”


      “Now this is what I’ve been waiting for!”


      “This looks delicious!”


      The knights cheered at the sight of the steaming roast chickens that were placed at each table. On the platters, the whole roasted chickens had been cut into bite-size pieces, the skins a deep golden brown and the inside filled with juicy goodness. Of the two sauces available to them, one was a spicy-looking red sauce with hot peppers, and the other was a lemon zest sauce.


      “Dahlia, you want the lemon sauce, right?” Volf asked as he placed two pieces of chicken on a plate.


      “Yes. And you’ll have the pepper sauce?”


      Volf and Dahlia had become such good drinking and eating buddies that they knew each other’s tastes to the letter.


      As they savored their food, the knights started discussing the monsters they had slain that day.


      “Anyway, those giant rats today were so big, I’m not sure if we can actually call them rats.”


      “You said it. Even a cat would’ve turned tail and fled.”


      Today, their target had been the giant rats that had shown up in warehouses by the harbor. About a dozen knights and adventurers had cooperated to get rid of them.


      Giant rats were a type of monster. They had dark gray fur and short fangs, and they were three to four times the size of an ordinary rat. Though they were called “giant,” Dahlia’s bestiary described them as being the size of kittens.


      Their fangs could be used to enchant magical tools with hardening, but the effect wasn’t very powerful. If anything, the rats were more often used for clothing materials. Their soft pelts were a popular choice in making gloves and slippers.


      Dahlia, who had never seen a giant rat in person, asked curiously, “Just how big were they?”


      “My job was driving the rats out, but the one I saw was about the size of a cat,” Volf said.


      His friend Randolph added, “The warehouse I went to had one that was nearly the size of a nightdog.”


      “Oh yeah, that one was definitely too big to be called a rat!” Dorino, another friend, followed up. “I had to do a double take.”


      Nightdogs were about the size of the German shepherds of Dahlia’s previous life. She couldn’t blame a cat who’d run away from a rat that size. She’d want to do the same. As she shuddered at the thought, Volf continued his explanation.


      “Giant rats can get pretty big depending on what they eat, but the ones today were a special case. They had apparently been eating monster materials in the warehouses. They were clever enough to evade all the traps set out for them until now, so they went unnoticed.”


      “They were only found when the wooden storage crates were checked after there was a roof leak in one of the warehouses. It was lucky.”


      “It’s a good thing they were found before they started multiplying like, well, rats.”


      If it hadn’t been for that leak, then rats the size of German shepherds would have continued steadily multiplying. That was a terrifying thought.


      There was one other thing Dahlia was curious about.


      “What sort of monster materials were the giant rats eating?” she asked.


      “They were eating shed kingsnake skins.”


      The one who answered her question was the priest sitting at the other table. He had come along on today’s mission as a healer in case anyone got bitten. Thankfully, he hadn’t had to perform his duties this time around.


      “Shed kingsnake skins...?”


      Kingsnakes were large serpent monsters that inhabited deserts. They were mostly imported from the desert nation of Išrana. Those shed skins were indispensable materials for magical tools. Dahlia herself often used them for the wicks of magical lanterns. But it was her first time hearing that giant rats ate them.


      “They must have been hard to chew,” she commented.


      “I don’t doubt it,” Volf said. “Kingsnakes are tough, and I’m sure their shed skins are too. Giant rats must have strong jaws.”


      “Come to think of it, I heard some unicorn horns and waterproof cloth that were meant for export had been gnawed on a bit too,” said another knight.


      “No choice but to wipe them out,” Volf stated, and the other knights nodded.


      It certainly was painful to hear about such premium goods as unicorn horns being gnawed on. And waterproof cloth was unusable with holes in it.


      “The rats were only found in two warehouses, but I hear they’re going to have nightdogs regularly patrolling from now on.”


      Some households in Dahlia’s neighborhoods owned cats to keep rats out of their granaries. Maybe nightdogs were the only effective way to deal with giant rats.


      The conversation moved on to other aspects of the day’s mission, such as the steel wire nets the knights had used to capture the rats, and the nightdogs that had worked alongside them. Dahlia listened to their stories with rapt interest.




      A short time later, Randolph—not one of the restaurant servers—came over with plates.


      “Miss Dahlia, Volf, would you like some apple pie? It’s packed with apples and very tasty.”


      “Thank you.”


      On top of the plate he handed to her sat a generous slice of pie. The moment she took it, she noticed it had some heft to it. From the cross section, she could see the pie was stuffed with golden apple filling—Randolph was right about that. It looked like it would be very satisfying.


      To Volf, Randolph handed a slice about half the size of Dahlia’s. It was probably just the right size for him; he wasn’t overly fond of sweets. Dahlia, however, was happy to take the large slice.


      The filling wasn’t too sweet, and the apple flavor came through strongly. The crust that enveloped it was perfectly baked, with some slightly charred parts that actually added a delightful crunchy texture.


      “The apples have a really nice flavor. It’s absolutely delicious,” she commented.


      “It’s not too sweet—just how I like it,” Volf added.


      “I’m happy to hear that,” Randolph said as he picked up a slice of his own. His chestnut brown eyes narrowed in a smile.


      Beside him, Dorino cocked his head to the side as he munched. “Oh yeah, this reminds me of something that showed up on a college exam. What was it again—‘The sweetest apple pie is the one that was eaten with your first love’?”


      Dorino’s sudden topic change made Randolph cough and Volf choke. Dahlia wordlessly continued chewing and waited for the conversation to continue.


      “It’s a saying, right? It was one of the Ehrlichian language dictation questions.”


      “Oh yeah, that showed up on my exam too. I remember it because I thought it was such an odd thing to show up on a test.”


      A few older knights at the other table joined in.


      “Forgive my ignorance, but that saying was not on the priests’ exam. What does it mean?”


      “Father Aroldo, please don’t call yourself ignorant. This is only known within the small world of college classes. Let’s see, it means...you recall the memories of your youth more fondly, or something like that.”


      “How poignant...” Aroldo, clad in a black robe that hid his priestly clothes, breathed a sigh that carried the scent of alcohol.


      “At the time, I wondered what it was supposed to teach us college students with all our big dreams. But I wonder how the students today interpret that saying?”


      “Huh? I don’t think I learned that saying when I was in college...” said a young knight with green hair, his eyes taking on the faraway gaze of someone combing through his memories. “Did you, Sir Volf?”


      “Yeah, I remember doing a dictation of that. What about when you were in school, Dahlia?”


      “I don’t think I ever learned that.” She couldn’t remember it, so it was possible that the Ehrlichian language textbook had changed right between Volf’s school days and her own.


      “Either you had a different textbook, or that saying fell out of fashion in Ehrlichia,” Volf speculated. “The fact they don’t teach it anymore really makes me feel like part of a different generation.”


      “Speaking of old-fashioned sayings, here’s another one,” said a middle-aged knight. “‘Flowers and love letters are sent in haste, but replies ought to be given late.’”


      He was met with puzzled head tilts from the other knights.


      “‘Flowers and love letters are sent in haste, but replies ought to be given late...’? I’ve never heard that before. What does it mean?”


      “Good women were snatched up quick, so if a man was interested in someone, he was told to make his move right away. Meanwhile, the ladies were told to really scrutinize a man’s family and background before giving a response. In the old days, it was the trend for men to be the first ones to declare their intentions by sending women flowers and love letters.”


      “Interesting. Nowadays, it doesn’t matter who sends love letters or confesses.”


      “Yeah. When I was in college, girls were more assertive and would often send handkerchiefs expressing their love...”


      As the times changed, so too did aphorisms and the ways people professed their love.


      The topic seamlessly turned into reminiscing about college.


      “I always got failing marks on my geography tests,” someone remarked. “My teacher used to worry that even if I got accepted into the Order of Beast Hunters, I wouldn’t be able to get to where I needed to go.”


      “But sir, you’re always leading the way on expeditions. You must’ve really studied hard to overcome that weakness!”


      “Nah, I just learned the paths and terrain in person after I joined the squad. Once my life depended on it, I was finally able to map things out in my head.”


      Being able to find one’s way around was a crucial skill for a knight of the Order of Beast Hunters.


      “Yeah, there’s a lot you can’t get a grasp on from just classroom learning.”


      “Definitely. There’s too much of a gap between what’s written about monsters in textbooks and actual, real-life monsters. Take marsh spiders—the fact that they spit water wasn’t covered in any textbooks.”


      “I know! Once I started going on actual subjugation missions, I found out there are a lot of mutant strains too. Hey, Kirk, how were the monster textbooks when you were in college? Did they mention that there were more mutant strains or anything?”


      “No, they just said that there were rare cases of mutant monsters,” Kirk replied. “But we run into them all the time on missions, don’t we? And a lot of them are really no picnic to deal with.”


      It sounded like it was about time for the monster textbooks to be revised.


      “But anyway, the apple pie you eat with your first love is the sweetest, huh? I can’t say I don’t understand, now that I’m the age that I am. The first love letter I received, our first meal together, our first opera—even as I grow more forgetful, those memories remain clear in my mind...” said an older knight. He was speaking to himself, and yet his words resounded through the room.


      “I will go request more desserts.”


      Randolph’s chair scraped loudly against the floor as he got up and left the room. As a sweets lover, he probably wanted dessert in place of an after dinner drink. As Dahlia considered that, Dorino exhaled deeply.


      “Love letters! Oh, how sweet! Not that I can relate!”


      “Chin up, Dorino. I would always be willing to introduce you to a marriage partner,” one of the more seasoned knights offered.


      Dorino smiled at him and replied, “Thank you, but I want to marry for love.”


      “The stars in the night sky may be nice, but so are flowers close at hand.”


      Dahlia had just finished her slice of apple pie when Kirk brought a bottle of red wine to their table. As he poured some into her glass, his eyes met Dahlia’s.


      “Master Dahlia, do you have any love letter stories to share?” Kirk asked, smoothly including her in the conversation.


      But nothing came to mind. “No, I’ve never received or written one...”


      When she thought back on it, she realized that, even though she’d once been engaged, she had never once written or been given a love letter. The only things she and her ex-fiancé had exchanged were specification documents, design plans, and order forms for magical tools. As she recalled that, she found herself staring pensively into space.


      Between her previous and current worlds, she had lived over forty years total, with not a single love letter to show for it. At this point, should she assume that she was simply wired for bad luck in love?


      She’d begun pondering the possibility when Dorino, having successfully escaped from discussing arranged marriage, turned the conversation to the person sitting beside her.


      “Volf, you probably got piles of love letters when you were in school, right?”


      “...Yeah, sort of,” Volf responded, not a hint of bragging or joy in his voice. Dahlia couldn’t help but feel sympathetic.


      While it might have sounded nice to be so desirable, Volf had been the object of many women’s affections and had received countless excessive expressions of love, which had incurred the jealousy of other men, and as a result, he’d ended up alone and friendless. Dahlia was sure that among the love letters he’d received, many had left him with a heavy heart.


      “You lived in the dorms in college, right? I bet you got letters sent to your room every day.”


      “No, actually, my mail was reviewed by my family, so I only received the important stuff.”


      “Don’t tell me—did you get more letters than you could read in a day?”


      “No, nothing like that—one time, there was a razor hidden inside a letter, and I cut my finger so deeply I had to drink a potion. My family decided to manage my mail after that...”


      “Jeez... Sounds painful...”


      Being bombarded not only with love letters but even hate mail stuffed with razors was enough to make anyone terrified of letters.


      A hush fell over the room, and an older knight tried to change the subject with a question. “Volf, haven’t you gotten at least one love letter that made you happy or made you want to write a reply?”


      “I’ve never been happy to receive one, and I’ve never written a reply to one,” Volf stated plainly.


      “I feel for you in more ways than one...” The older knight sighed.


      “Volf, does your family still check your mail for you?”


      “Yes. The only mail I open at the barracks is from my family or Dahlia.”


      “Hrk...!” Dahlia choked out a cough. She didn’t want to hear her name brought up in this context. She’d never put something as dangerous as a razor in a letter to a friend, and she even took extra care not to write anything that could be taken as rude. But suddenly, she realized something.


      She included many things in her letters to Volf that she wouldn’t want anyone else to read. Among other things, she routinely asked him, the son of an earl, if he wanted meat or fish for dinner, or if he wanted to accompany her to the market first to get ideas for what to cook.


      In fact, the same probably went for him. In his letters to her, he mentioned, for example, wanting her to keep some space open in the refrigerator for meat he had bought and was bringing over, or invited her to dine at the Black Cauldron to try their new menu items. Nothing aristocratic in the least.


      As Dahlia mulled over the contents of their letters to each other, she became convinced of their passion—she refused to call it gluttony—for food and drink.


      But she tried her best to pretend she hadn’t heard anything and moistened her dried lips with wine.


      “Gaaah! Look, I know your personality and situation and all, but I gotta say something. I want to get a real, proper love letter! Gods, I’m jealenvious!”


      “Don’t make up weird words, Dorino!”


      Thankfully, Dorino had broken the tense silence that had fallen on the gathering, and more knights began to chime in.


      “I hope one of these days you get a love letter that makes you happy, Sir Volf!”


      “Volf, I will pray that someday, you’ll receive the kind of love letter that you’ll want to treasure and save in a box.”


      “I don’t think that day will ever come...” Volf said.


      He was sure to receive more love letters in the years to come, but seeing how the man himself had no desire for a romantic connection, it seemed unlikely that he would receive such a letter—one that would bring him joy.


      As for Dahlia herself, she felt she had no talent for writing love letters.


      Kirk moved on to the next table, where he asked, with eyes shining, “Sir Alfio, tell us about your love letters!”


      The middle-aged knight next to him said, his face impassive, “Love letters...? My wife has told me that she’s kept every single one of the letters I’ve written her.”


      “Of course, as a memento and record of your love!”


      “Wow, I didn’t think we’d hear Sir Alfio get so sentimental about his wife!”


      Alfio was a long-serving knight with four daughters. Dahlia thought admiringly that he and his wife must have a strong relationship. But then the man continued.


      “No, she said that if I ever did anything bad, she’d let my daughters read them. In my youthful enthusiasm, I had written her hundreds of passionate letters, you see... I have no intention of doing anything bad, but if those letters ever see the light of day, I think I’d have to abscond.”


      At first, Dahlia thought he was joking, but when she noticed the faraway look in his eyes, she wasn’t sure she should laugh. Everyone else’s smiles had frozen on their faces.


      “H-Hundreds of letters? That’s quite something...”


      “My wife has said that she’ll have them all buried with her inside her coffin when she dies. That is why I must outlive her at all costs...”


      “A coffin filled with love letters! I knew it, that’s love!” Kirk exclaimed, his face the picture of innocence. He was truly a good-natured knight.


      Barely stopping a beat, he poured red wine for Aroldo, who was sitting next to Alfio.


      “Father Aroldo, have you ever received—” Kirk paused, seeming unsure of whether it was appropriate to ask this sort of question of a priest in the temple service, and simply filled Aroldo’s glass without finishing.


      “Yes, I receive many. Men and women of all ages send letters thanking me for healing them and expressing their love to the gods!” the silver-stoled priest declared with a broad smile.




      Amid peals of laughter, Dorino looked up to see Randolph returning to the room with a large platter in each hand.


      “Randolph, what’s on those platters?”


      “Apple pie, and this one is a berry tart.”


      Both platters looked fairly heavy, so Dorino helped Randolph distribute the desserts to each table.


      “Randolph, you really need to be mindful of cavities,” Dorino warned him.


      “I always take care to brush my teeth properly,” Randolph replied with a small frown. He always seemed to get a little defensive about that.


      After serving the pie and tart to everyone who wanted a piece, Randolph took one slice of each, Dorino took a slice of tart, and they both sat back down in their seats.


      Volf and Dahlia, who had previously been sitting across from them, were now listening intently to the conversation between some older knights at the next table over. It sounded like they were discussing skölls, which were rare, elusive monsters. The pair looked very much like a knight and magical toolmaker as they asked many questions about the monster’s characteristics and magical power, and took notes on how to procure materials from them for use in magical tools.


      Keeping his eyes on the pair, Dorino turned to his friend and asked, “Hey, Randolph. Have you ever written a love letter?”


      Randolph, his eyes slightly red from alcohol—or so Dorino guessed—suddenly froze.


      “...As a boy, yes. A silly child’s letter.”


      They were still young; it wasn’t that long ago that Randolph had been just a boy, but his expression was that of someone digging up distant memories. Perhaps those memories were associated with the one with whom he’d shared his first apple pie.


      “Randolph, have you ever thought of writing her another letter to start something up?”


      “No,” he said shortly, then took a bite of apple pie.


      As his friend chewed silently, Dorino popped a berry into his mouth with his fork. The berry, which had looked like a scarlet jewel, tasted surprisingly tart.


      As Dorino’s mouth puckered at the sourness, Randolph muttered, “‘A first love, lovely as a flower, will never blossom fully.’ That’s another Ehrlichian saying.”


      “Aha, I gotcha. I remember my first crush on a girl ending with my heart smashed to pieces too.”


      Dorino’s first love as a young boy had gone nowhere, and subsequent crushes hadn’t been long-lasting either. The person he yearned after now was as distant as the stars in the night sky. Still, he was hopelessly unable to move past his feelings for her.


      “What about you, Dorino? Do you not write love letters?”


      “Not so much. I prefer bringing flowers or candy.”


      Even if Dorino couldn’t have her, he could at least go to see her. He was satisfied with that for now.


      Randolph gave a shallow nod, then started in on his berry tart.


      “Mind if I cut in here?”


      “Sir Gismondo! Go right ahead!”


      Gismondo came over to sit down in an open seat. He was the bodyguard who was always at Grato’s side, and he was one of the senior members of the Order of Beast Hunters. It was rare for him to make an appearance at an outing where Grato himself was absent. Dorino couldn’t help but look around for the captain.


      “Captain Grato has gone to stay with a friend tonight. He told me he didn’t need a bodyguard and that I should go out for a drink.”


      The man had picked up on his question without him having to even ask it. Dorino scratched his head bashfully as the assistant manager of the restaurant came over with a bottle of wine.


      “Sir Gismondo! It’s been too long!”


      “Nice place you’ve got here, Samuel. I was just marveling at how popular it seems to be.”


      “Thank you kindly. And where is Captain Grato today?”


      Apparently the assistant manager was wondering the same thing Dorino had been. Gismondo repeated his answer with a dry smile. “He is not with me today. He’s probably drinking with a good friend at the moment.”


      As he listened attentively to Gismondo, the assistant manager opened the bottle of wine and poured a glass. “I heard the Order of Beast Hunters gained plenty of new recruits this year.”


      “That’s true. Though we still don’t know how many of them will stick around.”


      Samuel lowered his voice slightly and began, “I apologize for causing trouble for you when I left—”


      “What’re you saying? You’re still working as hard as you ever did,” Gismondo cut him off with a laugh. He picked up the wine bottle. “Care to share a drink, Mr. Assistant Manager?”


      “Gladly.”


      Samuel sat on the edge of a chair and accepted the glass Gismondo poured for him.


      He didn’t look like a knight anymore; he looked every inch the assistant manager of a restaurant. Dorino turned around to face the friendly young knight who was sitting right behind him at the other table.


      “Ruche, been spending much time with your girlfriend lately?”


      “Yeah, I see her on my days off, and sometimes I escort her home.”


      “Man, it must be nice working in the same place. You get to see her every day.”


      “Yeah, but I miss her on expeditions,” Ruche said with a grin. His girlfriend worked in the castle in the Order of Beast Hunters’ wing. His romance, like Dorino’s, had originally been one-sided. Dorino felt a little bitter about that, but it was outweighed by his happiness for Ruche. He clapped the young knight on the shoulder and put a glass in his hand, which he then filled to the brim with wine. Ruche smiled widely as he brought the glass to his lips.


      When Dorino turned back and took a look around his own table, he saw there was one person with an empty glass. He extended the bottle toward the priest.


      “Father Aroldo, you don’t know of any magic that can help speed up a romance that’s taking forever to go anywhere, do you?” he asked as he poured the wine.


      The priest briefly glanced at another table. Sitting there were a black-haired knight and a red-haired magical toolmaker. Dorino couldn’t make out their conversation, but the way they seemed to be enjoying themselves made them look even closer than sweethearts—more like family. And yet they both obstinately insisted that they were just friends. Why? Of course, if that was what they both preferred, there was nothing wrong with it, but Volf had finally been able to start smiling genuinely, and Dorino wished even more happiness for his friend.


      The silver-stoled priest lifted his glass and said, with a serious expression, “Let us pray.”

    

  

  
    
      Dorino the Knight and His Golden-Eyed Friend


      “I can’t believe I passed...”


      Dorino, clad in his uniform, was participating in the entrance ceremony for the chivalry school within the Kingdom of Ordine’s royal college.


      The auditorium was unduly spacious. The ages of the new students varied, and female students composed twenty to thirty percent of the group. Children of nobles were numerous. While a certain number of commoners did enroll in the chivalric track, most of them were children of families who served nobles, had learned how to wield a sword and bow from a young age, or had excellent command of strengthening magic.


      The entrance exam for the college chivalric studies track was considerably difficult and included a practical component in addition to a pen and paper test. Anyone who couldn’t prepare for it properly was at a serious disadvantage.


      Dorino hadn’t sufficiently prepared for the exam while he was in primary school. After all, he had originally aspired to be a city guard.


      The school for city guards was separate from the chivalric college track, and students spent three to four years in specialized study. The instruction taught one everything needed to uphold the safety of the capital, from self-defense to arrest techniques, horseback riding to fighting in a team, and geography to the Ehrlichian language.


      However, Dorino’s teacher encouraged him to just try for the college chivalry school since he had high magic for a commoner and could wield ice magic. His teacher explained that even if he did not become a knight, his studies would not go to waste, for studying chivalry would open up more employment opportunities and improve his odds of earning a better salary. Thus, Dorino decided to place chivalry as his first choice and the city guard school as his second.


      To prepare for the written exam, he spent three months answering practice questions at school, and his teacher carefully coached him for the interview. As for the practical exam, he had no experience using a sword or lance, so he chose hand-to-hand combat; he had been taking lessons ever since he’d first aspired to become a city guard, so it wasn’t very difficult for him.


      During the actual college examination, he was only required to run ten laps around the large schoolyard, and he was able to maintain a decent pace by using strengthening magic. For the written exam, he started with the questions he felt most certain about answering and wrote as much as he could.


      He wasn’t confident about his performance in any component of the exam, but he’d gotten through the first stage. At a later date, he moved on to the next stage, which included the practical exam and the interview.


      The hand-to-hand combat exam was conducted by a burly man who towered over Dorino. The examiner told him to come at him with everything he had, so Dorino went for a surprise attack to the backs of his knees and sent him tumbling to the ground. They grappled with each other, but once Dorino was brought down on his back, he assumed he’d probably failed.


      Next came the interview. It started with general questions, then he was asked what he wanted to study in school, and, just as his teacher had taught him, Dorino responded that he wanted to learn how to protect people.


      The examiner looked at him and asked, “Who do you think is most responsible for keeping the citizens safe?”


      He wasn’t prepared to answer that question. His teacher had never brought it up.


      He had a faint idea that the right answer was likely the king of Ordine. However, if he was being honest, Dorino didn’t feel as if he were protected by the royal family, whom he’d never even seen.


      As the image of knights in bloodstained armor rose to his mind, he answered instinctively, “The Order of Beast Hunters.”


      The children of the lower city looked up to the knights of the Order of Beast Hunters. In his neighborhood, it was rare to catch sight of the knights, but bards sang dramatized tales of their heroic feats.


      Nevertheless, Dorino knew those dramatizations weren’t the truth.


      Once, when he’d gone to make a delivery near the capital’s western gate, he had seen the Order of Beast Hunters returning from a mission. All of the townsfolk around the gate had been cheering for joy and praising the Order of Beast Hunters for their efforts.


      But it was not a procession of glorious knights that Dorino saw passing by that day. He saw two enormous red bear carcasses being transported on cart. He saw horses with frightened looks in their eyes, breathing heavily as they pulled mud-streaked carriages, bloody bandages visible from the windows. Riding the horses were knights in blood-splattered armor. They had dark rings under their eyes, but they still managed to smile at the crowd. Dorino couldn’t think of any group of people stronger than those knights, nor of anyone who did more to protect the populace.


      “They put their lives on the line to protect the people... Though of course, the king is the one whose governance keeps us safe.”


      After hearing that response, the examiner who’d asked the question narrowed his eyes into slits, and the other examiner grimaced and looked down. Dorino had caught himself at the end and mended his answer, but he had a feeling he’d failed for sure.


      “Mr. Dorino Barti, that will be all for your interview.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      He’d definitely failed.


      The city guard school exam was a week later. If he failed that too, he’d have to talk to his teacher about other employment options. Preoccupied by that thought, he had placed a hand on the door when the examiner called out to him.


      “Mr. Barti, you still have some time before matriculation, so be sure to study up on your Ehrlichian, particularly your spelling.”


      “Oh, yes! I will!”


      After giving that flustered response, Dorino bowed and left the room. He realized then that he had somehow managed to pass.


      The days following the interview were hectic with preparations for graduation and enrollment.


      All of that led up to today, when he was participating in the entrance ceremony for the chivalry school. No matter how many times he wondered how he’d managed to get accepted, he couldn’t figure it out. But for him, a commoner from the lower city, to be accepted into the chivalric courses was something he should be grateful and happy about.


      Once the long ceremonial address and speeches of the entrance ceremony were over, the students all headed to separate classrooms, where their homeroom teachers would explain their class schedules and the next steps. First-year students were required to take fundamental subjects, so their classes were already set in stone.


      Many of the other students around him looked to be sons of noble families. Dorino had a feeling it would be rough going trying to find someone he could talk to easily.


      Dorino headed in the direction of the classroom, feeling slightly uncomfortable in his stiffly starched uniform.


      “Welcome, Class Two of the chivalry school!”


      The homeroom teacher, whom he found waiting for him with a smile, was the hand-to-hand combat examiner.




      Dorino’s days at college were a lot easier than he had prepared himself for.


      At first, he and his classmates formed loose-knit groups along class lines, but whether because of the wearisome exams or the training that left them all muddy, they came to naturally form groups based on whom they got along with, regardless of rank.


      There were some people who kept their distance from Dorino once they found out he was a commoner, the son of a family that owned a diner in the lower city, and unable to properly wield a sword or lance. But he had other people he could speak affably with, and he got an even better reception once people learned he could use ice magic.


      Even among nobles and mages, few people possessed the ability to use ice magic. Dorino took advantage of that by adding small chunks of ice to everyone’s drinks during summer and wrapping ice in handkerchiefs for injuries that weren’t severe enough to warrant the use of a potion. As a result, he received snacks and class notes, and he was able to make passing friendships.


      Twice, he overused his ice magic to the point of exhausting himself completely and had to be treated in the infirmary. That, he mentioned to no one.


      When he entered his second year, Dorino had the choice between training to use a sword, lance, or bow. Like most students, Dorino chose the sword. He had joined a voluntary sword-training club as a first-year student, but he’d only learned the basics there. While it was fun to exchange blows with others, he just couldn’t get the hang of it, and he felt demoralized after every training session.


      During the first three months of training, all of the classes participated together, so a crowd of students streamed out to the grounds. There, Dorino noticed everyone’s gazes shift in the same direction. They were looking at a tall young man. He had glossy black hair and a very handsome face, but most striking of all—suspiciously striking, in fact—were his golden eyes.


      Even though he wore the same training uniform as everyone else, it looked far better on him. Dorino wasn’t surprised to see a few smiley female students walking up to the young man to chat with him.


      “That guy with golden eyes—isn’t that Volfred Scalfarotto?”


      “Yeah, the so-called heartbreaker... I hear he’s the worst.”


      As Dorino listened to the male students muttering to each other, he was further convinced that the golden-eyed boy was someone he had nothing in common with and would never associate with.




      Sword training turned out to be surprisingly fun. Perhaps Dorino’s time in the sword practice club had proved fruitful; the instructor praised him on how quickly he was improving. He replied that he thrived on positive feedback, and though he was joking, it was true that he was now able to last longer when sparring with his peers.


      Nevertheless, he had no hope of rivaling the students who had set their sights on becoming knights since childhood. His arms were often left tingling after less than stellar attempts at parrying.


      They alternated sparring partners during practice, so he had now crossed training swords with Volfred several times. The boy was markedly strong, but he held nothing back even when going up against Dorino and his subpar skills. The two never exchanged a single word during their bouts, however.


      Each time Dorino saw him, Volfred’s eyes—those golden eyes that were so adored by the girls—were devoid of any passion and simply looked to Dorino like golden glass beads. They reflected the people around him on their surfaces, but that was all. It was like those eyes weren’t looking at anyone.


      Later on, they were separated into groups based on skill level for their sword practice sessions, so Dorino stopped sparring with the more advanced Volfred, but although they had no connection to each other, Dorino occasionally heard rumors about Volfred. Rumors that he’d harshly turned down a girl who had bravely professed her love to him; that he’d told another that he might consider a relationship if it was just for fun and wouldn’t lead to marriage; that he’d put his hands on someone else’s girlfriend. From a distance, the young man seemed indifferent to the accumulating rumors.


      Also, Dorino had never heard of anyone calling out Volfred’s behavior to his face. Nearly everyone in the capital had heard of the Earldom Scalfarotto; they were the family responsible for the circulation of water crystals in the kingdom. Their name was even written in history books. A friend of Dorino’s told him that in all likelihood, no one wanted to start a quarrel with Volf’s family.


      Several times, Dorino spotted Volfred doing practice swings at the edge of the school grounds, but then a female student would approach the young man, and Volf would move away without saying anything.


      Even in moments like those, Volf’s eyes looked like golden glass beads.




      From his third year onward, Dorino became very busy.


      It took everything he had to keep up with his classes, which had become more difficult, and he spent his free time practicing strengthening magic and swordsmanship. In addition to that, he’d begun taking water and ice magic classes.


      Dorino had prioritized sword training and taken only the minimum number of magic-related classes. But when he ended up in the infirmary for the third time that summer, having once again exhausted his ice magic, the doctor sold him out to—no, referred him for instruction to an older teacher proficient in water and ice magic.


      In primary school, his ice magic had been judged too weak to chill a room, let alone a warehouse, but repeatedly adding ice to his friends’ glasses had proved an effective means of strengthening it. The white-haired instructor—Professor Lanza—praised his ice magic skill and gave him private lessons after school. The teacher was very thorough and made things easy to understand.


      Few students took the regular, specialized ice magic classes, but most of them had high magic—in other words, they were nobles—so the way they were taught was different. As a commoner, he was grateful to be given low-pressure lessons where he wouldn’t be ridiculed.


      Some students complained that it was unfair that Dorino received one-on-one lessons with Professor Lanza, but Dorino would laugh them off and say it was only because his ice magic was so poor that he couldn’t qualify for the regular classes. Dorino found that as the years went by, he’d become better at forcing a smile and laughing things off.


      As the students in his class became upperclassmen, the time came for nobles and commoners alike to choose from the many paths available to them. The most popular route was to become a royal knight, but there was a high barrier to entry. The other options included becoming a border guard, a guard in any of a number of territories, a knight employed by nobility, a private guard, an adventurer, a mercenary, and so on and so forth.


      Some of the students who’d entered college at the same time as Dorino had already ventured down their respective paths. Some had graduated early due to having excellent skills in both military and literary arts, some had graduated a year early because of family or work, some had had to repeat a year, and some had quit school for one reason or another.


      One day, during Dorino’s private after-school lessons, Professor Lanza made an absurd suggestion.


      “Dorino, after you graduate, why don’t you join the royal knights?”


      He had never given it any thought, but when he heard more about it, he was nearly convinced.


      Dorino had decided that after he graduated, he would not return home to the lower city. His older brother was getting married, so their home would soon be more crowded. Well, there were other reasons too, but regardless, he didn’t want to be a burden on his family.


      If he joined the royal knights, he would be given his own private room in the barracks and three square meals every day. He could take a bath whenever he wanted, someone else would take care of his cleaning and laundry, and his salary would be much higher than that of a guard. He wouldn’t find better working conditions anywhere else.


      Luck and momentum had guided him along the path to chivalry school. Dorino decided to take on the challenge.


      From then on, Dorino threw himself into studying, sword training, and magic day in and day out. He spent his days in diligent study, barely experiencing his youth. Some friends laughed at him, some cheered him on, and some made fun of him behind his back.


      When he held in his hands the black, cylindrical leather case containing a scroll of parchment sealed with golden wax, he felt he must have used up his entire lifetime supply of luck.




      Dorino requested to be assigned to the royal knights’ Order of Beast Hunters. It came with the highest salary while also being the least competitive as well as the most dangerous.


      Dorino had no lofty expectations for himself, like thinking he would be able to protect the citizens of the kingdom from monsters. He just wanted to test how much stronger he, as weak and inept in sword and magic as he was, could become.


      “Welcome to the Order of Beast Hunters.”


      Upon entering the waiting room before the enlistment ceremony, Dorino was greeted by one of the examiners who had been present during his chivalry exams.


      Apparently, the captain and vice-captain of the Order of Beast Hunters were occasionally present during the exams. Professor Lanza hadn’t specifically urged him to join the Order of Beast Hunters or anything, but Dorino felt someone might have pulled some strings to bring him here.


      One day, as the new recruits practiced horseback riding, Dorino spotted a familiar black-haired man pulling a horse along. He decided he might as well greet him.


      “It’s been a while, Sir Scalfarotto.”


      “Forgive me, but have we met before?” the man replied with a smile that looked pasted on.


      What a jerk, Dorino thought, and from then on, they kept up a superficial relationship, interacting only during training.


      Now that they were in the same squad, Dorino was given an involuntary up-close view of Volfred’s popularity. The man didn’t even bother taking the letters that women tried to pass him. He ignored anyone who called out to him. When girls tried to confess their love to him in the hallways, he didn’t even wait until they were done; he just cut them off, saying he was in a hurry, and left them there to cry alone.


      At the time, Dorino judged him to be a pompous ass who could’ve stood to consider the feelings of others no matter how much of a bother it was to him. But since Volfred wasn’t his friend, it wasn’t his place to comment, so he kept those thoughts to himself.


      Eventually, Dorino got fed up with women asking him to introduce them and pass their love letters on to “Sir Volfred” just because they were both in the Order of Beast Hunters. Not wanting to get involved, he declined their requests. Dorino couldn’t deny that he also felt envious of Volfred. The man was blessed with noble lineage, good looks, and superior sword skills.


      It was only after a considerable length of time that Dorino started to realize there was something suspicious about the rumors regarding Volfred.


      At some point, Dorino had moved rooms in the barracks and ended up next to Volfred’s, so whether he liked it or not, he got a sense for the other knight’s comings and goings.


      Like himself, Volfred lived at the barracks and seldom went back home. He only left in the evenings to eat or drink with the other knights, and in his spare time, he either ran laps around the training grounds or practiced his sword swings. At all other times, he stayed in his room.


      He wasn’t swayed by any woman’s attempts to woo him, that much was true, but neither did he attempt to invite them out himself. Occasionally he would go visit the Dowager Duchess Gastoni, but he never seemed particularly happy about it, almost as if he were just being summoned there.


      The final piece of the puzzle fell into place for Dorino when Volfred caught a terrible cold and simply stayed in his room the entire time. He didn’t call for a single person. He didn’t go to the infirmary, didn’t send for a doctor, and didn’t even ask anyone else in the barracks for help.


      Dorino watched a red-faced Volfred stumble back and forth between his room and the bathroom. Unable to endure the sounds of his ceaseless coughing fits, Dorino took it upon himself to call for the doctor and ask for some bread pudding and apple juice from the mess hall to bring to Volfred.


      The next day, after Volfred had recovered, he thanked Dorino and handed him a silver coin. Dorino bristled and told him off, explaining that at times like this, you didn’t thank a comrade with money but by buying him a drink.


      With a solemn nod, Volfred simply said, “All right.”


      Later, once Volfred was back to one hundred percent health, Dorino took him out on the town. Volfred’s handsomeness proved effective for picking up women, but Dorino was amused by the man’s strange sulkiness, so they went drinking—just the two of them. For some reason, Volfred was very happy about treating Dorino to a drink.


      After that outing, the two of them started talking more and more often. And the more they talked, the clearer it became that all those rumors circulating about Volfred were downright lies. The man was smart but also somewhat childish. Although fully capable of resigning himself to hardship, he was inflexible and stubborn about the strangest things.


      Volf, as Dorino came to call him, was just an ordinary man who liked alcohol and magical swords.


      In short order, he went from being an apprentice to a fresh recruit to a Scarlet Armor. His strength earned him the nickname of the “Black Reaper,” and Dorino followed in his footsteps.


      Randolph, the second son of an earl, was also a Scarlet Armor. He was a taciturn man, sparing with his words, but his indomitably powerful arms made him proficient in using heavy longswords and large shields. The more experienced knights among the Scarlet Armors were even stronger.


      Dorino was surely the weakest of them all. He swallowed down his impatience and resentment and focused on training.


      Whenever he headed out to train on his own, Volf and Randolph started accompanying him for some reason. Without invitation, they would join him in his activities, and the three began conversing more often. They started to make each other laugh more often too, and finally he felt like they had become friends.


      But maybe Dorino was the only one who felt that way.


      One time, on the way back from an expedition, Volf hid that he’d been injured and was actively bleeding as he rode on horseback to keep a lookout for monsters. Dorino, who had a less serious injury, was resting comfortably in a carriage. They made it back to the castle and took off their armor, and when Dorino caught sight of Volf’s red-stained back and pale face, he snapped.


      “You idiot! We’re friends, aren’t we?! At least tell me when you’re hurt!”


      “Sorry...” Volf said, bowing his head like a scolded puppy.


      Come on, you’re the Black Reaper, not the Black Puppy Dog, Dorino scoffed in his mind.


      “Dorino...”


      Randolph came over and tugged lightly on his sleeve, looking like a bear cub who’d lost his way.


      You’re as big as a bear, man. Stop acting like a little cub!


      Exasperated beyond words, Dorino grabbed Volf by the arm and dragged him to the infirmary. Randolph followed silently.


      From that point onward, Dorino decided to take all the diffidence he felt toward these two—because they were the sons of earls, because they were nobles, because they were stronger knights than him—and throw it away.


      But, he wondered, what did everyone, including himself, even see in Volf? His glimmering golden eyes were certainly pretty to look at, but they were like glass marbles—toys for a lonely child. Not wanting to hurt others, and at the same time not wanting to hurt himself, his eyes held a certain fragility, as if they might break at any moment.


      But it seemed Dorino would not be able to turn those glass beads into real gold himself. Sometimes, he would think he had caught a glimpse of Volf’s true self only for him to paste on a smile once more. They fought together, went out drinking and shot the breeze with each other, but still, Dorino felt there was a wall between them that just wouldn’t fall.


      Some people might wave away Volf’s behavior, saying that being stubborn and putting up a bold front was simply what men did, but Dorino found it heartbreaking.


      Even today, as they sat drinking beneath the magical lantern of a tavern, Volf’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. As everyone around him was chatting animatedly about the women they were interested in, his downcast golden eyes reflected only his glass of ale.


      Ugh, damn it! Where’s the Goddess of Lucre or a holy maiden when you need one? Hell, I’ll even take a ditzy witch at this point.


      If he needed some golden holly, he’d go find some. If he needed a silver rose, then he’d make one. If Volf needed to be kissed to break some curse, then Dorino and Randolph would hold him down. One way or another, he’d turn his friend’s glass bead eyes into real gold.
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