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  Prologue



  There would be times in life when you needed to take a break.


  To spend time comfortably without being disturbed or needing to worry about other people’s feelings. A time of relaxation to rest your body and soul.


  Take me for example, wiping down glasses would be a very comfortable time for me.


  The freshly washed glasses were still moist, so I would use a clean and dry cloth to wipe them down. I would pay extra care to the parts that come in contact with the customers’ lips. And finally, I would wipe it from bottom to the top to finish it off, and produce a clean work of art without any fingerprints or stain.


  It would look even more mesmerizing if you looked at it under a light source, and would literally soothe your heart.


  I placed the glasses I wiped onto the cupboard behind me, arranging them neatly. After putting back the last glass, I shifted my attention to my next objective.


  I picked up my black apron placed neatly on the bar counter, put it on, and tightened its strings behind me. I’m all set to open the shop now.


  I walked out of the bar counter and surveyed the shop one more time, checking for rubbish on the floor, whether the chairs are arranged properly, and for any stains on the tables.


  This place used to be a bar, so it was spacious with ten counter seats, four tables for 4, and three tables for 2. It didn’t feel cramped even with so much furniture. I was the only staff here, could I really manage this alone? The answer was, yes, since I didn’t get many customers.


  After finishing my inspection, I walked out of the shop.


  The weather was incredibly clear, with just a few dashes of clouds in the sky. My shop was located in an alley away from the main street, but the foot traffic was still great, and I could hear the noise from the main street from time to time.


  A person with the face of a bear in dull silver armour walked by, followed by a beautiful long eared woman and a short man with dark robes that reached the ground—— there were people of all races walking through the streets.


  I’m used to this sight already, but still couldn’t help wondering if this was a dream.


  ——Fantasy World.


  All this could be explained if this was a different world, but whether I accept this explanation was a different issue. I wanted to yell 「Where is this place? How do I get home?」, but no one would take my words seriously. This might be a Fantasy World from my perspective, but to the people here, this was their real world. Judging from their reality, if someone yelled 「I came from a different world」, that person had a screw loose.


  I sighed heavily with my hands on my hips.


  The weather was great. But that was the reason for my melancholic mood.


  「Sigh.」


  「Sigh.」


  I cocked my head when I heard that.


  I did sigh, but I heard another sigh overlapped with mine. Someone else was sighing.


  I followed the source of that sound, and locked eyes with a girl sitting on a bench by the road.


  She was around my age, wearing a black based uniform, with a prominent cape embroidered with a logo. That was clearly the uniform from the Arialu School of Wizardry.


  The girl looked at me with eyes that were as blue as the sky. Her ponytail was tied rather high up behind her head, and her hair was as red as the setting sun.


  Two strangers were sighing at the same time, then stared at each other… This situation made me really uncomfortable. Anyway, I should show the smile I nurtured by attending to countless customers. I smiled at her.


  The girl raised her eyebrow at that and nodded my way. She definitely thought I was a suspicious person.


  I messed up so early in the morning. I looked up to the sky and shook my head.


  Sigh, never mind, it couldn’t be helped. I would devote myself to work today too.


  I checked the shop entrance for trash, then picked up the wooden signboard by the door. It was written in the language of this world, but I could read it. One side said 「Close for the day」, and the other said 「Open for Business」.


  When I turned the sign to ‘open’ and put it back——


  「Is this a restaurant?」


  A voice came from beside me, which made my shoulder shudder.


  The girl on the bench had walked over to me. I hid my surprise with a smile and turned to her.


  「Of course, but this isn’t a normal restaurant.」


  The girl stared at me dumbfoundedly, and I said with pride:


  「This is the only Café in the world.」


  「Café?」


  That was right, there wasn’t any concept of Café in this world. Therefore, this was the only Café in this world.


  「A Café is a shop that provides light meals and beverages. And I recommend our Coffee.」


  「Coffee?」


  The girl frowned, her face saying she had never heard that before.


  「You don’t know what Coffee is? That won’t do, Coffee is the most trendy thing right now, please have a try.」


  「It’s trendy?」


  「That’s right.」


  That was a lie.


  「Does it taste good?」


  「It has the taste preferred by adults.」


  「I see.」


  She didn't seem interested. The girl’s vermillion hair swayed when she looked up at my shop. She looked inside through the windows.


  「So, there are tables, right?」


  She asked in a strangely intimate fashion, and I answered with a nod:


  「There are.」


  「Are the chairs comfortable?」


  「Naturally, I’m very picky about that.」


  Chairs were a very important part of a Café. It couldn’t be too hard or too soft, it needed to be just the right amount of fluffiness to let people relax.


  Just as I was thinking how weird her questions were, her brows softened into a smile. Her bright blue eyes sparkled under the sun.


  「Can I study here?」


  I nodded profusely. This was the first time I had seen such vibrant eyes.


  「I will be back.」


  She said before leaving, and I watched her back as she left.


  I exhaled after seeing something nice this morning. This was the opposite of an exasperated sigh. I now had the energy to do my best for today.


  With my hands on my hips, I looked up to the sky.


  I couldn’t help thinking that men were simple creatures, and were helpless before cute girls.


  I stood by the street in a daze, and almost ran into a pedestrian. The foot traffic was getting denser, there was one carrying red fruits that looked like apples. A man in a black bandanna with a small dragon-like creature on his head passed by. A girl with a huge horn on her head was walking hand in hand with a horse faced man.


  Multi-cultural wasn’t enough to describe this scene with people of all races living together in this city. This was a Fantasy World, filled with magic and demihumans, with incredible people walking the streets. But there was just one thing that wouldn’t change——


  Those who didn’t work, didn’t get to eat.


  If I wanted to survive, I needed to get a job.


  That was why I opened a Café here. My family ran a Café passed down from my grandfather’s time, so this was the most familiar line of work for me.


  This was the only job I could do. Many sad things happened, but there were many happy moments too.


  And I got to chat with a cute girl too.


  I moved the signboard unconsciously, then put it up properly again.


  『Open for Business』.


  Chapter 1: Hot Pressed Dry-Cured Ham and Cheese Sandwich with Hot Spring Egg


  「Hey Yu-kun, I don’t want to work anymore.」


  A balding old man with a long white beard said at the bar counter. He was crossing his arms with a sharp glare and a serious face. The old man looked out the window at the people dyed red by the setting sun walking by.


  「I don’t want to work anymore……」


  He repeated with deep emotions.


  I sighed in my heart, because this grandpa was always like this. Be it day or night, he would wander over and collapse into a chair, then go home after saying nonsense.


  I call him Gramps Goru. I didn’t know what line of work he was in, but he wore well tailored clothes that somewhat resembled a yukata. I imagined he worked in high management.


  「You fled here again?」


  I put down the plate I was wiping and asked. Gramps Goru turned to me and said:


  「I didn’t flee, I just drop by to take a short break.」


  「You’ve been here for two hours.」


  「What did you say? My memories’ bad at my age……」


  「Please don’t fake dementia during crucial moments.」


  「Hehehe.」


  Gramps Goru laughed weirdly, then rested his elbow on the bar counter to support his cheek—— a completely relaxed posture.


  A Café was a place for people to rest well enough that they would forget the time, so I wouldn’t comment more on that. I was happy someone was willing to treat my shop as a place to relax, since that meant this place was very comfortable.


  「This place is as empty as always.」


  Gramps Goru said after looking around the shop.


  Aside from Gramps Goru at the bar counter, the only other customer was the Elf nee-san reading a book at the table by the window. It might be fine if this was the case only during off peak hours, but my shop was always like this.


  「Yu-kun, it’s a bad idea selling this Coffee thingie.」


  Gramps Goru picked up the Coffee cup before him and took a sip, then furrowed his brows.


  「The taste is as memorable as ever.」


  「Please carefully taste the fragrance and sour after taste of the Coffee.」


  「The fragrance is good, but it’s too bitter. I have a sweet tooth after all.」


  He then picked up a white jar on the bar counter, then added the brown powder into the Coffee—— the powder was sugar.


  As a merchant providing the beverage to a customer, I wanted him to enjoy his drink. But I couldn’t help feeling dejected when he dumped the sugar in as if to cover the taste of the Coffee.


  After coming to this world, I was surprised by many things. One such thing was the lack of a Coffee drinking culture. Coffee beans existed, but they weren’t consumed as a beverage, but as a type of medicine to perk up the mind or wake the unconscious.


  When I first started this shop, I thought the brand new Coffee beverage would be a smash hit. But I was more naive than a three year old child. The black and bitter Coffee wasn’t well received. The people in this world thought bitter things were bad for the body, and mistook it for poison. Very few people could appreciate Coffee.


  And so, this Café became a strange shop that provided a dark and bitter beverage known as Coffee.


  「Sigh, it’s boring.」


  Gramps Goru stared at the lights hanging from the ceiling as he lamented.


  「If it’s boring, then go to work.」


  「What are you saying, I’m enjoying this boredom.」


  「You’re not hoping for something interesting to happen because it’s boring, right?」


  When he heard that, Gramps Goru smiled at me.


  「At times like this, it’s better to seek out fun. Instead of waiting for things to happen, it’s better to search for it yourself.」


  I agreed with a nod. But there weren’t many people with the energy to do just that.


  Gramps Goru was repeating 「boring~」 in a rhythmic way, when a clear sound came from the door. That was a chime I fixed on the door to let me know that a guest was coming.


  I turned and saw the face of a girl looking through the door gap, looking around timidly. Her vermillion hair rolled down her shoulders as she surveyed the shop with clear blue eyes. She was the girl I spoke with this morning before opening up shop. She wasn’t just being polite when she said she would be back. I never thought she would really visit again in the same evening.


  「Welcome.」


  I greeted her with a smile.


  「Oh, erm, are you open?」


  She asked politely. I nodded and gestured for her to enter.


  「Of course we are open. As you can see, there are plenty of seats open in the shop.」


  「It’s the same yesterday and the day before too.」


  I glared at the noisy Gramps Goru, but he just looked away innocently and whistled.


  The girl entered slowly, as if to check if the shop was safe. She wore the same school uniform she had on in the morning. Her vermillion hair was tied up behind her head in a ponytail, and she had a large school bag.


  She didn’t go to a table, and headed straight to the bar counter.


  「There are so few customers that I thought you are closed.」


  「You really hit where it hurts.」


  There are only a couple of customers in the shop, so those visiting for the first time would feel hesitant.


  「This isn’t a bar, but a 『Café』, right?」


  「That’s right, little girl, this is a Café, so the recommended beverage is Coffee.」


  Gramps Goru picked up his Coffee cup and winked at the girl. The girl felt troubled by the intimacy he was showing and nodded lightly.


  「This is the first time I heard of a Café and Coffee.」


  「Isn’t that right, I only learned after visiting this shop. Here, have a seat.」


  「It’s fine, I……」


  「Come now, just for a while, take a seat.」


  「Okay……」


  Gramps Goru led the girl by the nose and was forcefully seated in the chair beside him. I considered sounding out to help her, but decided to observe for the time being.


  After I set down a wet towel and iced water before the girl, Gramps Goru said to me：


  「Yu-kun, give this girl a cup of Coffee.」


  「Oh, it’s fine, I……」


  「My treat of course. In return, can you tell me your name? Everyone calls me Gramps Goru.」


  「Ehh…… I’m Linaria.」


  「Your name is Linaria, huh!? That’s a flower that blooms deep in the Gambius snow plains, that represents the advent of spring and hope. Were you born there?」


  Gramps Goru talked smoothly with Linaria, I felt impressed by his glib tongue and decisiveness.


  I squatted down behind the counter and took out a white jar of Coffee beans from the cabinet. I opened the cover of the Coffee bean grinder, scooped a cup of beans and poured it into the Coffee bean grinder. I then attached the handle of the Coffee bean grinder and turned it slowly.


  Shyaa shyaa shyaa, grate grate grate.


  The sound of Coffee beans being grounded reverberated in the shop.


  Coffee bean grinders were amazing things, the time spent grinding Coffee beans was so blissful that it took your mind off anything.


  After experiencing a cup worth of blissful time, I prepared the Vacuum Coffee maker.


  I affixed a glass sphere-like container onto a clamp, and added a mana lamp used for heating below it. I then placed a glass beaker shaped apparatus above, which had a glass tube protruding below.
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  <TL: Probably look something like this. https://amzn.to/3zbhhMG>


  This was something used by the researchers and pharmacists in this world, but I asked someone to custom make and modify one into a Coffee maker. So it had an awe inspiring presence when I used it to make coffee.


  I added hot water into the glass sphere with a silver flask. This flask was a special magic device. As long as its mana stone installed in it still had mana, the water inside would maintain its boiling state. This was an amazing device.


  After adding hot water, I carefully wiped the glass. If there were droplets on the glass, it might break when I heat it up. Glass was rather expensive here, so I had to be careful.


  I lit the mana lamp used for heating under the glass. I wasn’t sure if the mana lamp used fire magic or the mana stone inside could emit heat, but the center of the mana lamp would glow red and turn hot when I lit it.


  This was a Fantasy World with a very developed magic civilization, but the craving for convenience was similar to my world, which was fascinating and intriguing at the same time. The material and fuel behind the technology might be different, but the goal of 「boiling water」 and 「starting fire」 were the same.


  I added a filter on top of the glass beaker, then poured in the Coffee powder. When the water was boiling, I inserted the glass beaker’s protruding tube into the glass sphere’s opening.


  「Uwah……」


  Linaria gasped in awe.


  The boiling water started rising. It rose through the tube into the glass beaker above.


  「What is this? Magic?」


  Linaria asked me with a surprised face, which made me smile.


  「Don’t laugh, isn’t this magic?」


  「It’s not.」


  There was enough hot water in the beaker to make the Coffee powder float. Before the Coffee powder spilled over, I stirred it with a small wooden spoon to mix the powder with the hot water.


  The top glass beaker was divided into three layers, the foam, the floating coffee powder, and the Coffee extract. The overflowing Coffee fragrance spilled out with the hot air. This was a comfortable and serene moment only possible when the Coffee was made.


  After all the hot water had risen to the top beaker, I turned down the heat. The tiny amount of leftover water at the bottom was still bubbling.


  When I realized it, I saw Gramps Goru and Linaria had stopped their conversation and were staring right at the Vacuum Coffee maker. I couldn’t help smiling at their serious faces.


  Linaria glared at me.


  「Sorry, it’s because you look so serious.」


  When she heard that, Linaria pouted and said:


  「It can’t be helped, this is my first time seeing this. If this isn’t magic, how did the hot water got up there?」


  「Well, the heated water caused a change in pressure, or something like that.」


  「Pressure? What’s that?」


  I crossed my arms, stared at the ceiling and said in deep thought:


  「When the water is heated, the vapour in the glass sphere will expand, and since it has no place to go, it will be squeeze upwards.」


  I checked the glass beaker, put out the fire completely, then stirred its contents again.


  「So when I turn off the mana lamp like this, the expanded vapour will revert to normal, and then……」


  A while later, the Coffee extract in the glass beaker above slowly flows down into the glass sphere below.


  「Uwah, uwah!」


  The clear hot water that had turned a deep shade of amber flowed down into the glass sphere again. Gramps Goru looked at Linaria with a gentle smile, as if she was his granddaughter.


  In the end, there was only Coffee powder bloated with air and steam left in the top glass beaker, proof that the Coffee had been perfectly extracted.


  I removed the top glass beaker, then used the clamp as a handle to pour the Coffee from the glass sphere into a Coffee cup. The heat from the cup filled the air, and the thick fragrance of Coffee penetrated my nose right to the top of my head. This fragrance was absolutely blissful too. The process of making Coffee was filled with all types of bliss.


  「It smells nice.」


  Linaria said with a mesmerized voice. I couldn’t help smiling as I placed the Coffee cup on a saucer and served it to Linaria.


  「This is my unique blend of Coffee, please enjoy.」


  Linaria picked up the Coffee with both hands, and stared at it, as if she was before a dark gem.


  「I’m going to drink it.」


  Linaria took a sip, then raised her brow. She turned to me with her eyes wide open. Her lips left the rim of the cup, and she had the surprised face of a child.


  「…… It tastes awful.」
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  Gramps Goru laughed out loud while I slumped my shoulders dejectedly.


  They seemed to have hit it off nicely, and were chatting happily. Although it’s mostly Gramps Goru talking and Linaria responding.


  Thanks to that, I got to know Linaria better.


  She had outstanding results in the academy, and ranked first last year. But she got picked on by her noble classmates because of that, and was having a hard time at school. I heard the wizardry students would be doing an internship in the Labyrinths soon. I also learned that she likes slightly warm tea.


  I would chip in occasionally, and spent most of the time listening.


  A while later, it was completely dark outside. I went out to turn on the lights for the signboard, and found a person standing in a corner outside the shop. That woman bowed towards me.


  「Thank you for your hard work.」


  「How long have you been standing there?」


  At that, she took out a pocket watch to check the time, her silver locks swaying by her neck.


  「About an hour.」


  It was longer than I expected, and I was at a loss for words. She could have waited inside the shop…… When she saw my face, she smiled gently.


  「I don’t want to interrupt since you were enjoying yourselves.」


  The woman was wearing a white blouse and dark coloured suit pants. She was Gramps Goru’s secretary, and would always come here to pick up Gramps Goru who was slacking off.


  「It has been fun, but is the time alright?」


  「That’s true, I should ask him to return soon.」


  「Did he sneak out from work again?」


  「Yes, he slipped away part way through his work. I will need him to work properly now.」


  I lowered my volume meaninglessly, and Ms Secretary mimicked me too. She might look like a mature cool beauty, but she still humoured me.


  「You actually waited for an hour.」


  「There isn’t anything scheduled for tonight, and if I don’t let him relax adequately from time to time, he will run away for real. That is part of my job too.」


  As expected of Ms Secretary, she knew how to handle Gramps Goru. I was impressed.


  「I will invite Gramps Goru to come out then.」


  「Sorry for troubling you.」


  She bowed formally at me, which filled me with anxiety. Because Ms Secretary was a mature and beautiful lady, my heart would race when I spoke with her. And she always smelled so nice.


  I thought about how wonderful beautiful big sisters were as I returned to the shop. Gramps Goru was coughing wildly as he leaned on the bar counter. Linaria waved at me frantically.


  「H-Hey, Grandpa is……」


  「Cough cough…… Don’t worry, it’s just my old wound acting up……」


  What old wound?


  「A-Are you alright?」


  Gramps Goru coughed more violently when he saw Linaria’s worried face.


  「Sorry, can you pat my back… gently.」


  「Your back? You just need me to pat your back?」


  Seeing the panicking Linaria reaching for Gramps Goru’s back, I immediately smacked the lecherous old man’ head from behind. There wasn’t any hair to soften the blow, so there was a clean sound.


  「That hurts——!」


  「Yes yes, Gramps Goru, that’s enough of your terrible acting.」


  Linaria looked suspiciously between me and Gramps Goru. Gramps Goru nursed his head and pouted, then started throwing a tantrum with a click of his tongue.


  「I don’t have much time left to live, so let me enjoy a gentle and warm moment. That’s not asking for much.」


  「Please don’t do that in my shop, or I will shorten the time you have left.」


  「Oh? Are you threatening me?」


  「You are just imagining things. And Ms Secretary is waiting outside.」


  When he heard that, Gramps Goru showed a complicated face.


  「It’s useless to make that face, please go back to work.」


  「No…… I want to stay here…… and play with Linaria some more……」


  Gramps Goru smacked the bar counter and shouted 「don’t wanna, don’t wanna」, so I had to pick up the meat cleaver from the kitchen quietly. This was the biggest and thickest knife I had.


  「Ohh! I suddenly feel like working! I don’t have time to waste in this small rundown shop!」


  Gramps Goru changed attitude with incredulous speed, quickly got up and smoothened his clothes, then said to Linaria besides him:


  「Thank you for today, Linaria. I had a great time because you accompanied these old bones. As thanks, I will pick up your tab today, you can eat whatever you fancy. Although the choices here are limited.」


  「How dare you say that in my face.」


  My cleaver gleamed, intimidating Gramps Goru.


  「My, how scary! I better beat a hasty retreat before I’m sent to my grave. Bye, Yu-kun, put it on my tab.」


  Gramps Goru left swiftly, leaving the stiff faced Linaria behind.


  I put the cleaver back, then cleaned up after Gramps Goru. At this moment, Linaria asked timidly:


  「Is that Grandpa always like this?」


  「He is a weird one, don’t let that bother you.」


  She nodded sagely as she stared at the door Gramps Goru exited from for quite a while.


  While I was washing the dishes, Linaria snapped back to reality and remembered her goal here. She adjusted her sitting posture, then started reading a thick book she pulled out of her bag. It was a brown, leather bound book, with strange words I couldn’t read and pictures. They looked like moon runes to me. I was moved by how much it looked like a magic tome.


  She forgot her goal because of Gramps Goru’s mischief, but she came here looking for a place to study.


  After Gramps Goru left, the shop became quiet, and the noise from the main street seemed distant.


  I remembered the summer festivals from my childhood days.


  My parents were busy with work, so I couldn’t wilfully ask them to bring me to the festivals. I could hear the sound of drums from the window in my room, the noise of the passing crowds, the fireworks in the sky, and the chatter of my neighbours leaving after the fireworks were over. I would spend my summer festival sitting by the window, listening and imagining the crowds.


  But in this world, every day was like a summer festival.


  This city built around a Labyrinth had a dense population. Adventurers hoping to strike it big in the Labyrinths, tourists who wanted to see a Labyrinth, and the merchants doing business for these tourists. All sorts of people visit this city.


  Hence, the streets were filled with food stalls, and the place stayed bright late into the night. The nonstop crowd made it hard for tenants staying in the taverns by the main street to have a good rest.


  However, my shop was always this quiet.


  This was no laughing matter for a business place, but I could only smile about it. Gramps Goru spent an unexpectedly large sum of money here, so the Café could barely make ends meet. If not for him, I would have to close the place down.


  Elf nee-san who was seated at a table laid a book open before her as she stared blankly out of the window. It was completely dark outside, so the window reflected her face. This might sound like a cliche, but her delicate features made her look just like a doll.


  Linaria sat at the bar counter reading her book seriously. She had a small piece of paper that she wrote on with a pen from time to time.


  After putting away the dishes, I took a look at the clock, and saw that it was dinner time.


  I hesitated to call out to Linaria, then decided to prepare dinner for her on a whim.


  After lighting the magic stove, I poured hot water from a flask into a pot and put it over the stove. I then took out round bread the size of my face from the cabinet. It had a fluffy texture, looked a little dark, and had a signature sourness. I cut two thick slices from the loaf.


  I then took out a brick of cheddar and cut off two thin slices.


  I then prepared the dry-cured ham. This dry-cured ham was normally called Parma ham, made by curing the hind leg of a pig with salt. The production method was very simple, it just needed to be dried and then smoked. The ingredients were just pork, salt, time and air.


  There was one small problem here—— I didn’t know whether pigs existed in this world. Were there domesticated pigs? Or were they boars hunted in the Labyrinth? It might be a completely different animal that tasted similar to pork.


  Such dry-cured ham was redder and had a thick layer of fat around it. It had a thick flavour, but surprisingly, it didn’t taste gamey at all. It was tougher than pork, and might be closer to boar meat.


  I turned off the heat when the water boiled, then poured in cold water to adjust the temperature. I then slowly added an egg.


  I then added an iron pan on the stove beside the pot, heated it up, and melted some butter on it. I placed the round bread on it, then flipped it over when it turned brown. After putting the cheese and dry-cured ham on it, I top it off with another piece of bread.


  The dry-cured ham was salty enough, and the flavour of the cheese was strong, so there wasn’t any need to add any seasoning. I just need dry-cured ham, cheese, time and air.


  I covered the bread with a clean piece of cloth, then pressed on the cloth with a small pan, and the bread underneath sizzled appetizingly. After waiting a while, the fragrance from the bread told me it was time to flip the bread over.


  I removed the pan pressing on the bread, took away the dry cloth, and the aroma burst forth and filled the room. The bread was flattened by now, and the golden cheese was flowing out from between the bread.


  I flipped the bread over with a wooden spatula. The bottom was now nice and crispy, it looked so beautiful that I wanted to frame it up like a piece of art.


  When the other side was also grilled to a nice crisp, the Hot Pressed Sandwich was complete.


  I put the sandwich on the plate, and as the last bit of decoration, I scooped up the egg and peeled it. The Hot Spring Egg that was a little too well done slid beside the crispy sandwich. It was so perfect that I was mesmerized by it.


  I approached Linaria with this masterpiece of mine in hand. I thought she was focusing on her studies, but she was already looking my way and watching me cook.


  「The timing is just right. If you don’t mind, please eat this.」


  「For me? Can I really take this?」


  「Of course, it will be troubling for me if you don’t eat it. The food taste best when its freshly served.」


  I placed the plate before Linaria, then set the fork and knife for her.


  「Since Gramps Goru is footing the bill, you can order more if you like.」


  「Thank you, I was just feeling hungry, but… what is this?」


  Linaria tilted her head confusedly.


  「its Hot Pressed dry-cured ham and cheese Sandwich with Hot Spring Egg.」


  「Hot pressed sandwich?」


  「Just take a bite.」


  With that, I turned back and started cleaning up the kitchen. If possible, I want to watch her eat and ask her about the taste and how to improve. But of course, I couldn’t do that, and could only steal glances.


  Linaria picked up her fork and knife. This was her first time having a hot pressed sandwich, so she was moving timidly with sparkling eyes. The moment she cut into the hot pressed sandwich, the melted cheese flowed out like lava. The cheese soft enough to form strings was a blissful existence.


  Linaria picked up a piece of cut sandwich with a fork, and smiled after taking a bite. That was enough to fill me with joy.


  I hummed as I cleaned up the cooking utensils. At this moment, Elf nee-san who was sitting at the window table waved at me.


  I left the counter and approached her, and she looked at me with a vague expression, her hair stuffed behind her ear seemed very sexy.


  「That.」


  She pointed at Linaria and said. This was my first time hearing her voice, and I was surprised by how pleasant she sounded. It made me feel that Elves were really a fantasy race.


  「Ohh, a hot pressed sandwich? Would you like one?」


  「Does it have meat?」


  「Yes, it has dry-cured ham.」


  Elf nee-san slowly shook her head:


  「I can’t eat meat.」


  Her expression didn’t change much, but the sadness in her eyes made my chest tighten. How could I let a beautiful big sister show such a sad face!?


  「Can you eat eggs and cheese?」


  I asked with a firm tone, and she nodded lightly.


  「Then I will make you one without meat.」


  「Yes.」


  Elf nee-san nodded firmly like a child, and I couldn’t help smiling.


  Linaria ordered another hot pressed sandwich after she finished one for her dinner, then continued to study.


  Elf nee-san who gobbled up the special hot pressed sunny side up egg sandwich had already gone home, leaving just Linaria and me in the shop.


  While I was wiping the utensils I had cleaned, Linaria packed her bags and stood up.


  「My dormitory has a curfew, so I should be going.」


  「I see, good work on your studies.」


  Linaria nodded at me, and after a short pause, she looked like she wanted to say something. I held my peace, and waited quietly for her to speak.


  「Hey……」


  Linaria said with downcast eyes. The lighting in the shop made her blue eyes even more vibrant.


  「Are the things in this shop expensive?」


  She was probably using Coffee as reference for the pricing.


  「Coffee is more expensive, but there are more common meals too.」


  Linaria looked relieved.


  「Can I come again? I don’t have much money though.」


  「I will be happy if you visit.」


  I spread my arms and gestured at the shop.


  「As you can see, I’m always waiting for customers.」


  「I see, that’s wonderful.」


  Linaria smiled sweetly, and I smiled back at her.


  「This place will always welcome you. You can stay as long as you like, it’s fine if you just drink plain water.」


  「I will order something, and I want to try that dish again.」 Linaria picked up her bag and said: 「Pardon my late self introduction, I’m Linaria, Linaria Lifonto. May I know your name?」


  「I’m Yu, Yu Kurosawa, nice to meet you.」


  「Yes, nice to meet you too.」


  She pushed the door open and left after saying that. The chime echoed in the shop, then faded to silence. The temperature in the shop seemed to lower by a few degrees.


  The empty shop feels a little lonely.


  I hummed as I got ready to close shop.


  Chapter 2: Devil's Fruit Pasta


  Roasting Coffee beans in the morning was an important job for me.


  The new stock of Coffee beans were still raw, and couldn’t be used to make Coffee. To turn them into delicious and fragrant Coffee, a roasting process was necessary for the raw beans.


  I added Coffee beans to a hand net, then roasted it over the fire. To heat the Coffee beans evenly, I kept shaking the hand net with my wrists. This process was time consuming and the tool was heavy, so it was tough. Because how well the beans were roasted would affect the taste, so I couldn’t afford to look away.
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  After roasting them for a while, the beans started to turn brown. Some time later, the Coffee beans started cracking loudly when it was completely heated. Five minutes later, faint white smoke entered my nose.


  When I heard the sizzling sound, that meant the Coffee beans were medium done. I preferred it more well done, so I roasted it a little more before removing the Coffee beans from the fire, and fanned the beans to disperse the heat. If I didn’t cool them down quickly, the residue heat would roast it further, so I needed to fan it desperately and reduce its temperature before my work was done.


  I put aside the beans to let it cool the rest of the way naturally, and tidied up the shop. Sweeping the floor, wiping the tables, cleaning the windows, I had grown used to such repetitive work.


  After setting the tables and chairs, I was ready to open the shop. I opened the door, turned the wooden signboard to 「Open for Business」, then went back in.


  I was open for business, but the customers wouldn’t visit right away. This wasn’t a popular shop after all, and there wasn’t anyone lining up and waiting for the shop to open.


  I relaxed myself as I thought about that, but the chime made my shoulders shudder.


  「Welcome.」


  I turned around in a hurry, and found a familiar face peeking in through the door.


  「Good Morning, may I come in?」


  「Yes, Good Morning Linaria, we are open.」


  When she heard that, Linaria smiled faintly and entered the shop.


  The girl with hair as bright as the morning sun was now a regular patron, and would often drop by in the morning right after I opened the shop.


  「You are early today too.」


  I said to Linaria seated at the bar counter, and she looked back at me with surprise.


  「Really? I think it’s normal.」


  「The sun had just risen, is that really normal?」


  「Isn’t it?」


  The people in this world were early to bed and early to rise. Starting work at sunrise was the norm.


  There wasn’t any entertainment. No television, video games, computer with internet, nor smartphones to chat with friends.


  So people sleep early, and naturally get up early.


  But to come right after I finished preparing to open the shop was still very early.


  Linaria had very long hair, and it would take a long time to groom after waking up. And grooming their hair was just one of the many things girls needed to do in the morning. Besides, her dormitory was some distance away from the Café too.


  I thought about it, and could only conclude that Linaria got up very early. As I was racking my brain that was still rusty from sleep, the water in the flask was now hot.


  I took out a small jar of Coffee beans from the cabinet, and got the Vacuum Coffee maker ready. While I was using the Coffee bean grinder to ground the Coffee beans, Linaria stared at me with her palm supporting her cheek.


  「Hey.」 Shya shya.


  「What is it?」Shya shya.


  「There is a nice aroma in the shop.」Shya shya.


  「Well, I was roasting the Coffee beans just now.」Shya shya.


  Linaria cocked her head puzzledly. Her soft hair rolled off her shoulders, and the sunlight shining in from the window made her vermillion locks even more vibrant.


  「Then why are you grinding the old beans? Wouldn’t the freshly roasted beans taste nicer.」


  Shya shya……


  「Don’t stop so suddenly to stare at me.」


  「Sorry.」 I started grinding the Coffee beans again. 「It’s true that most things taste the best when it’s freshly made, but that isn’t so for Coffee beans.」


  「Really?」


  I didn’t think she would be interested, but when I looked at Linaria, she was staring right at me, waiting for my explanation. So I said enthusiastically:


  「Freshly roasted Coffee beans contain some sort of air. That means it’s fresh, but it will also interfere with the Coffee extraction. This air will disrupt the mixture of hot water with the Coffee beans, giving the Coffee a bitter and rough taste.」


  「…… I see.」


  I had been attending to customers everyday, and had learned to gauge someone’s mood from their faces. So I could tell that Linaria wasn’t interested. I prepared my Vacuum Coffee maker and said with a laugh:


  「And so, compared to freshly roasted Coffee beans, it’s better to let it sit for a few days. That’s why I’m using this batch of Coffee beans today.」


  「That’s a lot of trouble just to drink a cup of Coffee.」


  「That’s what makes it fun.」


  But Linaria didn’t seem convinced, and she stared at me with stupefied eyes. It couldn’t be helped, no matter the era, it was difficult for women to understand the romance of men.


  After the water in the glass sphere started boiling, I inserted the top beaker, and the hot water started to rise and mix with the Coffee powder. I stirred it quickly with a wooden spoon.


  The morning allowed you to tell the passage of time easily. In the past, I never thought I would get up so early, and didn’t even like the morning sun. But after rising early became a habit, it didn’t feel bad either.


  The air was fresh in the morning and free from impurities, making me feel like taking deep breaths. Time was passing slowly, as if I could grab the sand of time and perceive it visually.


  I looked out of the window.


  The crowd walking down the streets looked shadowy in the morning sun. I wonder if they were going to explore the Labyrinths or shop in the streets—— this had become a familiar scene.


  The sky was blue and merged vaguely at the horizon. The morning sun was bright, and the few rays shining through the edge of the clouds formed rings of pure white.


  I turned off the mana lamp when I saw the Coffee extraction was done. The hot water that rose up flowed back down to the glass sphere after it had cooled. I took off the top glass beaker, and the aroma of the freshly brewed Coffee came right at my face.


  Oh, how wonderful, this elegant moment was too luxurious.


  「By the way.」


  Linaria who was watching me brew Coffee suddenly said:


  「Had you heard about the discovery of a new fruit?」


  「New fruit?」


  I asked Linaria while I poured the Coffee into a cup.


  「Yes, it was discovered in a Labyrinth.」


  「Labyrinths sure have all sorts of things.」


  I grew up playing video games and reading manga, so to me, Labyrinths were filled with monsters, treasures and adventure. But that wasn’t so for this city. There were monsters and treasures, and you could adventure inside the Labyrinths too. But more importantly, you could find minerals, seasonings, food, and things like the pelt and bones of monsters. Simply put, you could find things that could clearly enrich the lives of normal citizens like me.


  After pouring half a cup of Coffee, I added in warm tea with a generous serving of sugar. I served it to Linaria, who said in surprise:


  「What is this muddy water-like thing?」


  「Can’t you describe it in a nicer way?」


  It was true that thick Coffee with milk would turn a murky shade of brown.


  「I made it easier to drink since Linaria doesn’t dare to drink Coffee.」


  「I don’t think I can understand people who likes to drink that.」


  After Linaria started visiting my shop, I kept trying to tell her about the charm of Coffee, and changed the way I brew it to make it easier to drink, and sought the help of milk and sugar… And finally reach this step.


  「You can definitely drink it this time since half of it is milk.」


  「You can drink it with milk? Coffee is amazing.」


  「This is Café au lait.」


  「Café au lait? That’s hard to pronounce.」


  Café au lait was a common beverage in French. They want to drink Coffee to wake themselves up in the morning, but drinking thick Coffee will hurt their stomach. So they thin it down with milk—— and Café au lait was created on a whim.


  Linaria stopped after taking a sip. She kept blinking as she stared at the drink she disparaged as muddy water just now.


  「What’s this, it taste nice.」


  「Isn’t it just muddy water?」


  「Don’t disrespect Café au lait like that.」


  Linaria’s attitude did a 180, but I felt happy seeing her drink Café au lait so seriously.


  「But I will like it a little sweeter.」


  Linaria took the jar at the counter and added sugar into the Café au lait.


  「I will remember that.」


  I thought it was plenty sweet, but it didn’t seem to be sweet enough for her. Speaking of which, it seems all the people in this city had sweet tooths.


  After adding sugar into the Café au lait, Linaria suddenly stopped:


  「Although we can use sugar freely like this, sugar is actually a luxury product in places without Labyrinths.」


  Oh. Since I could buy them easily, I never thought sugar was expensive.


  「Now that I think about it, Labyrinths produce sugar, salt, spices and so forth, it’s amazing. However, I can’t help thinking it’s too convenient.」


  「Depending on the floors, the environment of the Labyrinth will change, and its product will be different. The livelihood of the city depends on the Labyrinths.」


  I nodded in agreement. The Labyrinth was like a magic bag that could churn out all sorts of things, which was fascinating. But to the people living in Labyrinth cities, this was only natural. Or maybe it was more important to benefit from the Labyrinths, so people didn’t think too much about the mysteries of the Labyrinths.


  「After the number of explored floors increases, it causes a different problem.」


  「Problem?」


  「That’s right, it’s a pain to move resources from lower floors, since it’s so far away.」


  「Oh, I see. By the way, are the Labyrinths really that deep?」


  This was only natural, since they couldn’t haul cargo with a truck, and had to rely on manpower.


  「The only ones troubled are the enthusiasts like a research lab or academy. After all, we need to research the things we find there first to know whether it’s useful.」


  「So the new fruit we were talking about came from the lower floors?」


  Linaria shook her head at my question:


  「It came from the forest in the second level.」


  Oh, the forest. Hmm?


  「There is a forest in the Labyrinth?」


  「That’s right.」


  It had one……


  「But…… What about light? If it's too dark, plants can’t grow, right?」


  「There is light too.」


  It had that too……


  「Are there water and soil?」


  「Of course there are.」


  And also that……


  What was with that Labyrinth? It had a natural environment? No, it had monsters in there, so that was a given. It was fine for a fantasy world, but I felt troubled when it was happening in reality before me.


  「They already discovered the trees that grows that fruit long ago, but the fruit looked just like a Diles fruit, so no one realized it was a new type of fruit.」


  「Diles Fruit?」


  When she heard that, Linaria extended her slender index finger and said:


  「It’s that thing. There are commonly seen in the mountains, can be red, yellow or green, and gives you a stomachache if you eat one.」


  「Oh, that.」


  I nodded despite not knowing what that was. I could tell from Linaria’s tone that was a plant everyone knew. To smoothen the conversation, it was important to pretend to have the same background knowledge as the other party.


  「It taste great, but you’ll definitely get an upset stomach, so it’s called the Devil's Fruit.」


  「Now that you mention it, that’s true. How nostalgic.」


  I say again, I had never seen a Diles fruit before, and only thought that the name Devil's Fruit sounded really scary.


  「It looked just like a Diles Fruit, but is a new variant, so the guild and the Witchcraft Association are investigating it.」


  I wondered in my heart what the hell was a Witchcraft Association, but didn’t let it show on my face.



~

  

 

  At noon, a few customers dropped by to have lunch in the shop. No one ordered Coffee, but there were people here for my cooking.


  There were plenty of ingredients I had not seen before in this world, but after I tried them, the taste and appearance were exactly the same as the food I knew in my old world. So the dishes from my home town that I cooked by making do with the ingredients in this world looked out of place.


  To the people in this world, my cooking was new and refreshing. I had many patrons that came to eat the unique dishes here, and others who came after hearing the rumours.


  While I was chatting with the old grocer who was a regular, I heard the chime ring. I turned and saw a large man in black blocking the entrance. He was so buff that he might just burst out of his clothes. He had the face of his wolf, and his yellow eyes surveyed the shop before glaring at me.


  「I heard this is the shop that serves weird dishes.」


  He had a deep intimidating voice. The grocer backed away from my side fearfully.


  「Erm, yes, this is the place.」


  When he heard my timid reply, the wolfman nodded, then turned to open a path.


  「Boss, this is the right place.」


  「Is that so?」


  I was wavering and couldn’t understand what was happening before me.


  I heard a cool deep voice that came right from the diaphragm, but I could only see a cute hare in that space. It had white fluffy fur, droopy ears and red eyes, and looked just like a hare. However, it was dressed in a formal black suit and a red tie. It was standing on its hind legs with its hands behind it.


  The hare and wolf approached the bar counter, unaware of my wavering heart. The hare was completely hidden behind the counter as they got nearer.


  At this moment, the wolf standing beside the chair reached inside his shirt and took out a small red leather chair. There were golden embroideries on the feet and back of the chair, and looked extravagant. The wolf placed the chair on the bar counter’s seat, and the scene reminded me of a baby’s chair commonly found in restaurants.


  The hare hopped onto the red chair, and checked me out with its beady eyes.


  「You are younger than I thought.」


  The deep and pleasant voice matched the lips of the hare, as if it would penetrate deep into my body. Have you ever heard a cute hare speak to you with a voice that you would associate with whiskey and cigars? That was what I was experiencing.


  「I heard some rumours that I can eat never seen before foreign dishes here.」


  「Yes, that is correct.」


  「This is one of the cities that gather many ingredients. Chefs and gourmets gather from different nations, and it has a flourishing food culture. Since ancient times, people are attracted by beautiful women, great wine and delicious food, isn’t that right?」


  「You are absolutely right!」


  The hare was asking me, but the wolf was the one answering me.


  「And what interests me the most is food, I just want dishes I have never tried before. So whenever I learn a new ingredient had been found in the Labyrinths, I will obtain it swiftly and find someone who can cook it.」


  I gulped, feeling the cold sweat on my brows. I had never been a dense person, but I still hated how good my instinct was. I could already guess what the hare was going to say next.


  「I would like to request you to make a dish using a certain ingredient. If you can satisfy me, I can pay you what you wish. Be it money, treasure or woman, you can ask for anything, and I will do my best to meet your request. But if it doesn’t meet my expectations, I will only give you the minimum payment.」


  You would let me off with just that? I wouldn’t become food for that wolf behind you, right?


  He ignored my stiff face and grabbed his drooping ear.


  「You will cook delicious food, I will eat them, and you will get rewarded. How about it, isn’t this a simple request?」


  I scratched the back of my head. That might sound simple, but I would feel uneasy when someone had high expectations of me.


  My cooking was unique to the people in this world, but I wasn’t a professionally trained chef, just helping out in my family Café. I was just a normal person that often cooked at home, and wasn’t confident enough to take on this job.


  The hare raised his fluffy right hand and gestured, and the wolf reached into his shirt and took out red fruits still attached to a vine. I counted around ten of them, each one the size of a fist. How did he keep them in his pocket? The wolf looked down at me menacingly with the vine in his hand.


  Hare crossed his stubby arms before his chest, then turned towards me.


  「This is the fruit found some time ago in the Labyrinth, I want to request you to make a dish with it.」


  I couldn’t say anything.


  When the wolf saw that, he snorted hard enough to flick my hair.


  「This might look similar to Devil's Fruit, but it is something else. I tried some, and it isn’t poisonous, and doesn’t taste bad either.」


  I remembered what Linaria said in the morning, and this must be the fruit the different organizations were researching. This unknown fruit might be poisonous, but the hare was so casual when he said he wanted to eat it, which surprised me a lot.


  —— Oh shit, this hare is serious.


  There was another thing that surprised me.


  —— Oh shit, this Devil's Fruit looks just like a tomato.


  It was longer in shape, and the stem was yellowish green, but the fruit was red. It might be shaped differently from the tomatoes that I knew, but it was basically the same. I was moved. In this unknown world, I would be moved to tears just by seeing something that reminded me of my old world. I never thought I would grow teary eyed from seeing a tomato.


  「What say you? Will you help me?」


  I nodded without any hesitation.


  I wasn’t thinking about the cooking or the hare anymore, or even the wolf. I didn't care how my dish would be evaluated, I just really want that vine of tomatoes.


  I want to touch the tomato and take a bite, and cook a dish that remains only in my memory and fill my stomach. That was the only thing left in my mind.


  In cooking, the most important part was the preparation work, and that itself would decide the taste of the ingredients.


  I diced all the ingredients, and even minced the meat. This took a lot of time, and the mean mug from the wolf was getting scary. The preparation work was important, but most wolves wouldn’t understand that.


  The ingredients were simple this time, just three types of vegetables sold in the market. Just an onion-like thing, carrot-like thing, and a celery-like thing.


  I added the diced vegetables to the pot, then added a lot of olive oil—— I wasn’t sure, but it was something like olive oil. I turned on the heat and covered it with a lid. Since the pot was thick, it would ensure the heat was spread evenly inside, and cook the ingredients evenly. That would make the dish even more delicious.


  I would open the lid from time to time and stir with a spatula to stop the ingredient from getting burned. Five minutes later, the vegetables had turned soft, and its bitter sweetness had seeped into the oil.


  I removed the lid and continued to heat it to remove the excess moisture. The lid of the thick pot was rather heavy, and the moisture would be trapped inside without removing the lid.


  After waiting a while, the vegetable at the bottom and edges started turning yellow and was a little burnt. I quickly stir fry the vegetables with my spatula at this point.


  This was repeated a few times, and the vegetables were all well cooked, so I turned off the heat and let it cool.


  In the meantime, I started prepping the minced meat.


  I took out my usual frying pan and poured the oil from the pot onto it. I wanted to fry the minced meat with the oil that had the sweet essence of the vegetables.


  When steam came out, I dropped the minced meat into the pan. There was enough to make a huge hamburg steak.


  The aroma from the grilling meat tugged at my heart strings, and the wolf was similarly affected. I felt as if I was sitting on needles. The hungry gaze from the wolf behind me was locked on the meat on the pan.


  My grandfather taught me this dish, and he would stare at the meat with his arms crossed. When I asked if he was going to stir it, he would say with a straight face:


  「If I stir it, the juice would come out and lower the temperature, and it wouldn’t have a good colour.」


  So I mimicked my grandfather’s methods. I wanted to learn more from my grandfather, but obviously, he wasn’t here. I felt that my knowledge on cooking was still half ass.


  While I was feeling nostalgic, the minced meat patty was grilled to a nice crispy brown. I used a spatula to flip the patty over, the pan was well heated, so the other side was grilled nicely too.


  I took out the minced meat and added red wine into the pan to not waste the delicious juice of the meat. I let the wine boil to get rid of the excess alcohol.


  I put the grilled patty and the wine into the pot of vegetables.


  Next, the protagonist of this dish made its debut.


  Devil's Fruit——tomato.


  I sampled some when I was making the preparations, and found the taste to be wilder than the tomato I knew. The fresh taste of the vegetables and the thick fragrance of the tomato entered my nose, leaving a deep impression. When I bit into it, the intense sour juice spurted out into my mouth, and left a sweet after taste on my tongue. The texture was amazing too.


  I had nothing but praise after taking a bite of the Devil's Fruit. It had a strong savory taste, and would probably taste better with some salt. I felt troubled by that, but I continued with my cooking.


  In the end, what I wanted to eat wasn’t tomatoes, but a modern dish made with tomatoes.


  I offered a prayer in my heart to the tomato, and crushed the tomato on top of the pot. The flesh of the fruit fell into the pot along with its juice and yellow seeds. I crushed two more tomatoes.


  I then added a few herbs from this world.


  The vegetables and meat in this world didn’t go through genetic improvements, and had a natural gamey taste to them. The people in this world were already used to this and couldn’t tell the difference, but I find it a little unpalatable. So I would often add in herbs to remove the smell.


  I then took out a small bottle of light brown powder from the cabinet.


  For convenience, I saw this 「Bouillon powder」, but it wasn’t really Bouillon powder. More accurately speaking, this was an instant soup powder adventurers would cook inside a Labyrinth. Because it was too convenient, it was more popular with housewives than adventurers.


  I added a pinch of something called Saci sauce as seasoning.


  It was a thick brown sauce with a strong taste. It had a condensed spiciness and saltiness, but also a unique fishy smell. It felt a little like fish sauce, a southeastern seasoning made by fermenting salted fish.


  The Saci sauce was a popular seasoning that could be used in any dish. We could easily make any dish more salty by adding this sauce. Pairing such a dish together with bread or Pasta was the main way of eating it. It could replenish salt easily and goes well with wine, so this was the best sauce for an adventurer city.


  However, this sauce would overwhelm the ingredients' original taste. Japanese might like the subtle taste of stock soup, but I didn’t really like it. The dishes in this world taste too strong, so I only added a little.


  After reaching this stage, the only thing left was to simmer it.


  I washed my hands and tidied up the cooking utensils. The wolf couldn’t stand it anymore and growled:


  「Is it done yet?」


  「It will be done in an hour.」


  「An hour!?」


  The wolf howled with the face of someone who confessed to a girl and was told that she already had a boyfriend.


  「A mere dish takes more than an hour!?」


  I wanted to yell 「what are you calling a mere dish, I’m even using a less time consuming method.」 But I chose to avert my gaze silently in the end. The buff wolfman was too intimidating, so it couldn’t be helped.


  「What are you calling a mere dish?」


  I thought I blurted out what I was thinking, but that was actually the deep voice of the hare.


  「B-But, your precious time is……」


  The hare raised his fluffy right hand to stop the wolf.


  「Listen, Simot, art takes time.」


  「Y-Yes.」


  「And cooking is a form of art.」


  His words were so cool that I almost started to tremble. This hare was too dandy.


  The deeply moved me, the troubled wolf, and the hare sitting with his arms crossed in his chair.


  Time passed slowly.


  An hour later——


  The ingredients in the pot combined into a dish, all their essence had been condensed.


  I scooped up a spoonful and sampled it.


  The sourness of the tomato and the strong taste of the minced meat danced on my tongue, followed by the freshness of the vegetables and soup, and the fragrance of the wine which left a refreshing aftertaste. More amazing of all was the strong sweet aroma of the tomato that came out at the end. Its tenacity from growing in the Labyrinth, left an impressionable flavour. I added salt and pepper to season it, and the simmered sauce was now complete.


  And now, the Pasta I prepared while waiting finally made its debut. It was just Pasta I bought nearby, but the Pasta in this world was handmade and on the wider side, giving it a chewier sensation. I bought this to make my own dinner in the first place, so it couldn’t be helped.


  I cooked the Pasta with a large amount of hot water, then poured the steaming sauce onto the plate. I grated some cheese on top of it, and top it off with a few basil-like herbs.


  I finally finished this fantasy world’s meat sauce Pasta.


  I placed the plate before the hare, and his nose started twitching as he sniffed the dish.


  By the way, could hare use human utensils to eat? While I was thinking about that, the wolf standing beside him reached into his shirt and took out a rectangular box.


  He placed it on the table and opened it, showing something covered in a black cloth inside. The wolf nimbly removed the black cloth, revealing mini silver utensils—— the knife, fork and spoon had intrinsic engravings on their handles.


  The hare took out the handkerchief from his chest pocket and laid it on his knees. After offering a short prayer with his stubby hands, he took the fork from the box.
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  He curled up the pasta with the fork. It was a mini fork, so he only curled up one strand. That was still a big portion for the hare. The hare chewed the pasta carefully, then scooped up a piece of vegetable and ate it. He forked a tomato into his mouth, then tasted the pasta and sauce.


  It was a really tense moment. I was satisfied with making a nostalgic dish, but I suddenly remembered that the important thing was satisfying this hare.


  Would the people of this different world accept this dish?


  And was it fine for the hare to eat meat?


  It was too late for me to think about all that. The hare quietly chewed on the pasta, and my feelings of uneasiness started growing because of his poker face.


  The hare continued chewing, but he didn’t stop moving his fork or make any sound. The wolf peeked at the hare confusedly, even the other patrons in the shop were observing us quietly.


  「Is it not to your liking?」


  I finally reached my limit and asked. The hare didn’t say a word, and I felt as if my heart was going to burst out of my chest. The hare put down his fork and looked at me with his crimson eyes.


  「There is a strong sweet and sour taste, and there isn’t the usual bitterness from the vegetables, it also has an intriguing aroma… I don’t know if it’s because of the Devil's Fruit, or because of your culinary skills, it has a fascinating taste.」


  He was a hare, but he still felt the vegetables taste bitter……


  While I was thinking about that, I could also understand why he said this was a fascinating taste, since I felt the same when eating the cooking from this world. After all, the ingredients, cooking methods and the environment of the crops were completely different, so their taste preference would vary greatly. My standard for what was delicious might be very different from the people of this world.


  It seemed the hare didn’t like the dish, and I slouched my shoulders dejectedly.


  「However—— it’s delicious.」 The hare said with a gentle voice. 「Since this is the first time I tasted it, I couldn’t understand it completely yet, but it is still delicious. With every bite, my tongue, body and soul could slowly comprehend this delicious taste.」


  The hare exhaled slowly.


  「Without a doubt, this is a tasty dish beyond my comprehension. Simply exquisite.」


  I sighed in relief since a load was off my mind. The wolf looked at the hare with a face of exasperation, then alternated his gaze between me and the hare several times.


  The hare cleaned the plate of Pasta completely, the way he ate was a great honour to a chef.


  When the hare was about to leave, he asked me what I wanted, but I declined to answer right away, since I didn’t know who the hare was, and couldn’t make a request lightly.


  Besides, just getting the leftover tomatoes already satisfied me, they were more valuable than anything else.


  The hare said 「If that is the case……」, then handed me a small gold badge, shaped like a bunch of grapes with the outline of a droopy eared hare in the center.


  「This is the Corleone Family seal. If you get into any trouble in the city, you can use it to contact me at any time.」


  「Boss! How can you give this brat a golden seal!」


  「I’m in a good mood right now, so be quiet.」


  The hare named Corleone stamped his leg firmly, and the wolf shuddered and then cowered away. The wolf looked stronger, but what was with this relationship hierarchy? But I didn’t have the courage to ask them about it.


  The hare then left the shop with the wolf.


  I started cleaning up the utensils and wiping the bar counter as I thought about what happened. The old grocer peeking at us from deep within the shop approached me and said:


  「Yu-kun, you actually got away unscathed!」


  「What do you mean?」


  I asked with a frown, and the old man said with a wave of his hand:


  「Well, they are from the Corleone Family after all! D-Don’t you know?」


  Even if you said that, I still didn’t know anything about them. The old man shook his head with an incredulous face, and started to rant.


  「They are a huge organization that controls the shady side of the city! Powerful people even the police don’t dare to mess with!」


  「Oh, they are bad guys?」


  Were they like the Mafia? The old man shook his head.


  「There are many problems on the dark side of the city, right? Wandering adventurers confident in their abilities and criminals from other cities would flee there. And the Corleone Family would suppress and control them, and they are famous for their contribution towards the city’s security.」


  「So they are the good guys?」


  「But they are still the Corleone Family, a powerful underground organization. One wrong move, and your shop will get shut down, and you will lose your family! They are still a scary bunch.」


  The old man said fearfully. I couldn’t comprehend the terror of all that, probably because I hadn’t truly become a part of this city yet.


  「I heard the Corleone Boss is a gourmet before, but it’s actually true. It’s amazing that he acknowledges you! It’s scary, but still amazing!」


  The old man smacked my shoulder and seemed really happy.


  It was getting dark outside the window, the noise from the streets were getting louder. The later it got, the more pedestrians there were, every day seemed like a rest day in this city. To me, this city was too noisy.


  I didn’t get many patrons in my shop, but to me, this was a relaxing place. Having too few customers was a problem, but I like this serene place.


  My only customer right now was Linaria seated at the bar counter. She would often visit here to study. I tried to be quiet so I wouldn’t disturb her, but would also tell her what happened during the day whenever she took a break. It was normal for people to share their experiences when something out of the ordinary happened.


  「What? The Corleone Boss was here?」


  I told her everything, and that was Linaria’s reaction.


  「Oh, so everyone knows Corleone?」


  「Rather than knowing them, they are just famous. Criminals fear them since they won’t hold back.」


  「I’m not sure if I should fear them or find them reliable.」


  I wasn’t sure how to react after seeing the man in the flesh. After all, he was a white fluffy hare.


  「You don’t have to worry.」


  Linaria caressed the edge of the cup with her index finger and said:


  「If Corleone visits this shop, that means criminals won’t target this place.」


  「There’s no reason to target this shop in the first place.」


  「You have a point.」


  After a short silence, Linaria said: 「Hey……」, then turned to the window with just her blinking eyes peeking my way.


  「Is there any more of that Devil's Fruit dish that Corleone like so much?」


  I couldn’t help smiling when I heard that.


  「You want to eat it? It’s made with Devil's Fruits, you know?」


  「Devil's Fruits are my favourite.」


  「Aren’t they poisonous?」


  「I will pull through it with my firm will.」


  Endure the stomachache with the power of her will? I tilted my head to think about it, but decided not to ask.


  I learned a few things about Linaria shortly after she started visiting the shop—— For example, she likes eating tasty food and has an unexpectedly big appetite.


  「Are there more?」


  I paused to tease her a little, then said: 「There’s still some left, I will serve them up now.」


  Linaria raised the corners of her lips in a child-like smile.


  

  

  Chapter 3: Bento on Rainy Days


  The sky was overcast this morning, and the mountain in the distance was covered in white mist. There wasn’t a single drop of rain yet, but that was just a matter of time.


  It was great that the weather changes daily. When you didn’t know what to say to keep up the conversation, just mention the weather and you could keep going. Talking about the weather wouldn’t hurt anyone or make anyone unhappy, an all purpose conversation topic.


  That was what I said to Linaria after greeting her in the morning. She said 「Are you stupid?」 Recently, she has been less and less reserved towards me.


  「By the way, you are staying in the school dormitory right, Linaria? Isn’t it a hassle to come here every morning?」


  When I asked that, Linaria looked away a little, then covered her mouth with her cup of Café au lait.


  「This is like taking a walk, and I can use the time for morning self study.」


  I saw Linaria’s shoulders and hands shaking suspiciously, and kept staring at her. After sighing loudly, she said:


  「I know, I know, stop staring at me like that.」


  「And the reason?」


  I urged her to continue, and Linaria rested her cheek on her palm, then look out the window with a scowling face:


  「It’s uncomfortable in the dormitory, everyone is staying away from me as if I have the plague, while the nobles like to bother me. There is also a troubling person.」


  「Because of your excellent results?」


  「That’s part of the reason.」


  I already heard that Linaria was at the top of her academic year, and the nobles picked on her because of that. I didn’t know what kind of place the academy was, or what the nobles were like. But I understand that such things annoyed Linaria.


  「So you would flee from there and come here.」


  「Am I troubling you?」


  She kept her chin on her palm and turned only her eyes towards me. She looked like a child unable to conceal her uneasiness, which made her look much younger than she was. And of course, I shook her head.


  「There’s no chance that can be true, I still want to talk about the weather with other people. By the way, looks like it’s gonna rain.」


  I said jokingly, and Linaria smiled. I couldn’t help wanting to praise myself for that.


  「That’s right, it should rain in the afternoon.」


  「I get lazy to go out when it rains.」


  「I get that. I prefer reading in my room when it rains.」


  「That sounds great, having a cup of Coffee and snacks will make that better.」


  「We can make that come true if it is this place, that’s nice.」


  「I will await your visit during rainy days.」


  「But I will be too lazy to go outside, so never mind.」


  Our conversation was as cozy as playing catch, and we both laughed. Topic about the weather could do anything.


  The drizzle that started before noon was gaining momentum. Saying that the rain obscured visibility seemed a bit too much, but calling it a drizzle was too reserved. It would make you hesitate at the entrance of your door, wondering whether you should step out into the rain.


  The nonstop rain made it feel like there was a natural curtain covering this space.


  As if the shop had been cut off from the world. The few patrons in the shop who were here despite the rain were enjoying the afternoon in their own way.


  An old dwarf sitting deep inside the shop had a thick cloth laid on the table. There were several fist-sized stones and metallic ingots with a dull silver gleam. Besides them were a small hammer, chisel and curved ruler.


  He used a big magnifying glass to inspect a mineral that might be a rock or a gem, and was hammering or chiseling away at it. He had a beer mug filled with warm milk on his table—— since that was what he ordered, I served it as he wished.


  At the window seat was my regular patron, Elf nee-san. She was reading a thick book, with water and a fresh fruit palette on her table. Elf nee-san might be a regular, but I had not had a proper conversation with her yet. Even though I had the topic about the weather as my weapon, and looked for a chance to talk to her, I couldn’t muster the courage. I could only lament how useless I was.


  And in the bar counter before me was a girl lying on the table with her head in her arms.


  「…… If everyone dies…… This world will be at peace……」


  I could hear her slurred voice between her arms.


  It might be true that the world would be peaceful without people. But that assumes the absence of life after death. That aside, it was strange for a girl in her early teens to say such things. No, it didn’t matter how old she was, it was just strange. That was what a great man once said.


  I thought as I wiped the glasses, and the girl started to squirm. She lazily propped herself up like an old man waking up to a hangover. She took the small bowl of Café au lait with lots of milk, and started lapping it up.


  The girl so gloomy as if rain was falling over just her head, was Nortri. It took me a week to ask her name, and another week to converse with her normally. That still left a deep impression on me.


  「So, what happened? I thought you will go to school properly.」


  I asked offhandedly. When she heard that, Nortri looked up at me with dazed eyes. She wasn’t glaring at me, that was just how her eyes were.


  「…… It’s a pain……」


  She said it so firmly that I had to agree with her:


  「There are times when you feel this way.」


  「I don’t want to go to school……」


  「Because it’s raining.」


  「I want to…… come here……」


  「Thank you for coming despite the rain.」


  「…… Why doesn’t everybody just die……」


  「That will be difficult. If you learn an ultimate spell, you might be able to reduce this area to dust.」


  You couldn’t handle Nortri by using the senses of a normal person. The key was to pretend you were a little tired of life, and not think about why a ten years old girl was thinking that way.


  「…… It is…… really a pain……」


  Nortri grumbled with sincere annoyance. Ah, wait, stop, it was making me feel a little tired of the world too, so stop. What was this influence? It makes you lose interest in your life, how scary.
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  I suppressed the emotions welling up within me, and continued wiping the glasses. Nortri was holding up the bowl lazily. She disliked hot beverages, so I specially made her Café au lait cooler. Even so, she kept blowing at her drink and taking tiny sips.


  There were two small triangles on Nortri’s head that would move a little. That’s right, they were cat ears. Probably. At the very least, they must be the ears of a feline.


  There were all sorts of Fantasy elements in this world, and the most prominent part was beastmen like Nortri. If you go outside, you could find them walking brazenly on the streets without anyone commenting on their ears and tails. To the people in this world, this was a natural sight.


  I was really excited when I first saw her, a girl with animal ears… I could feel new emotions springing up from the depths of my heart. I could feel my chest constrict and my heart race. I also met a hare talking to me in a deep voice, so beastmen had slowly become a part of my life now.


  Nortri was wearing an academy uniform, and her hair was blue like that of rain. She tied them in simple twin tails, which contrasted prominently against her white uniform. If she was more motivated and had more lively eyes, she would be a beautiful girl with a bright future.


  「So, how was school?」


  Notri’s ears twitched when she heard that, and she lazily shifted her gaze my way with a sinister smile. There wasn’t even a shred of charm in her smile at all.


  「…… You want to hear about it?」


  「…… No, never mind.」


  「…… I see.」


  Nortri giggled, and I shivered. Her laughter was scary, and people would lose their minds if they heard it during a late night TV show.


  But this was Nortri’s style, so I didn’t intend to retort. The motto of this shop was to let the customers enjoy a tranquil time, so it was important to let them show their true character.


  After laughing for a while, Nortri seemed satisfied and looked out the window with a wag of her tail.


  The window facing the road was crowded as usual, everyone was going about their day despite the rain. Housewives carrying groceries wrapped cloth around themselves to shield the rain, the guards patrolled in grey cloaks. There was an adventurer with a great sword on his back walking briskly with an umbrella, and a mother and child walking in matching raincoats.


  Whenever I saw the people walking outside the window, I could feel that this was really a different world. The world wasn’t so narrow that I would be an abnormality, but there were times when I felt uneasy. Where should I go in this world? Would I end up dying in this world?


  According to my investigations, there was no way for me to return to my original world. Even the idea of a different world was treated like a fairy tale. Hence, I would probably spend the rest of my life here—— running a Café looking out of this window until the day I die.


  Walking out of the shop still felt scary to me, and I was afraid of getting involved with the School of Wizardry that produces adventurers and sorcerers, and the Labyrinth in the middle of the city. I was afraid I would become a complete native in this unknown alternate world.


  I still couldn’t let go of my old world. My head told me to be decisive, but my heart still hung on to the hope of returning one day. This might be an instinct to return back to my roots one day. Thinking about it that way, I could understand the theory that humans were also a type of animal. Because you couldn’t suppress your homesickness with logic alone, this might be a primitive emotion carved deep inside us.


  Ohh, being lost in melancholy must make me so cool… As I immersed myself in narcissism, someone tugged on my sleeve. I turned and saw Nortri looking at me with an uneasy expression. Stop, don’t look at me like that.


  I concealed my emotions and asked her with my head tilted.


  「What’s wrong?」


  「…… N-Nothing.」


  Nortri was hesitant to speak, and stopped vaguely.


  I waited for her to continue, and she stared at the bowl of Café au lait in her hand and asked with a stutter:


  「Yu…… are you going somewhere?」


  「Not really, just a trip to the market soon. I need to restock on my seasonings and stuff.」


  When she heard that, Nortri looked up at me. There must be a reason for her uneasy face.


  「…… Really?」


  「Yes.」


  「…… Really, really?」


  「Of course.」


  「You’re not lying……?」


  「Have I ever lied to you?」


  Nortri nodded firmly at my question, brimming with confidence. Well, I did lie to her before……


  「But it’s true this time, I’m not planning to go anywhere, and there isn’t any place I want to visit. Besides, there aren’t any other employees here, so I can’t run off and abandon the shop. There will be complaints if I close the shop suddenly.」


  That was a lie, the only regular patron who would complain because of a sudden closure was Gramps Goru.


  But, Nortri nodded happily, seemingly convinced. I was confused by how relieved she looked, but the contents of Nortri’s head was a mystery, so I didn’t think any more about it.


  「……Yu, don’t…… run off to some other place, okay……?」


  「Ehh, what about my freedom?」


  「Doesn’t exist.」


  「An immediate answer?」


  Weird. Why? Why was she only so motivated when she asked that question? She always looked so lethargic and tired of this world.


  But seeing Nortri drinking Café au lait happily was a rare sight, and I don’t mind that.


  「…… I feel so relaxed here……」


  Midway through her second cup of Café au lait, Nortri said with a sleepy voice. The way she lay on the bar counter resembled a cat dozing under the sun, which healed my soul.


  「The pace here is very slow after all.」


  This was true for me and my patrons. Time felt different from the world outside, filled with serenity and calm.


  All sorts of things happened in the outside world, and everyone lived their own life, and had their own troubles. Urged forth by the time that flowed pass so easily, they lived on desperately. So I hope they could at least have a good rest when they visit my shop. This shop was like a perching tree, a good choice for the people soaring in the bustling world.


  That was what my grandfather said.


  I asked my grandfather when I was young why our shop was called 「Perching Tree」, and that was his answer. He looked a little bashful but proud but then.


  This shop wasn’t as serene as the 「Perching Tree」 yet. I was too young and I just started this shop, but I will be happy if the people enjoy a quiet time here.


  I started humming a familiar tune with a smile. This was the music played countless times in the Perching Tree, a song I had been listening to since my childhood days. I have listened to many types of music, but this was my favourite. So did my grandfather and father, so maybe it just ran in the family.


  Oh right, it would be great if I could play music in the shop, that would make the place more relaxing. Yes, let’s do that, but how? Were there Gramophones in this world?


  I hummed as I thought about my future plans for the shop. I listened to myself, looked out the window, and saw that the rain was letting up.


  A peaceful time.


  Nortri who had been peeking at me from time to time, the patrons resting in the shop, a man scurrying away outside, and the people pursuing him—— 「Thief!」「Hey, get him…… Ah, don’t cast magic on the streets, retard!」—— I didn’t let such noises enter my ears, this was a really tranquil time.


  As I was thinking about what to eat for dinner, Nortri was getting too fidgety, so I asked curiously:


  「What’s wrong?」


  When she heard that, Nortri started mumbling vaguely.


  But that wasn’t enough for her to stall for time. She turned to the bowl on the bar counter, and started tilting it one way and another. The tilting bowl fell back on the counter with a thud, and that sound made Nortri resolve herself. She perked up her cat ears and looked at me.


  The door suddenly opened when she was about to say something, and the chime let me know I had a visitor. Nortri immediately swallowed back her words.


  Nortri cast a death stare at the door as I walked that way, and I found a maid standing at the entrance.


  「Good Afternoon.」


  Nina bowed at me when I saw her. Her shoulder length straight brown hair swayed freely, and she had a white frilly head accessory and a dark blue maid uniform. The design of the uniform was plainer than what I saw on a Maid Café TV special. Speaking of which, Maid Café was just people cosplaying, but Nina was a real traditional maid.


  「Welcome, you want the usual?」


  I knew why Nina was here, and after excusing myself from Nortri, I walked down a passageway behind the bar counter. This place was like a warehouse where I put my ingredients, rarely used utensils and a large refrigerator.


  That’s right, a refrigerator.


  I adapted to this world better than expected because of the convenient appliances that were similar to that of my world. And this refrigerator was one of them, it had a mana stone or something that could supply cold air as long as they were mana. Thanks to this refrigerator, I could run this Café and eat delicious meals everyday.


  But the thing I was getting wasn’t in the refrigerator but something like a storage room. The objective, my special blend of Coffee beans, were in a knee high porcelain pot. I filled a white sack with the beans.


  I brought the heavy sack back to the counter, and turned speechless at what I saw.


  「Hiss——!」


  「Uwah!」


  「What are you two doing?」


  Nortri glared at Nina with a growl, intimidating her.


  「Yu, Yu-san! Please save me——!」


  The teary eyed Nina waved her arms and cried to me frantically. Weren’t you around my age? How did a ten years old girl make you cry?


  「Hiss——!」


  「I don’t know why, but I’m very sorry!」


  I sighed and placed the bag on the counter, then walked to Nina and Nortri. The cornered Nina was holding her head with her body curled up, while Nortri was still threatening Nina with her imposing aura.


  「Hey, hey, stop scaring her.」


  I put my hand on the hissing Nortri, and her ears twitched as if they were trying to clamp my hand. I then patted her hair and ears as if I was soothing a child, and Nortri finally relent and started purring happily. I felt an urge to continue patting her.


  「Why are you hissing at her?」


  I squatted down to Nortri’s eye level and asked. She looked away awkwardly and stuttered:


  「…… Because she got in my way.」


  「She did?」


  Nortri didn’t say anything, and I waited for her to continue. Nortri’s eyes started wavering, and her cheeks were blushing. She hesitated a while before curtly saying:


  「…… It’s nothing.」


  Before I could say anything, Nortri glared at Nina who was looking at us timidly. Nina wailed again and held her head in fear.


  Nortri then returned to her bar counter seat. What happened? This was out of the norm for Nortri. And I still didn’t understand what was going on.


  Maybe I could learn the details by asking the other party—— I approached Nina who was shivering in the corner and patted her shoulder.


  「Erm, Nina.」


  「I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry——」


  She had completely lost it, and I was getting worried. I shook her shoulders and said:


  「Hey—— Look, it’s me.」


  Nina stopped shivering and looked at me meekly.


  「……Yu-san?」


  「Yes.」


  We stared at each other for a moment. What were we doing?


  When I was thinking how long Nina’s eye lashes were and how petite her face was, Nina started shaking with tears in her eyes again.


  Hug? Why?


  The next moment, Nina disappeared from my field of vision.


  「I was so scared——!」


  「Bleargh!」


  Nina slammed her head into my stomach. Instead of a hug, it was closer to being a tackle. I should be happy that a cute maid was embracing me, but I dropped to my knees right then.


  Nina started tending to me after calming down, but it would take some time before I could get up on my own. I was feeling relieved when Nina apologized.


  「I’m really sorry!」


  She bowed deeply as if she was trying to bury her face in the ground. Her long hair whipped through the air and into my face.


  「Ahh! I-I’m sorry!」


  The teary eyed Nina pressed her hair against her nape and bowed towards me again.


  「…… Don’t worry, it’s fine.」


  I returned to the counter and sat beside Nortri, nursing my sore stomach. I would be lying if I said I didn’t mind at all, but if I reproached her, she might try to atone for this with her life.


  「B-But……」


  「It’s fine, I’m used to this.」


  And I could never say something like 「That really hurts, I think I broke a bone, how are you going to compensate me, lady?」 to the pretty maid girl standing there with teary eyes.


  「Here……」


  Nortri offered me her Café au lait. I could still feel my stomach churning, but I still gratefully accepted the drink.


  「Thank you, I will just take a sip.」


  I drank the sweet Café au lait, and my stomach felt better. There was endless kindness in this Café au lait.


  I returned the bowl to Nortri. She took it with both hands, and carefully inspected the spot I drank from. Was something there?


  「I see…… Yu doesn’t really care about such things……」


  「Ehh, what did you say?」


  I asked, and Nortri just said it was nothing before nonchalantly sipping on the bowl. What did she mean?


  「E-Erm, Yu-san, the money.」


  At this moment, Nina, who was watching my interaction with Nortri, said timidly. I apologized for neglecting her, then told her the price for the Coffee beans this week.


  「I’m curious, but can’t you buy better quality Coffee beans from other shops? Nina’s employer is wealthy, right?」


  He didn’t need to go out of the way to buy from a small shop like mine. Couldn’t he order better products directly from the merchants?


  「Master says the Coffee brewed from the Coffee beans in this shop taste the best.」


  「I’m happy to hear that.」


  On the recommendation of the maid who tried Coffee for the first time in her life in my shop, Nina’s employer noticed the allure of Coffee, and started buying Coffee beans from my shop to brew at home.


  「He said that it’s great that there are subtle differences in each week’s batch.」


  「Because I tried different roasting methods.」


  「Yu-san’s Coffee is popular with my colleagues, even that head maid looks forward to it!」


  「I’m sorry, but I’m not acquainted with your head maid.」


  I said with a wry smile. Nina blushed and apologized. I said with a smile: 「No, you don’t have to apologize for this.」 Her face turned redder, after she waved her arms around frantically for a moment while stammering, she finally said:


  「Erm, anyway, well, what I want to say is…… really love Yu-san!」


  The first girl that confessed her love for me was a cute maid. However, I had already grown used to her klutzy way of speaking, and didn’t misunderstand anything.


  She must be saying that (everyone) really loves Yu-san’s (Coffee). I knew that.


  I waited for her reaction with a mischievous smile, and saw Nina stopped moving suddenly. She finally realized what she said, and a red tint raised from her neck up to her stiff face.


  「Hiee.」


  「Hiee?」


  「Hyaaahh!」


  「I should be the one screaming.」


  Nina screamed, and I couldn’t help retorting. She turned as red as a cooked octopus, waving her hands with tears in her eyes.


  「…… Tch.」


  Nortri glared at Nina and clicked her tongue.


  Just like the phrase ‘after the storm’, Nina who made the shop so lively left with a smile as if nothing happened.


  Nortri laid exhaustedly back onto the counter. I placed the last glass I wiped back onto the cupboard, and realized that I was free, since there weren't many orders at this time of the day.


  I didn’t really want to eat or chat with somebody, but just sitting there was boring. It would be great if I could listen to the music in the shop, and even better if I had a cup of Coffee. Just that was enough to let me enjoy a luxurious time. This wasn’t because I was very busy all the time, I just liked the peaceful atmosphere.


  I want to provide such an environment, but music couldn’t be played easily in this world, since there wasn’t any music playing device.


  With nothing to do, I decided to chat with Nortri. With no music, the only entertainment left was chatting with people. I took out a bar stool near a corner of the bar. It was tiring to stand all the time, so I had a bar stool nearby for me to rest.


  After putting the stool down, I sat opposite Nortri with the counter between us.


  「Nortri, I’m bored, so let’s chat.」


  Nortri laid weakly on the counter and only turned her ears towards me.


  「Do you need more rest?」


  She just twitched her cat ears in response. Seemed like it would take more time for her to recover.


  As Nortri couldn’t talk to me, I sat on my stool and looked up at the ceiling in a daze. The lights hanging on the ceiling were a type of mana stone called Light stones. Oh, speaking of which, the mana stone should be running out of mana soon.


  I stared at the yellow mana light for a while, then heard someone softly call my name. I turned to find Nortri already up.


  「Feeling better?」


  Nortri nodded at my question.


  「Hey……」


  Nortri was still hesitating, but she made up her mind and spoke up. That reminded me, she wanted to tell me something before Nina visited.


  I waited for Nortri to say her piece.


  Was it something that hard to say? Nortri kept fidgeting and darting her eyes my way before finally speaking. However, her voice was drowned out by the door chime and a visitor’s loud voice.


  「Yu-kun! Give me water!」


  The one pushing the door open was Gramps Goru. He was speaking with ragged breath, and his wrinkled face was covered in sweat. The reflection of his moist bald head stings my eyes. I noticed Nortri’s eyes were saying 「I will toss you into an antique shop for carbon dating, old fool」, but I still prepared a cup of iced water.


  「Hah! That hits the spot!」


  Gramps Goru took the iced water at the bar counter and drank it all before slamming the glass back onto the counter. That would damage the glass, so I wish he would stop doing that.


  「Oh, that is a big help, I couldn’t think of any other shop where I can just drink iced water for free. And I get to see Yu-kun’s face too, two birds one stone!」


  「…… Get lost and go home, old coot.」


  「Hmm?」


  Nortri said to Gramps Goru who was laughing weirdly with a cold glare. She was really bold and didn’t hold back.


  After being called an old coot, Gramps Goru looked at Nortri in surprise, his eyes filled with intrigue.


  「Ohh, what a cute girl. Are you Yu-kun’s little sister?」


  Gramps Goru walked to Nortri with quick steps, sat down beside her and offered his right hand:


  「Everyone calls me Gramps Goru, 」


  Nortri looked puzzledly at his hand, then at Gramps Goru’s face, and finally, she looked at me


  Well, Gramps Goru was an interesting person, so she didn’t need to be afraid of him—— I nodded at Nortri with a smile, and she cautiously shook Gramps Goru’s hand.


  「……Nortri.」


  「I see, nice to meet you.」


  Gramps Goru shook her hand and wrinkled his face into a smile. Nortri seemed unsure about what to do.


  People would usually stay some distance away from others, especially people they met for the first time. They would think about how intimate they should be, and how close they should let the other party approach.


  But Gramps Goru ignored such common sense and would approach out of the blue and shake hands enthusiastically. He would skip the tedious process of building a relationship bit by bit.


  For Nortri who was very conscious about her distance with others, he was a difficult person to handle.


  Gramps Goru smiled brightly while Nortri looked annoyed. The sight of them shaking hands made me smile. But Nortri was asking for help with her eyes for a while now, so it was about time to push the conversation onwards.


  「So, what brings you here today?」


  「Well, I’m being pursued.」


  Gramps Goru let go of Nortri’s hand and said off handedly.


  「Being pursued… Did you run away from work again? Don’t cause trouble for Ms Secretary, okay?」


  「No! When I want to play outside, I will play outside!」


  Don’t be so childish, how old are you?—— I wanted to say that, but my retort would be ignored, so I just sighed.


  He was usually guarded by Ms Secretary or men in black, but this grandpa could still sneak out from time to time. Ms Secretary did have countermeasures to prevent his escape, but he would succeed every time. I thought about asking him to spend his effort elsewhere, but that would just be a waste of time.


  「…… Useless bum?」


  Nortri stated directly.


  「No, Nort-chan! I’m a free spirited tanager! A bird that soars and sings in the vast blue sky!」


  Gramps Goru swung his arms to mimic the wings of a bird.


  「…… Hah.」


  「She’s laughing at me! She actually laughed at me, Yu-kun!」


  「Not my problem.」


  「Ah, how depressing! No one except Yu-kun will retort me so directly! I have high hopes in your future, kid. How about it, Nort-chan, want to bring Yu-kun home?」


  Why was I being treated as a gift?


  I couldn’t say anything while Nortri touched her chin in deep contemplation.


  「…… If possible, I want to use my own strength……」


  「Yes, I see, free love is better, huh. Don’t ever force others into marriage.」


  「Didn’t you said you want to marry your granddaughter to me?」


  I couldn’t help retorting, but Gramps Goru brushed it off and said: 「Huh? Did I say that? I don’t remember.」 He would only pretend to be demented when the situation was against him.


  When I was clenching my fists and wondering what to do with this old coot, Gramps Goru suddenly stood up.


  「Tch! They found me!」


  Nortri and I looked at him in a daze as he said tensely:


  「Yu-kun, I need a favour. My pursuers will be here soon, and if they ask if you have seen me, tell them I headed for the Central district. In the meantime, I will go to the Commercial district.」


  「Sigh, got it, leave this to me.」


  I decided to agree for now.


  「Thanks a lot! Farewell, Nort-chan! Let’s meet in our next lives!」


  It wasn’t funny for him to bid farewell like that at his age. Gramps Goru ran off in a hurry, similar to the way he came, with the chimes echoing in the shop.


  Why did he come here anyways?


  「…… What a weird person.」


  「Yes, just like what his appearance suggested.」


  In the end, he drank a glass of water, shook hands with Nortri, and then left. How baffling.


  A while later——


  Before the storm stirred up by Gramps Goru cleared, the door was gently opened. When I heard the chime, I saw a platinum haired woman in a blue suit standing there with her white cheeks a little blushed. Her breathing was even, but she must be running around in search of Gramps Goru.


  She bowed before approaching me.


  「Sorry for bothering you, Yu-san, have you seen the Master?」


  「I think he is in the Central district.」


  「Thank you very much.」


  She bowed respectfully, swiftly changed directions and walked out smoothly. Unlike Gramps Goru, she had great manners.


  While I was nodding at the back of Ms. Secretary, I felt someone tug at my sleeve.


  「What’s wrong, Nortri?」


  「…… I didn’t think you will actually do it……」


  I could understand why she said that. Considering Gramps Goru’s character, he wouldn’t go out of his way to say where he was actually going on, so I should assume the opposite and say he went to the Commercial district.


  However, this was Gramps Goru, who was different from your normal old man liar. He would leave the impression that he was heading to the Commercial district, then go to the Central district. Or maybe that was a diversion, and he really went to the Commercial district…… Would it be the Central district? Or the Commercial district? Or maybe a completely different place? That would throw you into a loop.


  However, I was confident this time.


  It was evening, and the sun set early in this season, so it was dark and almost time for the older students to leave school. The female school uniforms had short skirts, and Gramps Goru was a lecherous old man, while the Academy was in the Central district.


  After I explained all that, Nortri made a face saying 「that old man is hopeless」. This was the moment Nortri decided to keep her distance from Gramps Goru in the future.


  A while after Ms Secretary left the shop, the shop reverted to its serene mood.


  Nortri laid onto the bar counter lazily again. She suddenly stood up and shook her head so hard that her ears were shaking.


  「Hey……」


  She noticed that she hadn’t ask her question yet. Gramps Goru caused such a big change in the mood that she took some time to remember her original goal.


  「What is it?」


  Nortri looked down, hesitating to speak as her tail swayed sideways to cheer her on. It would be harder for her to speak if I waited for her with a tense face, so I showed a relaxed face.


  She opened and closed her mouth a few times before squeezing out her words:


  「I……」


  「You?」


  「I…… hope you can…… make a lunch box for me.」


  Lunch box? That sort of lunch box?


  「You want a lunch box?」


  Nortri nodded at my question.


  「Ehh, are you going to eat it yourself?」


  She nodded again.


  「Alone?」


  She shook her head.


  「Two person?」


  Head shake.


  「Three?」


  Nod.


  I see, she wanted a lunchbox for three, what a simple request.


  「Why is it so hard for you to ask?」


  「…… Because……」


  She curled her petite body even smaller. Nortri stared at the bar counter, as if the key moment had yet to come.


  「……Jijo dishes……」


  「Jijo dishes?」


  Hmm…… That Jijo, huh? An island nation located to the far west, also known as the land of gold. I remember that the people there had raven hair and black eyes.


  「The thing…… you made for me before…… can you make it again……?」


  「Is it the rice ball and egg rolls I made for you last time?」


  Nortri nodded firmly. Since I wasn’t from Jijo, so I wasn’t making Japanese food instead of Jijo dishes. Maybe Jijo dishes were just like Japanese dishes, but I had no way of knowing.


  But for the people in this world, rice dishes and my cooking was rare and special. Instead of saying the dishes were from another world, it would be easier to claim it originated from a faraway nation. I thought about a few dishes that would be suitable for a lunch box, and felt this was very feasible.


  「No problem, I can make it for you.」


  Nortri looked relieved when she heard that, her ears perking up from nervousness was drooping now.


  「By the way, why Jijo dishes? And enough for three?」


  「…… No reason.」


  She shook her head. Hmm, she didn’t want to answer. It bothered me a little, but I decided to let it go.


  「Can you wait until tomorrow? I will get it ready in the morning for you to pick it up.」


  Nortri nodded firmly with a pleased face. Nortri’s smile was a rare sight, and I started smiling too.


~

  「The academy’s chef is ill?」


  The rain had subsided and the sky was completely dark, and the shops all turned on their lights. Nortri had returned home too, and there was no other customers. No, Linaria was still here. She was wearing her dark school uniform and seated at the bar counter.


  「The chef took care of the Academy canteen alone, so it can’t operate without the chef. Because of the chef’s sudden illness, there wasn’t enough time to find an alternative to meals, so the academy told everyone to bring their own lunch. The school operated shop is in chaos too, so students in the lower grades will bring their own lunch box.」


  I see, but why Jijo dishes? And enough for three? I asked Linaria for the reason, and she looked at me with a knowing smile.


  「She want to show off to her classmates.」


  「Oh, because Jijo dishes are unique.」


  I nodded in agreement, and Linaria rolled her eyes. What was with her gaze? Did she have a problem?


  「…… You are so dense.」


  「I don’t want to admit it, but I’m often told that. Where am I dense this time?」


  「If you don’t get it, then just stay that way. It won’t be much help if I tell you my deductions any way.」


  I clicked my tongue, then added a little sugar and milk to the Coffee I extracted with the Vacuum Coffee maker, and served it to Linaria.


  Linaria couldn’t take the bitterness of Coffee and was always drinking Café au lait. But I hope she could enjoy the original taste of Coffee, and requested her to drink some in the guise of trying out a new Coffee mix.


  After all, Linaria visited the most often, so if she got used to drinking Coffee, I would have a poison taster for my original blend—— I mean, I would have a comrade who loves Coffee.


  「…… Do I have to drink it?」


  Linaria stared at the steaming cup and asked, her voice filled with dread and resistance.


  「As the saying goes, fortune favours the brave.」


  Linaria looked into my eyes with wordless accusations, but she gave up and took the cup. I told her she didn’t need to drink it if it taste bad, so she just had to endure a single sip. Damn it, I will make her say it tastes good.


  I stared at her. Linaria’s lips touched the brim of the cup, and she slowly tilted the cup.


  「…… Bitter.」


  She said on the verge of tears. From how much her brows were furrowed, this was clearly too bitter for her. I even added so much sugar and milk. I need to improve the Coffee beans.


  If I added more sugar and milk, it wouldn’t be Coffee, but Café au lait. That was tasty too, but it deviated from my original goal.


  「I can’t drink it after all.」


  She pushed the cup to me. Linaria wasn’t picky with food, but she couldn’t accept Coffee.


  How weird, I already made it pretty sweet.


  Maybe I had a high tolerance for Coffee in the first place.


  I took Linaria’s rejected cup, and took a sip.


  The bitterness that encapsulated the fragrance of the Coffee had been neutralized by the sugar, and the sour after taste was smoothened by the milk. This was an easy to drink Coffee, but Linaria still couldn’t accept it.


  「Wait!」


  Linaria yelled.
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  I looked at her in a daze, and saw her pointing at my mouth and stammering 「Y-Y-You!」Her cheek was as red as her hair.


  「Why you! How can you do something so dense!?」


  「Ehh, what happened?」


  「You are asking me!?!」


  Linaria glared at me with murderous eyes. But I had no idea why she said I was dense, and didn’t know how to react.


  She slammed her palm on the bar counter and tried to say something, but couldn’t finish her sentence. Linaria forcefully swallowed her surging emotions, then sighed deeply to vent her feelings.


  「…… Never mind, I give up, that’s just how you are. I will just look silly if I’m the only one bothered by this.」


  In the end, Linaria came to a conclusion in her heart and let the matter go.


  Hmm, was there any need to panic so much over drinking from the same cup? I even took the effort to drink from the other side of the cup. I guess girls in puberty would be bothered by such things.


  I took small sips of the sweet Coffee as Linaria put her palm on her forehead with a sigh.


  「By the way, do you need a lunch box, Linaria?」


  I kept the empty Coffee cup, then asked nonchalantly. If she couldn’t dine in the canteen, then Linaria would need a lunch box, right?


  「There’s no need, I will make do by buying some food, and will be fine even if I don’t eat.」


  She didn’t look concerned. Linaria usually ate delicious meals, but was the type who would skip a meal if it was too much of a hassle.


  I thought for a moment and said:


  「I will make a lunch box for you then, Linaria.」


  「I-I don’t need one.」


  Linaria averted her face.


  「Why are you so bashful, Linaria?」


  「I’m not bashful at all.」


  「Then it’s settled. I will make your lunch boxes. Hand made lunch boxes, school life, afternoon breaks. Hmm, how salty and sweet.」


  「It should be bittersweet.」


  Don’t sweat the small stuff.


  We bickered for a while more. Linaria kept turning down my offer, she was probably worried about me pulling a prank on her, what a sad misunderstanding.


  In the end, she couldn’t persuade me, so it was decided that I would make her lunch boxes.


  I would meet the expectations of others properly, and do my best.


  After Linaria went home, I closed the shop and laid out the ingredients in the kitchen. Before me was the Devil’s Fruit still fresh on my mind—— tomatoes. Since that time, Corleone-san would often visit with tomatoes in tow, he seemed to like meat sauce Pasta a lot. Thanks to that, there were plenty of tomatoes in the shop, and I planned to use them in the lunch boxes.


  I prepared the multi layer lunch box for Nortri and the slightly larger lunch box for Linaria.


  What should I make?


  I didn’t have much experience with lunch boxes, so I thought about the lunch boxes my mother used to make for me. But the problem was whether I could use the ingredients in this world to recreate those dishes.


  First, there was rice in the shop, so I could make rice balls. There were tomatoes and Pasta too, so I could add meat sauce Pasta as a potential dish.


  … Oh right, and egg rolls. I happened to have an egg as large as my fist, a complimentary gift from my ingredient supplier. They had successfully raised the giant birds found in a Labyrinth, and started selling these eggs. Since they gifted it to me, I should use them to make an egg dish.


  Sent together with the egg was the meat of those birds. I thought about making Oyakodon, but I could also make chicken nuggets too, which was the best choice. Nuggets were a staple for lunch boxes after all.


  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oyakodon , referring to the dish, not the fetish.>


  I held the tomato and thought about the dishes. Tomatoes…… Tomatoes?


  「I can make tomato sauce too.」


  How about meatballs with homemade tomato sauce? A kid Nortri’s age will probably like it, and I like them too.


  I thought about it with the ingredients in hand, and the menu started to take shape. I plan to add in fruits and vegetables too. Hmmm.


  In order to make the lunch box quickly in the morning, I made the preparation before going to bed. I took out a pan and turned on the heat.


  「Somehow, I feel like a househusband.」


  
~

  The weather was clear with a bright sun. The rain yesterday felt like a dream, and the sky was cleared of any clouds.


  The lunch box was already done. I got up earlier than usual and quickly finished the lunch boxes. I already made the preparations last night, but it still took a lot of time to make so many dishes. One of the reasons was my insistence on including making rice balls with fillings.


  I already arranged to meet them, and Nortri even came early. I served her breakfast using some of the dishes used in the lunch boxes. She ate them with sparkling eyes, and as I expected she really liked my meat balls.


  「I will show this off… to my friends……」 She nodded firmly, then wandered off to school with the multi layered lunch box with a motivated face. It was a pity that I couldn’t see who and how she would show them off.


  Linaria came a little later.


  She looked a little peeved, but when I gave her the lunch box, she still thanked me properly and headed right back to school. The academy was having self magic training today, and I was impressed by her studiousness. If I was Linaria’s parent, I would boast about her to the neighbours.


  It felt as if I had two kids. Making lunch boxes and handing it to them personally, then watching them go to school. It wasn’t a bad feeling.


  I walked out of the shop and stretched my back. The sky was clear and the breeze was comfortable.


  「I will work hard today.」


  I could see the clouds drifting leisurely across the sky. I could chat about the weather turning clear today.




  Intermission: A Cup of Coffee After School


  

  After school, Linaria came to return the lunch box, then went back to the academy a short while later. She seemed to have something on in the school.


  There weren't any customers in the shop, so I was bored out of my mind.


  The door chime rang, and a girl wearing the same Arialu School of Wizardry uniform like Linaria came in. If Linaria’s hair was like the setting sun, then this girl had hair like the ocean in summer.


  The girl walked into the shop with large strides, then looked around the shop curiously. She acted as if this was only natural, and I couldn’t sound out a greeting.


  First time visitors to the shop had two main ways of reacting—— acting as if they were already familiar with the shop, or arching their bodies unconsciously. She was obviously the former and looked very confident, or maybe she was used to being the center of attention.


  The girl finally turned to me and locked eyes with me. This was the first time someone stared at me so intensely. She approached slowly, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away.


  The girl came before me, dropped her gaze to my waist, then back up to my face. The term 「evaluate」 came to my mind.


  I felt uncomfortable being stared at from so closed up, and was about to say something when the girl spoke:


  「You made a lunch box for Linaria-san?」


  「…… Huh?」


  She had a clear and pleasant voice, as if she was whispering right beside my ear. Her voice surprised me, but the content shocked me even more, and I couldn’t answer her properly.


  「I’m asking if you made a lunch box for Linaria-san?」


  She looked right at me and asked the same thing.


  「That’s me.」


  「Can you make the same thing again?」


  I tilted my head in confusion. This was the first time anyone asked me that.


  「Erm, I’m out of ingredients, so that would be difficult right now.」
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  「I see, I will ask you again in a few days.」


  「A few days?」


  She nodded at my question:


  「Yes, make the same lunch box.」


  My brain hurts thinking about what was going on. Was she Linaria’s friend? Did she want to eat the same thing after seeing Linaria’s lunch box?


  I thought about that as the girl said to me with her clear voice:


  「Where does Linaria-san usually sit?」


  「Huh?」


  That wasn’t how I should attend to a customer. I carelessly slipped back to my usual tone.


  The girl sighed and put her hands on her hips:


  「I said, where does Linaria-san usually sit? She would always sit at the same place in the classroom and the library, that’s how she is. So she should have a regular seat when she visits this shop, right?」


  The corners of my mouth twitched a little, and I felt cold sweat on my back.


  「Erm, over there.」


  「Thank you.」


  I timidly gestured to Linaria’s regular seat, and the girl walked boldly over, observed the seat, but didn’t sit down.


  「Erm, is something the matter?」


  「Nothing.」


  She said as she pulled out the seat beside Linaria’s regular seat.


  「You aren’t going to sit there, huh……」


  I couldn’t help muttering, since I thought she wanted to take Linaria’s regular seat. She glared at me and said:


  「I won’t do something so rude. And sitting beside that is better.」


  She tucked in her skirt near her butt and sat down gracefully, mesmerizing me with her elegant movements. If not for her brazen actions, I would have thought she was a high born lady.


  I prepared iced water and wet towels as I wondered how to deal with that girl. I couldn’t chase her away since that might cause trouble for Linaria.


  「What does Linaria-san usually order?」


  She asked when I served her iced water. I thought she might ask, and was ready to answer.


  「Let’s see, she always drinks Coffee.」


  「Coffee?」


  Coffee with a large amount of sugar and milk to be precise, so I wasn’t lying. That’s right, I just skip some of the details to promote Coffee.


  「It’s a type of beverage preferred by adults.」


  「I see, as expected of Linaria-san…… Please give me the same.」


  I made a victory gesture under the bar counter. Step by step, I was promoting the charm of Coffee. While I prepared to brew the Coffee, the girl casually surveyed the shop.


  I remembered Linaria’s conversation with Gramps Goru when she first visited the shop. She was targeted by nobles and found it hard to stay in the academy, so she was looking for a place to study in peace.


  I peeked at the blue-haired girl.


  Was this girl one of those nobles?


  I thought Linaria meant being harassed or picked on, I never thought she was being stalked.


  I gulped.


  After serving the brewed Coffee to her, the girl observed the Coffee quietly, then stole a glance at me that said 「this is a beverage?」


  Even so, she still reached for the cup since I said this was what Linaria usually drinks.


  The girl closed her eyes tightly and furrowed her brows as she moved her lips to the cup as if she was drinking lethal poison. The moment her lips touched the Coffee, she opened her eyes wide like an innocent girl who thought candies were star shards


  「It’s tasty.」


  I was shocked, it had been so long since a customer told me that.


  She took another sip, then another.


  「It’s a little bitter, but I don’t dislike it. Some food becomes more fragrant when roasted, but I never thought this applies for a beverage too. The aftertaste is refreshingly sour……」


  She mumbled and took a few more sips as if to confirm something. I was almost moved to tears. That was right! This was how the Coffee blend was supposed to be! To think someone understood it.


  「As expected of Linaria-san, she could understand the depths of this flavour.」


  She nodded in awe, approving of everything that Linaria did. And of course, I couldn’t tell her that Linaria couldn’t appreciate the taste of Coffee.


  However, was she really Linaria’s stalker?


  It was my belief those who understand the charm of Coffee couldn’t be bad people.


  「What is your relationship with Linaria……?」


  I couldn’t help asking.


  「We are classmates, and Linaria-san is someone I admire.」


  She told me matter of factly.


  「Admire?」


  「That’s right, Linaria-san had outstanding results last year, and even surpassed me. I couldn’t catch up with Linaria-san despite my efforts, this was the first time I encountered something like this.」


  I nodded in understanding.


  「You feel vexed by this and detest her?」


  Normally, people would hold a grudge, unhappy about her getting first place and whatnots. But she looked confused when I asked her that.


  「I did my best and fell short, that means Linaria-san worked harder than me, right? I should be praising her instead, why would I hold a grudge?」


  I nodded in agreement. It was as she said, but it was difficult for people to cut off their emotions from the facts.


  「I know Linaria-san studied until late in the night, and would study from morning till night during our days off. I admire her because I saw how hard she worked. She also shouldered the troubles of being first place in my stead, which was a relief.」


  She showed her true feelings at the end there. And she knew about Linaria studying all the time because she was peeping at Linaria. I couldn’t tell whether she was a stalker or a good person, was she easy to approach or preferred to avoid hassles—— anyway, she wasn’t someone I could offend.


  「Speaking of which, why do you address Linaria-san without honorifics?」


  She put down her cup and turned to me with a smile.


  Her eyes weren’t smiling, and I shuddered.


  「Ehh……」


  I scrambled for an excuse but couldn’t think of anything. I could only curse my mouth for being so mindless. I thought about how I could fudge through this, but realized it was too late.


  She was smiling brightly at me with her back straight and her hands on her knees, staring at me with perfect posture. Things that were perfect had a natural imposing aura.


  「Recently, Linaria-san would leave the academy after school, which bothers me. She was sneakingly eating her lunch for some reason too.」


  She continued:


  「I couldn’t fathom why, so I followed her in secret and came to this place. I’m shocked that Linaria-san visit here almost everyday, and what’s your relationship with Linaria-san for you to address her by name like that?」


  She was all smiles. What should I do? Suddenly, a thought flashed across my mind.


  Why did I need an excuse?


  There wasn’t any scandalous thing between Linaria and me, so I didn’t need to act like a guy caught cheating on his wife. Or rather, it was unreasonable for her to interrogate me like this.


  「I know, you must be an employee here, right? There is no way you can even talk with Linaria-san.」


  She nodded with a face that said: 「Yes, that must be it」and I retaliated with a smile:


  「Linaria and I spend time together in the shop everyday. We are very close.」


  「……!」


  I said with an exaggerated tone. The girl bit her lips and glared at me.


  「T-That’s a lie. Linaria-san would never chat happily with a man.」


  I cut her off and said: 「Linaria’s lunchbox isn’t sold in this shop, I made it specially for her.」


  「What did you say!?」


  The girl stood up and raised her voice.


  「Well, Linaria wanted to eat my lunchbox no matter what, so I had to make one for her. She likes my cooking the most after all.」


  「What…… did…… you……」


  「I chat with Linaria after school every day.」


  「S-So envious……」


  The girl’s face would change with every word I say. She started trembling with both hands on the bar counter, and lowered her head.


  「I’m not jealous at all!」


  She suddenly looked up and yelled, which made me reel back.


  「How sly! I muster my courage to talk to her every day, but to no avail! You are too much!」


  「Didn’t you say you aren’t vexed or feel detested?」


  「I don’t care about something that happened in the past. I just want to beat you up right now.」


  Her eyes were serious and her noble lady image was gone. Only a cat growling at its enemy was left. I seemed to have teased her too much. I also realized that teasing her was fun.


  「Erm, what’s your name?」


  I couldn’t keep calling her ‘girl’ in my mind, so I tried to be cool and ask for her name.


  「Why do I need to tell you?」


  She said haughtily.


  「I will call you noble girl then.」


  「Then I will call you plebeian.」


  She retaliated right back at me. Her reaction was really interesting, but I don’t want her to call me plebeian. The noble girl slumped weakly into her chair, leaning onto the backrest while hanging her head.


  「How sly…… I haven’t talked to her properly yet, and you had chats with her without me knowing, and grew close enough to call her by name… How sly, I’m envious, you are cocky for a plebeian.」


  She kept grumbling, but I didn’t want to respond because she was so depressed.


  I understood the feeling of someone you want to know better getting friendlier with someone else before you realize it. I thought about how to console her, but it all seemed too shallow. I reflected on being too mean to her.


  She kept mumbling 「just a plebeian」 for a while, then raised her head and sat properly.


  「I won’t lose, I will be better friends with Linaria-san than you. I will become friends with her first, so just watch.」


  She declared with gusto.


  「Do your best.」


  「I will crush your casual attitude!」


  I was just sincerely cheering for you.


  She finished the Coffee in one gulp, then tossed a bag of copper coins onto the bar counter as she stood up.


  「Thank you for your hospitality. This is my first time having Coffee, and it doesn’t taste bad.」


  「Oh, yes, thank you.」


  She nodded politely, and I bowed in response. My movements must be stiff since she covered her smile and giggled. She pushed her chair back and walked to the entrance.


  「Oh, wait.」


  I called out to her.


  「Keep the change.」


  She said without stopping. No, that wasn’t it.


  「It’s not enough.」


  The girl stopped. She turned around stiffly and looked at me, her snow white face turning red.


  「I see, that’s embarrassing.」


  She returned to the bar counter with downcast eyes and paid the balance. I knew how awkward she felt and didn’t say anything. If I tease her now, she might commit sudoku.


  The girl paid the bill then walked to the door quicker than before.


  「Hey!」


  When the door was half open, I called out to the girl. Thinking I was going to tease her, her shoulders shuddered warily.


  「Please come again.」


  She was silent.


  「…… I will come again when I’m friends with Linaria-san. This is a place she cherish, and I will disturb her if I visit.」


  My chest tightened at her show of consideration. I would be spoiling the mood if I said anything now.


  「I see, then I will wait for that day.」


  「Yes, farewell, plebeian.」


  She then said:


  「I’m Aina, Ainaleila.」


  When I realized that was her name, she had already left. The door was closed before I could call out to her and tell her my name.


  It would be great if we could meet again one day—— I thought in my heart.


  I would introduce myself properly when that time comes. The day when she became friends with Linaria, and the three of us could chat in the shop happily would be so much fun. She was clumsy, but not a bad person.


  The back of the girl that was in my shop until moments ago was still fresh on my mind.


 
~

  The next morning.


  I was making preparations to open the shop when I saw a girl standing outside.


  「Too slow, plebeian. I waited really long. Oh right, I want the same lunch box as Linaria-san, can you make one? Right now.」


  「…… Hey…… You……」


  「Wait, why are you sighing? How rude.」


  「…… It has just been one day… You’re……」


  「It can’t be helped, I want to eat the same lunch box as Linaria-san.」


  「…… How do I put this…… You……」


  Aren’t you visiting again too soon?


  

  Chapter 4: Hamburg steak grilled with Tomatoes and Mushrooms


  There was something I couldn’t understand. It was a simple question, so I didn’t actually ask anyone. When I close my eyes in bed or when I stare at the ceiling in the shower, I would think about it at times.


  Why would time pass without me realizing?


  When I was still a child, I would think a day was unbearably long, and the clock hand would move so slowly. But now, the clock hand moved swiftly and a day flew by in a blink of an eye. When I realized it, the seasons had changed, and it had been five years since I met that friend, and so forth.


  Time would sprint without you realizing it, leaving us behind. To keep up, we needed to do everything we could. We would forget and miss things at times, and when we realized it, it would have been too late.


  It was impossible to slow time down now, but we still needed time to stop and look at the things important to us.


  To sit down, put down your load, relax your shoulders, take a breather and order a strong cup of Coffee. A shop separate from the world, and spend time that belongs to you—— That’s a Café.


  I wanted to be an owner that operated such a shop. I wiped the glasses as I thought about all that.


  Why? Because I’m bored.


  As usual, there weren’t many patrons here, but it wasn’t completely deserted either. It was a big improvement compared to when I first opened.


  In this world, the only way to advertise was by word of mouth. I could distribute flyers or erect a signboard, but the cost would be absurdly high. So I could only improve my sales one at a time.


  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Word_of_mouth> 


  I shouldn’t rush things, but I naturally felt anxious after several days without many customers.


  I was grateful to the regulars who visit from time to time, so I could make ends meet. But there would be times that I would be too worried to sleep, and I would take afternoon naps at times like that.


  I was wiping the glasses as usual today when the door chimed, notifying of a guest.


  A tall and slender woman walked in with her silver hair swaying behind her. Her footsteps were so soft that I wondered if she was walking on air, and her walking posture drew my gaze. The corners of her eyes were high and dignified, while her face had a gentle expression.


  Given her height, her impression was more cool than cute—— the woman, Arbel-san, walked to the bar counter like a model and sat down.


  「Good Afternoon, Café Master.」


  「Welcome, Arbel-san. It’s rare seeing you at noon.」


  「Yes, I returned late from the Labyrinth last night, so today is a rest day.」


  「That’s why you are in casual wear.」


  When Arbel-san dropped by the shop after work, she would wear light armour befitting an adventurer, armed with a sword. However, Arbel-san was different today. She didn’t wear her armour nor sword, wearing a light coloured knight uniform, paired with pants and boots that accentuate the curves of her legs.


  This might be a plain and simple attire, but Arbel-san’s elegant beauty was still outstanding.


  I wanted to take a picture, make a poster and put it up in my room.


  By the time I realized it, Arbel-san was looking at me worriedly.


  「It’s troubling if you stare at me like that… Is any part of me weird?」


  She seemed to have misunderstood because I was staring.


  「It’s nothing, I was thinking about my room decor.」


  「Huh?」


  「Nothing, this attire suits you very well, there’s nothing strange.」


  I blurted out my thoughts accidentally, and corrected myself. Arbel-san sighed in relief and said with a smile:


  「I’m glad to hear you say that. I know you will never lie to me, Café Master.」


  「Because there’s no need to. I will find a more suitable phrase to compliment you before our next meeting.」


  「I look forward to it. Can you give me the usual, a cup of blended Coffee?」


  Arbel-san flicked her hair as she said that.


  She was always doing that, which reminded me of a scene from a movie. She was like a top model or a goddess level actor, but her real identity was an adventurer making a living in the Labyrinths, which surprised me the most.


  And best of all, Arbel-san was a rare Coffee connoisseur. I added hot water into the Vacuum Coffee maker and turned on the mana light, Arbel-san closed her long lashed eyes to feel the slow mood in the shop. Shortly after, the bubbling sound from the Vacuum Coffee maker broke the silence in the shop.


  「Please enjoy.」


  I poured the extracted Coffee into a cup and served it to Arbel-san. She opened her eyes and looked my way.


  「Thank you.」


  She looked at me and thanked me at the same time, making my heart race. This must be the charm of an adult. Arbel-san picked up the cup, took in the fragrance, and had a sip.


  「Hmm, delicious.」


  「I’m glad to hear that.」


  「The Coffee made by the Café Master is still the best.」


  「I’m grateful for your compliment.」


  Arbel-san smiled, and I smiled back. She would always say that when drinking my Coffee, and I would answer the same way. This was like our fixed way of greeting.


  
    [image: ]
  


  

  「It would be great if I could drink Coffee in the Labyrinth. Chewing Coffee beans to drive away the drowsiness is too boring.」


  I smiled awkwardly. In this world, Coffee beans were treated like a drug that kept you awake, and were chewed while raw. It didn’t go through the tedious process of roasting and grinding, so Coffee wasn’t a common beverage.


  Which meant the beverage I call Coffee was an unknown drink to the people in this world. More people learned to appreciate Coffee because of my efforts, but it didn’t sell at all when I first started. That was only natural. Only a weirdo would drink an unknown dark beverage made with the beans used to keep one awake.


  And that weirdo was Arbel-san.


  She only tried it because of my recommendation, but after drinking the Coffee I brewed, Arbel-san became a die hard fan. Before going to the Labyrinth, after her adventures or during her days off, she would walk in whenever she was free, then go back after a few cups of Coffee.


  I appreciate her regular patronage, but she drank so much that I was afraid of her getting Coffee poisoning.


  Arbel-san stook a sip before putting her Coffee down and said:


  「It’s nice that the shop is quiet whenever I visit.」


  Arbel-san said and squinted because of the sunlight from the window.


  「Because this is a normal place.」


  Arbel-san smiled when she heard that.


  「Normal? I often forget that term, especially when I have spent a few days in the Labyrinth.」


  I didn’t affirm what she said.


  The Labyrinth situated at the heart of the city was an unknown monster hellscape. The Labyrinth led deep underground, and it wasn’t clear if it had an end. The adventurers were still delving deeper, battling voracious and incredible creatures, and was a far cry from normal.


  「I had been busy because the academy is holding live exercises in the Labyrinths.」


  「Oh, that class they hold every year.」


  「Yes, that one.」


  We looked at each other and smiled wryly.


  The School of Wizardry was situated in the Central District, and mock labyrinth battle was a lesson for the upperclassmen. As the name implied, they would battle against monsters in the relatively safe starting levels. Students who wanted to be adventurers or join the Wizardry guild would take this class. Hence, only the more confident students would participate.


  「And you are busy because this year……」


  「That’s right, my party has been selected to take charge.」


  「That sound tedious.」


  The most difficult people to babysit were overconfident novices. Tens of students enter the Labyrinth together, but they couldn’t even analyze their own strength objectively. And the first few floors weren’t completely safe either.


  「Upperclassmen who had entered the Labyrinths several times would take part in mock battles, but accidents might still happen, so the support of adventurers are needed.」


  Arbel-san said as she fidgeted with her hair.


  「Was it tough?」


  「What do you think?」


  Arbel-san looked at me as if she was asking me to guess.


  「How tough was it?」


  I asked curiously, and Arbel-san shook her head with a rare tired expression.


  「I’m not good at teaching others or leading people. If I have a choice, I will rather fight an ogre alone with just a sword.」


  「That’s really bad.」


  Ogre were a higher tier of goblins, they were the size of humans and had amazing strength. Arbel-san would rather challenge it by herself with just a sword, which showed how tough it was to take care of the students.


  「No matter how much they were taught in class, they couldn’t understand how dangerous the Labyrinths are. They believe everything written in books and think they understand the Labyrinths very well. I know they are good at studying, but they don’t understand that reality is different from the books. I’m worried that someone might die on that day.」


  They might be upperclassmen, but they were like high schoolers like me. To inexperienced youngsters like us, objectively analyzing the situation, grasping our limits and acting based on these two factors were very difficult.


  「They are still young, and people my age tend to be hasty.」


  When she heard that, Arbel-san opened her eyes wide in surprise.


  「What’s with that gaze?」


  I said with narrowed eyes, and Arbel-san chuckled:


  「Nothing, I was just surprised by how you’re underestimating yourself.」


  「Underestimating myself…… I’m just a mere Café Master though? A commoner that you can find anywhere.」


  <TL: https://bulbapedia.bulbagarden.net/wiki/Caf%C3%A9_Master_(Trainer_class) >


  「That’s not true. At least I have high expectations of you, you are not like the kids in the academy.」


  「No no, I’m not that great or knowledgeable. And look, I’m not strong at all.」


  I spread my arms to let Arbel-san see my frail body. Arbel-san stroked her chin and appraised me with her eyes. Oh, what was this feeling? A pretty big sister was looking at my body, and the emotions that were welling up… Could it be love?


  「You don’t have much muscles.」


  「Right.」


  「And your hand don’t seem used to a sword.」


  「Yes.」


  「You have nice skin.」


  「That’s a weird thing to note.」


  「Your fingers are long and slender, and your eyelashes are long.」


  「Oh, is that so?」


  「Hmm…… What's with you, are you really a boy? Rather than being frail, you are like a girl. It will be hard to tell with some make up.」


  「No no no, we aren’t talking about that right now.」


  Arbel-san muttered softly, then got back on track after hearing my retorts.


  「I see. You are too weak to be an adventurer, but strength in a human isn’t decided purely by power, right?」


  I nodded in agreement.


  「And you give the impression of a tree ring.」


  「Tree ring?」


  The rings that were seen around the cut surface of a tree, the type used for tree ring dating?


  「You have the maturity of someone in his thirties.」


  「Really?」


  I wasn’t sure even if she told me that. Arbel-san nodded firmly.


  「I had many chances to interact with children your age, but I have never met someone like you. Why are you so polite?」


  I couldn’t help smiling when I heard that.


  「I can’t answer even if you ask me that. Probably because of the environment I grew up in.」


  「I had always been curious about the mysteries around you. Your eye and hair colour, your foreign facial features. Your way with numbers, choice of numbers and attention to detail made you well mannered, but you are surprisingly lacking in common sense. I thought you were a foreign noble or a child from a wealthy family……」


  Arbel-san’s eyes were sharp, and I could feel a chill on my nape. She was intimidating just by looking serious, just how terrifying would she be in a fight in the Labyrinths?


  While I was reeling from Arbel-san’s eyes and deductions, the pressure suddenly vanished.


  「Sorry, my bad habits are showing. Everyone has their own secrets, I don’t mean to pry.」


  「No, it’s fine, I’m used to it.」


  「But you are really intriguing.」


  Arbel-san said as she sipped on her Coffee.


  「Since it’s a surprise that you can make such a tasty beverage.」


  She smiled seductively at me, and no one could stay calm after seeing that, right? T-That’s right. I didn’t propose to her on the spot because the door chime was ringing. I snapped out of my stupor and looked at the door to find a petite figure entering with wobbly steps.


  It was Nortri.


  It was bright outside the shop, but there was a gloom only around her. Her blue hair that looked like condensed rainwater was tied into two braids, and her cat ears were drooping lazily as usual. Her dazed eyes looked sleepy, and her hunched demeanour made her look like an old woman tired of living.


  Nortri sat at the second seat from the window, which was her regular seat, and put her cheeks onto the bar counter.


  「Yu…… the usual……」


  「Good Morning, Nortri, you are lethargic today too.」


  I couldn’t help smiling. Nortri was a regular here, although I was worried about her pessimistic worldview, I knew she was a strong and lively child.


  It was rude to leave Arbel-san alone, but I still started brewing Coffee. Making the warm Café au lait that Nortri liked was hard work.


  I already did this numerous times after the shop opened, so I was quick with my movements and extracted Coffee in no time. After mixing in warm milk, I added sugar to taste.


  I served the Café au lait to the lazing Nortri. She stared at the bowl, then raised her heavy head and blew on the Coffee. I thought she would drink it now, but she put her head down again. She just did whatever she wanted.


  Her skin was as white as snow and her face was petite. If her eyes looked lively, she would be really charming. However, if Nortri really wasn’t motivated to do anything, she wouldn’t have visited here either. This was just like Nortri, and was one of her charm points.


  「Nortri, what about school? There are classes right now, right?」


  Nortri raised her head when she heard that.


  「…… School……?」


  「Don’t act like this is the first time you heard that term.」


  「No…… class…… today.」


  「That can’t be true, I saw students in uniform walked past the shop today.」


  「They’re…… from another academy……」


  「There’s only one academy in this city.」


  Cold sweat broke out on Nortri’s forehead as she chewed on her lips. I pressed her with questions without giving her time to find excuses. I picked up the bowl of Café au lait and fanned the steam her way with my hand. Nortri groaned in protest and finally gave in.


  「I skipped school……」


  「Yes, good.」


  「That’s not good.」


  I turned towards the source of the retort and saw Arbel-san watching us with an awkward smile. I waved to acknowledge her.


  「So, would you like to have lunch?」


  I asked Nortri, but she shook her head slowly, it seemed like she wasn’t hungry. I saw something move from the corner of my eye and turned that way.


  Arbel-san was waving a little. I thought she wanted to call me over, but Arbel-san said with a blush:


  「I want to have lunch.」


  She curled her body, cast her gaze down and said that with a squeaking voice. I was at a loss. I trembled at the discovery of such a cute creature in this world. After exhaling to calm myself, I nodded with a smile:


  「What would you like to have?」


  「Anything fresh will be fine, since I have been eating bland travel rations since yesterday.」


  Arbel-san smiled, cocking her head as if she was probing me, her eyes filled with mischief.


  I crossed my arms in contemplation.


  It would be too simple if I go with salad just because she mentioned fresh ingredients. She said she had been eating rations for the past few days, so it must have been a while since she last ate properly cooked meals. In the Labyrinth, nutrition took priority, so the food has a heavy taste for easy preservation, with the dry ration being hard and tough like biscuits or jerky.


  So the most suitable thing would be that—— I showed a taunting smile at Arbel-san.


  「I will let you taste my ace in the hole.」


  I walked into the kitchen, and took out my ace in the hole from the refrigerator. There were just two on the tray, so it was really my last trump card. I was still experimenting with this, so the numbers were limited.


  Arbel-san wanted to see what I brought and leaned over the counter, how cute. I took out the pan and turned on the heat without a word, then took out the ingredients and seasonings from the cabinet and refrigerator, and laid them on the table.


  Thanks to the tomatoes Corleone-san brought over, my diet was filled with tomatoes, and I research tomato dishes every day. Hence, this ace in the hole would use tomatoes too.


  First, I would fry the mushrooms excavated from the Labyrinth. These mushrooms would release a large amount of water when heated, creating stock with condensed natural freshness.


  Lots of Mushrooms could be found in the Labyrinths with as many varieties as they were stars. There were so many that an entire sector in the marketplace was filled with mushroom stalls. There were some that were obviously inedible, and types that looked more like fruits. However, there were so many varieties that I hadn’t researched the most delicious way to cook them yet.


  For example, I was using a type that looked like oyster mushrooms and shiitake mushrooms, but the colour was black or red purple, so you would need to be brave enough to eat them. But if you heat them, the moisture inside would flow out to form stock, and could be drunk like soup.


  These mushrooms were delicious and commonly treated as high class ingredients, but because of the abundant supply, it was cheap.


  I started praising those mushrooms in my heart.


  The mushrooms released the stock perfectly, and I moved them to the side. I gently placed the ace in the hole into the mushroom stock in the pan, then added in tomatoes that had been boiled and crushed into a mush, and lots of red wine. I then added seasoning and herbs to remove any gamey taste, and let it simmer.


  「I’m surprised by the effort this dish requires. Does this shop sell high class cuisines?」


  The wide-eyed Arbel-san said to me, and I laughed:


  「No way, this is just my hobby.」


  The ace in the hole was supposed to be my lunch. Thanks to the large amount of spices and ingredients found in the Labyrinths, the food culture in this city was amazingly high, even someone like me from modern society wouldn’t be dissatisfied here. However, that was also the reason why cooking techniques were undeveloped here.


  The natural ingredients were tasty enough, so the people here didn’t want to research more to elevate the taste further, or to try different combinations.


  They would sprinkle seasonings on meat and roast them, then change the seasoning if they got tired of it. There were many adventurers in this city, so most restaurants would sell strong tasting dishes that went well with beer. Even if you took the effort to cook it well, people might not even order that dish by itself. I heard the cooking techniques in the capital were more advanced, probably because the royals and aristocrats reside there.


  I flipped my ace in the hole over from time to time, then sampled the sauce I was cooking. Hmm, not bad. Finally, I shaved off a slice of my brick-like cheese on top of the trump card, then covered it with a lid.


  Arbel-san had finished her Coffee, and was waiting excitedly for the dish to be completed. I already served her sliced bread and a simple salad, but she ignored them, focusing only on the steam coming out of the pan.


  I grabbed the lid like a magician and slowly took it off with a deliberate move. The steam and compressed fragrance gushed out like a mini explosion. The sweet and sourness of the tomatoes, the aroma of meat, and the sauce with the fresh essence of the mushrooms, all mixed together into an appetizing fragrance, and spread in the shop.


  The Elf nee-san sitting in her regular seat kept stealing glances this way, and the old dwarf was twitching his nose, while Nortri was still sleeping.


  I plated the ace in the hole covered in molten cheese, then poured generous portions of the sauce over it.


  I straightened my back when I picked up the plate. As the person serving the dish, it would be a let down if I appeared listless. I made a show of walking elegantly and then presented the plate before Arbel-san.


  「This is Hamburg steak grilled with Tomatoes and Mushrooms, a special dish made with delicious ingredients. Please enjoy.」


  Arbel-san didn’t say a word as she looked at the Hamburg steak before her. She steeled herself and picked up her knife and fork to cut the Hamburg steak


  When the fork stabbed into the Hamburg steak, the tender texture against her knife surprised her. She stopped, then sent a small piece of Hamburg steak into her mouth——


  「…… Ohh, it’s delicious.」


  That was all she could say.


  She then ate the Hamburg steak in silence, cutting it into small portions and cherishing each bite, closing her eyes when she tasted it.


  I was very happy to see her like that.


  There was an indescribable joy seeing other people enjoying the food I cooked. I appreciated Arbel-san’s smile and the way she ate.


  I then made lunch for Elf nee-san and the old Dwarf. They were regulars here and always ordered the same thing. Special salad, meatless hot pressed sandwich and fruit palette for Elf nee-san, roasted meat dishes with lots of spice for the old Dwarf. Nortri was still sleeping soundly.


  When I served the hot pressed sandwich to Elf nee-san, she gestured at Arbel-san with her eyes, asking for that dish. When I told her 「that is meat」, she drooped her shoulders and looked crestfallen. She couldn’t eat meat after all.


  When I served the spicy roast meat to the old Dwarf, he gestured towards Arbel-san with his nose, asking if I had more of that dish. When I told him 「that texture is very tender」, he groaned in agony, since he said he would only eat tough and chewy meat.


  By the time I returned to the bar counter, Arbel-san had finished her Hamburg steak, bread and salad.


  「This is the first time I ate a meat that’s so tender and delicious.」


  After Arbel-san was done with her meal, she said while looking longingly at the plate that only had sauce on it.


  「I’m happy to hear that.」


  I took Arbel-san’s plate, and she cried out in a panic. I wouldn’t wash it right now, since I could do something more with it.


  I poured the sauce back into the pan and heated it up, then added a small clump of butter when it was boiling. The butter had a strong taste, so if it was added into the Hamburg steak sauce, it would disrupt the natural flavour of the meat and delicate balance of the mushroom. However, it could change the leftover sauce into the main dish. I added Labyrinth salt to season, plated it, then served it to Arbel-san with a portion of bread.


  「I recommend dabbing the bread into the sauce before eating.」


  「……!」


  Arbel-san showed an innocent, brilliant smile that mesmerized me so much that I regretted not preparing a wedding ring ahead of time. When I saw the smiling Arbel-san eating happily, I felt it wasn’t a big deal that my dinner was gone.


  
~

  It was getting late and my shop became less busy since the bars were opening now, and the adventurers and people who got off work all gathered there. I cleaned up the deserted shop by myself.


  After washing the last batch of dishes, the timing was just right.


  I took out the last Hamburg steak from the refrigerator, and started cooking the special grilled Hamburg steak. Keeping the person eating it in mind, I made it extra large.


  With the noise from the distance in my ears, I nimbly made my dish.


  After covering it with a lid to simmer, I heard the door chime. I looked at the door and saw the expected visitor.


  「Hi, Linaria, Welcome.」


  「Yes, may I come in?」


  「Of course.」


  Linaria tied her bright red hair into a ponytail, and was in her school uniform. She sat in her seat and sighed deeply, her imposing eyes seemed very tired.


  「You look exhausted.」


  「Yes, it’s almost exam day. I need to go back to the library to study after my meal.」


  「…… You are so studious.」


  「Yes, I’m very studious, isn’t that a good thing?」


  She smiled at me, but I shook my head. Her charming smile was just her being tense because her exams were coming up.


  I listened to the sizzling of the Hamburg steak as I prepared a sweeter Café au lait.


  「Here, thank you for your hard work. Drink this while it’s warm to relax.」


  「Thank you.」


  The sound of Linaria blowing her Café au lait mixed with the sizzling Hamburg steak and the faraway noise outside. I listened to all these sounds with a smile.


  「Why are you suddenly smiling.」


  Linaria asked in surprise.


  「This feels nostalgic.」


  「Nostalgic? What’s nostalgic?」


  「No, it’s nothing.」


  I smiled at Linaria who was raising her eyebrow, then plated the Hamburg steak.


  I served it to Linaria, and she smiled. Delicious food could open the hearts of people and make them smile. People were the accumulation of food after all, so if one’s diet was off, their body would become unhealthy. If they keep eating nasty food, their soul would become impoverished.


  Linaria’s mood did a 180 compared to when she just visited, and was digging in cheerfully. Seeing that, I started preparing a sandwich.


  By the time I put the sandwich into the lunchbox, Linaria had finished her meal.


  「Thank you, that was delicious.」


  「Linaria, here.」


  I wrapped the lunch box with a cloth and handed it to her.


  「For your supper.」


  「…… Are you a housewife?」


  「You can call me Mama.」


  「Never.」


  Linaria looked at me with narrowed eyes. Her pride as a woman was probably stopping her from calling me that.


  「I’m going now.」


  「Yes, do your best.」


  Linaria left the shop with her ponytail swaying behind her.


  She had finished the salad and bread before I realized it, and there wasn’t any sauce left on the plate. I picked up the plate and washed it swiftly. I thought about Linaria’s back in the empty shop.




  Chapter 5: Sleepless Night


 

  My Café remained open late into the night.


  The people in this world all got up early, so after 9 pm, only the bars would remain open. If you go to the main streets or the red light district, there would be suspicious shops open with beast-kin ladies in sexy clothes. But it took a lot of courage to step in there, so I never tried going near.


  My shop wasn’t a bar, but still operated at these hours, so curious people would often visit. From drunkards to adventurers who just returned from the Labyrinth, there were all sorts. There were special residents from a Fantasy World too, and one just happened to be here today.


  「Nice aroma.」


  Falluba-san said after breathing in the steam.


  The giant mug I had to hold with both hands was just the right size for Falluba-san. In the beginning, I was worried that Falluba-san’s mouth wasn’t suitably shaped for drinking with a mug, but I was worried over nothing. He could down the steaming hot Coffee in just one gulp.


  Falluba-san looked up at the ceiling and stopped moving, as if he was reminiscing about the Coffee he had just gulped down. His giant body had a commanding presence, and was a bizarre sight in the shop. He was unlike any humans, a race that couldn’t be described with words. The aura from him was completely different. He was a dragon after all, with a dragon-like head and giant wings on his back.


  I prepared the next cup of Coffee as I tilted my head in contemplation. Wasn’t this weird?


  From what I have heard, dragons were revered as the four Emperors, standing at the top of the numerous races.


  I heard they were very powerful, but few in numbers.


  I also heard they lived in uninhabited places like volcanoes and the depth of jungles.


  And according to my sources, heroes would seek out dragons, and after a grand adventurer, they would obtain legendary weapons and whatnots.


  In summary, dragons were an ultra rare species.


  The figure on the other side of the bar counter was a huge dark figure.


  Falluba-san lowered his head and looked at me with wise eyes as he handed his mug to me.


  「Yu, another cup, make it stronger, I want to taste its bitterness.」


  That ultra rare species was drinking Coffee before me, and had become a regular here too.


  The heroes in stories sought out dragons desperately, but one was drinking Coffee brazenly in this Café. It would save a lot of trouble for the hero, but that wasn’t a good thing for a story.


  The hero found a dragon in a Café and obtained a legendary item.


  Such a story was devoid of hopes and dreams. Maybe this was how reality was like. I learned another fact about how disappointing reality was.


  This must be how people became adults. The changes might be minute, and it might not be clear if it was progress or regress, but I couldn’t return to the world of my childhood. I lost something when I grew up.


  I watched the bubbles forming and popping on top of the Coffee powder, the Coffee extract that took their place, and thought about all that. People would think about pointless things during puberty, such as the meaning of life, the irrationality of the world. This was a process everyone went through.


  「Have you been well?」


  「Still hanging on.」


  I poured the next cup of Coffee into his mug and answered. A thunder-like noise came from Falluba-san’s throat. He opened his mouth wide, revealing fangs that could easily tear my arm off. He wasn’t intimidating me, and was just laughing.


  「I see, still hanging on, that’s great.」


  Falluba-san moved his arm that was glistening like steel and nimbly picked up the mug, and downed it in one go.


  I poured another mug, and he picked it up again to enjoy the Coffee’s aroma.


  He was laid-back like a cool adult, not ignoring the passage of time completely, but not pressured by it either. Time passed by him slowly. When Falluba-san was in the shop, even time felt more stable.


  「I couldn’t visit the shop during day so I don’t know, but is your business good?」


  He said as he looked around the shop.


  「Barely hanging on too.」


  「I see, barely hanging on. It’s unfortunate that there are still people who don’t know about this aroma and taste.」


  He shook his long neck. Falluba-san was Coffee’s number one fan.


  Everyone had one or two favourite foods, and for Falluba-san, that was Coffee. When he drank Coffee on a whim one day, he put a fist sized gem on the counter and told me to sell him the ingredients and recipe. Speaking of which, he was in human form back then.


  「Ahhh…… Simply exquisite, my body will feel weird if I don’t drink Coffee.」


  The steaming Coffee flowed down his throat like water, and Falluba-san gasped in satisfaction and his dark wings trembled.


  Oh no, he seemed to be addicted, what if he developed withdrawal symptoms? Then this world might have a Coffee prohibition order, instead of prohibiting alcohol. If that really happened, I would have to sell Coffee underground.


  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prohibition_in_the_United_States>


  「Oh, I almost forgot, I’m here to clear my tab.」


  I got a bit excited when I heard that, and Falluba-san drew a circle with his finger in the air. When he completed the circle, a dark hole appeared, and he reached in and groped without hesitation.


  I had seen this several times, but still couldn’t get used to it. This was real magic after all, and would make someone like me who grew up in a scientific world scream.


  Falluba-san pulled a grey bag out of the hole. It wasn’t empty, and looked like a bag used by housewives for shopping.


  「I got some Gosvang meat, so I brought it here too. It must be rare for this place.」


  「I have never heard of that before, so I couldn’t tell if it was rare.」


  「That’s what rare means, boy.」


  Falluba-san said as he placed the heavy bag on the bar counter.


  He was right, and I nodded.


  After opening the bag, I saw all sorts of things inside, which made me think he really went shopping. This should be the Gosvang meat—— I saw a chunk of blue beef-like meat. There were also dried squarish fruit, bright red herbs, spices that were hard to get in this city, and other miscellaneous items.


  「I’m sorry for troubling you, these are all valuable ingredients.」


  These were ingredients that were rare even in this abundant city.


  「They aren’t that valuable to me, I can get them by searching in the villages nearby. This Coffee is more valuable to me.」


  Falluba-san said as he looked impatiently at the Coffee that was being extracted. He could drink a large amount of Coffee in an instant, so it took some time to brew Coffee for him. The sight of him waiting anxiously like a child made me smile.


  I wanted to use this time to put the meat into the refrigerator. I looked down to pick up the bag when I saw something shining inside, and tilted my head in confusion. I reached in and opened the blue meat chunk that was covered by something like bamboo leaves.


  The glimmer came from a rough stone under the meat chunk, which was one size larger than my fist. The colour was murky like mud water, with a red brilliance shining through like the sun through its gaps. I took it out and was at a loss for words.


  「Falluba-san, what’s this?」


  I asked unconsciously.


  Falluba-san who was staring at the Vacuum Coffee maker turned his gaze my way.


  「Oh, that, I found it, but didn’t know what it was. Vivi told me to give it to you, since it’s just a rock to us, but very valuable for humans? Take it. By the way, it’s almost done right, Yu, give me the next cup.」


  He was so smooth that I almost fell for it. Right, I should take it.


  「No, it must be expensive, take it back.」


  I didn’t know the market rate of gems in this world, but that’s not something you can buy with the allowance of a child. A rough stone must be worth a lot.


  But, Falluba-san just looked at me with puzzled eyes.


  「Is it worthless to you too?」


  「No, that isn’t so.」


  「So what’s the problem?」


  「What I mean is, this is too much as payment for service rendered in my shop.」


  「Is it worthless to you?」


  「I already said no, I’m telling you to do something more meaningful with it.」


  「Then what’s the issue?」


  「No good, this dragon don’t understand human words.」


  I placed my hands on the bar counter and hung my head. Damn it, the difference in values was so much trouble. I racked my brain for a way to convince him, but Falluba-san showed an expression similar to mine and said:


  「I don’t know what’s wrong, but I want to say money isn’t the problem. The Coffee is exquisite, and is even a goal in my life. Because I can work hard at any chores my wife assign me if I can drink a cup of Coffee.」


  So females were more dominant in dragons… No, that wasn’t the point.


  「Something valuable should be exchanged for another, right? This rock is worthless to me, but Vivi says it is valuable to humans, so I brought it here, but you won’t accept it. So this isn’t valuable?」


  Falluba-san looked right at me, making it difficult for me to answer. His logic was sound, and I groaned because my head hurts.


  「It is valuable, or rather, it’s too valuable. As Falluba-san said, valuable items should be traded for another, but I had not done enough to deserve the value of this rough stone, so I couldn’t accept it.」


  「Hmm, I see.」


  Falluba-san nodded and fell into deep thought.


  I felt a tinge of regret as I looked at the rough stone on the bar counter. But things might become troublesome if I accepted this lightly, and that was my principle. Accepting things you couldn’t handle would lead to disaster. I would have more freedom without money, titles or status.


  「How about we do things this way, treat this as my investment for the future.」


  「Future investments?」


  I couldn’t help asking. He nodded at me and continued:


  「I believe in investing in the future because of what my father said.」


  Falluba-san looked up at the ceiling as he thought about the past.


  「When I was still a child, five guests came to the village. Back then, the gods separated the language of all races, and we all fought each other. The guests said they were traveling to stop all the fighting, and wanted to borrow the mythical tool passed down since ancient times. My father, the village chief, rejected them once, but one of them said to my father in a tongue I couldn’t comprehend.」


  He started talking about the past, which puzzled me. I continued stirring and extracting the Coffee despite my bafflement. We were in the middle of a conversation, but this was still my job.


  「My father said that was the true language of the gods that had been taken away by god, and those who understood that language must be an apostle of god, but let’s ignore that for now. After my father spoke with the guests, he saw hope in them, and entrusted our valuable mythical tool to them. Back then, my father said 『this is an investment for the future』, and the languages became one, and the fighting between the races subsided, which showed that his future investment was the right decision.」


  「I see.」


  I could only answer that way because the scale of this story was too great, but I realized something. This mythical story was based on a true story, and Falluba-san has a very long lifespan. Just how long ago did that happen?


  When Falluba-san heard my reaction, he seemed to think I didn’t get the point of his tale. He growled a little, then cleared his throat.


  「Which means, I have high expectations in the growth of this shop. For the sake of delicious Coffee, I want to invest in the future. So don’t hold back and accept this.」


  I wanted to protest, but gave up when I saw Falluba-san’s eyes that left no room for argument. Dragons were a proud race, so they couldn’t take back a gift, and didn’t fret the small stuff.


  I chose to accept with a sigh. I knew this was something I couldn’t handle, but we couldn’t resolve this if I didn’t accept.


  「Very well.」


  Falluba-san nodded happily at my troubled face.


  「By the way, give me the next cup, Yu. I can’t wait any more.」


  He said as he flapped his wings.


  I poured the extracted Coffee for him, and Falluba-san gulped it down and asked for another. While waiting for the Vacuum Coffee maker to extract the Coffee, he kept flapping his wings while I brewed the Coffee… That was how we always acted.


  It was disheartening for the Coffee I worked so hard to brew to be emptied in seconds, I still persevere in brewing the Coffee. I had lost count of how many cups I brewed.


  Falluba-san suddenly looked to the entrance, and before I could follow his gaze, his body was shrouded in darkness. It looked like countless dark cloth was binding him, which was an incredible sight to me.


  The next moment, a buff man was sitting at the counter. He might have a heavy built, but was undoubtedly human. He had short black hair, and deep features. This was the Falluba-san in human form when I first met him.


  While I was astounded by the transformation before me, the door chimed and a guest came in.


  「Are you still open?」


  A beautiful woman with long silver hair swaying behind her walked in——Arbel-san. Her cool coloured casual wear gave her a gentler air around her than usual.


  「Yes, we are.」


  I nodded, and Arbel-san entered the shop in relief. Despite her casual wear, she still had a long sword on her waist. Adventurers really kept their weapons handy at all times.


  Arbel-san walked to me,looked at Falluba-san who was seated by the bar counter, and the temperature dropped by a few degrees.


  「Pardon me.」


  She sat a few seats away from Falluba-san, sounding and acting more stiff than usual, as if she was wary of Falluba-san. Falluba-san glanced at Arbel-san, then continued sipping Coffee nonchalantly.


  「Would you like some Coffee?」


  When I asked in a cheerful tone, Arbel-san snapped out of it and looked my way.


  「Yes, please.」


  Falluba-san reacted to the term Coffee and raised an eyebrow.


  「You drink Coffee too?」


  Falluba-san turned his gaze to Arbel-san and asked. Arbel-san met his eyes and nodded:


  「Coffee is my blood.」


  When he heard Arbel-san’s joke, Falluba-san laughed with a snort. It sounded more malicious than kind though.


  「…… Is that so funny?」


  「No, I think it sounds really cool. Saying it is your blood is really pushing it.」


  I saw Arbel-san’s face twitch for a moment.


  「I’m not trying to brag, but no one drinks Coffee as regularly as I do. Isn’t that right, Café Master?」


  Arbel-san stared at me, so I could only nod stiffly. Why was the atmosphere so tense? Even though this was the first time they met.


  「Judging with such crude values is the reason why humans have such narrow vision, how laughable. What do you think, Café Master? Is there anyone who drinks more Coffee than me?」


  Falluba-san looked my way casually, and I shook my head. You drink your Coffee with an extra large mug, the amount you drink was absurd.


  But I couldn’t say that, so I kept my peace. I couldn’t tell what Arbel-san thought about my reaction. She clenched her fists on the bar counter and furrowed her brows.


  「I visit at least twice a week, and more if I have the time. But this is the first time I saw you, how often do you visit?」


  Falluba-san twitched his nose a little.


  「…… Let’s see… About once every ten days.」


  「Oh, I see, it must be tough. If I can’t drink Coffee for ten days, I won’t be able to take it.」


  Arbel-san said slowly and raised her chin, as if she was showing off a new toy.


  What were they competing for?


  I didn’t have the courage to set off this tense atmosphere, and quietly prepared Coffee for Arbel-san. I poured Coffee out of the flask, and placed it before Arbel-san. She immediately picked up the cup and sipped elegantly.


  「Exquisite, this taste is just right.」


  「Hmmp, drinking so anxiously before enjoying the fragrance first. What a prudish human.」


  「I like the fragrance of the Coffee in that instant when I’m sipping it. I’m not a monster that can be satisfied by the weak fragrance in the air.」


  「Hmmp…… You sure talk big.」


  「Same to you.」


  The two glared at each other with their Coffee in hand. They were smiling, but their eyes were murderous.


  Just like oil and water, some people just couldn’t get along, and would hate the other party for no particular reasons. I never thought I would meet such a duo here.


  On one side was Falluba-san, a buff man over 2 metres tall, whose true identity was a dragon. On the other corner was Arbel-san, a mature big sister lady with elegant features and a slender, model-like body.


  <2m is about 6’6”, which is very tall for the Japanese with an average male height of 1.7m / 5’6”>


  After witnessing their grade school level squabble, the urge to sigh outweigh my urge to smile wryly.


  「Yu, can I have another cup?」


  Falluba-san said after finishing the rest of his Coffee.


  「Me too.」


  Arbel-san drank the Coffee I served moments ago before asking.


  They then locked gazes, invisible sparks clashing between them. I thought about smoothening the mood, but decided against it. As a Café Master, I couldn’t interfere too much between my patrons, and chose not to say anything.


  I filled the flask until the brim to brew as much Coffee as I could. I had a feeling they would drink a lot.


  「This is a wonderful place, I can relax whenever I visit… But it’s a little different today.」


  Arbel-san said offhandedly, and the air turned tense.


  「I feel the same way.」


  Falluba-san crossed his arms and nodded.


  「Visiting the shop in the evening, chatting with the Café Master and drinking delicious Coffee, the time spent here is indescribably pleasant… but it is a little different today.」


  Hmm? Why did I feel pain around my abdomen… Did I eat something wrong yesterday?


  I focused on the steps to extract Coffee, but I couldn’t shut out the scene before me. They glared at each other with impeccable smiles on their faces. By smile, I meant predatory intimidation.


  I tried to ignore the tense atmosphere as much as possible as I poured Coffee into the cups and served it to them. Falluba-san enjoyed the aroma while Arbel-san took a sip first.


  「The aroma that penetrates deep into the lungs is just exquisite.」


  「The deep aroma after sipping it is just splendid.」


  They then looked at each other with a smile. Their smiles were brilliant, but their eyes weren’t smiling at all. How strange, as fellow Coffee lovers, they should be chatting happily with each other.


  「Why do you two dislike each other so much?」


  I couldn’t help asking, and they turned their piercing gazes my way.


  「It’s not that we dislike each other, I’m just soothing an insolent child.」


  「It’s not that we have a problem with each other, I’m just playing around with a stubborn baby.」


  I got their answers at almost the same time, and nursed my temple. My head was starting to hurt, what was wrong with them?


  They continued drinking Coffee heartily and demanded more Coffee, clearly conscious of each other.


  「No one loves Coffee more than I do.」


  「No one enjoy Coffee than me.」


  They kept trying to one up each other and downing their Coffee. Give me a break. They kept demanding refills, so I had to keep brewing Coffee, grinding the beans, boiling the water and wiping water from the flask.


  It might be fine if I was using a Drip Coffee Maker, but a Vacuum Coffee maker took a lot of work. I only had one set in the shop, so it would take a lot of time too. I needed to pay attention to things like brewing time and water temperature for every cup I brew, but they didn’t even savour my Coffee and just poured it into their guts.


  After brewing tons of Coffee, I was starting to get angry.


  But would their relationship become cordial because I got angry? No, that wasn’t possible. As I was thinking of a way to settle their differences, the door chimes, and Linaria came in.


  She stared with her eyes wide open at the hulking man and beauty at the bar counter. I waved at her in place of a greeting, and she went to a table.


  Her timing was just right. Linaria’s visit gave me an idea, so I waved her over.


  But she shook her head at me. Damn it, her instincts were spot on……


  But I waved at her persistently, and even placed my hands together to plead with her, before Linaria finally came to me. I felt relieved, then turned to the two glaring at each other.


  「Arbel-san, Falluba-san, please keep your hostile attitude in check.」


  「We are not……」


  「... Quarreling.」


  I wanted to ask why their coordination was so good at times like this, but I swallowed it down.


  「Let’s assume you two are not fighting then. But I don’t want to brew Coffee for people competing to drink more Coffee instead of savouring the taste.」


  Their faces turned awkward when they heard that. They admitted that they were competing with each other.


  I crossed my arms and said to them firmly:


  「If you want to compete, then let’s have a taste test.」


  「Taste test?」


  They looked baffled, and I continued explaining:


  「I will brew two type of Coffee, please determine which used better beans.」


  「I see, it’s to test our understanding of the taste.」


  Falluba-san said, and I nodded.


  「That’s simple to understand.」


  「That’s right, I have no complaints. But I doubt that big guy can tell the taste difference.」


  「Empty vessel makes the most sound.」


  Hey, why would you two go right at each other’s throats?


  Linaria who was bored stiff glared at me and said:


  「Don’t drag me into this.」


  「Sorry, but can you help me out a little?」


  「Help with what? Both of them are hard to deal with, I don’t think I can be of any help.」


  Linaria glanced at them with a face of protest.


  「Don’t make that face. They aren’t difficult to deal with and are good people. There is just a small problem right now.」


  Linaria sighed deeply and slouched her shoulders. Her ponytail that was as bright as the sun flowed down her shoulder smoothly.


  「I will just help you a little. I won’t do it if it involves anything weird.」


  「Thank you very much.」


  What a reliable friend. I asked Linaria to remain seated before it was time, and prepared the drinks.


  I needed to focus for now.


  I did the same thing as usual, and brewed a delicious cup of Coffee. I poured the first batch of Coffee into three cups without doing anything special. I served them to the three of them.


  Arbel-san and Falluba-san drank their Coffee more carefully than earlier. They either smell the aroma or close their eyes, seemingly well versed with taste testing.


  And of course Linaria had a troubled face. I found her obviously displeased face funny.


  「Why do I get a cup?」


  「It’s just a small favour to me. Linaria, please join the taste test.」


  Linaria shook her head.


  「There’s no way I can tell which Coffee is better.」


  「Just share your thoughts with us. As you can see, there’s only a mouthful in that cup.」


  I kept my eyes on Linaria. She finally sighed and nodded at me.


  Great, I could rest easy and brew the next batch.


  While the trio were drinking the Coffee, I started brewing the second batch of Coffee even more carefully than before, and served it to the three people before me. Falluba-san and Arbel-san alternated between the two cups of Coffee, crossed their arms and swayed their heads in deep thought.


  「What do you think?」


  I observed the three of them, then asked Falluba-san for his feedback.


  「The first cup is refreshing and not that bitter, I can feel the sourness. The second cup has an intense bitterness, and a deep aroma… The second cup must have better Coffee beans.」


  I nodded at his comment, then turned to Arbel-san.


  「What about you, Arbel-san?」


  「The second cup is too bitter, and that would interfere with the aroma in my nasal cavity. In contrast, the first cup is less bitter, and has a refreshing fragrance once the bitterness passes through. I think the first cup have better Coffee beans.」


  After saying that, their gazes started clashing again. As I thought, they had opposing views. They turned to me at the same time and said:


  「But Yu, isn’t the second cup the Coffee I usually drink?」


  「Café Master, the first cup is the one I drink regularly, right?」


  They then locked gazes again, which made me feel they must have compatible personalities. I didn’t answer them, and asked Linaria:


  「What do you think, Linaria?」


  Both Arbel-san and Falluba-san stared at Linaria. They weren’t bothered about Linaria joining the discussion, and were interested in her views. I was glad that I could save the explanation, but if the two of them were so adaptable, why couldn’t they get along?


  Linaria looked between the two of them and me, and suddenly said after thinking about it:


  「Aren’t they the same?」


  Arbel-san and Falluba-san both looked exasperated when they heard that, their faces saying 「As expected, an amateur can’t tell such an obvious difference」. I said to Linaria with a smile:


  「That’s correct.」


  Both Falluba-san and Arbel-san looked so stupefied that I wanted to take a photo. They looked kind of dumb and cute at the same time.


  「How can it be? Impossible, the taste is so different… No, then this isn’t a taste test after all, since you are using the same beans.」


  When I saw Falluba-san’s troubled face, I smiled and said to him:


  「This is a common trap question, but I still hope you two can realize it. After all, someone did give the correct answer.」


  I gestured to Linaria, and Falluba-san ground his teeth vexingly.


  「I completely fell for it, I never thought they were the same beans.」


  Falluba-san crossed his arms, and tucked in his chin.


  「But Yu, can you tell me why the taste is so different? I can’t imagine both Coffees to be made from the same beans.」


  He asked, and I nodded.


  「Both of them are made from the same beans.」


  「But they taste different.」


  Arbel-san looked at me with serious eyes.


  I put my hands on my hips. As a Café Master, I declared a small trade secret of my Café:


  「I only changed the water temperature and the brewing time.」


  「The water temperature?」


  Linaria, who was seated slightly further away, asked on their behalf. In return to her aptly time question, I answered happily:


  「Coffee is very delicate. Even with the same beans, the temperature when extracting the Coffee will also change the taste and fragrance.」


  「What…… did you say……?」


  Falluba-san said with a groan.


  「The Coffee I usually drink, is made from the same beans as that guy? They are the same beans, but we are enjoying different flavours?」


  Arbel-san asked with a hoarse voice as cold sweat appeared on her brows.


  「It is as you say. Arbel-san prefers the refreshing sour taste over the bitter and mellow flavour. So I would extract her Coffee at a lower temperature. The opposite is true for Falluba-san, instead of a sour taste, he prefers a mellow and bitter flavour, so I extract his at a high temperature.」


  「You will change the extraction method according to the customer’s taste?」


  Linaria asked exasperatedly, and I answered proudly:


  「Of course.」


  Since all of them were regulars, I had a grasp on their preferred taste. Falluba-san and Arbel-san both looked shocked, having realized how deep the world of Coffee was.


  「I have embarrassed myself.」


  Said Arbel-san.


  「My vision is too narrow, and always thought there is only one type of Coffee which just happen to coincide with my preference, and is a beverage just for me.」


  「I feel the same, and thought that way too. But the truth is… it has been adjusted to meet my taste. Thinking back, the Coffee I had in the beginning taste different from the first batch today.」


  「We are still lacking.」


  「That’s right.」


  I nodded as they locked gazes. Yes, absolutely right. We shouldn’t fight about Coffee, Coffee could encompass everything, and could save the world.


  At this moment, they turned to Linaria as if they got snapped out of a dream.


  「But why can she answer correctly?」


  「Eh, well……」


  Linaria stammered because Arbel-san was staring hard at her. I sighed in resignation and said as I shook my head:


  「You can’t even understand something so simple?」


  「What?」


  Falluba-san furrowed his brows.


  「Whenever I try to make different Coffee flavour or brewing methods, I will ask her to taste test it. She is a… that’s right, a Coffee Grandmaster.」


  Both of them looked shocked with their eyes and mouths wide open.


  Linaria looked my way with a face that implied 「the hell are you saying.」


  But the two who had stepped into the abyss of Coffee were incredibly adaptable. They tidied their appearance swiftly and lowered their heads respectfully to Linaria.


  「Please allow me……」


  「... to address you as Grandmaster.」


  「Absolutely not.」


  I nodded firmly, feeling glad that they all found great comrades.


  The answer was simple, I already let Linaria compare different Coffee, and preached about how the same beans could have different tastes. Linaria let it in one ear and out the other, saying she couldn’t really tell the difference at all. And unexpectedly, that proved to be useful here.


  A while later, Arbel-san and Falluba-san left the cafe together while discussing Coffee passionately. Arbel-san had work tomorrow, and Falluba-san had a strict curfew, and would get yelled at if he didn’t return on time.


  After they left, there were only Linaria and me in the shop, and it was almost time to close for the day.


  「No matter what time I visit, I will always find weirdos in this shop.」


  Linaria said, supporting her chin on her hand at the bar counter.


  「In that case, Linaria is also one of those weirdos.」


  「Don’t say that.」


  She threatened with a sweet smile, and I raised my hands and yielded.


  「By the way, you got something on today? You came really late.」


  Linaria lived in the dormitories, and should have a curfew.


  「I already applied for an exit pass, so it will be fine.」


  Our conversation stopped here, and the shop turned quiet.


  I washed the dishes, wiped them dry and returned them to the racks. At this moment, Linaria fidgeted with the Café au lait cup absent mindedly. She poked at it, and brushed her fingers around the rim.


  「Phew.」


  She breathed out heavily, then lifted her head.


  「Erm, are you free next week?」


  「Next week? The shop will be open.」


  「Not that, erm……」


  Linaria was hesitant to speak. She usually spoke her mind freely, so this was a surprise. Her right hand covered her forehead, and she stammered to find the right words and looked at me intimidatingly:


  「I’m asking whether you are free on Holy Fest!」


  Linaria raised the corners of her eyes and stared at me hard with blushed cheeks. It probably took a lot of resolve and courage for her to say that, which made me feel bad.


  「Sorry, but what is Holy Fest?」


  「Huh?」


  Linaria went slack jawed at my question, as if she just saw something unbelievable. Could you not look at me as if I was an unidentified flying object?


  「You don’t know? It’s Holy Fest, that Holy Fest.」


  「I’m not sure how many Holy Fests there are, but I don’t know any.」


  「It’s the Holy Festival to celebrate the birth of St. Eminem, you know? The entire city is preparing for the festival, right?」


  Even if she said that, I still tilted my head bafflingly.


  「Really?」
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  「Yes! There are lucky strings decoration everywhere, and there are more stalls and visitors than usual.」


  Linaria raised many examples, but I didn’t get it.


  「Sorry, but I don’t go out often.」


  「…… Eehhhh?」


  She looked really annoyed. Don’t look at me with those eyes.


  「You don't go outside? Out of the shop?」


  「Very seldom.」


  「Where do the ingredients come from?」


  「They are delivered here.」


  「You don’t shop outside?」


  「When it is necessary.」


  「I see……」


  Linaria looked at me with eyes observing a pitiful creature. She gently knocked her forehead with her right fist to change her mood.


  「What about St. Eminem? You don’t know that too?」


  「She must be famous.」


  「That is probably the most well known name in the world.」


  「Hahaha.」


  I laughed, but couldn’t brush it off.


  I didn’t grow up in this world, so even if she was famous, or if this was common sense, I still wouldn’t know.


  「Never mind. Anyway, next Sunday is the Holy Festival celebrating the birth of St. Eminem. Simply put, it’s a major holiday celebrated in the entire country.」


  「I see.」


  I nodded.


  「And my school is hosting an event to celebrate.」


  「It sounds interesting.」


  It sounded like a carnival.


  「There are martial competitions and spells exhibitions, which are the main events.」


  No, it was probably closer to being a sports festival.


  「There will be a ball at night though.」


  「Brawl?」


  「You are going way off course.」


  I tried to play the fool, but she just rolled her eyes.


  「Yes, I know, it’s the type where everyone dances together.」


  「That’s right, dancing, chatting and eating while standing.」


  That was a little like a buffet, and seemed fun. But Linaria’s face suggested otherwise.


  「You are not looking forward to it?」


  「The attendees are all nobles, bureaucrats and the likes.」


  「Nobles? Why?」


  「The students will invite their family or friends on Holy Fest, and the students in our academy are all nobles or wealthy.」


  I got what she was trying to say, and nodded silently.


  It must be a lavish party that only appears in movies. Rather than the students, it was a dinner party to host the nobles.


  「Do you need to wear a gown?」


  Since this had nothing to do with me, I couldn’t help asking intriguely.


  「…… I’m expected to wear one.」


  Linaria said with a reluctant face.


  Gown! What a sweet term. Back in Japan, how many times did I see a cute girl in a gown?


  「Will you need to dance?」


  「…… I might need to.」


  Dance! An unfathomable activity. How many opportunities would a person get to dance back in Japan? I never tried it before, but Linaria would need to participate in a social dance.


  I looked up at the ceiling and thought about gowns, dancing and the dinner party, a ball that I had never participated in before. But it was difficult to imagine a place I had never been to before.


  「Eh, if it isn’t too much trouble, would you like to come?」


  I turned to Linaria, and she lowered her gaze and stared at her cup.


  「You want me to go to the ball in your academy?」


  「…… Yes.」


  「But I’m an outsider.」


  「Like I said, the students can invite friends and families to the Holy Fest, it’s the same for the ball. So, I want to ask, if you are free, erm, do you want to come with me?」


  I see, I nodded.


  「It does sound interesting.」


  A ball. In the academy where students learn magic and combat skills, nobles and the like gather together to dance, chat and dine.


  I couldn’t imagine, and also knew that I couldn’t mix in even if I went there.


  「Thank you for inviting me, but I will give it a pass this time.」


  I smiled, but couldn’t tell whether it was natural.


  Linaria was hesitant to speak, and lowered her gaze after trying to speak a few times.


  「…… Is that so? I see.」


  「I sounds like fun, but I can’t dance and don’t have any formal wear.」


  I said jokingly with an exaggerated laugh, but I knew this was just an excuse.


  「It’s fine, sorry for the sudden question.」


  Linaria stood up and smiled at me. It was a forced smile that I had never seen before.


  「Well then, good night.」


  I could have stopped Linaria from leaving, but I didn’t carry it out.


  The door chimed, and Linaria left the shop. I stood stiff for a moment, and stared blankly at Linaria’s cup.


  I then started to close shop. On the door was a sign that said 「Closed for the Day」, locked the windows, swept the floor and wiped the tables and counter with a wet cloth.


  I would need to mop the kitchen floor, prepare tomorrow’s ingredients, and…… Hmm.


  Suddenly, everything felt like a hassle. I stopped wiping the counter, took off my apron, hung it over a chair before sitting down heavily into it. My body felt like lead.


  I felt really bad about refusing Linaria’s invitation.


  Why did I refuse? The ball sounded fun.


  Nobles, gowns, Holy Fest, these words spun in my head.


  Nobles, gowns, Holy Fest, was this the real world?


  Everything became confusing.


  Where was this place? Why was I here? Why couldn’t I go back? I missed my home, and the faces of grandfather, father and mother. I could only remember a blurred image of them, which made me sad.


  I surveyed the shop.


  This was my shop, a Café. The only place that could connect me with my home.


  If I stay here, I would be safe and continue being myself. But what if I went outside the shop?


  There was a vast unknown world that filled me with fear.


  My world was just this small Café, which was my everything.


  I was powerless when anything else was involved.


  Chapter 6: The Café Without Her


  The never changing days were the basis of my everyday life.


  When things were the same as always, it was an everyday life, and if something different happened, it would be a non-everyday life. I welcome the usual everyday life, since I like the never changing days. No troubles or problems happening.


  However, I realized that my everyday life wouldn’t lose its balance just from things being added. If something disappeared, it would also cause a change in my everyday life.


  If something that was always there went missing, then my everyday life would be incomplete too. An everyday life like this felt lonely.


  「Yu-kun.」


  「…… Yes?」


  I turned towards the bar counter with a start when I heard my name. The relaxed Gramps Goru was sitting there.


  「You seem troubled.」


  He observed, but I brushed it off with a smile.


  「Nothing, I’m just thinking about something.」


  「But you have been wiping the same glass for quite some time now.」


  When I heard that, I looked at my hands. I was holding a sparkling glass, but there were several wet glasses before me. I realized my cleaning wasn’t progressing at all.


  I smiled awkwardly and put the glass into a cupboard.


  「It’s about Linaria, right?」


  I stopped suddenly at Gramps Goru’s words. My body would always react while I was still thinking. I forced a smile, but couldn’t tell if my usual business smile was working.


  「Yes, that’s right.」


  I turned to Gramps Goru. He supported his chin with his palm with his body turned towards the windows, as if something outside caught his interest. I felt slightly relieved and picked up another glass.


  「Did you two have a fight?」


  「No idea, but it’s probably my fault.」


  「Then go apologize. A man can’t win a woman even if we throw a tantrum.」


  Gramps Goru said with a mischievous smile. I smiled too. But if she didn’t come to the shop, I couldn’t apologize either.


  「I thought I could see Linaria. Ahh, how boring.」


  Gramps Goru said. As he said, Linaria suddenly stopped visiting for the past few days. She would visit every day, either in the day or in the evening, so I couldn’t get used to her not being around. And she stopped coming after I turned down her Holy Fest invitation, so the problem obviously lies with me.


  Linaria became a part of this shop before I realized it, so when she suddenly disappeared, the regulars including Gramps Goru would often ask:


  「Where is that kid? That red-haired girl with sharp eyes.」, 「Café Master, where’s the girl you often hit on? The girl who looked like she had a chip on her shoulders, did she finally dump you?」, 「Did you make her mad? That won’t do, you need to apologize as soon as possible. Need me to accompany you?」 And so forth.


  They never chat with her, but if they kept seeing her in the shop, they would remember each other’s faces.


  「She would always take that seat」, 「I felt worried when I couldn’t see her.」 Their concerns became part of my shop’s atmosphere, and they felt a sense of camaraderie towards her despite never conversing.


  When they learned she left because of me, they would pat my shoulders to console me. I was grateful for their concerns, but I felt bad about it.


  I sighed, and Gramps Goru started laughing.


  「…… What’s wrong?」


  「No, I just find it weird for Yu-kun to show a troubled expression that befitted your age.」


  「Even if you say that……」


  I mimicked Nortri and glared at him. But Gramps Goru started laughing more heartily.


  「You always look unfazed, which might seem steady and mature at a glance, but to me, you seem standoffish. No matter what happens, you won’t open your heart to it, or show your emotions, and just treat it as something that didn’t concern you.」


  I gasped, because I already knew. I did that intentionally, and felt awkward since someone discovered it.


  「It’s fine, it’s fine, don’t make that face. Instead of acting calm, you looked much cuter now, heehee.」


  An old man praising me wasn’t something to be happy about, but I still felt relieved.


  I relaxed my shoulders, realizing I was too tense. I put my cup down and folded a white cloth.


  「What should I do?」


  I asked directly. I thought Gramps Goru would teased me, but he rubbed his chin and said:


  「You should find someone who can spoil you. It’s tiring to put up a strong front all the time. I suggest finding someone who is accommodating and older than you.」


  「No, I’m not asking what I should do about me pushing myself.」


  「I’m kidding, you want to make up with Linaria, right?」


  Don’t pretend to be retarded if you know—— but I forcefully pushed that thought down.


  「Anyway, talk to her and figure out what’s wrong. After that, I can advise you. Despite how I look, I’m a ladies man and know girls really well.」


  「That sounds really dubious.」


  When I see Gramps Goru winking at me with a smug face, an uneasy feeling welled up within me. Would this be fine? Did I consult with the wrong person?


  No, but this was still more constructive than agonizing over it alone, I tried convincing myself. As I thought about where to start, Gramps Goru suddenly stood up, then went around the counter and into the staff area.


  「What are you doing, old man!」


  「Whose an old man! I’m not here! Got it!?」


  After saying that, he went swiftly deep into the shop. I was surprised by his sudden actions and was about to chase Gramps Goru when the shop’s door was opened. It was opened so hard that the chime sounded like a tragic scream.


  「Hey, plebeian!」


  With her back to the sun and hands on her hips, a breeze swayed her short hair—— her hair was the colour of the dark blue sea, that suited a white sandy beach. She was in school uniforms, and her delicate features were dazzling. It would have been perfect if she didn’t call me a plebeian.


  「……Aina? Ehh, Welcome.」


  「I’m here!」


  She nodded elegantly, softly closed the door, then approached me with large strides. Her back was straight, and her walking motion was as practiced as a model, which was enough to show her great upbringing. She was a noble, an existence I still didn’t understand very well.


  「Plebeian.」


  A normal noble wouldn’t call others a plebeian, right?


  「Yes, yes, what is it?」


  Aina walked up to the counter, and stood there with her arms crossed.


  「I’m going to tell you off now, do you know why?」


  「I don’t know, don’t ask for the impossible.」


  What kind of declaration was that?


  Aina puffed her cheeks unhappily:


  「The nerve! How rude!」


  「Scolding people others out of the blue is much ruder.」


  「That’s because you are at fault! If not, I don’t want to scold you either!」


  She raised both hands and slammed it on the counter.


  「Listen up! It’s all your fault that Linaria-san is feeling so down!」


  Oh, that was my fault… I really regretted it……


  「Why are you so sullen all of a sudden, but it troubles me… Hey?」


  「I’m sorry for being alive……」


  「That’s too heavy, your depression is too heavy! Don’t be so depressed all of a sudden!」


  Seeing how frantic Aina was, I knew she wasn’t a nefarious girl, and had a forthright character. Even though she was Linaria’s stalker.


  「I will do as you say then. Please take a seat, I will brew some Coffee for you.」


  「…… You were acting just now, right?」


  She glared at me, but I pretended not to notice and brewed the Coffee. After feeling a stinging gaze, Aina finally sat down.


  「So, what have you done to Linaria-san? Hurry up and tell me, and depending on your answer, I might end you.」


  I stopped the Coffee bean grinder.


  「E-End who?」


  「You.」


  「From where?」


  「From this society.」


  I concealed the trembling in my hands as I turned the Coffee bean grinder. It’s terrifying because she might be able to do that. It was scary how obsessed she was about Linaria. In conclusion, nobles were scary.


  She found this shop by following Linaria, and asked me to make her the same meal as Linaria. I didn’t know what drove her, but she really liked Linaria, and might realize there was something wrong with Linaria.


  「How did you know that I’m the reason?」


  I asked, and Aina sighed.


  「Linaria-san almost never left the academy, and will either go for a stroll or come here when she is out. There’s nothing that could have affected Linaria-san in the academy, so the reason must be here.」


  「Maybe something happened in the academy?」


  「Impossible, I can say for certain that I know everything about Linaria-san in the academy.」


  She said that proudly, and that almost convinced me. Huh? How strange, I’m starting to think she was wrong in the head.


  「Like I said, stop finding excuses and confess everything.」


  I suppressed the trembling in my hands and brewed the Coffee. The girl before me had crazy eyes, but since outsiders weren’t allowed into the academy, she was a channel for me to understand Linaria’s situation and contact her. The stalking thing aside, she was the best choice to repair the relationships between Linaria and me.


  This was a chance, so I told her what happened.


  「Are you retarded?」


  She said in response to my explanation.


  Her unfiltered comment made me depressed, but I couldn’t refute her.


  「It’s not that bad, right?」


  When she heard me, Aina’s eyes turned cold. She looked at me as if I was walking garbage, and shook her head. Her delicate features made it even more chilly.


  「You.」


  Aina said.


  「Yes.」


  「You actually rejected a ladies Holy Fest invitation with such a boring excuse. Even if you want to turn her down, you need to observe etiquettes.」


  This was the first time I heard about that.


  「And Linaria-san invited you to the academy’s ball. Do you know the meaning behind a girl inviting a man to a ball? She’s asking you to be her dance partner.」


  I got the gist of the situation when I heard that.


  Aina ignored me as I was nursing my temple, and continued:


  「Which means, to Linaria-san who mustered her courage to invite a man, you are telling her 『I don’t want to be your dance partner』, got it?」


  I sat down with my hands on my head, hiding in the shadows behind the bar counter. Oh no, this was really bad.


  「Are you serious……」


  I muttered.


  「This is common sense!」


  Aina leaned over the counter and admonished me from above.


  「How would I know that kind of common sense……」


  The terms 「I would never have imagined」 and 「it’s really terrible」 spun in my head.


  To think that was common sense here.


  I knew that I might make some mistakes because I lacked knowledge in this world, but to think it was that bad.


  I never thought being invited to a ball had such a heavy significance.


  「You don’t understand at all how much significance there is behind a girl taking the initiative to invite you……」


  Aina sounded both sympathetic and resigned at the same time. Just staying there groaning didn’t help things at all, so I stood up.


  「I know, it’s all my fault. Apologize, I need to apologize to her.」


  I didn’t know if I could still make things right, but I had to do it. I could only guess how big of a blow I dealt to her, but I need to apologize for turning Linaria down without realizing how she felt.


  Aina’s face turned serious when she heard me say that.


  「…… Is there anything else?」


  I had a bad feeling about this. The shop had an awkward atmosphere of someone pointing out a grave mistake that had been made.


  「She didn’t say it herself, so I’m hesitant to say it.」


  「Please tell me.」


  I leaned forward and urged her to speak. I had gone all out, and was determined to accept my mistake and apologize properly. Aina reeled back a little from my pressure.


  「I-I get! I get it, so stop leaning in.」


  「Pardon me.」


  I resumed my posture, and Aina coughed with her cheeks slightly red:


  「Listen up.」


  「Yes.」


  「Holy Fest...」


  I gulped.


  「Is Linaria-san’s birthday.」


  —— I messed up.


  Seriously? Are you serious? The situation was so serious that I couldn’t keep up with the development.


  Birthday? Whose? Linaria’s?—— I covered my mouth.


  This felt like the worst screw up of my life.


  「The me from back then should just die.」


  「Hey, calm down.」


  Aina consoled me, but I already suffered an irreversible defeat.


  「No, there’s no way back, right? After all, she invited me to a ball on her birthday, and I turned her down immediately. It’s awkward, so of course she won’t visit the shop again!」


  The screams in my heart leaked out.


  「Ahh, really now, like I said, calm down!」


  Aina held my face with her hands, and I stopped moving.


  Aina’s face was right before me, her snow white skin and large eyes filled my vision with a gentle scent similar to a spring flower.


  「Yes……」


  I answered reflexibly.


  「Why do I have to take care of you?」


  I felt guilty pangs when I saw Aina rubbing her temples, but still laughed. Because I knew she was a kind and gentle girl despite being Linaria’s stalker.


  I was in a state of panic, so my mind felt clear right now. I took several deep breaths.


  「That’s right, no need to panic. I just need to resolve myself and accompany her to the ball.」


  「About that……」


  I turned to Aina, but she shook her head with a troubled face.


  「Linaria-san isn’t going to the ball.」


  —— It’s over. I laid onto the counter with my hands on my head.


  「It’s my fault that she can’t even attend the ball!」


  「It’s hard to scold you if you are that depressed. Really, what’s with you!?」


  Aina said exasperatingly.


  「Isn’t it too late?」


  「I don’t know, it all depends on you. If you give up now, then the match is over.」


  She said a little coldly. I straightened my posture. It was true, dallying here wouldn’t help at all.


  「I get it, I will try.」


  「Very well.」


  Aina nodded cheerfully.


  「I’m going back to the academy.」


  「Huh? Speaking of which, this is a school day.」


  It was still bright outside, and today was a weekday, so there should be classes going on in the academy.


  Aina was all smiles.


  「It’s fun to sneak out of school from time to time.」


  I thought she was a perfect noble lady, but she would pull off shady moves according to the situation too.


  After Aina finished her Coffee, she took out a fancy purse. It was the same deep blue colour like Aina’s hair, with delicate golden embroidery on it. She took out some coins and placed them on the counter.


  「Thank you for your hospitality, I will be back after school. Before that, please think of a plan.」


  With that, she swiftly left the shop before I could give her the change. She probably paid a bit more than the Coffee price because she didn’t give enough when she first visited.


  When the door chime quieted down, Gramps Goru poked his head out from within the shop.


  「Phew, that was close.」


  「What was close? Why did you run off to hide? That spooked me.」


  「That’s a secret.」


  I didn’t know what happened, but it was useless to think about Gramps Goru’s actions seriously, and gave up on that.


  I placed Aina’s cup into the wash basin, and Gramps Goru got back to his seat and said to me while stroking his long beard:


  「I got the gist of what happened.」


  「Oh, yes, right.」


  Speaking of which, I was explaining the situation to Gramps Goru when Aina suddenly barged in. I wanted to explain to him right now, but there was an awkward mood of my mistake being uncovered by someone else.


  「It’s fine, don’t feel so down! Things will work out when the time comes!」


  Gramps Goru said cheerfully.


  「Will it work out?」


  「It’s not like you got caught red handed in the red light district, or had a child with a side chick. This is trivial.」


  「Are you speaking from experience?」


  「That’s a secret.」


  Gramps Goru looked out the window, which made me a little uneasy. Was this grandpa fine? I stared at him, and he cleared his throat in a forced manner.


  「Rather then this!」


  He looked serious.


  「The problem is with Yu-kun.」


  「Oh, what’s the problem?」


  Compared to Gramps Goru, my problems were trivial.


  「Yu-kun, why did you turn down Linaria’s invitation?」


  「Even if you ask me why… Because I had never been to a ball and it feels scary.」


  「I see.」


  Gramps Goru nodded.


  「But is that really all?」


  He glanced at me with a rarely seen serious face.


  「A ball might sound intimidating, and if you are already used to it, you probably would have gone with Linaria. But it’s strange if that is the only reason you turned her down. Yu-kun, you aren’t someone who can make an immediate decision, but you turned down Linaria straight away, which baffles me.」


  I couldn’t avert my gaze from Gramps Goru’s face, because it was as he said, he saw right through me.


  「An invitation by a beautiful girl like Linaria will send any boy over the moon. But you rejected her without thinking twice, no man will do that. It’s impossible. If I was in your place, I will go to the ball with Linaria.」


  He started sounding creepy in the second half.


  「But you still rejected her, which means there is a reason why you made that snap decision.」


  「…… Erm, yes, right.」


  I admitted it. Gramps Goru saw through me, and I couldn’t find any excuse to refute him.


  「Can I ask what the reason is? If you don’t want to talk about it, I will forget about the whole thing. You see, people my age tends to be forgetful.」


  He winked at me, and I couldn’t help laughing. He was a weird old man who kept cracking jokes, but I knew he was actually really kind.


  I relaxed myself, and stated the complicated feelings rooted deep inside me. It seemed unexpectedly easy to vent my suppressed emotions.


  「I want to go home.」


  The feelings I believed one sidedly that others shouldn’t see and others wouldn’t understand. But I finally realized that I wanted to vent it out to others too.


  「Go home, huh… This place isn’t your home?」


  Gramps Goru sounded really gentle.


  「It’s very far away, so far that I didn’t know the way home.」


  「I see, that’s a problem.」


  I nodded.


  「But I might be able to return one day, or learn a way tomorrow. I couldn’t help thinking about that.」


  「Do you have family?」


  「My parents, grandfather, a cousin with poor livelihood skill who lived nearby, and many friends.」


  Everyone’s faces flashed across my mind, and surprisingly, they were all smiling.


  No one could explain to me why I came to this world. When I came to, I was already inside a Labyrinth. It might be the warped space inside the Labyrinth or the summoning spell of someone. I thought of all possible reasons, but couldn’t think of a way back to my old world, or what I should do.


  In the end, a stubborn old man who found me in the Labyrinth took care of me, and I took over this building that used to be a bar, and opened a Café.


  I tried to mimic my hometown’s Café, including the decor, equipment and atmosphere, so the shop was the only place that was like home, and wasn’t a different world. I could only feel at ease in this shop, and would keep me from wailing due to loneliness in this absurd other world.


  This was a place for me to stay in, and I was just a lost child.


  I didn’t know where I should go, nor find the way home. So I decided not to go anywhere and just stay in this place.


  What if I went out, and went in the opposite direction of home?


  Just the thought filled me with fear from heading forward.


  「Yu-kun, you are scared of becoming a part of this city.」


  I stared at Gramps Goru’s face. It was as he said.


  「You have a place you have to return to, but if you get too used to life in this city, you fear your urge to return will turn faint, and you won’t be able to go back. And that made you very uneasy.」


  I couldn’t say anything, the sorrow filled my chest as Gramps Goru soothed me.


  「I won’t say that I understand how Yu-kun feels, but I had a time when I felt the same way. Getting old isn’t all bad, we can accumulate experience and empathize with how others feel.」


  Gramps Goru smiled warmly.


  「Yu-kun, what do you think a home is?」


  「A home?」


  「Everyone says they want to go home.」


  Gramps Goru turned to the window. The pedestrians outside were all heading somewhere, or on their way home.


  「The place you grew up in is home, a place where you wait for your loved ones is also home, so is the place you are living in. So Yu-kun, this shop is also your home, right?」


  I nodded.


  「Then you need to realize one thing. Hey Yu-kun, home isn’t the only place you can return to.」


  「Home isn’t the only place……?」


  Gramps Goru nodded.


  「It’s true for me too. When I visit this shop, I will always feels like I have 『returned』. This shop with Yu-kun feels very comfortable, and I will feel at ease, as if I’m home.」


  I minced Gramps Goru’s words in my heart.


  「I’m not the only one who feels this shop is a place I can 『return』 to. To Linaria, Yu-kun and this shop is probably a place she can return to, so when she was turned down by Yu-kun, she became crestfallen.」


  I asked myself if I was the same, and didn’t get an answer.


  「A place to return to will always be built without you realizing it, and just a matter of when you will notice. Linaria probably noticed too. Yu-kun, you must understand how bad it feels when you can’t go back to the place you want to return to, right?」


  Gramps Goru knocked my head harshly. If that was true, and Linaria really thought so, then I could empathize with her deeply.


  「Yu-kun, let these old bones teach you a life lesson. It might sound like I’m preaching, but just bear with it.」


  I looked at Gramps Goru’s face.


  「Yu-kun, listen well. When a girl is away from home and waiting all alone, it is the obligation of the man to receive her.」


  I felt a bit dumbfounded, then nodded.


  「So, you should receive Linaria, and celebrate her birthday.」


  「You…… are right, there are many things I need to do.」


  「Oh? Any good ideas?」


  「Yes, I have the best idea.」


  This wasn’t a stroke of inspiration, but something that occurred to me when I spoke with Aina. It was a simple idea, but given the situation, it was now the best solution.


  「That’s great.」


  Gramps Goru’s wrinkles deepened as he smiled happily.


  Chapter 7: A Home for Someone


 

  To carry out my plan, I had mountains of things to do.


  I turned the signboard by the door to 「Closed for the Day」, closing the place early. There was just three days before Holy Fest. I told Gramps Goru I was closing shop, but he didn’t move. Judging that he wouldn’t do anything bad, I left him inside the shop. Ms Secretary was waiting outside as usual, so I asked her to keep an eye on Gramps Goru.


  I headed to the market to buy ingredients, and if possible, I wanted high quality ingredients.


  There were still a lot of ingredients for Café meals, but with the plan I had in mind, both the quality and quantity were worrying. The market carried a wide variety of ingredients, so I planned to purchase all that I needed here.


  「Huh……?」


  But I saw something unbelievable there.


  The ingredients that were normally piled up in heaps in the market were basically gone. Some stalls weren’t even open, and the high quality ingredients had been swiped clean.


  「Oh, Cafe Master. It’s rare seeing out in the day.」


  While I was standing before the market stiffly, an old man passing by spoke with me. He was part of the couple who frequented my shop.


  「Oh, erm, where are the ingredients?」


  I pointed at the market and asked, and couldn’t even speak clearly.


  「Ingredients? Oh, you are saying there aren’t many ingredients in the market?」


  I nodded profusely.


  「That’s to be expected! It’s almost Holy Fest, all the better ingredients have been sent to the capital.」


  「Are you serious!」


  「Yup, because Holy Fest is a holiday where we give thanks to our food. The high quality ingredients are sent to the capital, while the leftovers are bought out by the nobles, restaurants and the academy. We can only eat the good stuff one week later in the post festival.」


  What’s that? I had never heard of that, no, I was lacking in common sense, damn it.


  「What should I do if I absolutely wanted some ingredients?」


  「Not normal ingredients, but high quality ones? Well you will need to negotiate directly with the shops. But if you don’t have special connections and loads of cash, you will be out of luck.」


  I put my hand over my forehead when I heard that. I didn’t expect to run into a problem right from the start. I had no ingredients, and couldn’t do anything without special connections and wads of cash? Things wouldn’t align so well……


  Align……


  So well……


  Eh?


  「Thank you, mister!」


  「Hmm? Y-Yes, I will visit your shop next time!」


  「I will await your visit!」


  I ran towards the Café. If the market wouldn’t do, I had to use a special connection. I see, this was a good idea. I remembered I had a connection, and a super one at that.


  Praying that Gramps Goru was still in the shop, I rushed back to the Café. When I entered the shop, I saw Gramps Goru sitting casually inside with Ms Secretary standing by the wall.


  「Great! You are still here!」


  「Huh? Oh, it’s Yu-kun, you are looking for me?」


  「Not Gramps Goru, let me borrow Ms Secretary!」


  「Eh? Isn’t that being too mean to me?」


  Ignoring Gramps Goru, I walked towards Ms Secretary.


  「Ms Secretary!」


  「Yes, how may I assist?」


  Gramps Goru’s secretary was a competent, beautiful big sister. She was perfect today too, without a strand of hair out of place.


  「Please lead me to a place!」


  「Lead you? Where?」


  She cocked her head, her blonde hair rolling down her neck.


  「Corleone-san’s house, he is very famous, right?」


  This was a gamble, I heard the Corleone family was famous here, but was it to the extent that everyone knew where he lived. He might keep his residence a secret, and couldn’t be contacted without going through a lieutenant somewhere. That was a good possibility.


  Ms Secretary looked at my face with a faint smile.


  「If that is all, I might be able to help.」


  「That’s great!」


  Awesome, if she couldn’t do it, I would be out of ideas.


  Ms Secretary bowed at me and walked to Gramps Goru’s side.


  「Master, may I take Yu-san to the Corleone mansion?」


  「Tch, now I look useless. Okay, I will just play by myself.」


  「Apologies for intruding when you are throwing a tantrum, Master.」


  「I’m just kidding, don’t be mad. Go on then, remember to give him a reminder.」


  「Yes Sir.」


  After their conversation, Ms Secretary returned to my side.


  「Let us be off.」


  Ms Secretary seemed more cheerful than usual.


  「You seem very happy.」


  「Yes, there isn’t much chance to barge brazenly into the famed Corleone family of the underworld, so this is really exciting.」


  Ms Secretary said with a faint smile. She might be misunderstanding that we were going to pick on them? She was actually excited, was Ms Secretary from a war tribe? My mouth turned a little stiff.


  I stopped Ms Secretary who wanted to leave the shop excitedly, and went into the storage room to take two necessary items from the hidden vault. I then returned to her.


  After pumping myself up, I turned and left the shop.


  Asking Ms Secretary to guide me there was the right choice, and I felt relieved.


  When I heard the other party was a mafia boss, I thought we would be going to a suspicious bar in some shady street. But contrary to my expectations, Ms Secretary brought me to a high class residential zone with lots of tall buildings. I felt like going home right away. Why did the houses of rich people always seem so intimidating?


  However, Ms Secretary was beside me, so I couldn’t act like a wimp.


  I took deep breaths, and walked to the giant gates three times as tall as I was.


  Two burly men in black were standing there, which looked like a scene out of a movie. Huge mansion, bodyguards, and me, the plebeian.


  The men in black already noticed us, and called out when we approached:


  「How may I help you?」


  They were both huge wolf type beastmen, and I needed to lean my head back to look up at them. I remembered the wolfman attendant Corleone-san always had with him, and there might be many wolfmen inside the hare’s mansion.


  I searched my pockets, and the two men took a stance. Oh, they were wary of me. I quickly fished out the thing from my pocket, showing it on my palm.


  「I’m here to meet Corleone-san.」


  「T-This is……!」


  When Corleone-san visited the shop for the first time, he gave me a golden seal as payment for my cooking. He said 『use it to contact me』 when he gave that to me.


  So I used it, and it was much more effective than I imagined.


  「Pardon my insolence for not knowing you’re a guest bearing a Golden seal! I will open the door for you right away! Hey, notify the guys inside!」


  「Yes Sir!」


  The wild wolf turned tame in an instant and ushered us in, so Ms Secretary and I entered the gate. Being treated with so much respect felt as uneasy as sitting on a pin cushion.


  He politely asked me to wait for a moment. Someone in butler attire jogged over and welcomed me in from the gate, and I entered the mansion. It was hard for me to calm down as if I was some important bureaucrat or noble.


  Ms Secretary was amazing, acting the same way as usual without looking around her. She walked forward with a calm face, obviously used to this.


  The butler brought us to a drawing room, with a table surrounded by couches on two sides. It was a small room, but the decor was elegant without being overly gaudy.


  The butler ushered me to the couch, while Ms Secretary stood diagonally behind me. It seemed that the other party got the wrong idea, but I couldn’t stand up now.


  After the butler left the room, it became deathly quiet. Why didn’t Ms Secretary sit down beside me? No, I was a guest, so this was the correct way of doing things. No, I didn’t get it at all, but I do know one thing—— I couldn’t get used to this. I couldn’t sit on the couch like some lord, and could only sit properly like a timid girl.


  At this moment, the inner door opened, and I saw Wolfman-san who always accompanied Corleone-san to the shop. He was as big as ever. I then saw a petite hare by his feet, white and fluffy with droopy ears. This hare was Corleone-san.


  「I’m glad that you’re visiting, young man.」


  I could hear a deep voice in my ears. I learned later that Ms Secretary showed a perturbed face right then, since that dandy voice obviously came from that tiny hare.


  I stood up immediately, feeling that was the expected etiquette.


  「I’m happy to see you, Corleone-san. My apologies for the sudden visit.」


  「It’s fine, it’s great that someone can visit comfortably. As I got on with age, I would be treated with unnecessary ceremonies, which can be annoying at times.」


  He might look like a cute, small hare, but inside, he was a cool old man.


  「Please, take a seat.」


  He said to me, but I remained standing because Wolfman-san was staring daggers at me. He seemed to be saying 「You may not sit yet」, 「I will kill you」 and the likes.


  Corleone-san walked closer and jumped onto the couch opposite mine. Wolfman-san’s eyes finally softened, and I sat too.


  What kind of etiquette lesson was this? It was wrecking my heart.


  「So, what brings you here today? You are probably not here just for a chat, young man.」


  Fortunately, Corleone-san got right into the issue, and I felt relieved. I didn’t have experience with such negotiations, and wasn’t sure how to proceed.


  After clenching my fists, I leaned forward and said:


  「I heard Corleone-san is a gourmet.」


  「Indeed.」


  The hare nodded.


  「I just learned at the market that all the expensive ingredients had been bought out by the capital, nobles and restaurants.」


  「That is true, Holy Fest placed a lot of emphasis on extravagant dishes worthy to be served to St. Eminem, so it’s a day when the culinary world will develop the most.」


  「Actually, I want to host a party in the shop.」


  「Oh?」


  「But I don’t have enough ingredients, so I hope Corleone-san can share some with me.」


  Wolfman-san growled, signalling that I was out of line, but I couldn’t back down now.


  「How did you know that I have ingredients?」


  「Corleone-san is a gourmet, and got your hands on a few Devil’s Fruit shortly after it was found in the Labyrinth… Your passion for food was stronger than anyone, and had the connections to get Devil’s Fruit. On this day most important to the culinary world, you must have gathered a lot of ingredients.」


  Corleone-san stared at me when he heard that, and his nose kept twitching.


  「You are absolutely right. I’m really happy that you know me so well.」


  Wolfman-san growled a little sadly.


  「As you said, I gathered many ingredients. But not because I like Holy Fest, but to prevent fools who don’t understand the taste of food from using these precious ingredients to make inedible garbage.」


  He looked like a cute and fluffy hare on the outside, but his words were viscous.


  「During Holy Fest, people will make a lot of dishes, which are then bought, and then discarded. This holiday has been degraded into entertainment for the rich, so I hate this day. I rejected all party invitations and stay home like this.」


  He seemed to be implying something.


  「Are you saying you can’t share the ingredients with me?」


  「I’m not that interested, although I’m curious about the dishes you will make for Holy Fest.」


  I chew on Corleone-san’s words in my mind.


  He couldn’t stand huge amounts of ingredients being wasted on Holy Fest, which was why he hates Holy Fest, and couldn’t support my party.


  I realized I didn’t explain the most fundamental point to him.


  「Erm, Corleone-san.」


  「Yes?」


  「The party might be on Holy Fest, but it isn’t a party for St. Eminem.」


  「Oh, who is it for then?」


  He asked confoundedly.


  「It’s a birthday party for a friend.」


  Corleone-san was momentarily shocked, and started laughing.


  「Young man, are you gathering ingredients for a friend’s birthday party during St. Eminem, which is celebrated throughout the world? That’s why you came to my house? Really?」


  「Yes.」


  When he heard that, Corleone-san started rolling with his hands on his belly, and I could hear him suppressing his laughter. This was totally a scene of a cute hare playing around.


  「You are always acting outside of my expectations.」


  The hare continued while lying on the couch:


  「Is your friend a girl?」


  「Yes.」


  「Is she a beauty?」


  「She is absolutely stunning.」


  「I see.」


  The hare sat down properly.


  「The ingredients I gathered are all top class, and it would cost you quite a large sum of money.」


  He was testing me, wondering how I would answer. It would be great if I was a cunning linguist, but there was only one thing I could do. I stuck my hand into my other pocket and placed something on the table.


  The hare leapt onto the table and looked at that thing.


  「Oh! What a find, isn’t this the rough stone of a grey dusk gem?」


  This was something I received from Falluba-san one particular evening, a fist sized grey rough stone.


  Corleone-san lifted his head and said to me:


  「Young man, do you know the value of this thing?」


  「I’m not sure, is it not enough?」


  「No no no, this is enough, very much enough.」


  「I will pay with that thing then.」


  When he heard that Corleone-san held his belly and laughed again.


  「Hey Simot, have you ever seen a man who is willing to hand over a grey dusk stone just to celebrate a girl’s birthday on Holy Fest? And even came to the Corleone family to negotiate!」


  I looked at wolfman-san standing behind him, and wolfman-san looked at me in surprise:


  「I have never seen such a fool before.」


  He put a lot of gusto when he said ‘fool’.


  「But we have such a man standing before us today, Simot!」


  After laughing to his heart’s content, Corleone-san sat down properly and looked up at me.


  「My apologies for addressing you as a young man all this while. You are an incredible fool. Which means, you are a capable man.」


  He then sighed.


  「Good food and wine are enticing, but a good woman is another thing. They can fill your grey life with amazing colours. Without woman, a man’s life will have no value to speak of.」


  I had no words. The thing he was saying was too deep for a young one like me to comprehend.


  「Very well, it is a deal. I will send the ingredients to you tomorrow, you may use them as you please. By the way……」


  Corleone-san’s whiskers kept twitching.


  「You will invite me, I presumed? I like celebrations a lot.」


  I nodded matter of factly.


  When I left Corleone-san’s house, it was already evening, making me realize how much time had passed. After that, he said things like 「what dishes will you make?」 or 「Want me to loan you my chef?」 . I had a great time chatting with him and lost track of the time.


  As Aina would be coming to the Café after school, Ms Secretary and I bid Corleone-san farewell, and went on our way back.


  Liberated from the tense atmosphere, I relaxed a little, but Ms Secretary was as calm as always. On the way back, she bowed at me and said: 「Pardon me for failing to recognize your greatness.」 She seemed to have improved her evaluation of me greatly during my conversation with Corleone-san, but I couldn’t ask her anything and just acknowledged her with a grunt.


  Back at the Café, Gramps Goru was slumped at his seat as usual.


  Since I secured the ingredients, I told Gramps Goru that I would be hosting a birthday party for Linaria, and he said happily that he would definitely come.


  I guess Gramps Goru was someone with a high status. I thought he would be busy on Holy Fest, but since Ms Secretary didn’t say anything, it should be fine.


  I watched Ms Secretary drag Gramps Goru back to work, then sat down on a bar stool to rest.


  My idea was simple. Since Linaria invited me to Holy Fest but got turned down by me, so this time, I would invite her to a party, that was all. And compared to a ball in the academy, having a party in my shop is more relaxing.


  The lack of ingredients came as a surprise, but thanks to Corleone-san, that was resolved too. Next, I need to think about how to apologize to Linaria and invite her to the party. But that was impossible with just me alone.


  While I was thinking about Linaria, the door chimed. The sign on the door said we were closed, so there could only be one person that would barge in.


  「Sigh, so you are in after all. So why did you put up the closed sign.」


  Short, marine coloured hair, school uniform and pale skin. A girl with an air of elegance and the one who saved my life——Aina.


  「I was out just now.」


  「That means you already thought up a plan?」


  She walked to my side with brisk steps, and sat on a chair beside me.


  「Let’s hear it.」


  「I want to hold a party in this shop.」


  「For Holy Fest?」


  Aina asked with her head cocked.


  「No, it’s a birthday party for Linaria.」


  「That’s a splendid idea.」


  Aina nodded in agreement.


  「But do you have any problems with the ingredients? If you are celebrating a birthday, you can’t just serve normal dishes, even more so if it’s a party. By the way, why a party?」


  「I want to go all out and hold a grand party, one that is more alluring than the academy, and I plan to invite all my regular patrons. I don’t know how many will come, but I already have the ingredients ready.」


  When she heard that, Aina opened her eyes wide open.


  「Can you even buy them now? Everyone’s hit hard by the shortage in ingredients.」


  「Hit hard?」


  「Yes, since the Corleone family hoarded it all, so the capital and the nobles had a hard time preparing the ingredients. Even if they negotiate directly with the Corleone family, he is famous for not compromising easily when it comes to food……」


  It was my turn to be surprised.


  「Is that so?」


  「Yes, when it comes to food, even the nobles don’t dare to offend Corleone easily. He has an incredible passion for food, and the word on the street is, if you want top class ingredient, you need to find Corleone.」


  I finally understood that when Ms Secretary said 「failing to recognize your greatness」 to me, she was complimenting my courage to purchase ingredients from Corleone-san. I knew that he was a great person, but I never imagined him to be this incredible.


  「Under such circumstances, who did you buy the ingredients from?」


  I groaned, then decided it would be easier to converse by not speaking the truth.


  「It’s a secret.」


  Aina glared at me, but decided not to pursue the matter.


  「Anyway, it’s great that you can hold a party. So, how do you plan to make up with Linaria-san?」


  That was a problem.


  「Aina, can you bring her to this shop?」


  「That will be difficult.」


  Aina said with her fist near her lips:


  「Linaria-san has a hard-to-approach air about her in school, so even if I invited her, she might not agree. Well… she is wary of me.」


  I concurred with a nod. To Linaria, Aina was a stalker, and she probably didn’t like the idea of visiting my shop.


  「The only way left is……」


  I said, and Aina nodded.


  「Yes, you have to find her yourself.」


  I already considered that and wasn’t too surprised, but I still felt uneasy.


  「But the school prohibits outsiders from entering, right?」


  「Yes, students need to show their card when entering the school too, and there are sentries at the entrance.」


  Since many nobles and wealthy children attend the academy, security was naturally tight. It would be difficult to infiltrate.


  「Is there no other way?」


  「No, it’s possible, I have an idea.」


  Aina raised her hands to face level and clapped twice. With that signal, the door opened and a white flash entered nimbly. Most shocking of all, the door didn’t chime at all. How was that possible?


  I turned and saw a girl in maid attire standing behind Aina. She entered through the door, but her posture there was so natural that I thought she had been there all along.


  Aina stared at my shocked face with a cheerful face.


  「Normally, it will be impossible to infiltrate into the academy, but since this is right before the Holy Fest ball, there is a way.」


  「No, erm, can you stop pretending that nothing has happened? Who is this maid?」


  Aina ignored me and said with her chest puffed up:


  「Listen up, the ball is a battlefield for the nobles. It is a great place to get to know excellent people in the academy and build up connections. Depending on the situation, it is also a place to choose a prospective wedding partner.」


  I listened to Aina as I snuck glances at the maid. She had her hands crossed before her abdomen with her gazes lowered, and didn’t move an inch.


  「And of course, the students will put in effort to dress up, and there will be decor delivered from their homes and workshops. And the ones carrying these are the servants from outside the academy.」


  Aina raised her left hand gently.


  「Totto, give me that.」


  「Yes, milady.」


  The maid named Totto reached behind her waist and took out a white cloth bundle, and placed it on the bar counter. I decided to ignore the issue of the maid for now, and looked at the white bundle. It was quite sizable, and there should be something soft inside.


  「Open it.」


  Aina said, and I undid the bundle’s knot without any hesitation. Inside was a neatly folded set of black coat, black pants, and a white shirt.


  「Could this be……」


  This might be a different world, but the clothing culture wasn’t too different, so I immediately realized what this set of clothes could be.


  「Yes, it’s a butler attire.」


  Aina said.


  「Put this on to disguise yourself as my servant, and infiltrate the school.」


  Aina said decisively with her finger pointed right at me.


  「…… You seemed really excited.」


  「Milady has always admired the lives of adventurers.」


  「Totto!」


  The maid said softly, and Aina wailed with blushed cheeks as she waved her hands at the maid. She then glared at me.


  「That’s not true.」


  「I think it’s great though, I like adventures too.」


  「Anyway, forget about it right now!」


  Aina puffed her cheeks. Totto really enjoyed seeing Aina throwing a fuss, and it was clear how the relationship between them was.


  「Anyway, I will help you get into the academy! Listen, this is a special exception, so be grateful and tell Linaria-san how useful I am, and also……」


  「And also?」


  I asked, and Aina lowered her gaze as she poked the tips of her index fingers together.


  「…… I hope you can invite me to the party.」


  The answer to that was obvious.


  We put the plan into action immediately.


  Now was as good a time as any, and I had a more pressing need.


  Simply put, there wasn’t much time left. To invite everyone to the party, I need to contact my regulars, and Corleone-san will be sending the ingredients over tomorrow, so I need to think of the menu too.


  If I wanted to apologize to Linaria, I needed to quicken the pace, and invite her as early as possible. That fueled my desire to infiltrate the academy as soon as possible.


  But I wanted to confess one thing, this plan seemed to be full of holes, since criminals wouldn’t be fazed if they could infiltrate the academy by just wearing butler attires.


  I thought to myself as I changed clothes in the back room of the Café. The size was too big, but that couldn’t be helped. As expected of nobles, the texture felt great and I could understand how finely tailored it was.


  According to Aina, Linaria had been visiting the library every day after school was out. It was already evening, so I should be able to make it if I rush over there now, so the three of us headed to the academy.


  I felt a bit awkward wearing the butler attire I wasn’t used to, and infiltrating the academy made me feel tense. I reached the academy while thinking about all that.


  I was dumbstruck by the grandiose of the academy building.


  This was the first time I had seen such a gigantic building in this world, which could only be described as a castle rising into the sky.


  With a spire rising in the centre, the walls and towers were erected on both sides in symmetry. Countless windows were lined up neatly in equidistance on the buildings, and white pillars formed the passageways. Behind them were huge buildings with roofs that had sharp angles, and looked just like a castle surrounded by city walls. How was this an academy? It would be weird if a king wasn’t living here. The wide open school gates were majestic, and the white walls that extended far to the left and right.


  There was a non stop flow of pedestrians and elegantly decorated carriages, with a few guards inspecting the cargo. Aina passed through the entrance brazenly, with the maid and I following behind her. The guard glanced our way, but didn’t check Aina’s student pass.


  「Eh, aren’t they going to check your pass?」


  When she heard that, Aina smiled sweetly at me.


  「I told you they would check our student passes, but that was a lie.」


  「Huh……」


  「There are strict restrictions in the purchase of uniforms, so I can enter freely by wearing one.」


  「Why did you lie……」


  「Well, they won’t check for passes, but it’s the truth that you can’t enter without a uniform. Because I’m here, you can enter while wearing a servant’s attire.」


  Since she said so, I could only accept it. Maybe I could have entered by just applying through the proper channels?


  The academy grounds were large and the grounds were all stone paved, and there were huge fountains and courtyards too. I looked around me, and all the buildings I saw were grand with the majesty of history behind them. However, the high walls around us also felt cramped and suffocating.


  There were many students in uniform in the academy, and they all looked around my age. I felt out of place and uncomfortable here, understanding once again that I was an outsider.


  I tried to not look around me and walked with my head bowed.


  I didn’t know how long I walked, it felt like a long way, yet short at the same time. When I realized it, Aina had stopped.


  I looked up, and found a short flight of steps leading to a grey building. The other places were all white, and only this place looked as if its colours had faded, giving it a deeper sense of history. The two-storied rectangular building had a crude aura about it.


  「This is the library, Linaria-san should be inside…… Are you alright?」


  Aina turned to me, her eyes filled with worry. I said with a smile:


  「Of course, I will be right back.」


  I shook my head to perk myself up, then climbed the stairs. The stairs were deep, so I needed to walk two steps on each of the stairs. The library doors were wide open, giving it a cold atmosphere of a public facility and the smell of ancient history, like mold, dust and old papers.


  It was like the grand chapel.


  This was a rectangular space so wide that you could barely look from one end to the next. Book shelves were spread equally on either side, with a bookcase that reached the ceiling placed right next to a wall. The book shelves beside the passageway were so tall you needed to raise your head to see the top, and the shelves formed a sort of Labyrinth with ladders spaced out around them.


  The large tables in the centre each seated 8 people, and they were all students.


  Using a red head as a marker, I slowly walked along the passageway.


  The students who tore their eyes away from their books to look at me were all puzzled. My butler attire stood out, but I tried my best to ignore that and swiftly headed deeper in.


  After walking for a while, when I thought she had probably gone back, I finally found my target. She was seated in a corner of the innermost table. Her left elbow was on the table as she leaned slightly forward to stare at her book.


  When I approached her, she didn’t turn to the next page. Her textbook was open, but she wasn’t reading it.


  My heart started racing out of the blue. I became nervous, and thought about why I was here. I was always hiding in my shop, so what was I doing here in the library of the academy? And wearing butler attire at that.


  The answer was stupidly simple.


  I came to meet that girl.


  She came to my shop like a stray cat, and when she was gone, I searched for her and ended up here.


  When I saw her eyes that were looking at the book, her long lashes and the bright coloured hair on her shoulder, I felt that nothing else mattered. I felt small for holding firm to my wish to go home and refusing to integrate into this world. I just wanted to speak with her right now.


  I walked to the seat before her, but she didn’t look up. I pulled the chair and sat down, then stared at her with my arms crossed, wondering when she would notice me.


  At this moment, someone in another seat coughed, which caused a ripple in this silence. She lifted her head and opened her mouth wide when she saw me.


  「…… Why?」


  Of all the faces I had seen her make, this was the closest to her true self. I laughed happily and called her name.


  「Hi Linaria, how are you doing?」


  She opened and shut her mouth several times and looked around her.


  「How am I doing…? No, instead of that, erm, why are you here?」


  「Why? I’m here for you, Linaria, I came to see you.」


  「How did you do it?」


  I spread my arms wordlessly.


  「…… What’s with your clothes?」


  「It can’t be helped, Aina said I can’t come in if I don’t wear this.」


  Linaria frowned at that. She seemed reserved towards Aina.


  「Don’t make that face, she helped me a lot.」


  「…… I will think about it.」


  My worst fears didn’t happen, and I was happy that we could talk like usual.


  「Linaria.」


  「What?」


  I lowered my head in apology.


  「I’m very sorry for turning you down even though you took the effort to invite me.」


  I stared at the grains of the table, but Linaria didn’t react.


  I didn’t know how many seconds had passed. I couldn’t help but peeked at her, and saw Linaria covering her face with both hands. Huh?


  「Erm, Linaria?」


  「No, stop talking about that, it’s embarrassing.」


  She mumbled, and I felt relieved, and the urge of laughter welled up in me. I shouldn’t laugh at her, but she was just too cute, so it couldn’t be helped.


  She noticed I was suppressing my laughter, and glared at me through the gaps of her fingers with one eye. I could tell from just that gap that her face was red from embarrassment.


  「Why are you laughing, don’t you know how embarrassing it is for a girl’s invitation to get rejected immediately?」


  「I’m really sorry, I don’t really understand things like that, so of course I don’t know.」


  「If you know now, then don’t smile like that.」


  She was going to get angry for real, so I held back my laughter, but couldn’t hide the smile on my face. That was why Linaria was glaring at me.


  「I can’t do this, my mood has been messed up by you. Just what do you want? What are you doing here in those weird clothes?」


  Linaria stretched her back like a kitten with her arms pulled forward, and buried her face between them.


  「Actually, I’m here to invite you. And saying weird clothes is unnecessary.」


  「Invite?」


  Linaria raised her head.


  「To where?」


  I took a few deep breaths, realizing that inviting someone was very nerve wracking. I am worried about being rejected, but I still met Linaria’s gaze and said:


  「Will you be free in three days? That just happens to be Holy Fest.」


  Linaria shivered.


  「I-I see, I wonder if I am free? Hmm.」


  「You are not going to the academy’s ball, right?」


  「…… How did you know?」


  「Aina.」


  「Damn it……」


  Linaria buried her face in her hands again. And I could hear her mumbling something.


  「I’m free.」


  「I see, that’s great.」


  I poked the back of Linaria’s left palm with my index finger.


  「I want to hold a party in the Café on that day and invite my regulars to a meal.」


  Linaria pulled her left hand back, and I poked her right palm this time.


  「…… Ahem, not bad, sounds like fun.」


  「If possible, I hope Linaria can come too.」


  Linaria didn’t react.


  「If possible, I hope Linaria can come too.」


  I repeated myself, and Linaria’s shoulders quivered. I waited for her to speak, but she didn’t react and kept trembling her shoulders. There was no other way. I took a deep breath, using the voice I trained by serving customers to shout:


  「If possible, I hope Linaria——!」


  「Wait! I get it! I will go! I will go, so be quiet!」


  I could feel the gazes of the students inside the library focused on us. I always avoided such gazes, but gathered them on my own violation this time without minding too much. If I could get this panicking goal to agree, then everything was worth it.


  「Aina will pick you up in the evening three days later.」


  「Pick me up? But why?」


  To stop you from finding out that it was your birthday party. So I would ask Aina to fetch you only when we were ready.


  —— And of course, I didn’t leak the plan.


  

  Final Chapter


  After completing my academy infiltration mission, my days turned really busy.


  I invited my regulars to the birthday party during operation hours. I only limited it to those who knew Linaria, since I couldn’t invite everyone. If I had more people, I could ask more people, but it wasn’t possible at this juncture. Fortunately, many people, such as adventurers, took the day off on Holy Fest eve.


  I needed to prepare the ingredients after closing shop, and the quantities sent by Corleone-san were amazing, which included many things I had never seen before. It was tough tasting each ingredient and thinking about what to make with them.


  I didn’t expect it, but I was lucky that the Corleone family chef came to my shop with the ingredients. He was proficient in making party food, and I asked him to help me to prepare those, while I focused on my own dishes.


  I also went to buy something, and it was obvious what it was for. It was lame to not send a present during a birthday celebration, so this took the most effort from me.


  As I busied myself, prepared for the party, brewed Coffee and so forth, when I realized it, it was already Holy Fest.


  Holy Fest was incredibly festive, with lucky strings hanging on all the buildings, banners with elegant embroidery and colourful frills in a mix of vivid colours. There weren’t high class ingredients, but the stall owners who used all the ingredients they had saved in one go were earning a killing. People flood in from all directions, and just walking on the streets was difficult.


  The situation didn’t change too much close to evening. There were sounds of drums, flutes and some incredible brass tube instruments, and the voices of people were nonstop. There were bonfires everywhere, with bright lights in every house. There was this phrase that said “the city never sleeps”, and the night had disappeared from this city on this day.


  It was the same in my shop.


  The decor in the shop was completely different from usual.


  The chairs were pushed to the walls or into storage, leaving just the tables. Large plates were placed on the tables and the bar counter with plenty of food, along with all sorts of beverages.


  Almost everything was prepared by the chef Corleone-san sent over, and I didn’t have that much work to do.


  That was because there were a lot more regulars joining the party than I expected.


  I thought there would just be a few people, but there were enough people to fill the entire shop. Thanks to that, we didn’t have enough food and the chef was making more right now.


  「Yu-san, the wine Corleone-san brought is really high grade.」


  Ms Secretary whispered to me.


  The shop was noisy because the regulars were conversing with each other, so it would be hard to hear her without doing this.


  「Please put it in that corner, those who want a glass can help themselves.」


  「Will that be fine? Even nobles can’t afford such good wine.」


  「It’s fine. I won’t know what to do with it anyway, so let me treat you, Ms Secretary.」


  「…… It’s been a while since I received such a troubling temptation.」


  Ms Secretary furrowed her brows troublingly. She seemed to be a wine lover.


  She was wearing something different from her usual suit. It wasn’t a gown, but her clothes looked more elegant than usual, which increased her mature charm and made my heart race.


  「Don’t lay your hands on her.」


  While I was mesmerized, I heard a voice from behind. I didn’t need to turn back to know it was Gramps Goru.


  「I won’t.」


  「Hmmp, how boring.」


  Gramps Goru came as invited. He kept chatting with others and ate heartily, and was the one who was enjoying himself the most.


  「Oh, a new dish! I must try some.」


  He yelled and charged to the dish that had just been served.


  「Can he stay here right now? He doesn’t have anything else scheduled?」


  I asked Ms Secretary, and she shook her head.


  「He skipped out on work as usual.」


  「That can’t be good.」


  「I already informed them that I will bring him back, so it will be fine for now.」


  「Huh?」


  I checked out Ms Secretary from head to toe, she was dressed to enjoy the party.


  Bring him back? Dressed like that?


  「Well, there are times when I want to let go and enjoy myself. When I heard about an interesting party in this wonderful shop, of course I will participate. I always works seriously, so can you forgive me for just today?」


  The usually cold, poker faced beautiful big sister smiled gently with a wink. There were no men in this world who could resist. It was impossible. I nodded firmly.


  Ms Secretary looked at the wine in her hand, and went to the wine connoisseur corner of the shop. She was going to drink it, right? I wanted to see.


  「Yu-san! The dishes are done!」


  Nina ran over from the back of the shop. She usually works in the mansion of a noble, and would purchase Coffee beans here for the mansion’s use. She was a regular who would visit the Café on her day off.


  「Thank you, and sorry for asking you to help on your day off.」


  「Don’t mind it! I love to work!」


  Nina, who was in maid attire, flexed her biceps, and was planning to help right from the start. She came early and worked hard from the layout, serving dishes and ushering the guests. I invited her as a guest, but she was working so hard. I felt bad about this, but she was a great help.


  「Nina, please enjoy the party too.」


  「Yes! I’m already enjoying it a lot!」


  She smiled brilliantly before rushing off in a hurry with a pot to refill the guests’ glasses. What an amazing girl.


  There was a large crowd in the shop, and I knew everyone here.


  The usually deserted Café had drawn in so many customers before I realized it.


  Elf nee-san was seated by the window wearing brighter clothing than usual. She braided her hair and read books as usual. The old dwarf and old grocer were discussing something heatedly. The beastman brothers were sharing a mountain of food. The girl delivering the ingredients and daily necessities to the shop listened to Gramps Goru’s stories with sparkling eyes.


  Nortri was seated weakly in a corner, her mother was squatting before her and speaking with her. Mama Notri was smiling gently while Nortri averted her face bashfully, what a warming scene.


  「Good evening.」


  I greeted the two of them, and Nortri turned her face to the side.


  「Café Master! Thank you for taking care of my child. Notri, say something.」


  「He didn’t…… take care of me……」


  Nortri shook her head.


  「That can’t be? You keep talking about Café Master at home.」


  「No I didn’t… You’re saying nonsense……」


  「You sure are a handful.」


  Mama Notri ruffled Notri’s hair, and Notri’s attempt to get away was futile. Mama Notri smiled, and Nortri seemed really happy too. Families are great, I thought as I walked away.


  All the customers seemed very happy.


  However, Falluba-san in human form and Arbel-san who tied up her silver hair into a bun glared at each other tensely.


  And that created a deserted zone around them.


  「Is something wrong?」


  I asked, and they turned to me and said:


  「Café Master! You came at the right time! Tell this big bodied taste idiot! Tell him that he don’t understand the delicious taste of Coffee!」


  Arbel-san shouted.


  「Oh, Café Master! Great! Knock some senses into this lanky taste retard! Tell her that it’s a waste to serve her Coffee!」


  Falluba-san yelled.


  They both had biased opinions about Coffee, so I decided to ignore this useless argument.


  「Hey, Café Master! Where are you going!?」


  「Right, Café Master! We are not done yet!」


  I hoped the two of them would get along.


  At the same time, a buff wolfman and a white hare with droopy ears were standing before the table with the dishes, with the hare chewing nonstop.


  「Corleone-san, I’m really indebted to you this time.」


  I bowed, and he looked up at me while continuing to chew:


  「Pay it no mind, this is a proper contract, and I received just compensation. Speaking of which, what is this dish? It’s tender and springy, and the juice and sauce are delicious too.」


  「This is grilled Hamburg steak, I’m planning to add this into the menu in the near future.」


  「Hmm, that’s another reason to dine here. Do tell me if you are out of work, I will definitely hire you.」


  I couldn’t help grinning. Even if this Café got closed down, I had another means of making a living.


  「Simot, eat up too, this is delicious.」


  「But Boss, meat with tender texture is……」


  「What are you talking about? Even I am eating meat, as a representative of carnivores, why are you so picky?」


  I turned to leave, and could hear their conversations from behind me. I went through the crowd towards the entrance, it was almost time for her to come.


  The party should be held quietly, but because all the guests had strong personalities, it became unexpectedly rowdy. I felt uneasy, wondering if everyone knew the original goal.


  While I was waiting worriedly, the door opened without the chime ringing. The one entering with such a mysterious technique was Aina’s personal maid, Totto.


  「They will be here soon.」


  「I see, thank you.」


  I asked Aina and her to fetch Linaria.


  That’s right, this was Linaria’s birthday party, and a surprise party at that.


  I clapped my hands a few times, and the guests focused their eyes on me.


  「Everyone, thank you very much for coming here on Holy Fest. On this day where the world celebrates Holy Fest, there is one person who is more worthy of celebration. That’s right, it’s Linaria.」


  The shop broke out into whistles and applause. They were all eager to play along.


  「Today is the birthday of our Linaria! This is a party to celebrate her birthday, the Holy Fest is just a sideshow! The star, Linaria, will be coming here soon!」


  The place erupted into cheers, and the atmosphere was a little scary. I didn’t feel confident about leading everyone. My instincts were usually on point, especially at times like this.


  「Everyone listen up! Don’t let your guard down!」


  Gramps Goru jumped out with his hands held high.


  「We are celebrating for our cute Linaria! Go all out! Get ready!」


  Suddenly, lights filled the place, which was undoubtedly the light from a magic circle.


  Hey, wait, could it be…


  Before I could stop it, the door was already open and lights shone in from everywhere.


  「Happy!」


  Someone yelled:


  「Birthday!」
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  Everyone’s voices overlapped each other, and colourful lights flew inside the shop. This was either this way of celebrating in this world, or something like a party popper. But...


  Everyone was very happy.


  A few hours had passed, but the shop was as rowdy as ever.


  With Gramps Goru’s mysterious show of talent as the cue, the shop held impromptu performances. I couldn’t keep up with their intense emotions, and quietly left the shop.


  The sky had completely darkened, and the yellow street lights were lit.


  I had an indescribable feeling.


  When I first started this shop, there weren't any customers, and there was a lot of space. And now? It felt really cramped, the shop seemed small with so many people here.


  When did the number of people increase so much?


  When did he get so many willing customers for his Café?


  Totto’s laughter came from the shop I started, and felt strange from outside the shop. In short, it was wonderful.


  I showed a satisfied smile, and the shop opened at this moment, and the happy noises leaked out from inside.


  「…… What are you doing?」


  It was Linaria. She was wearing her uniform as usual, but she had let her hair down today.


  「I’m here to get some air.」


  「I see.」


  With that, Linaria left the shop. When the door closed, the noises faded away. The two of us stood outside and stared blankly at the sky.


  「Hey.」


  「Yes?」


  「Thank you for holding this party for me.」


  「You’re welcomed.」


  I felt a little bashful, but my feelings of pride outshone that.


  「This is the first time someone celebrated my birthday for me.」


  「Really?」


  I turned to her.


  「Yes, I got separated from my parents when I was young, so this is the first time anyone celebrated my birthday. I’m so happy, and it feels like this will make up for all the birthday I didn’t celebrate.」


  I will never forget her smile today. I couldn’t describe how charming she was.


  「I’m really grateful.」


  I regressed to my grade school days and kept nodding. I suddenly became nervous, since anyone would get tense after seeing that smile. I hid the present for Linaria in the pocket of my apron, and now was the best time to give it to her.


  「Oh, I became friends with Aina.」


  I was thinking about how to switch topics when she said that to me.


  「Really?」


  「This is better than she following me around, I know she isn’t a bad person.」


  「That’s great.」


  Aina seemed very lively at the party, and this might be the reason. She must be overjoyed.


  「And so, I can study in the academy now. However……」


  Linaria said with her hands crossed behind her, staring at the ground.


  「Can I still come here?」


  I laughed at the sight of Linaria peeking at me to watch for my reaction.


  I suddenly remembered what Gramps Goru said.


  Home wasn’t the only place we could return to.


  If my shop could become a place where someone wanted to return to, there would be nothing more blissful than that.


  This was a different world, there were magic, Labyrinth, beastman and other races. However, the people here weren’t so different from us, they sought out a place to return to, love delicious food, and would gather to celebrate a friend’s birthday wholeheartedly.


  I looked right into Linaria’s eyes.


  「Of course, I will be waiting for you in the shop.」


  「—— Yes.」


  Linaria nodded firmly.


  I finally had the feeling that I was integrating into this world a little, and understood what I should do. I couldn’t be a hero or adventure in the Labyrinth, but there were things I could do—— that was how I felt.


  I still had the important mission of giving Linaria the gift, which was in my pocket.


  I reached into my pocket with an invincible feeling.


  「Hey Linaria! Where are you!」


  When I was about to call Linaria’s name, I heard Gramps Goru call from inside the shop. The strength left my body at this instant, and Linaria smiled awkwardly.


  「I wonder what’s happening? I’m heading back.」


  「Yes, I will go with you.」


  Her long vermillion hair swayed behind her and Linaria returned to the shop. The important mission was on hold for now, and I put the gift back in my pocket with a wry smile.


  Never mind, I could probably give it to her smoothly next time.


  And I could definitely live on in this world.


  When I returned to the shop, I noticed the sign was saying 「Open for Business」. So I flipped it and hung it back.


  I then open the door to the shop filled with laughter.


  Bonus Chapter: Memories of Rainy Days


  「It’s raining.」


  Linaria muttered while looking out the window. She curled her bangs with her finger with a sighed.


  「It is.」


  I answered after looking out the window.


  The rain that started out in the morning with a fog-like drizzle turned into a downpour that could soak the hems of one’s pants. On days like this, business would be slow. It was afternoon now, but there was just Linaria here.


  So I had nothing to do, no customers to greet, and just waited blankly with Linaria for time to pass.


  「I hate rainy days.」


  「But why? Because you will get wet?」


  「That’s one reason.」


  Linaria reached into her long vermillion hair on her shoulder and flicked it behind her. She then fidgeted with her hair and said:


  「I bid farewell with my parents on a rainy day too.」


  「Hold it right there.」


  That wasn’t a topic to bring out right now.


  It was too heavy. For idle chatter, it was too heavy for me to respond with a 「Yes, it can’t be helped.」


  「Just kidding.」


  Seeing me panic, Linaria said with a devious smile.


  「…… I completely understand that you have no talent for jokes.」


  「Oh, how regrettable, I will think of a more interesting joke next time.」


  Linaria said cheerfully, while fatigue washed over me.


  She supported her cheek with one arm on the table.


  「Rainy days makes me feel lonely, it has a feeling of solitude.」


  「Solitude, huh.」


  I thought about my past, and realized I had never felt this way before.


  「I like rainy days though.」


  「But why?」


  I moved the Coffee cup in my hand to my face and said:


  「Because I like holding a hot cup of Coffee like this and enjoying the scenery outside. The scenery on rainy days were completely different from what I have been used too, and the sound of rain is also healing for the soul.」


  Linaria suddenly turned silent. I looked her way, and saw she had a look of surprise.


  「…… What is it?」


  When she heard me ask that, she said with an impressed voice:


  「You sound like a bard, this is the first time I met someone describing rainy days like that.」


  「You are praising me, right?」


  「No, I’m taking a dig at you.」


  At that, I rolled up my sleeves.


  「Let’s take this outside. I won’t hold back against a girl.」


  「You’re on, the results of my melee combat classes have always been great.」


  I silently rolled down my sleeves.


  「I hate the rain, it’s wet and moist, and my clothes won’t dry.」


  「I should learn your speed at changing your pace……」


  I ignored the dumbfounded gaze pricking the side of my face, and took a sip of my Coffee. Coffee tasted extra strong on rainy days, and it’s fragrance was more calming than on normal days.


  We didn’t say anything to each other. We stared out the windows blankly, with just the sound of the rain inside the shop.


  There were still pedestrians on rainy days, and quite a number at that. Some wrapped their coats tightly around them and others held large umbrellas, people passed by the window nonstop.


  In our field of vision, there was a child in a bright red raincoat charging into a puddle and playing in it; a woman followed the child, squatted down and said something briefly. She then stood up and the two left while holding hands. They were all smiles, walking in the rain while sharing an umbrella.


  They were probably parent and child. I peeked at Linaria, and she was looking out the window without any change in expression. But she seemed a bit more melancholic, probably because of the rain.


  I wanted to say something to her, formulating words in my mind.


  「I bought a new umbrella recently.」


  When she heard that, Linaria looked my way.


  「Speaking of umbrella, have you heard the rumour that the words you hear under an umbrella sound the nicest?」


  「Really?」


  「I only heard about it, and don’t know if it is true. Since it is raining, why don’t we give it a try?」


  「You want to try now because it happens to be raining?」


  Linaria looked at me suspiciously.


  「Yes, that has been troubling me all this while, and I can’t confirm it alone.」


  「Is there a need to confirm this?」


  「I’m really bothered by this, so let’s go.」


  I said while undoing my apron. Linaria opened her eyes wide at that, and then showed a gentle expression.


  「Alright, I get it, it can’t be helped.」


  I held the umbrella and left the shop with Linaria as the gentle drizzle fell.

OEBPS/Images/002.png





OEBPS/Images/0004.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0003.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/001.png





OEBPS/Images/004.png





OEBPS/Images/0015.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0013.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0011.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0010.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/003.png
MSRPSSREBO
T RSHROKRON






OEBPS/Images/0008.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0007.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/0006.jpeg





