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      The Day She Decided to Hold Her Head High


      “I’m sorry, Dahlia. I want to call off our engagement.”


      It was Dahlia and her fiancé’s first day together in their new house. They had moved in little more than an hour ago.


      Her fiancé’s sudden announcement felt to Dahlia like something out of an otome game. It was the kind of fate that befell the villainess, determined to have the handsome prince in her clutches, at the school graduation ceremony. But there was no such wicked young woman in the room now; the two of them were completely alone. It seemed Dahlia’s mind was just trying to distract her from reality.


      “Can I ask why?”


      Tobias’s—her fiancé’s—familiar light brown eyes glistened with tears.


      “I’ve...found my true love.”


      For Dahlia not to burst into laughter at that moment took a praiseworthy amount of self-control.


      Theirs was a world filled with magic, monsters, knights, and sorcerers. Such things had been mere fantasy to Dahlia until the day she’d been reincarnated here. In her previous life, she’d been born into an ordinary household in Japan. She had gone to high school and college, then found work at a company that produced household appliances. Although she had hoped to stay in their manufacturing department, she’d been transferred in her second year to a position handling customer complaints. It was grueling, soul-crushing work. Late one night, while working overtime, she’d suddenly felt an intense pain pierce her chest. That was the last thing she remembered. She could only guess she’d died of a heart attack.


      The next time she’d opened her eyes, she had found herself in this world, in the body of a small child. Her new name was Dahlia Rossetti. Unlike the flower she was named after, Dahlia was rather subdued in her appearance. If you were to be less kind, you might just call her plain. Her reincarnation hadn’t panned out quite like the stories she’d read in her previous life—rather than wealth and nobility, she’d been reborn into a family of toolmakers.


      However, the tools they created were no ordinary hammers and chisels. In this world of fantasy, even humble craftspeople dealt in magic.


      Dahlia’s father, Carlo Rossetti, was a master of magical toolmaking. Such was his skill that the king had made him an honorary baron (a nonhereditary title, unfortunately). Dahlia had grown up surrounded by magical tools, and she had never wanted to do anything other than follow in her father’s footsteps.


      Carlo counted a certain merchant among his close friends. When Dahlia was nineteen and a fledgling toolmaker in her own right, it was decided that she would marry the merchant’s second son—Tobias Orlando, the young man who now sat across from her. Tobias was also a toolmaker and had apprenticed under her father. He now worked for his own father’s company, Orlando & Co., handling the development and sales of their magical tools. He was academically gifted and handsome too—among common folk like them, he was quite a catch.


      Dahlia and Tobias had intended to marry once she turned twenty and he turned twenty-two, but the sudden death of Tobias’s father caused the family to go into a period of mourning. Then, just as the mourning period had ended and the couple’s wedding day had approached, Dahlia’s father followed his friend into the grave.


      Even by this world’s standards, both of them had gone before their time. Dahlia had a fair idea of the cause. Though he’d tried many times to give it up, her father had been a heavy drinker till the end.


      Two years had passed since Dahlia and Tobias’s initial engagement. At long last, every form had been signed, and there was finally a lull in their work. They had moved into their new home, and tomorrow, they would formally register their marriage. At least, that had been the plan.


      The two of them sat in silence on opposite sides of the living room table. Dahlia’s eyes were downcast, and she expressed only a single sigh.


      This didn’t feel real. Surely she was supposed to cry, or get angry, or something. Instead, she just felt utterly, utterly tired.


      Still, it was no good just sitting here. They had to figure out what to do now.


      “Who is she?”


      After a pause, Tobias spoke without prevaricating. “Emilia. Emilia Tallini.”


      Recognizing the name, Dahlia soon recalled the young woman to whom it belonged. Emilia had begun working at Orlando & Co. as a receptionist just a few months ago. She was a sweet and gentle girl with honey-colored hair, warm brown eyes, and a petite frame. She could hardly have been more different from Dahlia, whose tall stature was her only distinguishing feature. It came as a surprise to her that Tobias favored a kittenish little thing like that.


      “I intend to marry her.”


      “I see.” She hadn’t asked. She could feel a headache coming on. “We’ll have to sort out the paperwork, then.”


      “All we have to do is agree on it, don’t we?”


      If only life were so simple, she wanted to say, but she bit her tongue for the moment.


      Since becoming engaged, the two of them had been working under a joint registration with the Merchants’ Guild. In anticipation of their marriage, they’d each borne half the cost of building their new home. These contracts had to be dissolved, names changed.


      “We went to the Merchants’ Guild with our fathers and submitted our engagement certificate, remember? There’s a section in that document for breaking the engagement. We’ll need to change our joint registration with the guild into separate ones as well. If you’re going to marry her, you need to finish this properly.”


      “Right, the engagement certificate. I remember now.”


      “We’ll go to the guild this afternoon and find out what needs to be done. Will two o’clock be all right?”


      “Yeah.”


      With that settled, there should have been no reason for him to linger, but he just sat there scratching his right temple with a finger. She knew he did that when he had something uncomfortable to say.


      “Is there something else?”


      “Well, she, uh... She mentioned she’d like to live here.”


      Tobias was the one who’d overseen most of the house’s construction. The only part Dahlia had had much say in was the workshop they were supposed to have used together, so she wasn’t greatly attached to the place.


      Still, losing your fiancé was depressing enough without hearing that his new love was eager to move into your house.


      “Once we’ve settled the finances, we’ll turn the joint ownership of the house over to you. Then I’ll get my things back home as soon as possible.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      Without another word, Tobias got up and left.


      For a while, Dahlia simply sat there staring down at the table. In both her previous life and this one, she’d always had a slight tendency to slouch.


      Dahlia had never so much as been in a relationship in her past life, let alone gotten married. Even here, it had taken until she was almost twenty. And now, just when she’d thought her love life was finally blossoming...


      “If anything happens, let Tobias look after you,” Dahlia’s father had told her. She was sure he’d never imagined things would turn out like this.


      Tomorrow had been the day they’d planned to register their marriage at the city hall; they had never actually wed. Even so, they’d spent a whole two years engaged to each other. Nearly all of their friends and acquaintances knew about it. No doubt their breakup would bring a deluge of sympathy and gossip. The thought made her even more depressed.


      There was also the fact that, up until now, she’d procured all the materials for her tool making through Orlando & Co. Once she and Tobias were no longer engaged, perhaps they’d cease doing business with her. Even if they didn’t, it would be a horribly awkward arrangement.


      The more she thought about it, the worse her headache became.


      A memory of the day she and Tobias were engaged drifted into her mind. She recalled something he’d said to her after the initial pleasantries had been exchanged.


      “You’re awfully tall, aren’t you?”


      She was indeed somewhat tall for a woman, while Tobias was slightly short for a man. Their height difference was around three centimeters. With high heels on, Dahlia was, of course, the taller one. After that day, she’d stopped wearing heels, sticking to flats at all times.


      Her natural red hair was much too bright, Tobias had said, so she’d dyed it a dark brown and kept it tied up.


      Tobias didn’t like anyone whose appearance drew attention, so Dahlia had swapped her silver-rimmed glasses for black-rimmed ones and made her already subdued wardrobe duller still, until all she wore were shades of navy and dark gray.


      These past two years, she’d taken such care both at work and at home to become the ideal wife for Tobias. It seemed that he, however, had never looked at her that way.


      She remembered something else as well—something about work in her previous life.


      Whenever she had apologized to a complaining customer, she would hang her head. Whenever her boss had roared at her for not handling a complaint quickly enough, she would hang her head. Whenever she’d thought about the increasingly distant friends she had no time to contact, she would become depressed and hang her head.


      She was still hanging her head when she’d slumped over her desk and breathed her last in that world. That desk was the last thing she had seen before she’d died.


      “This has to stop.”


      Dahlia looked up and out the window, through which sunlight was streaming into the room.


      In her previous life, she’d tried so hard to please everyone that it had eventually killed her. In this one, she’d done everything she could to become Tobias’s ideal woman, and this was where it had gotten her.


      She’d been given a second chance at life. Was this really how she wanted to use it?


      Enough was enough. It was time she held her head up high.


      She wasn’t going to hide what she liked and what she didn’t anymore. She was lucky enough to have her work as a magical toolmaker, which she loved. She was able to support herself; she didn’t need to rely on anyone else. She would work hard, she would go where she pleased, and she would eat and drink whatever she liked.


      From now on, she was going to live life her way.


      Filled with a brand-new vigor, Dahlia stood up. The spring sky outside was so bright and blue that it stung her eyes.
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      Breaking Off the Engagement


      Dahlia stepped out of what should have been her new home and set off down the street. The sun shone down with a gentle warmth, the red brick streets of the royal capital bustling with people and carriages.


      This kingdom, Ordine, had a history going back over two hundred years. It was a peaceful and well-governed land with fair and sensible laws. The royal capital was exceptionally safe and orderly, so Dahlia had heard. Sure enough, a young woman could walk through the city alone without fear, something that was apparently unthinkable in other kingdoms.


      She was thankful to have been reborn in this place, even if it was in an entirely new world.


      It would have been nice if that good luck had carried over to the matter of her marriage, but perhaps that was asking too much. With slightly quickened steps, Dahlia turned off the main street and made her way to a small salon with a blue roof.


      “Hi, Irma. Are you busy?”


      “Oh, there’s our new bride! Come on in. We’re just about to have lunch.”


      Seemingly finished with her morning clients, Dahlia’s dark-haired friend was sweeping up the hair on the floor.


      “Thanks. I’m not a bride yet, but I’ll take you up on lunch. Is Marcello in?”


      “Yeah, he’s in the kitchen. I’ll be there once I’ve finished cleaning up here, but you go on and have something to eat.”


      Dahlia didn’t need to be shown the way; she knew the salon well. She made her way to the back and through the door that led into the kitchen.


      “Oh, hi, Dahlia! What can I get you? Orange juice? Glass of wine?”


      There, taking his lunch, was just the man she was looking for—Marcello, from the Couriers’ Guild. This sturdily built man with sandy hair was Irma’s husband and a good friend of Dahlia’s. Dahlia had heard that he often came home for lunch, and she was pleased to find him here.


      “Could I have some orange juice? Thanks.”


      He obliged, handing her a plate with some sandwiches, too, as she sat down across from him at the table.


      Irma’s sandwiches were always a delight. Today’s were on thickly sliced rye bread, with two different fillings. One featured a beautifully balanced combination of cheese, smoked ham, and lettuce; the other contained egg and sliced vegetables mixed with generous amounts of fresh mayonnaise. Dahlia had the recipe for both, but somehow she couldn’t quite replicate Irma’s flavors.


      They ate in silence, and Irma came in just as Dahlia was finishing her first sandwich. She drank her orange juice and, once he’d finished eating, turned to Marcello.


      “Marcello, I’m sorry to trouble you again after you just moved all my furniture the other day, but I’m afraid I need it moved back. As soon as possible, preferably.”


      “That’s no problem. I can do it today if after four’s all right. A few of the lads’ll be free then. Did Tobias have enough already?”


      “Did it not suit the new place?”


      Dahlia couldn’t help but smile wryly as both husband and wife questioned her at the same time.


      “He broke off our engagement.”


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      Once again, the two spoke in unison. Summoning up the cheeriest smile she could, Dahlia curtly explained the situation.


      “Tobias Orlando has found true love, so he says.”


      Dead silence. The couple’s faces became as stiff as a pair of masks.


      Speaking of which, Dahlia hadn’t seen much in the way of masks since coming to this world. It was a shame; she was sure they’d be popular with the children if shops sold them when the winter festival came around. Held in the royal capital each year, the festival was best known as an event for couples to enjoy and an opportunity for lonely hearts to find a new partner. It dawned on her then that she and Tobias had never gone. She herself had never suggested it, but she couldn’t help wondering if there might have been more to it than that.


      Dahlia’s escapist pondering was suddenly interrupted by the others at the table.


      “Is he off his rocker?!” Marcello shouted. “You just moved in together!”


      “After two years, that’s what he comes out with?!” Irma huffed, incensed.


      “‘True love’ my ass! Cheating’s what that is!”


      “Unbelievable!”


      Seeing the two of them get so angry on her behalf, Dahlia couldn’t help feeling pleased. Did that make her a little twisted? She hoped not.


      Over the last two years, Dahlia, Tobias, Irma, and Marcello had met many a time to enjoy meals and drinks together. Calling them best friends might have been an exaggeration, but they certainly enjoyed one another’s company. Dahlia had heard that Marcello and Tobias often went drinking together after Marcello finished transporting goods for Orlando & Co. She felt a little guilty about souring that relationship.


      “I appreciate it, both of you. But I’m okay, honestly. This engagement was something our fathers decided, after all, and both of them are gone now.”


      The moment she said that, something else occurred to her.


      As far as Tobias was concerned, the benefit of marrying Dahlia must have lain in gaining the endorsement of her father, a master magical tool craftsman. Dahlia was a full-fledged toolmaker too, but unlike her father, she had not been honored with a title, and her skills were still a long way from matching his. In short, there wasn’t much in it for Tobias now that her father was no longer alive. If he’d found a girl he really liked, perhaps it wasn’t surprising that his priorities had changed.


      “You haven’t registered your marriage yet, have you, Dahlia?” Irma asked.


      “No, we were going to do that tomorrow. We haven’t even filled out the form yet.”


      “Well, thank your lucky stars! You deserve so much better,” Irma said with a vigorous nod.


      Dahlia would have preferred it if Tobias had made up his mind about this sooner, but yes, at least he hadn’t waited until they were actually married.


      “He’s got some nerve, making a girl like you cry,” Marcello growled. “He can pay every last coin of the removal fees, and you bet I’ll pad those bills! Bah, I’m never drinking with him again.”


      Dahlia had nearly pointed out that she wasn’t crying, but Marcello’s voice had grown more thunderous with every word, so she decided to hold her peace.


      “Oh, Dahlia. It’s all right, you know. You can cry if you want to. How about having a few drinks with us? I can close up shop for the afternoon.”


      “There’s an idea,” Marcello agreed. “If you give me your key, you can stay here, and I’ll take care of moving the furniture. Going back to that house and seeing Tobias must be the last thing you want.”


      Two pairs of brown eyes—Irma’s like cinnamon, and Marcello’s a darker, terra-cotta shade—gazed at Dahlia with concern. These two were always so in tune with each other. Dahlia felt a pang of envy.


      “No, I’ll be fine. I don’t want this to drag out any more than need be, so I’m going to the Merchants’ Guild today to take care of everything.”


      “Well, you let us know if there’s anything we can do, all right?”


      “You’re welcome here anytime.”


      “Thank you both, truly.”


      The egg sandwich Dahlia ate after thanking them both seemed just a little tastier than usual.
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      After rounding off lunch at Irma’s with a cup of coffee, Dahlia headed for the Merchants’ Guild. Located on the main street, the five-story building made of black bricks was impossible to miss. There was always a steady stream of people traveling through its three large doors, many of them visitors from overseas. Some wore vividly embroidered coats draped over their shoulders, while others sported head wraps and long robes with trailing sleeves. Wafts of perfume and spices filled Dahlia’s nose as she approached the guild. She gave a friendly greeting to the guards, then went inside.


      The guild’s first floor was mainly for clients to consult with the staff. Dahlia’s destination was the second floor, so she continued straight upstairs.


      “Good afternoon.”


      The second floor was where the contracts desk was located, manned by a young woman with black hair and a rather stout middle-aged man. Dahlia had visited many times on account of her work, so she was acquainted with them both.


      “Oh, Miss Rossetti! Congratulations on your marriage!”


      “Congratulations! We’re delighted for you.”


      Their two beaming faces were almost painful to look at.


      “That’s very kind of you; I appreciate it,” Dahlia replied. “But Mr. Orlando has broken off our engagement, so I’ll be needing our engagement certificate.”


      There was a scraping and clunking of wood as the two receptionists leaped up from their chairs in unison. It was as if her announcement had triggered some sort of synchronized reaction.


      “Wh-Whatever for?”


      “It was Mr. Orlando who made the decision, not me.”


      She couldn’t bring herself to tell them about Tobias’s “true love.” It wasn’t that she was trying to protect him; rather, it was her name that might be tarnished by her having been engaged to such a man.


      “Mr. Orlando did? Is there some problem at Orlando & Co.?”


      “It’s not for me to say. Please, if you have questions, could you ask him directly?”


      When she said that, the man seemed to grasp the situation.


      “Of course, please excuse us. If the problem lies with Mr. Orlando, then we oughtn’t be asking you. Now, how can we help?”


      “We’ll need witnesses for breaking off the engagement and a scrivener to help us close the joint account for our work.”


      A scrivener was an overseer, verifier, and validator of all kinds of governmental and commercial contracts and agreements. Put in the terms of Dahlia’s previous world, they were a cross between an administrative consultant and a lawyer. To say it wasn’t an easy career path would be an extreme understatement. Status and connections meant nothing for an aspiring scrivener. Only after going through many grueling exams, five years of study at a specialized institution, and finding no less than ten personal guarantors could they even hope to become qualified. Even those who did eventually make the grade were always just one misstep away from being stripped of their status. Any illegal activity on their part carried a severe punishment and would lead to their guarantors being investigated as well. There were few professions so strictly regulated.


      Needless to say, providing a scrivener with false information or attempting to bribe or coerce them were also very serious offenses. Engaging the services of scriveners was understandably costly, but people saw it as a worthwhile investment to avoid complications with work and trade. Thankfully, the Merchants’ Guild had a number of resident scriveners. As long as they weren’t all engaged, arranging an appointment would be an easy matter.


      “One hour with the scrivener will be four gilt silver, is that all right?”


      “Yes. I’ll pay the fee.”


      Converted to the money of her previous world, four gilt silver was equivalent to about forty thousand yen. It was a small price to pay for preventing complications down the road.


      This kingdom’s currency was made up of several different coins—the highest in value was gold, followed by gilt silver, silver, copper, and finally the small halfpenny. A loaf of bread cost about one copper, so Dahlia imagined a halfpenny to be about fifty yen in value, with a copper being around a hundred yen. As a rough estimate, a silver coin was about a thousand yen, a gilt silver about ten thousand, and a gold about a hundred thousand yen. These were just Dahlia’s guesses based on the cost of goods in this world. Food and daily necessities were cheap, while clothes and precious metals were on the expensive side.


      “Would it be possible to hold the meeting at two o’clock? If not, we can come whenever it’s convenient.”


      “Allow me to check for you.”


      The man hurried off to the third floor, where the scriveners’ offices were located.


      “Um, Miss Rossetti,” the female receptionist said timidly. “You’ve only just moved, haven’t you?”


      “I was supposed to move in today. I’ll be going back home to the Green Tower.”


      The address Dahlia had registered with the guild was that of her original home. The old tower, situated in the outskirts of town, got its name from the vines that swathed the building. She’d stepped out the tower’s front door this morning and would return in the evening as if she’d never intended to leave. If nothing else, she hadn’t been rendered homeless by the ordeal.


      “I’m not sure what to say, but please, don’t lose heart. You won’t be giving up your toolmaking, will you?”


      The receptionist tried to steer the conversation in a more positive direction. It was only then that Dahlia noticed the furtive, curious glances of all the other staff behind the desks.


      “No, definitely not. I’ll be back to work as soon as I’m settled in the tower again.”


      “As an employee of the guild, I’m delighted to hear that—we all are. Your magical tools are so well regarded.”


      “Thank you. I’m very grateful for the guild’s support.”


      Dahlia could see the young woman was desperately trying to ameliorate the situation, so she forced the brightest smile she could manage. She wasn’t sure how bright it really was. At the very least, she hoped it showed she wouldn’t be plunged into grief by the loss of her fiancé.


      Just then, the male receptionist returned from the third floor. “Miss Rossetti, I’ve scheduled an appointment for you with Mr. Kämpfer.”


      Dahlia’s father had made sure to impress on her the importance of employing a scrivener when engaging in important negotiations or large transactions. She had dealt with Dominic Kämpfer many times, as had her father before her. His presence would be reassuring.


      Just as she breathed a small sigh of relief, everyone’s gazes suddenly shifted behind her. She turned to see a woman with ivory-white hair approaching.


      “Afternoon, Dahlia.”


      “Vice-Guildmaster, good afternoon,” Dahlia replied with a small bow. “Thank you for all your support.”


      This woman was Gabriella Jedda, the vice-guildmaster of the Merchants’ Guild. Though she was of mature years, she had an undeniably commanding presence. The finely tailored deep-blue dress and long string of baroque pearls she wore suited her well. Dahlia’s father had dealt with her at the guild ever since he was a young man; Dahlia had been a student when she’d first met her.


      “If you’ve a contract to discuss, you’re welcome to use the meeting room next door. I think the third-floor rooms may be booked this afternoon.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      From “may be booked,” Dahlia surmised that at the moment, they weren’t. She happened to know that, for safety reasons, the meeting room attached to this office was not soundproofed. In other words, you want to hear everything. I see. Dahlia kept that thought to herself. However, Gabriella’s scarlet lips gently curved into a smile.


      “Everyone seems terribly busy today. You wouldn’t mind if I filled in as one of your witnesses, would you?”


      “Not at all. That would be very kind of you.”


      A novice toolmaker like Dahlia could hardly refuse such an offer from the vice-guildmaster herself.
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      Tobias entered the meeting room at precisely two o’clock. Dahlia, the two guild witnesses, and the scrivener were ready and waiting. Dahlia and Tobias sat opposite each other at the large table, both with a witness at their side. The scrivener sat one seat apart.


      The witness at Tobias’s side was the first to speak. “We will now proceed with the dissolution of your engagement to marry, as stipulated in the engagement certificate, and the liquidation of your joint account. There are two guild witnesses present: Vice-Guildmaster Gabriella Jedda and myself, Contract Administrator Ivano Badoer.”


      Ivano and Gabriella both bowed. Gabriella sat at Dahlia’s side, Ivano at Tobias’s.


      “My name is Dominic Kämpfer, and I will be your scrivener.” After introducing himself, the elderly, gray-haired man also gave a small bow.


      Dominic was the Merchants’ Guild’s longest-serving scrivener and its most in demand. Both Dahlia’s and Tobias’s fathers had employed his services for many years.


      “Now, in order to dissolve your engagement, we must first liquidate your joint account with the Merchants’ Guild through which you receive your work orders, then apportion the balance. The current balance of the account shared by Mr. Tobias Orlando and Miss Dahlia Rossetti comes to forty gold. You will each be apportioned half of this total; is this satisfactory?”


      Once both of them had assented, Dominic unwrapped a parcel that sat on the table beside the account documents. Dahlia and Tobias each had a blue cloth laid in front of them, upon which were stacked twenty gold coins. In yen, Dahlia estimated the value of each stack to be around two million. These were the profits Dahlia had earned from the original magical tools she had registered with the guild, payments she’d received for custom orders, and so on.


      Most people would consider this quite a handsome sum of money, but for a magical toolmaker, maintaining a large amount of savings was a necessity. Their materials were expensive, and research quickly ate up funds as well. Furthermore, given that there was no such thing as insurance in this world, it was also important to have a safety net in case of illness or injury.


      “Now, let us proceed to the dissolution of your engagement. The engagement certificate stipulates thus: ‘the party responsible for the dissolution shall be liable to pay the sum of twelve gold in damages to the other party.’ Which of you will be paying?”


      “I will.” There was a cold formality in Tobias’s voice, quite different from his usual manner. “Twelve gold...” Dahlia heard him mutter to himself.


      Was it more expensive than he’d expected, or cheaper? She couldn’t tell.


      “Very well, Miss Rossetti will receive twelve gold. Do you wish to pay from the balance returned from your joint account?”


      “Yes, please.”


      From Tobias’s stack of twenty gold coins, twelve were transferred to Dahlia.


      “We will now proceed to the contract regarding the house built during your engagement. The total cost was one hundred gold, with fifty gold paid by Mr. Orlando and fifty gold by Miss Rossetti. At present, the house is jointly owned by you both. It may be sold and the proceeds divided between you, or if one of you wishes to retain ownership of the property, you must compensate the other party with the amount paid at the time of purchase. How do you wish to proceed?”


      “I will retain ownership,” Tobias replied as though it were obvious. Dahlia stayed silent.


      “Very well. Please pay fifty gold to Miss Rossetti.”


      From a bag he had brought with him, Tobias took out twenty gold coins and placed them alongside the stack of eight he had remaining. Then, he slid the whole amount toward Dahlia.


      “I’ll get you the rest soon, Dahlia. I don’t have enough for the house right now. I swear I’ll pay you back once I can afford it.”


      “Wha—?!”


      The outburst came not from Dahlia, but from Ivano, seated at Tobias’s side. Gabriella stepped in.


      “We cannot transfer ownership until the full amount is repaid, Mr. Orlando.”


      “I know. I intend to pay the full amount. As long as Dahlia agrees, we can transfer ownership now, can’t we?”


      Dahlia was speechless.


      Was there truly a man alive who would think to take out a loan from the woman he’d just broken up with so he could live in their house with his new lover? Was there really a man so stupid and so shameless as to ask her this here, at the Merchants’ Guild, in front of two official witnesses and a scrivener, as if it were the most natural thing in the world?


      Yes, unfortunately, there was—and he was sitting right in front of her. Dahlia couldn’t believe this was the same Tobias she’d always known.


      Dominic loudly cleared his throat twice.


      “Transferring ownership of the property before full payment has been made can lead to very serious problems. I strongly recommend against it, but it is your decision. How would you like to proceed?”


      “We will wait until the payment is made in full,” said Dahlia, flatly refusing Tobias’s proposition.


      “But it has to be done now! I promised Emilia we’d move in right away!”


      Silence fell. Even Tobias, clearly aware that he’d blurted out too much, suddenly seemed at a loss for words.


      Ivano may as well have had an enormous question mark pasted over his face as he goggled at Dahlia’s former fiancé. Gabriella wore an elegant smile, the warmth of which did not reach her eyes. Only Dominic somehow maintained a neutral expression, though his fingers were pressed so hard into the papers he held that they were turning white.


      While looking at the scene in front of her, Dahlia was putting every last pleasant memory of her engagement through a mental shredder.


      Gabriella was the first to break the silence.


      “The guild has a relationship of trust with you, Mr. Orlando, so you are welcome to take out a loan with us.”


      She directed a charming smile at the discomfited Tobias. The pointed way in which she spoke his surname did not escape Dahlia’s notice.


      “You will be working, I trust, so monthly repayments should be manageable. If you intend to settle down with a new lady, it’s terribly important you properly settle your debts. She won’t think well of you otherwise.”


      “I understand. Thank you.” His reply was a barely audible mutter.
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      The moment all the paperwork for the engagement and the loan was finished, Tobias all but ran out the door. The walls of this room situated next to the reception desk were exceedingly thin; the staff would no doubt have an entertaining story to tell their friends over drinks tonight. Doing her best to ignore a persistent headache, Dahlia finally stood up. She gave her thanks to Ivano, Gabriella, and Dominic before turning to leave.


      “Er, Miss Dahlia? I hope you won’t think me rude, but I must ask you something.” The man with mustard-colored hair paused while gathering together the documents, his voice small and hesitant.


      “Not at all, Ivano. Please, ask away.”


      “Has Tobias always been such an id—I mean, such a man as that?”


      Though he’d caught himself before the word “idiot” slipped out, Dahlia knew exactly what he’d wanted to say. A faraway look came into her eyes.


      “No, that...was a first for me as well.”


      “Are you sure you’re all right?”


      “Well, I’d be lying if I said I was fine, but what can I do? No point in worrying about what I can’t change. Besides, I’ll be able to run my business just the way I like now. When I think of it that way, it doesn’t seem so bad,” Dahlia mused, being quite candid.


      “I’m glad we could assist you today, Miss Dahlia.”


      “Oh, Dominic, I’m very grateful.”


      “It is a shame things turned out this way, but I hope you will keep your spirits up.”


      “Yes, I’ll do my best.”


      “I owe your father a great deal, you know. He left us so soon, I never had a chance to repay him. Please let me know if there’s ever anything I can help you with. Beyond just my services as a scrivener, I mean.”


      “I will. Thank you so much.”


      Dominic’s low, gentle voice reminded Dahlia of her father. She felt deeply grateful for his kindness.


      “He’s quite right, you know,” Gabriella chimed in. “There’s no need for you to carry your troubles alone. You have many friends and colleagues who value you greatly, so be sure to reach out to them should you need help. Myself included, of course.”


      “I understand,” Dahlia replied softly.


      “Now, the paperwork’s all taken care of, but what do you plan to do next?” Gabriella asked.


      “For now, I’ll go to the new house and have all my furniture taken back home.”


      “Will you need a hand? I can fetch some people, if you’d like.”


      “No, thank you. I only moved out of the tower this morning, so going back again will be straightforward.”


      Gabriella nodded in acknowledgment before opening the meeting room door wide. The sight of all the staff immediately averting their curious gazes was really quite funny. Gabriella turned slowly back to Dahlia with an elegant smile.


      “I’ll just say this, Dahlia: congratulations on a lucky escape.”


      [image: ]


      When Dahlia descended to the guild’s first floor, she found Marcello already there waiting for her. Two other men from the Couriers’ Guild were with him. All three of them wore a vivid green armband, the badge of a Couriers’ Guild member. This color represented the wind, with the idea being that the guild’s members carried goods with all the ease and swiftness of a breeze.


      “Hi, Dahlia. Everything taken care of?”


      “Yes, it’s all done. We can go straight to the house now.”


      “Right, let’s go and get things moved, then.”


      They boarded a large carriage that would take them to what should have been Dahlia’s new home. The carriage itself was ordinary enough, but what pulled it certainly wasn’t—it was drawn along by a gray sleipnir. These eight-legged animals were about one-and-a-half times larger than ordinary horses and many times stronger, making them a popular choice for the Couriers’ Guild. Their gentle expressions and deep-black eyes actually made them quite endearing.


      It took only a few minutes to reach the house. When it had come to choosing the location, Tobias had prioritized close proximity to the Merchants’ Guild and his family home, where Orlando & Co. was based. This had been to facilitate the transport of their products and to make arranging business meetings more convenient—although none of this was of any use to Dahlia now.


      To her relief, no one was home. She set about locating all of her belongings.


      “So, if you could take the boxes in the corridor there, the boxes in the workshop, and everything you brought over last time, that would be great. I haven’t unpacked anything yet, so it’s all ready to go.”


      Until last week, Tobias had been using the workshop in Dahlia’s house. He’d bought a lot of new equipment for them to use in the new house, but Dahlia liked her old, familiar tools, so she’d brought them with her. They were still all bundled up, so it would be no trouble to move them back.


      “Your furniture was just the closet and the dresser, right?”


      “That’s right. They’re still empty.”


      The closet and dresser were keepsakes from Dahlia’s mother. Of course, since she had never known her mother, it was the way her father had treasured these pieces that she had always been more keenly aware of. Both were currently in a room that had been intended for Dahlia’s use.


      “Got it. We’ll load up the stuff that’s still packed just as it is.” Marcello turned to his men. “Double-wrap the closet and dresser, will you?” The two of them set about readying the large cloth sheets. “Is there anything else you want us to take?”


      “Well, I bought the bed in the master bedroom, but I already have my own back at the tower. I wonder what I should do with it.”


      “We can take it apart and bring it with us, or you could sell it off. Hell, you could make Tobias buy it.”


      They made their way to the bedroom as they spoke.


      At Tobias’s request, Dahlia had bought them a large double bed. It had been a good bargain, as she remembered. The light on the bedside table was something she’d bought partly out of interest as a magical toolmaker. It was made with a new kind of magical technology that allowed its brightness to be adjusted. I’ll just take a look at it to see how it works, she thought to herself as she entered the room.


      “Oh!”


      After just a single step inside, Dahlia hurriedly retreated and closed the door again. She didn’t get the chance to so much as look at the bedside table. The matching ivory-white bedding was in disarray, a pillow lying on the floor.


      “What’s wrong, Dahlia?”


      “Er, it’s, um...” She fumbled for words.


      “Is someone in there?”


      “No. Well, not anymore.”


      “Mind if I take a look? If it’s a thief, they could still be hiding in there.”


      “Oh, you’re right.”


      Dahlia quickly scooted away from the door. The possibility of a thief being inside hadn’t even crossed her mind, though she now remembered hearing that they often targeted new houses. We’d best be careful.


      “Um, is it all right if I stay out here?”


      “Yeah, of course. I’ll make sure it’s safe. It’s an en-suite bedroom, right?”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      Years working for the Couriers’ Guild meant Marcello was familiar with how most houses were laid out. He was able to build a mental picture of rooms with ease. After listening at the door for a few moments, he took a metal rod in his hand and cautiously entered.


      “C’mon out, Tobias, you pea brain. Time to meet your maker.”


      Dahlia pretended not to hear the menacing snarl that carried through the door. It wasn’t long before Marcello appeared again.


      “Nothing but a couple of rats,” he grumbled. “Made this damn mess and then scurried away.” Apparently, Tobias had sunk so low in his estimation that he was on the level of vermin now.


      “I see. I’m just glad we didn’t run into them.”


      One of the men working in another room called out, “Hey, Marcello! D’you have a minute?”


      “Sure, I’ll be right there.”


      Assuming they had some guild business to talk about, Dahlia lingered in the corridor, staring blankly at a pile of boxes. She had less than she thought. She’d left some things at home, intending to bring them over later—her books, clothes for other seasons, and so on. That had turned out to be a good decision.


      “Uh, Dahlia, could you come in here for a sec?”


      There was a grim look on Marcello’s face as he leaned out of the doorway.


      “Is something wrong?”


      “I don’t know how to tell you this, but, uh, your closet’s filled with women’s clothes.”


      “Well, she didn’t waste any time.”


      “I’m sorry, but just to be sure... These aren’t yours, are they?”


      “No, they certainly aren’t.”


      She saw a puff-sleeved dress in pale yellow and a colorful, floral print stole, as well as a pink gown generously trimmed with lace. It was clear from the sizes alone, never mind the designs, that these did not belong to Dahlia. She didn’t own a single garment that was anything like these things in style or color.


      “Those things were in the dresser.”


      Marcello pointed to a table, upon which lay a pink makeup bag, a white handkerchief, and a silver pendant. The flat, round pendant was engraved with a coat of arms Dahlia had never seen before. She furrowed her brow as she examined it.


      “This looks like it belongs to a noble—a viscount or higher.”
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