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  Prologue


  I heard an explosion and my shoulders shuddered in reflex, and the glass I was wiping slipped from my hand.


  「Ah.」


  I reached for it, but it slipped past my fingers.


  The glass I failed to save was sucked towards the floor in slow motion. It hit the floor with a crack, and the glass shattered in shards.


  「Oh my. Yu-kun, are you hurt?」


  Gramps Goru seated at the bar counter asked with his palm still supporting his cheek.


  「I’m fine, what was that explosion just now?」


  「No idea.」


  Gramps Goru yawned disinterestedly.


  That explosion could be heard throughout the city, but he didn’t even bat a brow.


  「Isn’t an explosion in the city a serious matter?」


  When he heard that, Gramps Goru said with a wave of his hand:


  「Explosions are a trivial matter that can be settled quickly. If you get worked up every time, you will tire yourself out.」


  Hmm, so there were explosions happening every now and then in this world.


  I came to this fantasy world out of the blue a few years ago. The residents and culture were very different from the standards I knew.


  I was running a Café, but there were times when my conversation with my customer didn’t make sense. And I got treated like a weirdo for it.


  I almost accepted Gramps Goru’s words… but that was bullshit!


  「Things wouldn’t normally explode, have you been living a life surrounded by dangerous explosives?」


  There was incredible magic technology in this world, but there shouldn’t be frequent explosions.


  I took out a broom and dustpan from the storeroom, then carefully swept up the broken glass from the floor. No matter how common magic was, it couldn’t recover a broken glass. A drinking glass was rather expensive, so who should I bill this to? I wanted to complain to the culprit who caused the explosion.


  And I had never heard an explosion so loud before, what happened? It wasn’t an explosion to demolish a skyscraper, so I couldn’t imagine the reason for it.


  「Ughh, I’m worried.」


  「It’s nothing major if it’s just that loud.」


  Gramps Goru lazily replied to my mumbling.


  He maintained his posture by supporting his cheek with his hand, then dug his ear with his pinkie finger and blew at it. Each of his movements gave off the feeling of boredom.


  Gramps Goru liked unexpected events, and would go and watch excitedly if there was an explosion disrupting the peace in this city.


  So what was going on here?


  He said explosions always happen, slumped into his chair and dug his ear! I even suspect he was an imposter.


  「…… You seemed lethargic.」


  「I have been so busy that I’m dying. Everyone says you will lose your mental energy when you get older, so it’s true.」


  I didn’t know how old Gramps Goru actually was, but he only realized this now? He didn’t notice before?


  「You are mentally exhausted, but still came here so early in the morning, during my off day.」


  The shop was closed on my off day, but Gramps Goru didn’t care.


  「I don’t have any other place where I can rest properly. Yu-kun, you won’t use the reason that the shop is closed today to chase a pitiful old man like me away, right……?」


  Gramps Goru held his palms together before him, looking at me as if he was praying. There were tears in his eyes under his white brows, and in a word, it looked disgusting.


  「I won’t say that, so can you cut that act now?」


  「What, and I’m pleading with you so cutely.」


  「I didn’t ask for that.」


  It was my fault for doubting him, this was definitely Gramps Goru.


  I sighed and looked out the window.


  Everything was the same as always, I could see the people walking on the streets. If I had to point out what was different, there was a bigger crowd than usual.


  The city has gotten crowded in recent times. I wasn’t sure if there were more adventurers or just more people out shopping in the streets. Whichever it was, there were lots of people, just like downtown during the weekends.


  Part of the crowd would stop at a certain spot, look up in the same direction and point that way.


  Bothered by the situation that was obviously out of the norm, I walked swiftly out of the shop, thinking it was related to that explosion just now.


  The streets were bustling, and the noises from all around flooded towards my ears. People were discussing noisily all around, and I couldn’t filter out what they were saying.


  I stopped listening and looked up in the same direction as they were doing.


  「Uwah!」


  Just one look was enough to understand why everyone was so worked up.


  A building in the distance was billowing out smoke, which floated up into the clear summer sky. Was something burning?


  I focused on that area, but so many buildings were in the way that I couldn’t confirm which one was on fire.


  That seemed to be the city centre. All sorts of facilities could be found in the city centre, such as the government office, police station and the School of Wizardry.


  The sound of explosion and smoke. I felt worried when I realized it happened near the academy, since I had many acquaintances from the academy.


  I thought about heading to the academy to check the situation, but hesitated when I saw the streets getting more crowded.


  The crowd probably came from the shops and inns because they were concerned by the commotion. The population density was continuing to increase. I didn’t have the courage to wade through the human wall, so I gave up and returned to the shop.


  「Something happened, there’s smoke in the city centre.」


  I reported to Gramps Goru, but he was still slumping over the bar counter, not moving.


  「I see, so the city centre, huh. Then it’s fine.」


  「You’re still saying that. There had been an explosion and smoke billowing, you know? It might be a dangerous situation like a fire.」


  When he heard my anxious words, Gramps Goru remained unfazed:


  「The important organizations are all in the city centre, so their emergency planning is solid. The buildings had anti-fire engravings and magic barriers, and lots of outstanding staff. Things like a fire will be dealt with in no time.」


  「Oh, I see.」


  Gramps Goru said calmly, and my emotions cooled down, and my worries faded away. Was this what old men strength meant? I wanted to be like that too.


  「Don’t worry, someone will notify immediately if anything major happens. This level of commotion is just right as a rehearsal for the Songstress’ visit.」


  I wondered just who Gramps Goru was, if the city would contact him if anything serious happened. At the same time, I asked about the unfamiliar term.


  「What’s a Songstress?」


  When I asked that, Gramps Goru opened one eye and said:


  「Yu-kun is unfamiliar with social matters as always. This news is the talk of the town.」


  「Is that so, I have been busy.」


  My Café was usually deserted, but recently, I have gotten more customers. I was the only one working here, and with the increase in patronage, I was overwhelmed. And so, I didn’t have the time to chat with the regulars.


  「So, what’s a Songstress?」


  「It literally means what the name says. There are five Songstress in this country, and two of them will be coming to this city.」


  This was the first time I heard of a Songstress. If the Songstress is coming to this city, that is something like an idol touring around and holding concerts.


  「They are the most veteran Songstress and the newest Songstress, which piqued the interest of the masses. You can tell the drastic increase of people in this city, right?」


  「Oh, I was just thinking the city is getting more crowded, so they are here to see them. So, when are they coming?」


  「Around three months later.」


  I had no words.


  「…… It is still three months away, and they are already here?」


  「That’s how popular a Songstress is, the rich and noble would send people from all over the place to book the best hotels from now until the actual visit. And the people in this city will rent the cheap inns and let it out at a high price closer to the date.」


  「Oh, I get it now.」


  It sounds amazing just from hearing that, so they weren’t the run of the mill idol I was imagining. The words “National Songstress” flashed brightly across my mind.


  「The people would flood in from other places to see the Songstress, and will inevitably cause some commotion, so things will get busy for a while. Yu-kun, it’s fine to enjoy the event, but do pay attention to your surroundings too.」


  「That’s like a festival……」


  So it wasn’t my imagination that the city crowd had gotten denser, they were tourists here to see the Songstress.


  It was so crowded three months before the Songstress’ visit, I couldn’t imagine how it would be on the actual day itself.


  I recalled something and looked up at the ceiling.


  This Café was refurbished from an old bar, there were a few empty rooms on the second floor for people drunk and unconscious to stay in. If I rent those rooms out during the Songstress’ visit, I could get a tidy income……


  「No, never mind.」


  Starting a business in an area you weren’t familiar with would lead to terrible results. I shouldn’t be too greedy and be more conservative. I was already overwhelmed by my business, and nothing good would happen if I forced the issue.


  At this moment, the door chimed, notifying me of a guest. It was Gramps Goru’s secretary, she was in her usual sharp suit, and had graceful demeanors. It was already summer but she didn’t look as if she had stepped outside at all.


  Ms Secretary nodded my way, approached Gramps Goru, then hid her mouth behind her hand as she whispered to Gramps Goru’s ear to report something.


  When he heard that, Gramps Goru raised his eyebrows, then stood up forcefully, strong enough to send any chair flying.


  「What! I can’t just stay here!」


  He then rushed out, pulling the door roughly. The chime rang noisily.


  「…… Something happened?」


  It was unusual seeing Gramps Goru panicking so much, and I couldn’t help asking Ms Secretary.


  Ms Secretary concurred with a nod and then continued: 「There was a mana explosion in the academy.」


  「Mana explosion?」


  I had never heard this word combination before, but it sounded dangerous.


  「Are things fine?」


  Ms Secretary nodded and said: 「Yes, a school building was blown up, but no one is injured.」


  「Oh, a school building.」 I almost nodded in relief, but snapped back: 「No, a building blowing up isn’t okay!」


  I was relieved that there were no casualties, but I couldn’t calm down when I heard a school building had been blown up.


  In contrast with my panicking behaviour, Ms Secretary continued as usual:


  「The debris from the explosion damaged the neighbouring buildings, but the magic barrier on campus protected the area outside the academy.」 She thought, then added: 「Yes, it’s okay.」


  I-I see, so it’s fine.


  I stared at Ms Secretary, and she looked back and asked: 「Any other questions?」


  Be it an explosion or a school building getting blown up, nothing could faze her.


  Speaking of which, I remembered heading to the home of the mafia boss Corleone-san with her. She didn’t look afraid at all, and even seemed to enjoy it.


  Was there anything that could make Ms Secretary flustered? I wondered if she had nerves of steel.


  I should be looking up to Ms Secretary as a role model, instead of Gramps Goru.


  To end it off, I carefully wiped down the bar counter before taking a break. I surveyed the shop with my hands on my hips.


  At a glance, there wasn’t anything obviously different in the shop. I didn’t change anything or waxed the floor. However, I could still feel a sense of satisfaction after cleaning up the shop.


  My recent busy lifestyle shaved mercilessly away at my stamina. After running the shop for the whole day, I would usually feel exhausted.


  That was why I had been cutting corners with my clean up. Being a little lazy every day would lead to dust building up in the corner, and stubborn stains.


  That was why I would clean up properly during the scheduled days off. If I didn’t spend a day cleaning up, the shop would deteriorate into an unbearable state.


  I cleaned the bucket and rag and hung them up to dry, then sat at the bar counter.


  Cleaning was manual labour, and I had been cleaning since noon, and felt a comfortable fatigue in my body.


  I looked out the window as I took a breather, and realized the sun was already setting. The evening came later during the summer.


  It was time to decide what to have for dinner. I was hungry, but my body still felt heavy after cleaning up the shop, making me reluctant to stand up.


  It was troublesome to start cooking, so I thought about settling dinner at a stall nearby.


  But I remembered what Gramps Goru said in the morning, so the restaurants must be crowded right now. I wasn’t hungry enough to brave the crowd and queue for food, and this warm season dissuaded me even further.


  The shop was cool and comfortable because of a stone containing magic acting like an air conditioner. Could I leave that behind, then join the crowd filled with heat and people? No, I couldn’t.


  I gave up and laid onto the bar counter, feeling the comfortable coolness of the table with my cheek.


  Because of my accumulated fatigue, I dozed off without realizing it.


~
  

  The chime rang and I got up immediately. Half awake, I almost said we were closed before realizing that it was Linaria.


  「Is your school fine?」


  That had been worrying me.


  「You’re well informed.」


  Linaria seemed surprised by the question out of left field, then answered with an awkward smile:


  「Professor Muller’s experiment failed again. Not just the classroom, the entire building got blown up.」


  Linaria wasn’t hurt and seemed lively. Ms Secretary already said there was no casualties, but I couldn’t help worrying before seeing for myself. I could finally feel relieved.


  That explosion was caused by an academy staff, and wasn’t a criminal incident. I heard Professor Muller’s name before. What kind of experiment could blow up a school building……?


  I finally noticed what Linaria was holding in her hand. It was a large old luggage case.


  「Why are you lugging that with you?」


  I pointed to the luggage case, and Linaria said with a stiff smile:


  「Because it is dangerous, I got chased out.」


  「You got chased out of the dormitory?」


  「Not just the dormitory, I got chased out of the campus.」


  What did she mean?


  Reading my expression, Linaria explained:


  「The research building exploded, and the dormitory got heavily damaged too. The school said the stuff in the research building and basement might be affected by the explosion, so to be safe, they evacuated all the students, so I can’t go back in the meantime.」


  She called them stuff, but the things seemed really incredible.


  「……I can understand the rationale of the academy. The School of Wizardry also function as a research lab, and stored all sorts of things, such as the products of the Labyrinth.」


  「Is that dangerous?」


  Linaria didn’t answer and just shrugged. I realized the gist of things after hearing about the situation. Sigh, this was a city where a Labyrinth with vicious monsters roamed, so complete safety was impossible.


  Anyway, I learned that the academy contained dangerous things which required all the students to evacuate in an emergency.


  「Now that you have been chased out, what are you going to do?」


  Linaria was suddenly chased out of the dormitory she was living in. It would be hard for her to just roll with it and happily find another place to stay.


  When she heard my question, Linaria showed me her luggage box.


  「I bought my daily necessities with me, and would stay in a cheap inn nearby for now. The school said they would pay for it.」


  She said casually.


  「Anyway, I’m going to look for a place to stay, and is just dropping by.」


  She then said 「I will come back after finding an inn」 and left the shop.


  I felt relieved that she wasn’t hurt. I watched Linaria go and remembered something.


  Gramps Goru said that many people booked an inn room in preparation for the Songstress’ visit.


  …… Would Linaria be fine?


  When I was worried about something, I couldn’t help but focus on it. I couldn’t rest easily in my room, so I waited at the bar counter for now.


  I hope my worries were for naught.


  ~
  


  It was getting late, and I was wondering whether Linaria had found some lodging and that it was almost time for bed when she returned to the shop. Seeing how crestfallen she was, I knew that my worries had come true.


  She put down the heavy luggage box without a word, then sat heavily beside me.


  「Didn’t find any?」


  I asked timidly. I already knew the answer.


  「That’s right, all the better rooms had been booked, that can’t be right.」


  「No, think about it, the Songstress is coming, right?」


  I figured that was the reason why the inns were full. Linaria shook her head and said:


  「They will only come three months later. There is an increase in the number of guests, but it can’t be all full. There are plenty of inns here.」


  「Now that you mentioned it, that is true. So what’s the reason?」


  「It’s because of this.」


  Linaria unhappily tugged at her uniform.


  「The staff said there are open rooms at the start, but when I asked them to send the bill to the School of Wizardry, they will suddenly say they are full and reject me.」


  「Why is that?」


  「Because it might be troublesome if students who are usually nobles stayed at their place. Or maybe they couldn’t jack up the price if they send the bill to the academy? There are some who reject me after seeing my uniform.」


  Linaria gave a big sigh. She must have searched the entire city for an inn, so it was only natural for her to feel so down since they all turned her down.


  The clientele for cheap inns was more complicated, especially the ones from out of town. It was obvious that the inns would be worried about trouble if anything happens.


  Some inns close one eye and try to make a killing off a noble daughter. However, they would back off when they learned they needed to bill it to the academy. It was scary to be marked by the academy for jacking up prices.


  So claiming to be fully booked was the safer option here.


  「That sounds rough.」


  「Yes, even though I’m just a commoner.」


  「How about giving up on cheap inns and choosing a normal hotel? Or splurge in a high class hotel? The school’s paying anyway.」


  After saying that, Linaria glared at me and said:


  「…… What if the school summons me after I splurged? I’m living on a scholarship grant here.」


  「Right, my bad, I was just shooting my mouth.」


  「Good.」


  「What about a normal hotel?」


  「Right, but I don’t think there is much of a chance.」


  Linaria nursed her temple and leaned against the chair.


  From the logic just now, the chances of rejection would remain the same even if she went to a more expensive lodging.


  To the commoners in this world, nobles were an existence they didn’t want to get involved with. Who knew what might happen if they breached some etiquette. The world had a biased view of treating them like fragile explosives.


  And the crowd would be getting larger in the future. Compared to the guests that might cause trouble, it would be safer to rent the rooms out to commoners coming from out of town.


  Even so, Linaria still braved the crowds in low spirits, searching for an inn that would take her in.


  I looked at Linaria who was slumped in her seat, and wondered whether to raise this suggestion.


  When I was waiting for Linaria, I mulled over this idea.


  It was a little silly, might cause some issues, and took some courage to say it. But when I saw the exhausted Linaria who couldn’t find an inn despite the late hour, all those matters seemed trivial.


  「Erm, Linaria.」


  「What is it?」


  「I thought about something when you went off to search for an inn.」


  I pointed above me.


  「Want to live in my house? I have an empty room here.」


  When she heard that, Linaria stared at me stiffly.


  Her lips under her high nose parted slightly, and her pretty brows scowled into a knot, and her cheeks turned bright red.


  「W-What are you saying dummy you are talking nonsense!」


  Linaria bellowed loud enough to echo in the shop, then smacked the bar counter.
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  「What do you mean there is an empty room this is your house you have no common sense!」


  Smack smack smack.


  「And you know I feel trouble when you say such strange things you need to be more aware really now put yourself in my shoes!」


  Smack smack smack.


  「…… Huff, puff.」


  Smack.


  Linaria took deep breaths to steady her breathing, and her hand smacking the bar counter also calmed down.


  I would nod at her every word.


  「Are you going out to find an inn now?」


  「Ughh.」


  Linaria was at a loss for words. It was already dark outside, and all the tourists were looking for a place to stay. For the inns, now was the busiest period. With plenty of customers coming, it was difficult to find an inn willing to let a student who was likely to be a noble to stay. And Linaria also understood that.


  「This place used to be a bar, so there are rooms for drunk patrons to stay in. Which means, this is an inn. The second level of the Café can be operated as an inn too.」


  「Ughhh.」


  「If you move in now, I will include three complimentary meals a day.」


  「Ughhhh.」


  The thing that moved her the most was the complimentary meals.


  Linaria glared at the bar counter with a red face and made a low growl. I could almost see her complicated feelings swirling in her mind.


  This was a sudden proposal after all, so it was only natural for her to feel troubled. I didn’t push her and waited quietly for an answer. However, my heart was a little noisy, and what I said did fluster myself a little.


  Linaria glanced my way and said in a weak voice:


  「Can I really stay here? Won’t my sudden visit disturb you?」


  「Not at all.」


  It shouldn’t be too long before the campus eviction order would end.


  They wouldn’t shut the school down for months.


  「…… You won’t do anything to me, right?」


  「Definitely no!」


  I smacked the bar counter and denied it strongly. My heart would race if someone asked me that with a blushed face, so I hope she wouldn’t do that.


  Linaria was hesitant to speak, holding her left index finger with her right hand, agonizing over the matter.


  She then turned to me timidly and bowed deeply, her long vermillion ponytail sliding off her shoulder.


  「Well, erm, I will be in your care for this Summer vacation.」


  「Yes, I will be in your care too.」


  I was relieved that Linaria accepted my proposal.


  Just the thought of living under the same roof filled me with excitement. And it would leave a bad taste in my mouth if I ignored an acquaintance in need.


  I just needed to suppress my nervousness, and rent out the extra room on the second floor for a few days… Hmm?


  Huh? What did Linaria just say?


  Summer vacation?


  …… Huh, Summer vacation?


  「The academy has a Summer vacation?」


  My voice turned shrill as I asked.


  Linaria looked at me bafflingly:


  「Summer vacation started three days ago……?」


  「What about the students in the academy?」


  「Almost all of them had went home.」


  Oh, I see now, so there weren’t many students, so no one got hurt even though there was an explosion. And they could close up the school since it was Summer vacation.


  Eh, wait.


  Which meant, the academy might not rush to repair the dormitory, since the students were on summer vacation.


  And so, before the dormitory was fixed, Linaria might spend the entire summer at my place.


  So it was obvious that Linaria would be flustered!


  Me too!


  I didn’t know it was for so long, and was a little hesitant. However, I couldn’t tell her to reconsider now.


  W-What should I do……


  —— These series of events led to the start of my summer with Linaria.


  

  Chapter 1: May Your Meeting Ease the Yearning of the Heart


 


  I wasn’t a morning person. When I was schooling in the past, I had to struggle when I left my bed in the morning, and would change while I slept on the day after burning the midnight oil.


  But now, I would get out of bed when the sun rose, swiftly change my clothes and get to work early in the morning, an impressive growth. I was surprised by my own disciplined lifestyle.


  There wasn’t any television, handheld game consoles, mobile phones or computers in this world after all. I couldn’t understand the words in this world, so I couldn’t read any books. Hence, I didn’t have any reason to stay up late.


  Since I started working in the morning, I would naturally feel tired by night time.


  With no other entertainment, my only option was to sleep. I slept immediately after lying down in bed, and woke up naturally in the morning.


  I experienced the saying 「It’s pointless to change one’s thinking, it’s the environment that should be changed.」 Instead of making up your mind to do something, you could make it a habit by putting yourself in an environment where you had no choice but to do so.


  However, I didn’t sleep well last night.


  The reason was simple. Because Linaria was staying in my house, specifically, in the room opposite mine.


  I was a healthy teenage boy, and couldn’t keep calm with a cute girl living in the same house as me.


  I turned and twisted on my bed last night, and listened carefully in the silent room.


  After troubling for a while, I finally realized I was so fazed because this was my house. I just needed to think of ourselves as tenants living in the same rental apartment, instead of a man and a woman living in the same house.


  Which was to say, I was staying in Room 201, and Linaria was staying in Room 202. We were in the same building, but our rooms were completely separate. This was wonderful, there wasn’t any need to feel troubled.


  So I finally fell asleep, but for a shorter time than usual.


  Even if I slept later, I still got up at the same time, this was the power of habit.


  I stifled a yawn and prepared to open the shop when I heard someone walking down the stairs. My hands quivered, breaking my rhythm in cutting vegetables.


  The footsteps went in the opposite direction from here. I could hear water, so she might be washing her face.


  「Why do I need to eavesdrop?」


  It was troubling how this disrupted my pace. I took a deep breath and continued cutting the vegetables. Some had been cut unevenly, but I paid it no mind.


  After I finished cutting, someone said to me:


  「…… Erm, Good Morning.」


  I turned back and saw Linaria looking in from the entrance to the residential area.


  I already sensed her arrival from the footsteps, but still answered as if I just noticed her:


  「Good Morning, Linaria. Did you sleep well?」


  「Yes, I slept well, piece of cake.」


  「I see, that’s great.」


  「What about you?」


  「Huh?」


  「Did you sleep well?」


  「Haha, of course, I slept better than usual.」


  「I see, good.」


  Why were we competing?


  Linaria still leaned the top half of her body from the entrance and peeked at me. I cut the vegetables further, even though that wasn’t my plan.


  I was feeling bashful, and couldn’t stop moving or looking straight at Linaria.


  「How would you like to settle breakfast?」


  The silence right now was more awkward than usual, so I immediately found a topic.


  「Do you always eat at this timing?」


  「No, I usually eat later.」


  「Then I will eat later. I will study a little before breakfast.」


  She was studying so early in the morning!


  How studious. I had never studied before breakfast before, so Linaria looked like someone from a different world to me.


  「I will call you when breakfast is ready.」


  「Yes, thank you.」


  After ending this awkward conversation, Linaria went back to the second floor. I looked at the vegetables that had been shredded and sighed deeply.


  Would this continue for the entire vacation? My heart was a mess, my breathing haggard, and sweat rolling down my back. Would I need to spend my days like this? I felt uneasy.


  I had no idea if I could adapt to this brand new environment.


  I would just tire myself out by worrying about things I didn’t know, and decided to table the matter and prepared to open the shop. The cooking preparation had increased, and needed more time.


  In the past, this shop was barely kept afloat, so this was a kind of happy problem. I wasn’t used to doing a lot of prep work, and couldn’t get into a rhythm. I stopped after making a vague decision that this was enough.


  I put the diced vegetables into the fridge and took out the ingredients for breakfast.


  After putting all the ingredients in the kitchen, I started cooking.


  That might be so, but I didn’t have time to cook breakfast, and decided to go with something simple and trendy, Crêpe. It was too trendy for me, which was really scary.


  Crêpe was fashionable, delicious, had simple ingredients and easy to make.


  I added flour into a large bowl, stirred in sugar and salt, then added fresh eggs and milk. The ingredients in this world were very fresh and had a strong taste. I could buy fresh eggs and milk just by shopping outside. If the ingredients were good, then even simple dishes would taste great.


  The milk mixed with the flour and turned into sticky dough. I could feel a lot of resistance while mixing it, which meant it was time to work hard. I continued adding milk bit by bit and kneaded carefully until all the powdery bits were gone.


  I melted butter in a pan and poured it into the dough. There was no doubt that milk, eggs and butter would complement each other well.


  After the dough turned a beautiful yellow, I covered the bowl with a cloth to let the dough rest, then worked on the other ingredients.


  Speaking of Crêpe, one would think of whipped cream. But there wasn’t easily available whipped cream in this world.


  Whipped cream came from fresh cream, so where did fresh cream come from? It was made by putting milk in a centrifugal separator. Did this world have centrifugal separators?


  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Separator_(milk)>


  Because of the incredible technology known as magic, it probably could be made with some effort, but this wouldn’t be a simple breakfast, but a revolutionary product.


  I wasn’t that keen on eating cream and gave up on it.


  What should I do then? At times like this, I should rely on fresh ingredients after all.


  Fortunately, many sweet ingredients were sold here. There was a Labyrinth in this city, with an endless supply of fruits and sugar.


  Fruits as sweet as ripe mangoes, as refreshing as pear and so forth. I could buy them easily at the stalls and make them into jam.


  After cutting up a fruit palette, I put the jam into small plates. That was enough to make this breakfast look lavish.


  And now, I just needed to make the Crêpe pancake. I heated the pan with medium heat, applied a thin layer of oil, added a scoop of pancake mix and spread it out. The pancake was thicker than I wanted, and wasn’t like the thin Crêpe sold in shops. However, the alluring fragrance was just as appetizing.


  The edge of the pancake mix started bulging, so I slid a spatula under the pancake, shook a little to make sure it wasn’t stuck to the pan, then flipped it over. The pancake was well cooked, and I felt proud about it.


  After cooking the other side for a while, I plated it and started on the next piece.


  I just needed to keep making pancakes. I wasn’t familiar with it, so the pancakes differed in thickness. I learned from the mistakes of each slice and used up all the pancake mix.


  I immersed myself in satisfaction as I looked at the pile of pancakes, and found Linaria had come downstairs.


  「It smells familiar, so it really is Pochi pancakes. It’s been a while since I last had one.」


  「Pochi pancakes?」


  What was that?


  It sounded like a combination of a pet’s name and a foreign dessert.


  「Everyone calls it Pochi pancakes, but it’s called Pucan pancakes here. I made it often in the orphanage.」


  That was the first time I heard these two names, so there were Crêpe in this world too. It was known by a different name, and seemed popular here too.


  Linaria had a nostalgic smile, and came to the bar counter with springy steps.


  「Where will we be eating this? At the dining table?」


  I pondered her question for a brief moment.


  「Right, the dining table then. Can you help me take these over?」


  「Of course.」


  Linaria took the plates on the bar counter with both hands.


  Right, she wasn’t a customer and didn’t need to dine at the bar counter, and I didn’t need to stand and prepare her beverage.


  We could sit at the table and dine together. I had a hard to describe feeling, with a happy and warm feeling in my chest.


  I hummed horribly as I prepared a Café au lait for Linaria.


  It was great having a breakfast buddy. It had been so long that I forgot how it felt.


  ~
  


  Everyone had their habits.


  The time to sleep, the time to wake, a fixed breakfast menu, wearing shoes on a certain feet first, the order of how you clean when showering, and so forth.


  Your body would surrender to habit before you realized it, and fortunately, there were people who made a habit of visiting this shop.


  For example a young adventurer who dropped by for a light meal in the morning before diving into the Labyrinth.


  Elf nee-san visiting with a thick book.


  The old dwarf who laid out a cloth and minerals on a table to appraise them.


  These regulars spent a fixed amount of time here.


  Some of my small habits were formed to accommodate this timing—— that customer should be here soon, so I should prepare that dish and so on. This was a small service only possible because I didn’t have many customers.


  However, I haven't been able to do so recently.


  I learned the reason through Gramps Goru. Tourists were coming to see the upcoming Songstress performances, and the crowd also came to my shop.


  Thanks to them, I have been really busy.


  Tourists were curious beings, and I could understand their wish to experience something exotic since they came all this way to visit.


  However, I never thought that my shop would be categorized as exotic.


  From the perspective of the people in this world, my cooking and Coffee might seem strange. Normally, people would hesitate to visit because this place was weird, but their attitude did a 180 now.


  The tourist came to a city they normally wouldn’t visit, a place that depended completely on the Labyrinth, so their thinking would become more open.


  By staying in the new environment known as the Labyrinth city, they could break the habit they had built over the years.


  And with the upcoming major event of the Songstress’ performance, they became more excited and eagerly explored the city. When they find my shop some distance away from the main road, they would come in with an intrigued heart.


  This was a cause for celebration, since I would have a chance to let so many people know the charm of Coffee. But sadly, with me being the only staff, I was overwhelmed by the larger than expected crowd.


  「Shopkeep, give me this Iced Coffee thing! It’s bitter, but tasty.」


  「It’s really hot outside, so this cold beverage is great.」


  「That’s right, my son has been complaining how hot it is——」


  「Bro, is my hot pressed sandwich done yet?」


  「Hello, do you have seats for the two of us?」


  「Bill please——」


  「Uwah, this shop has a good atmosphere about it, what kind of shop is this? A bar?」


  「This is a Café, Jed recommended this place to me.」


  The shop was crowded and noisy, and I was having a hard time.


  The ever increasing orders, cooking and billing tired me out, there were more customers than yesterday.


  This shop used to be a bar and was quite spacious. There were more customers than usual, but there was still space left.


  There were open seats, but I only had two hands and one Vacuum Coffee maker. When I judged that I couldn’t serve more customers, I would turn away the guests. Even so, there would be some who chose to wait and queued at the entrance. And so, it wasn’t my intention, but I got the honorary title of a shop with a line outside.


  But I didn’t feel happy about that at all, and the term 「it’s so darn busy」 kept flashing across my mind.


  「I would like to order.」


  A voice came from one of the tables, but the shop was too loud for me to know which one it was. And my hands were full with the freshly made dishes, so I couldn’t attend to them either. I felt like crying.


  At this moment, a red figure walked across the shop and headed to the seat at the back.


  「Yes, erm, may I take your order?」


  It was Linaria. She had taken off her jacket, and was wearing a white blouse with a small notepad in hand.


  She wrote down the order, bowed, then walked to me as I stood stiffly in place.


  「Take it, they want a hot pressed sandwich salad set meal and an iced Coffee.」


  She said as she handed me a note. When she saw that my hands were full, she folded it and stuffed it in my apron pocket. I couldn’t respond and stared at Linaria’s face.


  「……What?」


  「No, it’s just that……」


  The words were stuck in my chest, and I thought it might skip past my mouth and spill out of my eyes instead.


  「You’re too busy, so I can, erm, help if it’s just something simple.」


  「Eh, oh, right.」


  「And this? Which table should I serve it to?」


  Linaria said as she bent her knees a little, and carefully took the plates off my hands.


  「The two of them there……」


  「Got it. I will leave the note to you then.」


  Linaria smiled and served the dishes to the table. I stood there in a daze and watched her go.


  「You found a nice girl, bro.」


  A beast-eared old man at the counter said, and I nodded.


  「My old lady was gentle like her in the past too, but she is tough on me right now. You be careful too, bro.」


  I nodded again.


  「By the way, is my hot pressed sandwich done yet?」


  The crowd thinned out after noon. There were a few groups left, but they didn’t order frequently, and were just enjoying the relaxed atmosphere instead.


  「Phew, that was tiring. It’s tough serving customers.」


  Linaria sat on a chair and said with both arms hanging weakly.


  「Thank you, you really helped me out there.」


  「I’m just returning you the favour for letting me stay here, don’t mind it.」 She waved her hand and then continued: 「But there is a surprisingly large amount of customers.」


  「True.」 I nodded: 「I feel moody just thinking about the future.」


  「Why? Isn’t it great to have customers?」


  「I’m happy to have customers, but my place is turning into an eatery?」


  「Yes, that’s true.」


  Sales had gone up proportionally with how busy I was. Today’s revenue was the highest in history. However, I hesitate to call this the operation of a Café.


  「Is that a bad thing?」


  I was at a loss for words when I saw Linaria’s sincere and forthright eyes.



  Is this a bad thing?


  The shop had always been deserted, and I would carefully brew Coffee for my few patrons, cook light meals and chat idly with them. To me, that was the daily life I was familiar with.


  This only happened because my clientele here wasn’t familiar with Coffee or Café, and wasn’t intentional.


  I used to wish that business would be better, and worried over the account books going into the red.


  Was I the only one feeling loss about the increase in customers? Wasn’t that a good thing? I felt tired and dizzy, but felt a sense of fulfilment.


  「Is this something worth troubling over? We can’t ask the customers to leave, so we just have to do our best, right?」


  Linaria said nonchalantly.


  「I see, it is as you say.」


  I nodded in agreement.


  With the Songstress’ visit looming, there would be even more people visiting this city, bringing along even more tourists. What I should be considering was how to receive these guests and what to provide them with.


  In that case——


  「Linaria, can you help me out? I will pay you a salary, of course.」 I put my hands together and pleaded. It was too busy for me alone, and I couldn’t find a new worker right away.


  「…… I couldn’t help you for the entire day.」


  「Of course, just during the busy hours.」


  「If that is the case, then I can help.」


  Linaria pouted a little and said:


  「The salary aside, can you let me eat something? I’m really hungry.」


  Speaking of which, I hadn’t prepared lunch. So I hurriedly went to the store room to get the ingredients.


  It was great that Linaria was willing to help.


  I rummaged through the fridge with a gleeful face. If I had a mirror, it would probably show me a silly face.


  From that evening onwards, Linaria officially helped out as an official staff member.


  I used the afternoon to tie down how to take the orders, and assigned numbers to the tables for easy reference.


  Linaria got it right away, she was surprisingly smart, making it clear why she was a scholarship student.


  She wasn’t used to the friendly attitude required in the service industry, but I had no complaints. After all, it was hard for people without experience to receive customers with a smile from the first day.


  Business during the dinner hours was unexpectedly good too. There were customers who came in the afternoon visiting again with friends or acquaintances.


  With so many customers, there would inevitably be issues.


  For example, I had to stress again that this was a Café, and didn’t serve alcohol.


  However, there were many people who drank beer in place of water, and it was normal to drink beer during a meal. With that custom in mind, first time visitors found an eatery without beer to be strange.


  I had to apologize to all the customers asking if I served beer.


  And my ingredients ran out faster than expected, and we needed to turn customers away.


  It wasn’t because there were too many customers, we just didn’t stock enough food. I bought more food compared to a few days ago, but there were more customers than I expected today.


  I turned the sign at the entrance to 「Closed for the day」 part way through the evening to stop customers from entering.


  After seeing off the last customers, my body became as heavy as lead, and fatigue assaulted my entire body.


  I collapsed onto one of the counter seats, but Linaria didn’t rest and started clearing the plates from the tables.


  It was impossible to take care of all the details during busy hours, so there were used cutleries on the tables, the sink was filled with dirty dishes, and the floor was covered in stains and crumbs.


  I surveyed the shop and sighed deeply.


  I pushed my tired body to clean up the place.


  「It’s frustrating how big this place is.」


  「What are you saying? Come and tidy the place up.」


  I was too tired to move, but Linaria didn’t look tired at all as she bustled around.


  She was running around during operational hours too, where did she get so much stamina from?


  「…… Aren’t you tired?」


  「Of course I am, but this is nothing compared to Labyrinth practice runs.」


  I see, the stamina she trained up through adventuring in the Labyrinth and fighting monsters proved useful here. I was in awe, but I didn’t have the energy to spare, and was at my limits.


  「Want to rest for a while?」


  I asked half pleadingly. This was the first time I spent so long cooking nonstop, and my body was as heavy as lead.


  「You rest there first, I will clean up.」


  Linaria said casually and started wiping the tables.


  I wished I had the guts to take her up on her offer, but I was a coward and couldn’t let Linaria work alone while I dozed off.


  I couldn’t adopt the attitude of a dignified employer. When I stood up thinking I should emulate Linaria and work hard, I stopped moving.


  I shouldn’t carelessly tear my eyes from what I just saw.


  A man was right outside the window.


  His hands and face were plastered to the glass as he stared wide eyed at the shop.


  I was certain he wasn’t a suspicious person.


  But an evil spirit.


  That must be an evil spirit.


  Oh no, what should I do?


  「What’s with ——」


  Linaria was puzzled why I was just standing there and not moving, and turned to the direction I was facing. When she noticed that thing, her words tapered off.


  「You……」


  I slowly looked at Linaria.


  Linaria looked surprised by the evil spirit and opened her mouth wide. She then smiled brilliantly. Smile?


  「Director!」


  She sounded cheerful, nothing like the wail of someone seeing an evil spirit.


  Linaria rushed out of the shop, and immediately dragged a man back in. She was smiling, but the man she called Director had an awkward smile.


  「Let me introduce you, this is the Director of the Orphanage I used to stay in.」


  「He isn’t an evil spirit?」


  I couldn’t help saying, and Linaria said with a stupefied face:


  「What evil spirit? Despite how he looks, he is still a fine priest.」


  「Isn’t commenting on my looks being too mean.」


  The Director said with an awkward smile.


  「Nice to meet you, sorry if I spooked you. I was passing by when I saw a familiar face and couldn’t help checking.」


  The Director bowed at me. His tone and demeanour were polite, and I responded hastily in kind.


  「You’re too kind. Erm, I’m Yu, a friend of Linaria. The Academy is on break, so I asked her to help out my shop.」


  「Oh, is that so? Is Linaria working properly? She used to be a mischievous kid.」


  「Yes, she is working hard. She is still a mischievous kid though.」


  We could get a first impression within five seconds of meeting someone, and get a grasp of his personality within 30 seconds. I felt I had something in common with the Director.


  「Hey, can you not talk about that in front of me?」


  Linaria crossed her arms and said unhappily.


  「…… She often lectured me like that in the past.」


  Director leaned in close and said quietly.


  「Me too.」


  I answered softly. The Director and I looked at each other and smiled.


  I heard Linaria was separated from her parents at a young age, so the Director must be like a father to her.


  「…… I’m happy to see you, but I have a feeling, I have more things to worry about.」


  Linaria said with a sigh.


  「So, what brings you to this city? It is a long way from the orphanage.」


  When he heard what Linaria said, the Director scratched his head and said with a wry smile:


  「Well, I actually went to the capital with regards to the Orphanage’s operating cost.」


  「…… It’s running out again?」


  「Ahaha… How embarrassing.」


  Linaria’s brows drooped.


  She said 「again.」 So the Orphanage’s finances had not been great in the past too.


  「Is the operating cost gotten from a different channel?」


  Linaria answered my question:


  「It should be financed by the church, but the Director is a little……」


  「A little?」


  Linaria averted her eyes and was hesitant to speak.


  「Simply put, I want to avoid a power struggle. I had not been on good terms with the main faction of the church, and couldn’t get sufficient financial support.」


  The Director said casually.


  The person before me didn’t look like the type to get involved with a political power struggle. He had gentle eyes and a cheerful air about him, and was obviously a good person. However, the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth made him look worn out and ragged.


  「And so, I went to the capital to ask my acquaintances to introduce me to nobles and raise funds.」


  Linaria said with a shrug:


  「And it is obvious that you failed.」


  「How embarrassing.」


  The Director seemed depressed and had an air of sorrow around him.


  「I couldn’t handle the nobles smoothly during fundraising dinners……」


  He needed to host a banquet to raise funds from the nobles, running an Orphanage was tough.


  「Are you alright?」


  Linaria probed.


  The Director forced a smile and said:


  「It’s fine, I made it through just fine in the past too, so don’t worry. I have acquaintances in this city too, and he is willing to listen to me, so there will be a way.」


  It was clear that he was putting on a facade. He was just trying to not make Linaria worry, and we didn’t say anything to nullify his efforts.


  「Erm, I will be staying in this shop for the time being, so please drop by again.」


  「Of course, part of the reason I came to this city is to see you, Linaria. I didn’t expect to meet you here instead of the school though.」


  The Director waved at me and said: 「Speaking of which……」


  I was wondering what he wanted to say and approached the Director, and he pulled me to a corner:


  「You are Yu-kun, right? You are Linaria’s boyfriend?」


  I made a weird noise because of the sudden question, something like 「Huh?」 or 「Ehh?」


  「N-No.」


  「But you two are cohabitating?」


  「We are not like that. The dormitory is inhabitable because of an accident, so I let her rent a room on the second floor here.」


  I quickly explained, and the Director listened to me with a grin.


  「I see, I see.」


  He then put a hand on my shoulder and said:


  「I think of Linaria like a daughter, so I will leave her in your care.」


  He squeezed my shoulder hard.


  「O-Of course.」


  I was breaking out in cold sweat. And my shoulder really hurts.


  「If you make Linaria cry…… You get it, right? God will forgive my actions.」


  I nodded desperately, and the Director relaxed his grip and patted my back.


  「It’s great that you’re a sensible young man, hahaha.」


  「What are you two doing……」


  「It’s nothing, just some guy talk.」


  This person…… his character changed when his family was involved… He wasn’t the type I should make an enemy of...


  I quietly pulled away from him.


  After Linaria walked the Director off, she came back to the shop and sat beside me at the bar counter.


  「He is a good person.」


  When she heard that, Linaria smiled as if she was the one who got complimented.


  「That’s right, he’s a good person and experienced lots of hardship for the sake of running the Orphanage. He is always smiling and cares for us.」


  I didn’t need to ask her how much she respected the Director.


  「…… Sigh, I want to ask you for a favour.」


  「What is it?」


  Linaria seldom said that, so it was a surprise.


  「I will work hard here to help out… so can you give me an advanced salary?」


  She wanted me to pay her salary in advance, and I realized why.


  「You want to give it to the Director before he goes back, right?」


  Linaria nodded.


  「Before I got accepted into the academy, the Director told me not to worry and focus on the thing I wanted to do. I followed his instructions and studied seriously… However, I wanted to do something that I could do myself.」


  「You are a really good kid.」


  「Huh?」


  「Sorry, it’s nothing.」


  I covered my mouth after accidentally saying my true feelings out loud.


  She was a good girl, and her gentleness and consideration was too bright for my eyes,


  「Of course.」


  Linaria looked relieved and bowed towards me:


  「Thank you.」


  「No, you’re too kind. I will need your help from now on too.」


  「That’s what I should be saying.」


  We bowed towards each other and looked up at the same time, and couldn’t help laughing.


  「What are we doing?」


  「Really now.」


  Laughter echoed in the shop in this late hour.


  

  

~
  

  No matter how many tourists there were in the city, not many of them would come out early in the morning. The crowd during lunch and dinner yesterday was like a dream, and the shop welcomed a peaceful morning.


  Linaria ate a hot pressed ham sandwich for breakfast like usual, and read a thick book at the bar counter. There were also a few whimsical customers enjoying an elegant breakfast here too.


  I had to visit the market to procure a large amount of ingredients. The courier Shilulu would usually deliver them to me, but considering the crowd yesterday, I knew the usual amount wasn’t enough. This was my first time making an estimate and going to the market to purchase the shortfall.


  A customer came when I was peeling vegetables while the crowd was still thin. The visitor had long silver hair, eyes filled with life and a tall, slender figure. She wore a knight’s attire that had a mature colour.


  「Welcome, Arbel-san, long time no see.」


  「The exploration mission dragged on for a while, resulting in my late visit.」


  Arbel-san was a mesmerizing beauty, and could be easily mistaken for a model, but she was actually an adventurer who challenges the labyrinth.


  「Want a cup of the usual?」


  「Yes, a cup of the Coffee Master’s brew. That’s the reason why I work so hard every day.」


  Arbel-san winked mischievously. I knew she was just being polite, but that still made me happy.


  「Have things been busy?」


  I asked while I prepared the Coffee maker.


  「You know the Songstress will be visiting this city soon?」


  I nodded.


  「The two Songstresses will be sharing the stage. Royals will come from the capital, and people from all over the nation will gather here. Have you seen the city walls? Makeshift lodgings are being erected here, which means the city is full of people.」


  「That’s really…… shocking.」


  I couldn’t find a better way of saying this.


  「Anyway, it’s really shocking. The guild is troubled by this unprecedented crowd too, and might not be able to handle it if the tourists charge into the labyrinth. They might seal off the labyrinth completely during the Songstress’ stay here.」


  「I see. So you will be diving into the labyrinth before it gets sealed off?」


  「That’s right, some shops have closed temporarily because they can’t handle the rowdy tourists. If we get hurt while the hospitals are filled with tourists, we might die. Adventurers are sensitive to change, and hates it when things aren’t the same.」


  I placed the extracted Coffee before Arbel-san who was smiling wryly.


  「Oh, this fragrance! I have been waiting for this.」


  She moved her nose to the cup she was holding, and the corners of her eyes narrowed into a smile. I felt a warmth in my chest, seeing her face relaxing because of my Coffee.


  Arbel-san took a sip, furrowed her brows and closed her eyes tightly. She then relaxed her jaw and exhaled seductively.


  「This moisturizing feeling… feels like an empty part of me being filled. I can’t get enough of this. I don’t drink alcohol, but those who loves alcohol are probably chasing this feeling.」


  「The Coffee and I are both glad to hear you say that.」


  I couldn’t help worrying whether she was showing withdrawal symptoms. Coffee contains caffeine, and taking in too much would cause addiction or even death. But the amount of caffeine in Coffee was miniscule, so there was no need to worry unless you drank it like water… probably.


  「Coffee master, may I have another?」


  But I couldn’t be sure after seeing Arbel-san finishing a cup in no time and asking for seconds.


  However, I couldn’t reject the request of a young girl with sparkling eyes, and got right to preparing a second cup.


  「By the way, I thought you can’t drink, so it’s just you chose not to.」


  「Well, I can’t hold my liquor well, and will feel uncomfortable before I get drunk.」


  「That’s a surprise.」


  To me, Arbel-san was a mature and dependable woman.


  She would fit right in a bar drinking a fashionable cocktail. Downing a strong cup of liquor would suit her image well too.


  Arbel-san seemed to read my mind and said with a laugh:


  「People often comment that I don’t drink despite being an adventurer. But I take after my father who is bad with alcohol. And I found something nice that can replace alcohol too.」


  She took my second cup of Coffee with a smile.


  「It’s a pity that I can’t drink a cup after I finish work late at night.」


  She blinked at me teasingly, which shot an arrow through my heart. She was too cute and charming.


  「Ahem.」


  Right then, I heard someone clearing her throat beside me. When I realized it, Linaria was sitting beside me at the bar counter, as if to remind me to not stare with a dumb face.


  I quickly straightened my face when the door chimed. Before it registered with me that guests were coming, the noise came in first.


  「This is the place, this shop has a great atmosphere!」


  「Yes, you are right. It’s a bit rundown, but ain’t half bad. Masa, you really like places like this.」


  「Amazing! You found such a place so soon after coming to this city.」


  「Oh, it’s nothing! It will be a long time before the Songstress comes, and it will be boring to have nothing to do in the meantime, right? So I started walking around the place.」


  A group of housewives entered the shop as they chatted nonstop. I thought that was all of them, but the door opened again, and eight more people strolled in.


  The quiet shop suddenly turned rowdy. If this was a television, I would want to lower the volume, but that wasn’t possible in reality. Seeing the crowd, Linaria stood up and put on the black apron hanging on the back of a chair. There was still some time before noon, so I put my hands together in gratitude over her willingness to help.


  「…… The Songstress is really popular.」


  Arbel-san swept her gaze through the crowd of housewives and said quietly.


  「That’s true, my shop has been getting busy lately.」


  「It’s the same for every shop. You have to go all out and make full use of this chance to be called a businessman.」


  Arbel-san drank all her Coffee, then took out something that resembled a purse.


  「Eh? You are leaving already?」


  She would usually stay much longer.


  「Yes, I have some business to attend to.」


  She said reservedly. I was wondering if she just came up with that excuse when Arbel-san put the money on the table and stood up.


  「It taste great, thank you for your hospitality.」


  「Oh, right, thank you. Do come again.」


  「Of course.」


  Arbel-san left the shop with a light wave.


  Laughter erupted in the shop. I turned to find the table of housewives laughing happily, someone must have said something interesting.


  Linaria came over with an order chit.


  「Here, this is their order.」


  I couldn’t understand the words in this world, but I remember the dishes in the shop. This was closer to matching symbols instead of understanding them.


  The orders covered the paper, and I took some time to decipher and confirm all of them.


  「What’s wrong?」


  When I heard Linaria’s question, I shook my head and said:


  「No, it’s fine, I’ll get right onto it.」


  They ordered light meals and juices, no one ordered Coffee.


  ~
  


  I went out of my way to order extra ingredients in the morning, but still ran out before the day was over, and had to close shop earlier than usual.


  「There’s a big crowd today too.」


  Linaria pulled her ponytail to the front of her shoulder as she said that. Her feminine movement made my heart race, and I nodded:


  「A returning customer promoted this shop to her friends.」


  In the past, customers usually came alone or in pairs, but now, there were more groups with three or more patrons.


  「Any problem with the cooking?」


  Linaria supported her cheek with her palm at the counter and asked me.


  「Hmm.」


  That was a tough question.


  It was still fine in the afternoon, but customers during dinner time usually order main courses and treat this place like a restaurant.


  Which was to be expected, since there was no concept of cafes in this world. This was just a shop that served Coffee and light meals.


  For the customers, they just visited this shop because they were hungry, and ordered dishes with names that intrigued them.


  Hence, I couldn’t complain about the customers only ordering meals. I should even consider changing the operations at night to provide main dishes and alcohol to make more money.


  However, I was the only chef in the shop, and I had to prepare the beverage. Linaria took care of the ordering, serving the dishes, settling the bill and cleaning up the tables. And now, there was a serious problem of us being short handed.


  「This is a problem」


  「It is.」


  Linaria and I looked at each other with bitter smiles.


  The orders today ran into a jam today too. There weren't many dishes and the prep work was well done, but there were still limits to what I could do alone.


  Fortunately, the customers were ecstatic because of the festive mood and didn’t complain about the long wait, but we couldn’t continue like this.


  「What should we do?」


  「There’s nothing we can do, it’s not easy to find someone who can cook.」


  With how busy we were, the actual restaurants must be even busier. All the shops were short handed.


  「I never thought I will need to worry about this.」


  「It’s a happy problem to have, right? Isn’t it great to have more customers? The place is usually deserted.」


  Linaria teased me with a devious smile.


  「I’m happy about it.」


  Had there been so many customers visiting before? No, my revenue in recent days is substantial.


  「However……」


  「What, something you are unhappy about?」


  「I’m not unhappy, this just doesn’t feel like I’m running a cafe.」


  「It can’t be helped during this period of time. Tourists can be satisfied by eating exotic food in an exotic place.」


  Linaria said with a wave of her hand. I couldn’t help smiling at her concise comment.


  She was exactly right.


  The customers came for my dishes, felt it was delicious and paid the bill. It might stem from their curiosity, but it still made me happy.


  It felt like my value had been affirmed, it wasn’t a bad feeling.


  「Speaking of which, what should we do for dinner? Want me to buy something back?」


  I only noticed the condition of my stomach when Linaria said that. I was famished.


  「Actually, I set aside the portion for our dinner.」


  「As expected of Yu.」


  Linaria clapped her hands, and I stuck out my chest proudly before taking the ingredients for dinner out of the fridge.


  Today’s dinner was fish. However, it wasn’t one whole fish, but a third of it. Even so, it was so big that I needed both hands to hold it.


  Linaria saw it with her sharp eyes from across the counter and cheered:


  「That’s Sole fish! Isn’t it expensive?」


  「I ran into the fishmonger lady when I was grocery shopping in the morning, and she told me this wasn’t a common fish, and told me to try it. She gave me a discount, since she’s a regular of the cafe.」


  No matter which world it was, all old ladies were kind.


  「This isn’t a fish you can buy easily off a regular…」


  「She said I resemble her son when he was still young.」


  Sole fish meat was as beautiful as sakura flowers. According to the fishmonger lady, this was a high class fish that could only be caught during a short period of time in early summer.


  「You aren’t going to put it on the menu?」


  I shook my head and said:


  「Handling fish is a hassle and involves a lot of prep work. I need to pay attention to hygiene, and cooking it requires skill to cleanse the gamey taste.」


  It wouldn’t be worth it if the fragrance of the Coffee got messed up by the stench of the fish. Besides, this place will really turn into a restaurant if I serve fish dishes.


  「I see, but can you cook it?」


  「I can cook up something simple.」


  I could cut it up into sashimi slices or deep fry it. However, raw fish wasn’t common in this world.


  Long distance transportation with magic had only been developed in recent days, so I doubt this city had the culture of eating fresh raw fish.


  「For the staff meal today, I want to make pan seared Sole fish with butter.」


  I declared, and Linaria raised her hand while still supporting her cheek:


  「Professor, a question?」


  「Student Linaria, please keep the question concise.」


  「Yes, Professor, I don’t know how to pan seared the fish, please teach me.」


  「Alright then, listen carefully. First, cut the fish into slices, then season with salt and pepper.」


  I cut out four slices and returned the rest of the fish to the fridge.


  「Then sprinkle on flour.」


  「It’s white now.」


  「This part is important. Shake any excess flour away, or it will mess up the texture.」


  Then heat up oil in a pan, put the sole fish slices in and use medium heat.


  「Cook it until it turns golden. In the meantime, prepare the salad and bread.」


  「Leave this part to me, I will keep an eye on it.」


  Linaria looked at the sole fish being grilled with a mesmerized expression. For someone with a big appetite like her, the sole fish must be very tempting.


  With Linaria watching the stove, I made a simple salad and sliced the bread. I cut some corners since this was a staff meal, but it should be fine.


  I felt it was about time and flipped the fish slices over, and it showed an alluring golden colour. I pressed the slices down with my spatula to make it more crispy.


  A strong fragrance came out of the grilling fish.


  「Uwah…… This smells nice, I feel so hungry……」


  「Right…… Why is the smell of fish so appetizing……」


  We worked without rest the entire time, and were famished. My stomach was protesting strongly for food, and was about to break out into song.


  Linaria kept glancing my way, asking if the fish was done yet.


  I stared at the fish and exercised patience.


  I wanted to eat the fish right now, but it would be bad if I got too hasty and didn’t cook it completely. No matter how good the ingredient was, if I messed up the heat, it would all be for naught.


  The top side was very well cooked, so the underside didn’t need to be grilled for too long.


  Linaria was anxiously swaying her shoulders, so I turned off the heat, and tilted the pan. The oil accumulated on the side, and I wiped it off.


  Linaria stood up, thinking that it was done, but I was just getting to the good part.


  I cut a slice of the butter on the chopping board, and added it into the pan.


  「Uwah!」


  Linaria sounded like she was screaming and cheering at the same time. I looked at her face, which seemed to be saying 「You can do something so terrifying?」


  I could understand how she felt. Butter was a sinful ingredient, and one would feel guilty after eating a lot of them.


  But this was the right way of pan seareding.


  By adding a crazy amount of butter to add in the flavour, it would create a taste that shocked the mind.


  I didn’t want to commit this sin either, but I couldn’t help it since this was what the recipe said. I wasn’t in the wrong, it was the fault of the person who came up with the recipe. This meant pan searing with butter was a legal way of cooking.


  I turned down the heat and watched the butter melt. It turned smaller along its edge, and the melted butter seeped into the golden Sole fish.


  When the butter had melted completely, I turned off the stove and coated the fish with the butter. I then plated the fish slices and poured the leftover butter on top.


  「Good, it’s done.」


  Linaria stared at the dish I placed on the counter and gulped.


  「To think… you came up with such a terrifying dish… pan seared with butter is so shocking.」


  Melting a lot of butter and coating it on the fish. This method of cooking had captured Linaria’s heart. She kept staring at the dish.


  After tidying up a little, I went to the dining table and the two of us could finally eat dinner.


  But I felt a little uneasy. I thought Sole fish was similar to salmon and chose to pan sear it with butter, but since this was a different world, this fish might have a fruity taste or become as tough as meat when cooked. I wouldn’t know if I succeeded without trying a bite.


  I didn’t move my utensils because I was thinking about all that, and Linaria took her first bite. I peeked at her reaction. She opened her eyes wide, and kept chewing with the back of her hand to her mouth.


  She then swallowed and turned to me with a serious face:


  「I will eat only pan seared fish with butter for the rest of my life.」


  My elbow slid off the table. I felt embarrassed doing something so cliche. I was too nervous, and felt my worries were in vain when I heard that childish response.


  「You’re saying it’s delicious?」


  Linaria swiftly took a second bite, and nodded repeatedly with her cheeks puffed out.


  I found the way she was eating very cute.


  It’s a joyous thing to watch someone enjoy your cooking.


  With a warm heart, I sliced the pan seared Sole fish with butter. The cut section was a deep sakura colour, which was appealing to the eyes too.


  I put it into my mouth, and the fragrance of the butter lingered in my nasal cavity. The rich and delicious juice from the Sole fish rioted on the tip of my tongue.


  I couldn’t help biting down, and the surface made a crispy sound, with a smooth and tender flesh beneath.


  The juice poured forth with every bite, and the strong taste that I should be getting tired of was smoothened by the butter.


  This would definitely fail if I used butter sold in the supermarket.


  Only the butter in this world, made with fresh ingredients in an environment untainted by science, could complement the intense taste of the Sole fish with its gentle flavour.


  I couldn’t help looking down at the plate. This was a tastiness that moved me.


  「Pan seared Sole fish with butter… I never thought it is this tasty.」


  Linaria had already started on her second slice.


  「If I can eat such delicious food, I can stay here forever.」


  I raised my head when I heard that.


  But, Linaria just ate the fish blissfully without being aware of what she just said.


  I smiled awkwardly then forked up a cut Sole fish.


  I couldn’t tell her that I would make pan seared Sole fish with butter for you everyday, right?


  <TL: Referencing https://japanalyze.com/10-popular-japanese-marriage-proposals >


  ~
  


  I suddenly remembered how I came to this world.


  I was on the way back home from school when the ground disappeared beneath my feet, and I felt like I was falling. I even thought there was an uncovered manhole. When I realized it, I had fallen inside a labyrinth.


  I couldn’t describe the confusion I felt with words. My mind was too cluttered for me to understand the situation.


  Anyway, the one who saved me was the owner of this shop, an old man.


  To be honest, I didn’t know much about him.


  I knew he was a retired adventurer running the bar that didn’t have much business. He was incredibly skilled in chess, had a grumpy face, and looked really scary.


  After the old man handed the shop over to me, he started wandering without any destination. That was his plan all along, he just slightly altered his plan to close down the bar.


  When I said I wanted to open a Cafe, the old man didn’t press me for the reason.


  He humoured me by listening to my passionate speech about Cafe and Coffee, then said lazily: 「I will finance it, so do what you want.」


  Thinking about it calmly, I didn’t expect the old man to really help me out with this, since it cost quite a significant sum. To the old man, I was just a suspicious person saying nonsense.


  After leaving the shop to me and giving me some money for living expenses, he left on a journey. That was a little crazy.


  No, I was really grateful and wanted to thank him if I met him again, but the old man didn’t even send a letter.


  Business was terrible after the Cafe opened.


  No customers came, and I was always idle. I wasn’t familiar with accounting but still tried my best, and was in the red everyday. I didn’t know how to get customers, and was beaten down by how tough it was to run a business.


  I still remembered the promise I made on that day.


  One day, I would fill all the seats in this shop, run a booming business and not be troubled by being in the red ever again. Speaking of which, why did I open the shop in the first place? I wanted to give up.


  And now, that promise had turned into reality——


  「Two more Hamburg steaks with assorted mushrooms.」


  「…… Even if you told me in the past that things will turn out this way, I wouldn’t have believed it… Heehee.」


  「Stop that weird laugh and get on with it.」


  Linaria went into the kitchen, took out a bottle of juice and poured it into a glass.


  I was too busy, so Linaria handled the beverages outside of Coffee. I was in awe of how competent she was.


  On the other hand, I was constantly at my limits.


  The pan and pot of soup was on the stove, and the order chits written by Linaria were tied at my eye level. This was it, I gave up.


  「I’m… not a chef… No way… There’s too many……」


  「Stop mumbling and do your best.」


  Linaria cheered me on warmly (but not gently), and I kept making the dishes like hot pressed sandwich, Spaghetti, Hamburg steak, pancakes and so forth.


  I thought I could simplify the process and prep work by reducing the number of dishes on the menu, but if the number of orders built up, this strategy would be meaningless.


  Maybe I could change the menu to serve simpler dishes.


  I used the pan to cook the hot pressed sandwich as I looked at the shop:


  「This is the full house that I dreamt of.」


  The dining tables and bar counters were fully occupied.


  We should have stopped accepting guests before the place was full, but we were too busy and the customers came in without us noticing.


  Idle chatter echoed in the shop, and instead of being lively, it felt more noisy instead. The tourists were all free-spirited people.


  There were even people queueing outside.


  「Is it done yet?」


  Linaria asked from across the counter.


  I plated a freshly made hot pressed sandwich and handed it over with the order chit. I actually wanted to add a poached egg on top, but was too busy to do so.


  I watched Linaria serve the hot pressed sandwich and start cooking the next one. How many hot pressed sandwiches have I made so far?


  I cooked spaghetti, Hamburg steak and all sorts of things at the same time.


  Because of the prep work I did in the morning, I somehow managed to operate normally. However, the food was still served very slowly. If this was Japan, I would have received a complaint; but in this world, people weren’t too strict about time. They weren’t bothered by the crowd or the noise, and didn’t mind even if the dishes didn’t come.


  I was glad about that, but I wasn’t thick skinned enough to just accept this situation.


  I was yelling 「Oh no, oh no」 in my brain as I kept making dishes.


  Because of this situation, I couldn’t see the faces of the customers or speak with them. The best I could do was to tell them 「thank you for your patronage」 when they say 「thank you for your hospitality」.


  When the lunch time rush was over and the crowd subsided, I flipped the 「Now open」 sign to the 「Closed for the day」 side. I was exhausted.


  Without new customers coming in, we could finally focus on our work. After the customers left one after another, I could finally wash the dishes in the basin and clean up the messy kitchen.


  When the last customer left, we could finally rest.


  After cleaning up for a bit, I sat at the bar counter seat and tapped my shoulder:


  「…… That’s a shocking number of people.」


  「…… Isn’t that great? Business is booming.」


  Linaria hung her apron on the back of a chair and sat beside me.


  「Is our shop a trending topic somewhere? There’s too many people for us to manage.」


  「I feel overwhelmed today too.」


  Linaria stretched her arms and laid on the counter.


  Given the size of this shop, it’s too tough to have just one person working the floor and one person working the kitchen.


  We managed somehow through Linaria’s nimble and quick movements, but this was too heavy a load for the two of us.


  「We should hire some people. We might be able to go through this ourselves, but this is really tiring.」


  「If we can get one or two more staff……」


  I never thought there would be a day that I would be shorthanded. I didn’t even know how to recruit more employees.


  「Try making a request through the Adventurer Guild.」


  「Maybe the Merchant Guild instead? Those with experience are there… but all the shops are short handed, so we might not be able to find help right away.」


  Linaria was right, even my shop with slow business got so busy, the other shops must be swarmed and short on hands too.


  But I couldn’t give up so easily. I had to bet on this small glimmer of hope and negotiate with them, or I might die from work exhaustion in the near future.


  We sighed deeply in unison, and the door chime loudly. A loud voice drowning out the chime came our way:


  「Linaria-san what’s going on here are you kidding me you are really living here!?」


  I turned and saw a girl wearing the same Arialu School of Wizardry uniform like Linaria. She charged right to the counter, her beret almost fell off along the way.


  「Oh, that’s great! I’m glad you are safe! Did this man do anything to you!? Like something immodest!?」


  This girl—— Ainaleila pressed Linaria with a stream of questions.


  Linaria frowned and tried to push Aina who was in almost in her face away:


  「Hey, that’s too close.」


  「Why didn’t you discuss this with me!? I can arrange for lodgings in an inn, and even invite you to stay at my place for a few days too!」


  Aina’s words were kind, but her nose was flaring and her eyes were bloodshot.


  「Why should I discuss this with Aina?」


  Linaria didn’t show any mercy.


  Aina was like Linaria’s stalker, but not because of some dangerous ideas, she just wanted to be on good terms with Linaria whom she respects. After a certain event, the two of them became friends.


  However, Aina’s passion didn’t subside at all, and would go out of control occasionally. She must be thinking about cohabiting with Linaria-san right now.


  「I want to live together with Linaria! How sly! It’s not too late, come to my place!」


  「…… Thanks, but no thanks.」


  Linaria leaned back to pull away as she said that.


  「But why!?」


  「Because I feel my life is at risk.」


  「You mean I’m more dangerous than this man?!」


  Aina pointed at me aggressively, she had not been holding back all this while.


  Linaria looked at me, then looked at Aina, and nodded wordlessly.


  「How is that possible!?」


  Aina looked crestfallen and crumpled onto the floor.


  I was happy that Linaria trusted me, but I felt complicated about her not treating me like a man.


  「Speaking of which, Aina is on vacation too, right? But you are still wearing your uniform.」


  Aina looked up and glared at me with teary eyes:


  「…… I heard there was an explosion in the school, and rushed back from the territory.」


  「Aina’s territory?」


  「The young lady’s home is in the Froger County, and is six hours away on carriage.」


  「Uwah!」


  I heard a voice behind me and jumped up from my seat. I turned and saw a maid was standing behind me.


  「L-Long time no see.」


  「Yes, it’s been a while, I’m glad to see that you have been well.」


  She said emotionlessly.


  The maid’s back was ramrod straight, and her hands crossed before her abdomen. Her posture was as polished as sparkling glass, and gave off an intimidating aura.


  This woman named Doddo was Aina’s personal maid, and would occasionally follow Aina to my shop.


  「I rushed to the academy and found a school building half destroyed, and the dormitory missing its walls. The school said it evacuated the students who had stayed behind.」


  Aina stood up and Doddo closed in silently to smoothen Aina’s skirt and adjusted her bow tie.


  「Even when I asked them where Linaria-san is, no one will tell me.」


  Doddo went behind Aina and straightened Aina’s beret.


  「I asked Doddo to investigate, and found out that you are living on the second floor of this place! And you are serving the customers too!」


  Doddo took out a comb to brush Aina’s messy hair and backed away to the side, staying as still as a doll.


  「I can’t let Linaria-san stay in a place like this! Her chastity will be in danger!」


  Aina stated firmly, her words rounding back to the starting point, but something like that didn’t matter.


  「Maid-san is amazing…」


  「Incredible…」


  Linaria and I were both impressed.


  「I hope she can come help out in the morning…」


  「She will definitely be a big help…」


  「You flatter me.」


  Doddo nodded in acknowledgement.


  「Hey, I’m, over, here! I’m the one talking! You two! This way! Look at me!」


  Aina waved her hands at the corners of our vision.


  「It must be tough being a maid, right?」


  I mused.


  「Of course it’s tough, they have to deal with nobles every day without any chance to relax.」


  Linaria said.


  「It’s a meaningful job.」


  Maid-san responded.


  「…… I’m going to cry, you know? Are you fine with that?」


  Aina said in a trembling voice.


  She really was about to cry, so we stopped messing around and turned to Aina.


  「So, what’s with you all of a sudden?」


  「You are playing dumb…… In that case…… I will use the power of the nobles…… and bury you…… in the darkness……」


  Aina mumbled with her bangs covering her eyes, which sent a chill down my back.


  「Sorry Linaria, can I leave the shop to you tomorrow? I have something on.」


  「No, you can only choose death or cooking.」


  「The options are too hard.」


  「As the young lady’s attendant, I will suggest to her a less painful method, so please don’t worry.」


  「Maid-san is really tough on me too.」


  「Like I said, don’t ignore me and chat happily along, alright!?」


  Aina waved her hands. What an entertaining girl.


  Linaria snickered and I laughed too. Doddo gracefully covered her mouth with her fingertips, and was obviously smiling.


  Seeing us laugh, Aina puffed her cheeks and slouched her shoulders dejectedly:


  「This is weird… I shouldn’t be such a character……」


  ~
  


  After we sat down at the dining table, Doddo said 「let me borrow your kitchen」, and walked behind the counter.


  I was about to ask why when she took out a cup from the cabinet with practiced movements and started heating up some water.


  She seemed to know where everything was and how she should move, as if she had worked in my shop before.


  「…… Why are you so familiar with this place?」


  「Because I’m a maid.」


  Doddo answered my question with an even tone.


  I see, she being a maid was the reason...


  「Don’t think too hard about it.」


  Aina said, and I decided to follow her advice. Since her employer said so, there was no point in pursuing the matter. Doddo then brought three cups to the table. They were Coffee cups, but they contained tea. Even though our shop didn’t have tea.


  「Where did the tea… Never mind, forget it.」


  I copied Aina and reached for the cup.


  「Let me say this again. Linaria-san, please come to my house to play.」


  Linaria drank the tea, looked towards Aina and said:


  「Thank you very much for the offer, but no need.」


  「But why!? It’s too dangerous to live under the same roof with a man!」


  I felt that this made sense.


  「But your place is six hours away via carriage, right?」


  When she heard that, Aina said with a sigh:


  「That’s for the main house, we have a villa in this city, and I want to invite Linaria-san to stay there.」


  Oh, a villa huh, I see.


  I didn’t know how large Aina’s mansion was, but since it was the residence of a noble, it should be like a top class hotel.


  At the very least, it should be much more comfortable than the second floor of a rundown old bar. And living with me would give Linaria a lot of pressure too.


  I glanced at Linaria, and she was still sipping at her tea. She furrowed her brows and said 「it;s hot.」 What was she doing?


  「Anyway, I’m fine with staying here, I can’t relax in the home of a noble.」


  「That’s such a basic issue……!」


  Aina cried as she held her head.


  「And it’s more convenient since I will be helping out the shop.」


  「Oh right! That thing too! Linaria-san is working in this shop! I want to see you wear an apron too!」


  Don’t mix your desires into the conversation.


  「I’m not sure if this is the effect of the Songstress, but there has been a lot of customers recently, and I asked Linaria to help me out.」


  After I explained it, Aina opened her eyes wide in disbelief.


  「This shop…… has a lot of customers?」


  「Can you not make a face that says 『I don’t believe it?』 And stop sweeping your gaze around the shop to check, and spread out your arms to snort!」


  She was using her entire body to convey the message 「you must be joking.」


  「Really now, you are abusing Linaria-san’s kindness, how vicious. You must be ordering her around all day to do your bidding.」


  Aina even started to wipe the fake tears from the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief, and I gave up on refuting her.


  Linaria must be dumbstruck by this too. I turned to look, and saw her smiling nefariously. She looked ready to set someone up.


  「Yes, it has been so busy that I’m on the verge of fainting. There are just the two of us, but the customers keep coming and I can’t rest properly. So we want to hire more people.」


  Linaria peeked at Aina, then looked out the window and said:


  「Ah—— is there anyone willing to work together with me? If they can help out from evening, I will be really happy.」


  Peek.


  「But there’s no way things will work out so well. Sigh, how troubling.」


  T-This trap was too obvious, no one would be fooled by such terrible acting——


  「Plebeian, I just happen to, very coincidentally, be free for one week. Please let me… No, if you ask me desperately, I can help you out.」


  It actually worked!


  Aina said with her hand proudly on her chest and a bright smile.


  Linaria was facing away from us, but her shoulders were trembling, failing to hide her laughter.


  We were talking about hiring more help, but I never expected her to do that. However——


  「…… Can a noble work here?」


  「My father often tells me to familiarize myself with all aspects of society, so this can be an experience to understand society. Yes, that is so.」


  She made a face that said everything was as she expected, but I ignored that and looked towards Doddo. Since she was taking care of Aina, she could make the correct decision.


  「As expected of the young lady, you are really exemplary.」


  Doddo said monotonously and nodded at me. So it was fine then.


  It would be great to work together with people we know.


  「I will be counting on you then.」


  「A wise decision! Speaking of which……」


  Aina leaned in close. Her cheeks were flushed and her breathing ragged. She was pretty, so I felt nervous. She said quietly:


  「I want to stay here too. If possible, I want to stay next to Linaria-san’s room.」


  「…… Don’t you have a house?」


  「But Linaria-san is not there.」


  This girl was saying that with a straight face.


  All nobles should be wealthy with large mansions. The academy was glamorous too, so the dormitory shouldn’t be too bad.


  Was it fine for someone living in such a place to move into my home? They might think my place was a dog house.


  I looked at Doddo.


  「The young lady always wanted to stay outside with her friends.」


  「Hey, Doddo!?」


  Aina stood up and chased after Doddo, and Doddo deftly moved into the shop to dodge.


  I turned to Linaria and asked her 「What do you think?」 She nodded with an awkward smile.


  There were no problems then. Oh, there was also the issue of my peace of mind. It was impossible for a healthy boy not to be fazed by this situation. This was an ideal environment, but this wouldn’t do.


  「Can you lend me a room to take care of the Young Lady? Even a storage room is fine.」


  「Uwah!」


  Doddo whispered into my ear without me noticing, she didn’t make any sound at all.


  She was Aina’s personal maid, so if Aina was staying, she would be staying too.


  Which meant I would be living with three girls.


  「This is making my heart race.」


  「You’re saying something retarded with a straight face, you know?」


  ~
  


  The two of them started helping out that very evening.


  The four of us had a simple lunch—— staff lunch was the Sole fish from yesterday and mushroom spaghetti, and it received rave reviews. Sole fish could do anything—— after finishing the meal, we started discussing the plan for the dinner time period.


  「…… Erm, why do I have to wear a maid attire too?」


  「Young Lady, the proper attire for a server is a maid attire.」


  「I-Is that so?」


  Because of that reason, Aina was forced into a maid uniform. She fidgeted with her skirt and white hair accessory, not used to this attire.


  Doddo took that maid uniform out of nowhere, but it suited Aina really well. Aina usually had an air of nobility about her, but with a change of clothes, she looked more demure and lady-like.


  A black one piece dress with a frilled apron. It was a plain attire, but why was a maid’s costume so attractive? You could be a maid by putting on the uniform, and men had fantasies about maids.


  「Ehh, Linaria should wear it too.」


  「Don’t wanna.」


  「I’m sorry.」


  I was just kidding, but she glared at me so sharply that I started sweating bullets.


  「Do you like maid uniforms?」


  Linaria asked teasingly.


  「There are no man in the world who hates maid uniforms.」


  I declared firmly, and she looked at me as if she was looking at walking garbage.


  She was the one who asked, so it was rude for her to make that face.


  Even if people rolled their eyes at me, felt disheartened or felt physical repulsion, I couldn’t lie to myself. I held my head up high bravely.


  Aina swayed the skirt of her maid uniform and walked towards us, then looked at Linaria with the sparkling eyes of a child:


  「Erm, Linaria-san, please wear a maid uniform together with me.」


  「Why would you even ask? I won’t wear it.」


  「But why nyaa.」


  「…… Can you not make such a wimpy sound?」


  「Because I want to see Linaria-san wear a maid uniform! If I missed this chance, I might not get to see it in this lifetime! Come, I will wear it too!」


  Aina approached with imposing steps, and Linaria shirked away.


  「W-Wait.」


  Linaria looked at me with pleading eyes.


  But I agreed with what Aina said.


  Linaria in a maid uniform… If we missed this chance, she would never wear it again, so I hope she would put it on.


  When I gave a thumbs up with a smile, Linaria’s face turned stiff.


  She realized she had no allies, and chose to defy Aina on her own.


  「Hey Aina, calm down.」


  「Linaria-san, give it up already.」


  「Her eyes are really scary!」


  Aina slowly closed in on Linaria, pushing her towards the wall as if she was going to hug her.


  Two cute girls pressing close to each other was a mesmerizing sight, and one of them was wearing a maid uniform too.


  「This is really…… Hmm…… I see.」


  「What do you mean you see, help me!」


  「Do you have another maid uniform?」


  I turned a deaf ear to Linaria’s cries for help, and after I asked Doddo, she took out a neatly folded maid uniform from behind her.


  「I have one here, and the size is just right.」


  「Amazing……」


  「You flatter me.」


  Maid-san was so competent that it gave me the chills.


  Linaria was forced to the wall with no way of escaping.


  This was normally impossible.


  But Aina in a maid uniform had a power that even Linaria couldn’t resist, this was the magic of maids. Linaria’s hands were pushed against the wall, and Aina slowly leaned her flaring nostrils and bloodshot eyes towards her.


  This looked dangerous even to a bystander. I was seriously thinking about subduing her. Aina gets a pass since she was still a cute teenage girl, but a middle aged man would get arrested immediately.


  「Wait, you……!」


  「Hah…… Hah……」


  Linaria’s resistance ended in futility, and she couldn’t break out of her confinement.


  Aina was silent, and just kept breathing hard and inching closer.


  Linaria who was watching from up close must have realized something——


  That this girl was bad news.


  And she realized her life was in danger.


  She took in a sharp breath as if she was spasming, and yelled at Doddo and me:


  「I will wear it! I will wear a maid uniform or anything!」


  Linaria was on the verge of tears.


  With that settled, it was time to save the damsel in distress. Doddo dashed over and subdued Aina.


  「W-Wait, what’s going on here!? I didn’t do anything!」


  「That’s what all the convicts say!」


  Doddo seized Aina from behind and dragged her away, and I put myself between her and Linaria.


  「W-Who’s a convict!? I just want to express my feelings to Linaria-san!」


  「It’s a crime to force your feelings one-sidedly!」


  I said to her seriously.


  「What did you say!? Et tu, Doddo?!」


  「I’m very sorry, but this is for the sake of protecting the Young Lady’s social standing.」


  Doddo said as she subdued Aina from behind.


  Speaking of which, Doddo was really strong. She subdued Aina who was struggling wildly without batting an eye.


  「This is an outrage! I just want to see Linaria-san in a maid uniform————!」


  Maid uniforms… were really scary.


  Its charms would occasionally bare its fangs and drive people insane. I could understand how Aina felt, which made it even more scary.


  The Aina today might be the me tomorrow.


  「I-I’m saved…… Thank you.」


  Linaria put her hand on her breasts to steady her breathing and said to me. I turned to her and said:


  「Linaria.」


  「W-What, why the serious face?」


  「You said you will wear it, right?」


  「…… Huh?」


  Linaria’s face turned stiff.


  「You said you’ll wear a maid uniform or anything, right?」


  「…… Did I? I was really anxious, and don’t remember.」


  She blatantly averted her gaze as she stammered.


  I said with a mischievous smile:


  「Oh, that’s strange. Did Linaria-san, who ranked top in her grade at the renowned Arialu School of Wizardry, forgot what she said?」


  「Ughh…… Mmmm……」


  I stared right at her.


  「Well, that’s still possible. So Linaria, look me in the eyes and say 『you don’t remember』, and I will believe you, okay?」


  I kept leaning in, but Linaria didn’t dare to look at me. She bit her lips, her shoulders trembled, and then said in resignation:


  「I know, I will wear it, I will wear it, really now!」


  Linaria shouted exasperatedly, picked up the maid uniform from the counter and walked to the back.


  I watched her go, closed my eyes, and turned to the ceiling.


  —— I won.


  Had I ever felt so happy in the past before? Excitement filled my entire body.


  「I’m amazed by how unscrupulous you made used of all possible methods to force your opponent into a corner.」


  Doddo said.


  「That is just straight out coercion, not my style.」


  「I don’t want to hear that from you!」


  I couldn’t help shouting at what Aina said. I only said what I did to follow through on Aina’s prank, so I would feel troubled if you calm down all of a sudden.


  Aina looked down at her clothes, then said with her index finger on her lips:


  「I was controlled by an emotion I didn’t understand… It might be the fault of these clothes.」


  「Don’t push the blame onto the maid uniform with a straight face.」


  「It couldn’t be helped, it is said that a maid uniform possess magic.」


  I stared at Doddo.


  Seeing that her face was calm, I looked towards Aina.


  Because Doddo looked serious, I couldn’t tell if she was joking or if it was the truth.


  Aina shook her head in resignation just like me.



  I see…… It’s better not to retort here……


  I was hesitating about how to react when Aina suddenly interlocked her fingers with a cheer, like a toddler who saw an enormous cake.


  I was drawn by her reaction and looked in the direction of her gaze, and opened my eyes wide.


  「…… I feel constricted in these clothes.」


  Linaria changed into a simple black and white uniform, and returned awkwardly to us. Her cheeks were blushed, and the corners of her lips were drooping with displeasure. But her reluctant attitude stabbed right into my heart.


  「…… How wonderful.」


  「What’s wonderful, retard! It’s embarrassing to dress like this!」


  Her lecturing tone sounded just like always.


  I immediately believed what Doddo said, and that maid uniforms possessed magic that could charm people’s hearts and bring peace to the world. I nodded firmly in agreement.


  「Linaria-san, you look great! It suits you well, just like I imagined!」


  Aina ran over and said while holding Linaria’s hands:


  「I want to abduct you, bring you back home and decorate you in my room.」


  「Hey, this girl just said her true feelings out loud.」


  「I can empathize with her feelings.」


  I nodded firmly.


  「What do you mean you can empathize, stop that.」


  「As expected of the Young Lady.」


  Doddo said seriously.


  「Aren’t you acting too normal!?」


  I joked as I burned the image of Linaria in a maid uniform into my brain.


  I might not see her wear this again in my lifetime, so this was a precious image.


  I joked with Doddo, but Aina was serious. She was all smiles, but her eyes weren’t smiling.


  「Since you already put it on, then for the work today——」


  I tried suggesting something, and Linaria looked at me with a beautiful fake smile and said:


  「Did you say something?」


  「No, it’s nothing.」


  I sensed a hint of killing intent behind her respectful tone. She might look like a maid, but she was still Linaria on the inside. I would lose my life if I got too cocky.


  I was wiping the sweat from my brows when Doddo reached behind her and took out another maid uniform:


  「By the way, I also have a maid uniform for Yu-san.」


  「……?」


  「It’s the right size too.」


  ……


  …… Huh?


  After that, a customer came in, and Linaria changed back to her usual clothes.


  It was regrettable that I couldn’t see Linaria in maid uniform, but I managed to dodge a bullet there.


  Doddo’s eyes were more serious than usual, it was scary since I couldn’t tell if she was kidding. I wouldn’t ask why she had a maid uniform in my size in the future too, there were things I was better off not knowing in this world.


  With the setting of the sun, the number of patrons gradually increased. We slowly started running the shop before the peak.


  We started off with a demonstration, with Linaria who had gotten used to things and Doddo who was a professional tending to the customers.


  The door chimed, alerting us of a customer coming in, and Aina moved to welcome them. She wasn’t nervous at all, and the long skirt of her maid uniform swayed as she went to the customer who just entered and bowed gracefully:


  「Welcome.」


  「Ehhh?!」


  The man wearing light armour like an adventurer perked up his beast ears and looked at Aina again.


  「Huh? M-Maid-san? Isn’t this a normal eatery?」


  The man was confused and even used the ‘san’ honorifics. I could empathize with how he felt.


  「We do serve meals here, but this is a Cafe.」


  「C-Cafe?」


  「Yes, a Cafe.」


  「I-I see, a Cafe huh.」


  The man nodded. He couldn’t ask what a Cafe was, since the one speaking with him was a maid-san.


  …… Hmm?


  「Hmm?」


  「What’s wrong?」


  Linaria asked, but the inspiration had just struck me, and I couldn’t respond.


  I realized an important thing.


  This was a Cafe.


  And Aina was a maid.


  Doddo was also a maid.


  Which means, right now, this place was a maid Cafe.


  I heard all the big cities in Japan had several maid Cafes.


  Maid Cafe didn’t only provide beverages, the staff were also cute girls in maid uniforms, and the situation right now was just like that.


  「I see…… so there is such a method… This is a blindspot.」


  「What are you mumbling about?」


  「Nothing…… I’m starting a revolution in this world, and this might be the pioneer of a new era.」


  「Did you hit your head? Do you need healing?」


  Linaria was seriously worried, so I stopped messing around. But it was difficult to toss the idea of a maid Cafe out of my head.


  While I was murmuring to myself, Aina had asked the customer for his order and came back.


  「I used Doddo as a reference… Did I do alright?」


  「You did well, you are just a little stiff.」


  Linaria commented.


  「That was marvelous.」


  Doddo said.


  「It will be great if you can talk to me like that.」


  Aina snorted when I said that and averted her face.


  「Don’t wanna.」


  But I was still your boss, you know……


  I was teary because of the cold harshness of the world as I accepted Aina’s order chit.


  Hmm, Hamburg steak and Iced Coffee, huh. It was summer, so Iced Coffee was popular. The customer probably saw Iced Coffee on the menu, and just ordered it since it was iced, and didn’t care about the Coffee part.


  Doddo, who was standing beside me in the kitchen, glanced at the order chit.


  「I will handle the Hamburg steak.」


  「…… Do you know how to make it?」


  I didn’t teach her how to.


  「I do, because I’m a maid.」


  「That’s a convenient line, but I’m no longer surprised.」


  Linaria and Aina will handle the customers, while Doddo and I will be responsible for the kitchen. I was planning to teach her how to cook each dish when the orders came in.


  I watched her as I prepared Iced Coffee, and found Doddo’s movement to be smooth, her knivework steady, and the steps correct. She visited with Aina many times and probably saw me make the dishes. But that was still an amazing memory.


  Doddo made the Hamburg steak in a blink of an eye. I did the prep work ahead of time, but she was still really fast.


  「Please have a sample.」


  Doddo scooped up the sauce with a soup spoon for me. I hesitated a little, but still opened my mouth. The spoon went in, and the warm sauce flowed onto my tongue.


  「How is it?」


  She looked at me from close up and asked. Doddo’s features were well defined, and I felt a little awkward because of that.


  「It’s great.」


  I answered honestly. It has a more elegant taste than mine, without any unnecessary flavor. The taste was mixed just right and harmoniously. I was surprised that Doddo was such a great cook.


  I noticed something.


  The one tending to the customers was a maid (Cosplay) …… the one cooking was a maid (Professional)... So this was a maid cafe (in many levels).


  Linaria just happen to be by the counter, so I turned to her and said:


  「Linaria, want to wear a maid uniform again?」


  「Have you gotten tired of living?」


  「I’m sorry.」


  Tch, I failed.


  

  

~
  

  A 「Joke」 included the element of playing and messing around, and wasn’t done seriously. I thought of the Maid Cafe as a joke, but the scene before me wasn’t like a joke at all.


  「Uwah, it’s true, there are maids here.」


  「Right? I said there are, I’m not pulling your leg.」


  「Maid-san, what do you recommend?」


  「Maid-san, which house are you working for?」


  The maids were more popular than my feeble imagination could manage.


  Normally, you could only see maids in the house of the wealthy or a noble, so it was rare to see them working in a restaurant.


  It was dinner time, and there were many customers who wanted to see the maids, so there was a long queue outside the shop.


  Linaria was serving the dishes confidently while wearing an apron, but Aina who was in a maid uniform kept getting chatted up by the customers, and they would call her over for some reason or another.


  What surprised me was Aina smiling at the customers, handling them in an adequate manner, and wasn’t bothered by the male customers’ teasing.


  「Wow, she sure is amazing.」


  I was honestly impressed. I thought about letting Aina or Doddo take a break if the crowd got too rowdy, but they didn’t make me worry and continued working without being fazed.


  「The Young Lady is used to social gatherings, and knows how do deal with such people.」


  Doddo explained.


  「By social gathering, you mean the banquets for nobles?」


  「Yes, Master and Madam have brought the Young Lady to banquets since she was young. She could tell who held peerage and their standings by their demeanour and words. The Young Lady learned these techniques through live practice and the strict training by her home tutor.」


  Was it fine for her to use such an incredible technique in a place like this? This was just a Cafe in the suburbs, and she was even wearing a maid uniform.


  And the maid beside me was really capable too.


  Her cooking movements were so clean and precise that I could take things easy. Unlike that time when Linaria and I were overwhelmed, we handled things just fine this time, despite having so many patrons.


  I could prepare the dishes, beverage and Coffee with ease; Linaria and Aina served the dishes and took back new order chits.


  The customers from out of town enjoyed their meals noisily and frowned when they drank the Coffee. They commented that 「it didn’t taste too bad」 and chatted happily.


  The shop was brightly lit, and the light illuminated the alley outside through the windows. The laughter drew in the gazes of the people outside, and they opened their eyes wide at the sight of the maids and joined the queue.


  This was such a summer night.


  This Cafe had not been so bright and crowded since Linaria’s birthday.


  It would be great if everyday was so joyous.


  I couldn’t help thinking.


  …… We had a maid here after all.


  Tourists wouldn’t stay and relax here late into the night, since there was all sorts of entertainment in this city for them to enjoy at night.


  I turned the sign to 「Closed for the day」 part way through the evening today to stem the visiting crowd, and slowly closed up. When the last customer left, we started cleaning up. With the four of us, we finished up much earlier than usual.


  I finally realized what hiring more help was like.


  We could provide meals and serve a large number of patrons, and clean up could be done in no time. I was more relaxed than usual, but earned more revenue. I felt as if I caught a glimpse of gold alchemy.


  I pulled the curtains on the windows, cleaned up the shop and closed up for real.


  An unfamiliar aroma came from the kitchen, Doddo was cooking something.


  We didn’t eat when we were working, so it was time for us to dine. Doddo said she wanted to make the staff meal, and I accepted her gracious offer.


  Aina and I set the table for four, put down a pitcher of juice and then sat down. When we were done, Doddo and Linaria brought over the plates.


  「Oh, it’s Pieta, I haven’t eaten that for a long time.」


  Aina said happily when she saw the dish before her.


  I also looked at the Pieta before me. It was pasta in white sauce, with something like spinach and de-shelled shrimp. It should be a dish that was similar to spaghetti carbonara.


  There was also a basket of Baguette covered in garlic spread baked to a golden crisp, and a meat and vegetable stew. This didn’t look like something that could be made in such a short amount of time, and they looked good enough for me to put on the menu.


  「Doddo is great at cooking.」


  I was impressed, and Doddo nodded while standing:


  「This is only natural for a maid.」


  「Doddo works twice as hard as others.」


  Aina drowned out Doddo’s humble words and said proudly. Doddo neither affirmed nor denied that, and stood diagonally behind Aina.


  「…… Aren’t you going to sit down?」


  When I asked that, Doddo placed her hands on her abdomen as always and said with her back straight: 「Because I’m a maid.」


  Because she was a maid, she had to wait on us.


  「It’s fine, sit down. I will feel bothered if you are the only one standing.」


  Linaria said cheerfully, and I concurred:


  「That’s right, we all worked hard together.」


  Doddo seemed a little troubled and looked towards Aina.


  「Just take them up on their offer. And I’m a maid right now too, so it’s fine to eat at the same table.」


  Aina said gently, as if she was speaking with a young child. Doddo blushed a little and nodded lightly.


  「…… Pardon my intrusion then.」


  「You’re not intruding at all.」


  Linaria replied nonchalantly before standing up and bringing the dishes Doddo made to the dining table, and sat down with the four of us.


  The dish Doddo made called Pieta tasted really good.


  There were potatoes in the white cream, giving it a deep and sweet flavour. However, the delicious food wasn’t the only reason why it tasted great.


  The atmosphere around the dining table was very cheerful. Aina brought up all sorts of topics, while Linaria and I answered. Doddo maintained a prim and proper posture at the dining table, and would reveal Aina’s secrets from time to time to tease Aina.


  The food would taste great if we could all chat and dine together. And the delicious food made the experience even more pleasant.


  I hope this delightful mealtime would last forever—— This was the first time in my life that I didn’t want to finish a meal.


  After having our dinner, it was time to prepare for bed.


  While Linaria was bathing, I took Aina and Doddo to their rooms. All four of us stayed in single rooms, so the four rooms on the second level were occupied.


  Since this wasn’t a proper inn, the room wasn’t that big and only had the minimum furnitures. It was too rundown for rich nobles to stay in.


  I thought Aina would disparage the place, but contrary to my expectations, her eyes were sparkling.


  「Uwah…… So this is a room that adventurers lived in.」


  「You aren’t wrong.」


  This used to be a bar, so drunk adventurers might have stayed here.


  「By the way, why are you so happy after seeing this room?」


  「Oh no, it’s nothing. Hmmp, I didn’t expect much, but this room sure is small.」


  Aina flicked the hair on her shoulder to hide something.


  「It’s useless to act like a aristocratic lady at this point.」


  Speaking of which, Doddo did mention……


  「You likes adventures, right?」


  「Pyaaah!」


  Pyaah?


  「T-That’s impossible, there’s no way I would like adventure stories, hohoho.」


  Aina covered her mouth in exaggerated laughter, but her cheeks were blushing. She wanted to hide this fact, but I didn’t think this was something shameful.


  「S-Speaking of which.」


  To change the topic, she spoke out loud. She thought about another topic and her gaze wavered.


  「That’s right! There’s a bath here.」


  She brought that up stiffly, but I didn’t mind.


  「This place was supposed to be an inn at some point, so a bath was made.」


  「I see……」


  「Do you think it’s a pity? Did you want to visit the public bath like adventurers?」


  「I-I don’t know what you are talking about, hohoho.」


  This Young Lady was really easy to read.


  This world was different from Japan where each house had its own bath, and people normally visited the public bath house. It could be found everywhere, was cheap and spacious. I would go occasionally too since cleaning my house’s bath was a hassle.


  「The public bath aside, just soaking in the bathwater Linaria-san used……」


  Aina looked into the void with her cheeks blushed and mouth agape. This wasn’t a face a maiden should be making, it was weird to even say this. I pulled away from her a little.


  Aina suddenly showed a serious face with her trembling hands held before her chest, as if she just realized something terrible.


  「What is it?」


  I asked worriedly, but Aina just said to me with an emotionless face:


  「…… I have some business to attend to, and will be off.」


  She then went downstairs.


  What happened? It was rare to see Aina being so serious.


  Feeling ominous, I followed behind her.


  I searched on the first floor but didn’t see Aina. I even checked the small store room under the stairs. I was suspecting whether she went outside when I remembered——


  「No…… it can’t be……」


  This was a frightening idea.


  I was thinking 「she wouldn’t go that far」 and headed to the changing room. It was the small room adjoining the bath.


  I found Aina squatting at the door to the bath.


  「This is a crime……」


  「Kyaa! B-Be quiet! Linaria-san will notice!」


  Aina turned to me with her index finger on her lips, and then continued pressing her ear against the door and slowly reaching for the door handle.


  「By the way, don’t you two visit the bath house together in the dormitory?」


  「Yes we do, but this is different.」


  Why did she go so far for the sake of peeking? I thought and remembered Aina’s stalking tendencies, she might just find this taboo exciting.


  The door opened with a creak, and Aina peeked through the gap.


  「Ughh, there’s an inner door……!」


  「Of course.」


  I felt an oncoming headache. Should I stop her?


  「Ah! That’s Linaria-san clothes! If I take one……」


  「She will find out, right?」


  But my heart started to race when I heard her report.


  In a sense, peeking at the girl’s bath was a dream of all boys, a dream that could never be realized. Aina, who was also a girl, could do so easily, which made me envious.


  「Oh, I can hear water splashing… She is enjoying herself.」


  Aina turned to me and said excitedly. She smiled deviously at me:


  「Well? You must be envious since you can’t do something like this.」


  「It’s frustrating if you say that to me with such a face.」


  「Regret your life for not being born a woman!」


  She even laughed mockingly.


  Why did I need to be mocked by her? I could be forgiven for smacking the back of her head, right? Wasn’t that the right thing to do?


  With all those complicated thoughts in my mind, the door suddenly opened and hit the side of Aina’s head.


  「That hurts!」


  「Hey Aina, you’re really noisy.」


  Linaria showed her face, then leaned her upper body out of the door.


  She looked at me with an exasperated face.
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  Linaria’s vermillion hair was moist from the bath, and flowed straight down from her shoulders. I could clearly see the few strands sticking to her cheeks and forehead.


  Her slender neck formed a smooth line to her collar bone, and the droplets of water on her skin flowed down to her breasts covered with a towel.


  Her snow white skin, cheeks and round shoulders had a lustrous shine.


  I was mesmerized by this visage and couldn’t say a word.


  Linaria didn’t say anything either, her entire body turned bright red like a cooked octopus.


  She quietly slid behind the door and closed it.


  There was the sound of things toppling over in the bathroom, and the sound of things hitting the wall slowly got further away.


  「Ugh, how unfortunate… My head is going to crack… Huh, what’s wrong? Why is your face so red?」


  「No, it’s nothing.」


  Aina stood up from the corner of the corridor and looked at my face before cocking her head. She then turned to the closed door and said as if she realized something:


  「No way, are you kidding me. Did you see Linaria-san’s…」


  「I didn’t see I didn’t see she covered up so it’s safe!」


  「Are you for real!? No, it’s unforgivable even if it’s just the tip! Forget it right now! It should be me! I’m the one who wants to see!」


  She grabbed me by the collar and shook me around, but I couldn’t forget that scene for now. The skinned coloured image kept flashing across my mind.


  ~
  


  「Erm.」


  「Shut up.」


  「Yes.」


  I didn’t say anything and just held the note in hand and checked the food stock.


  Linaria tidied the utensils cabinet, with her wet long hair hanging before her chest.


  Fresh out of the bath, Linaria was wearing loose pyjamas instead of her usual uniform. On her one piece pyjamas was a sheer blouse.


  After Linaria came out, Aina went into the bath with Doddo accompanying her. I didn’t know the specifics of Doddo’s work, but it was probably something like washing Aina’s body or clothes.


  But this was awkward.


  I was happy that Linaria was helping with the preparations for tomorrow, but this must be out of her sense of responsibility.


  However, Linaria wouldn’t look my way or speak with me.


  She seemed too red for someone just out of the bath, and hung her head in obvious embarrassment. When I noticed her demeanour, my movements also turned stiff.


  「Erm, it’s fine. I didn’t see anything beneath your shoulders.」


  「I……! I told you not to talk about it! I want to forget it!」


  I tried giving her an excuse to put this behind her, but Linaria raised her eyebrows and glared at me. But when we locked eyes, she turned away immediately.


  「Anyway, forget it.」


  「No, I didn’t see——」


  「Forget it.」


  Her tone was so firm that I just nodded profusely.


  She gave off a heavy pressure that sent a chill down my spine. It was a difficult to describe feeling, and might be the result of something unfathomable like Linaria’s mana.


  However, humans couldn’t forget something on command.


  I couldn’t help staring at Linaria as she put the utensils back into the cabinet.


  Her pyjamas were slightly oversized and covered half of her arm. I could see her messy hair pulled behind her ear, flowing down her neckline and into her collar. The ends of her hair were covered by her clothes, but I saw that part uncovered earlier.


  「…… What?」


  「Oh, it’s nothing.」


  Linaria noticed my gaze and pulled her collars together and glared at me begrudgingly. I felt a thrill at her feminine movements.


  I felt bashful and averted my face, but my heart was racing.


  「…… It will make me embarrassed if you act like that now.」


  Linaria commented. This was weird, when did we get so awkward.


  Her pyjamas were less revealing than a swimsuit, the cover models on magazines and late night television were more risque. However, they couldn’t compare to how the pyjamas excited me.


  My ears felt hotter than my face. How strange, I was fine just now, why was I like this?


  「……」


  「……」


  The both of us didn’t say a word.


  Should I fudge things over as a joke? But I felt a lump in my throat, and I couldn’t muster the courage to break this silence.


  I glanced her way, and saw Linaria gripping her collars with her head hung low and cheeks flushed. My face should be red too, and wasn’t in the mood to retort 「Are we an innocent couple in love?」


  So I felt at ease and grateful when the door chime rang so late at night.


  Who could it be at this hour, thank you very much!


  I looked up with that in mind and saw the Director. I last saw him a few days ago, and he had grown a little skinnier.


  「Hi, Good Evening, sorry for visiting so late at night.」


  「Not at all, I will always welcome the Director.」


  The Director said humbly, and Linaria hurriedly went around the counter to welcome him. She was glad to see him too.


  「It’s true! You came at just the right time.」


  「……Huh?」


  「Here, Director, take a seat here!」


  Linaria dragged the suspicious Director and seated him down.


  I couldn’t stop my cold sweat from breaking out. It wasn’t intentional, but if he learned that I peeked on Linaria in the bath, he would send me to meet my maker.


  「Ehh? Director, you’re hurt.」


  When he heard what Linaria said, the Director waved his left hand a little. Now that she mentioned it, I noticed it too. There was a cut on the Director’s palm, and it was bleeding.


  「Oh, I was pushed in the crowd and fell just now. There sure is a lot of people in this city.」


  「Please be careful, there’s a lot of pickpockets too.」


  「Now you sound like you’re the guardian.」


  Linaria smiled at the cheerful Director and sat on the chair beside him, then grabbed his left hand.


  And just like what happened on that day, his hand was covered by a mist-like light. Linaria did the same thing for me when I cut my finger with a knife. It was incredible, but she had the power to heal wounds.


  「…… Phew.」


  Linaria exhaled, and the Director’s wound vanished. When he saw that, the Director stopped moving and stared at his hand.


  「Did that surprise you? I only manage to do that recently.」


  Linaria said like a child boasting to her parents, but the Director remained quiet and stared at the place where his wound was.


  「……Director?」


  「Linaria, you…」


  Director lowered his head and muttered:


  「No, this is to be expected. She did say healing magic can be inherited.」


  「Erm, what are you saying?」


  When he heard Linaria’s confused voice, the Director lifted his head.


  「Actually, fundraising is just one of the reasons I came to this city, there is something important I want to tell you too.」


  「What is it? Why are you so serious all of a sudden?」


  Linaria brushed it off with a smile, but the Director remained serious.


  「Listen Linaria, I want to tell you about your parents.」


  The shop was silent and no one spoke.


  Linaria held her breath and didn’t move, while the Director waited quietly for her reaction.


  「But……」


  Linaria squeezed out her voice:


  「But Director, you said you didn’t know anything.」


  The Director closed his eyes for a moment, then said slowly:


  「Sorry, I have been keeping you in the dark because I made a promise with your parents.」


  「Then!」


  Linaria shouted and stood up, knocking her chair over.


  「Have you always known!? And you have been lying all this while!? I asked you so many times, and you have always……!」


  Linaria’s shout even made the one listening feel hurt.


  It was too sudden, so I couldn’t understand her feelings. I couldn’t say anything and could only stand stiffly in place.


  The Director took on Linaria’s harsh words with a bitter expression, tried to say something before pausing. In that short instance, how many emotions ran through his mind? What he finally said was:


  「…… I’m sorry.」


  Words of apology.


  Linaria probably felt terrible too.


  With someone apologizing to her with a pained face, she couldn’t press the issue. For better or for worse, Linaria couldn’t help caring for the other party even when she was emotional.


  She couldn’t make a ruckus, and couldn’t accept this fact either. Linaria bit her lips with clenched fists, then turned to leave.


  She walked past me. I was thinking about what to say to stop her, but couldn’t find the words.


  The sound of her climbing the stairs slowly faded into the distance, and with the sound of the door closing, the shop returned to silence.


  「I always thought I would have to tell her one day.」


  The Director muttered in penance. Rather than talking to me, it was like he was talking to himself.


  「If possible, I didn’t want to tell her. If she lived a blissful life without knowing anything, I have made up my mind to take this matter to my grave. I came here to see how she is doing.」


  「Linaria is……」


  Instead of being a listener to the Director’s conversation with himself, I wanted to be his conversation partner. That was why I said:


  「Trying to be a Medical Mage.」


  Director looked at the ceiling as if in prayer.


  「She must remember her mother, who is also a Medical Mage.」


  I wasn’t surprised and just thought that sounded right. This must be one of Linaria’s worries. Facing this problem that she couldn’t solve, she probably made up her mind and chose this goal as her career.


  We didn’t speak after that.


  There was a gulf between the Director and me, which stopped us from conversing. I didn’t understand the Director’s worries, and didn’t have the right to ask about Linaria’s past, since I was just an outsider.


  After a period of silence, the Director said:


  「…… Can I drop by again?」


  「Of course.」


  I nodded, and the Director stood up slowly. He seemed to be in his forties, but his every move seemed heavy as if he was old and frail.


  He then looked into the shop, as if he was looking at Linaria who was hiding.


  「I hope she will listen to what I have to say before I leave the city… But I can’t ask for her forgiveness since I hurt that child.」


  The Director then bowed deeply towards me and said:


  「I will leave that child in your hands.」


  With that, he slowly walked out of the shop.


  I turned and looked up at the second floor.


  This was Linaria’s problem, but it was rooted so deeply in her soul that outsiders couldn’t venture in easily.


  I couldn’t be brash and unveil the issue that had been carefully set aside.


  It was the Director’s request, but I couldn’t give him my word so easily.


  ——Was there something I could do?


  I realized that Linaria and I had more things we didn’t know about each other, compared to what we did know of each other. Both of us had territories we couldn’t let others enter, nor would we want others to enter.


  


  Chapter 2: The Yearning Summer Grass and the Heart of Spring




  A few days passed, and Linaria acted as always. She might be putting on a facade, or maybe she had sorted out her feelings.


  In any case, I had decided not to interfere with this matter.


  The shop was too busy for us to think about all that.


  I mentioned the maid cafe as a joke, but it had surprisingly captured the hearts of the customers.


  The queue in front of the shop grew day by day, and everyone came to see the maids, Aina and Doddo. Linaria refused to wear a maid uniform, and was still wearing a black apron today.


  We couldn’t even spare the effort to think about how busy it was, and thrusted ourselves into the tasks at hand.


  After getting used to the bustling days, I realized something for the first time in my life——


  That I wasn’t that bothered by a busy life, which surprised me.


  I looked at the order chits before me, noted the dishes I needed to make, and kept thinking how to efficiently complete my orders as I moved my body.


  The orders kept piling up, and I kept cooking as if I was being chased. My brain turned clear as if it was slowly melting, and my focus gradually improved.


  This felt indescribably great, as if a cooking machine had been installed in my body. Everything was smooth and ecstasy set in.


  Doddo had a big effect on this, she could tell what I was making in an instant, and when I realized it, the things I wanted were already within reach. She would take out seasonings from the cupboard, ingredients from the storeroom, and get the plates ready. Because Doddo took care of the miscellaneous chores for me, I could concentrate on the cooking.


  Maids…… were amazing. Maybe Doddo was just special, but I really wanted to hire her.


  Recently, closing the shop after lunch became a routine.


  The ingredients we prepared in the morning would have run out, and we were exhausted too.


  More accurately speaking, I was the only one who was tired.


  Linaria wasn’t tired, and Doddo showed no signs of fatigue either. As expected of a real maid, my stamina couldn’t keep up at all.


  What I didn’t expect was that Aina was fine too. She had a slender build and was an aristocratic lady, so I thought she couldn’t manage hard labour.


  I only learned after asking——


  「You’re looking down on the parties of nobles. I had to wear a gown, high heels and corsets, and keep talking without eating and drinking.」


  She said to me haughtily.


  I didn’t know at first, but being a noble was an exhausting job.


  In the end, everyone but me were fine, but I needed this rest time badly. Today was exhausting for me too.


  「It’s a long queue today too.」


  Aina said proudly with her hands on her hips.


  And of course, she was in a maid uniform. She showed no displeasure nor doubt about her attire, and wore them perfectly every day.


  「We are a famous shop now, how exhilarating.」


  I was beat, resting my face on the counter as I joked.


  The shop had few customers since its opening, but it was now fully packed for a few days in a row. Business was booming, and I still couldn’t believe it.


  「You have to thank the Songstress for this.」


  Linaria sat at the counter with her palm on her cheek, and said lazily.


  We had a big crowd because of the Songstress’ upcoming visit, which drew in tourists who wanted to catch a glimpse of the Songstress.


  「I would like to thank them in person.」


  「So do half the citizens in this city. Thanks to the Songstress, we had a great financial boom. And it was said the two Songstresses had beauty that could outshine any gems.」


  Aina told me.


  「Oh, are they that beautiful?」


  That was definitely an exaggeration, but if they were that beautiful, I would like to see them too.


  What kind of person were the Songstresses?


  Since they were Songstresses, they should have a charming voice and a beauty on par with a Princess.


  I had never seen Songstresses before, and couldn’t imagine.


  I was about to push my imagination when I realized someone tugging at my sleeve. It was Doddo who was shaking her head while looking down.


  I looked up and saw Linaria and Aina staring at me with icy gazes.


  「…… Let’s start the preparation for dinner.」


  「Boys are so stupid.」


  「Linaria-san, that can’t be helped, men are drawn by beautiful women throughout history. And this is a Songstress, so it’s only to be expected that the plebeian is so enraptured.」


  Their gazes pricked me. It should be fine for me to have some fantasies about the Songstresses, right……?


  I pretended to be unfazed and started peeling the vegetables. It would be great if I had a peeler, but all this had to be done with a knife. Sigh, this was tough and tiring.


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


  「Linaria-san, he is pretending that he didn’t hear that.」


  「People tends to play dead like that when the situation is unfavourable.」


  「Please stop here for now, you can’t push a man too much. The madam said their hearts are more fragile than glass.」


  That was weird, why was I being dissed. No, maybe this was to be expected for all men.


  I moved away from the three chatting happily and focused on the peeling. Wow, it got peeled so clean, so nice.


  The door chime pulled me back from the brief respite, and everyone looked at the source of the sound.


  All eyes fell on the customer when he entered, and he raised an eyebrow.


  「There is nothing more blissful for a man then drawing the attention of young ladies.」


  He was about 30 years old, and was wiping his sweat with a handkerchief after walking outside in the heat of the summer. He laughed softly and patted his protruding stomach.


  I put down my knife and ingredient and said:


  「I’m sorry, but we are still in the midst of preparing for business.」


  「Oh, my apologies. I know the shop is closed for now, but I’m not a customer.」


  He approached with light steps and said:


  「Oh, sorry about that, I’m a bit plump.」


  He walked between Linaria and the others, then stood opposite me at the counter. He pulled out something from his pocket and offered it to me.


  「I’m Monte Mong Montblanc from the Monte Company. Nice to meet you, please call me Momon.」


  「The Monte Company?」


  It was Aina who responded.


  I accepted the thing Momon offered with a big smile. It was a silver card the size of a palm with intrinsic flower designs, and words in the center. It looked like a namecard.


  「Yes, I’m the owner of the Monte Company, you know about me?」


  The man named Momon turned to Aina after confirming that I had taken his name card.


  「I heard about your company before. It might be new, but your business is really good.」


  「You’re too kind, we are working desperately every day. As expected of the daughter of House Froger, you are well informed.」


  Aina furrowed her brows and said:


  「…… Oh, you know about me?」


  「Yes, of course! I can’t survive in this line of business if I don’t have a good information network.」


  Momon laughed quietly with a friendly face. His laughter sounded quite unique though.


  But Aina handled him with the most perfect smile I had seen. But it looked really fake and shallow.


  「Well then——」


  It was getting awkward so I spoke up to ease the mood:


  「What business does the Monte Company have with me?」


  「Oh, pardon me. I’m here to propose a small matter to the owner of this famous shop. Which is to say……」


  Momon said with a brilliant smile:


  「A brand new business opportunity.」


  ~
  


  I sat opposite Momon at the dining table at the back of the shop, and served him an Iced Coffee.


  Momon picked up the glass curiously.


  He inspected the colour through the light, then sniffed it as if he was checking the wine fragrance, then timidly took a sip, and another. He then nodded profusely.


  「This is Interesting. I heard in the monastery in a certain country, they would drink a beverage made by grinding special beans when they copied scriptures. This drink had features similar to that beverage, clearing drowsiness and improving focus.」


  I turned to Momon as he said that.


  He had a round face and thin eyes. He had a gold mustache under his onion-like nose. His hair was sparse but combed in a side parting. He was all smiles, but there was no telling what he was actually thinking.


  「This beverage is very suitable on hot days and goes down smoothly. I prefer this over juice.」


  Momon put down the Iced Coffee with a laugh.


  「What is this beverage called?」


  「This is Coffee, and since it had been iced, this is Iced Coffee.」


  「I see, this is Coffee! What a nice name.」


  He nodded profusely.


  「So, what do you want to discuss with me?」


  I chatted with him for a while, and found him difficult to grasp. He mentioned business opportunities, so was he doing door to door sales? I didn’t know if such a profession existed in this world.


  Momon leaned forward and said:


  「Actually, I heard some comments about your shop recently.」


  「Comments, huh.」


  「Yes, they are all good reviews that mentioned being served by a maid.」


  I nodded in agreement.


  With the avalanche of customers recently, it wasn’t a surprise that we were the talk of the town. And that would bring in even more customers.


  Momon raised an index finger and said with a smile:


  「I couldn’t believe it at first, but it then hit me that the idea of maids serving customers is really interesting. I put my thoughts in order and here I am to meet you.」


  Momon leaned his body forward and said quietly:


  「But why is the young lady of the Froger house dressed up like a maid?」


  I replied with a wry smile:


  「Due to some circumstances, I asked her to help me out.」


  「I see, I see.」


  Momon sat back down and stroked his chin with his thick fingers in deep thought. He was still smiling with curved eyes, and stayed quiet for a while.


  「It’s a bit late, but may I have your name?」


  「Oh, pardon me, I’m Yu.」


  「Well met, Shopkeep Yu, would you like to do business with me?」


  I was a little guarded. A stranger suddenly came to my shop and asked to do business with me, this was too suspicious.


  「Yes, yes, I know this looks shady, I even felt that way when I brought this up. But can you hear me out?」


  Momon laughed cheerfully and rubbed his protruding belly.


  「You sure are honest, and I can empathize with how you feel. I will be honest too, I want to spread the service method of this shop—— serving customers with maids.」


  「Oh, you want to open more Maid Cafes?」


  「Maid Cafe?」


  When he heard what I said, Momon’s eyes turned serious and his voice was sharp.


  「Shopkeep Yu, what is a Maid Cafe?」


  The difference with the earlier harmonious atmosphere made me answer with a stammer:


  「Erm, the shop where maids work as servers are called Maid Cafes. Cafes are shops where patrons can relax and enjoy snacks and beverages.」


  「I see, Cafes and Maids, huh… Oh, how interesting.」


  Momon nodded profusely with a brilliant smile.


  What was he thinking?


  「Employing people with outstanding looks as servers is common for high end restaurants and shops frequented by nobles. However, shops for commoners don’t have the creativity of using beautiful maids as servers, and in the past, it was impossible for commoners to enjoy the service of maids, like nobles do. But in modern times, the difference between nobles and commoners is less prominent. In fact, this shop where maids serve customers is popular and well received. In other words, this will meet the demands of the present era, a new beginning for the culinary world! Maid Cafes are splendid!」


  Momon raised his fists and said passionately. He was so hyped that I pulled my chair away from him. He was talking too fast, and I couldn’t absorb all the content.


  「Listen well, Shopkeep Yu. Merchants will do anything to make money. The idea here will be copied in no time. That’s right, in a few weeks, every store will be filled with young people wearing low quality maid attire.」


  「I-I see.」


  「That’s right, merchants are creatures that can do anything to make money.」


  With how certain he said that, I felt that was true.


  「And that is why I’m here. Before the other shops imitates you, we need to make it known that this shop is the original Maid Cafe!」


  Momon spread his arms like an actor basking in the spotlight.


  「Erm, make it well known… To be honest, I don’t really get what you are saying.」


  「Oh, my apologies, I got a bit too excited.」


  He scratched his head, but even that action seemed rehearsed.


  「Which is to say, we must imprint onto the mind of the people the concept of Maid Cafe and the name of this shop.」


  Momon explained in a simple way that even I could understand.


  「If we start now, we can capture the hearts of the customers. It will be an exhilarating experience to be served by maids in this shop. By associating Maid Cafes with this shop, our position will remain unshakeable even when copycats appear. Or rather, having copycats will be even better, we can advertise this shop as the original and the Cafe to experience the service of real maids.」


  I was stunned by his words. His thinking was very commercialized, but not in a negative way, he had a clear sale strategy in mind.


  This was a method everyone in modern society was familiar with, 「If you want to buy this product, you should go with this brand」, 「You can have a pleasant experience if you go there」, and the like. This was an important strategy of building trust with the customers by providing products or services, and building up your brand.


  This was an obvious thing in modern society, but that wasn’t true in this world.


  I was shocked by Momon’s modern mindset, and he continued:


  「Just having the servers wear maid attires isn’t enough, we need to employ trained personnel, and real maids if possible. 『You can enjoy a lavish time like a noble here』…… That’s it!」


  「Right……」


  I replied in a daze.


  I had never put so much thought into the direction of this shop.


  「Eh, which is to say, you want to do this together with me, Momon-san?」


  「Yes, it is as you say. Right now, the young lady of the Froger house and her maid are attending to the patrons, but Lady Froger can’t work here indefinitely.」


  I thought that was a dumb question, but Momon didn’t laugh at me, and answered seriously.


  「That’s true.」


  「Before the Songstress visit happens, it will be difficult to employ someone to work in an eatery.」


  「That’s right.」


  「I can help with that, providing talent is one of the job of the Monte Company.」


  I crossed my arms and fell deep into thought.


  Spreading the concept of Maid Cafe?


  That sounded absurd and felt unreal, it sounded like a joke.


  But Momon was serious and sincere, how did the world look like with his modern businessman perspective?


  If his forward thinking and creativity could be fully utilized, then his business would work.


  And I was drawn to his offer to provide talent.


  My shop was overwhelmed right now, and the situation wouldn’t change any time soon.


  Right now, Aina, Doddo and Linaria were just temporary student workers helping out for the short term, but once summer break was over, they wouldn’t be able to help.


  If someone asked me if I could handle the visitors alone, my answer would be no. And I couldn’t wear the maid attire either.


  Many thoughts were circulating in my mind and mingled together, which made my temple hurt. It would be simple if I was smart enough to come up with an answer, but that was impossible for me.


  By the way, I had a question.


  「Even without telling me that, Momon-san can just start doing that by yourself, right?」


  「A good question.」


  Momon nodded with a smile.


  「But that is only for normal situations. If a normal person discovers a good idea, others can just copy him. There are many who do business by using the wisdom of the pioneers while ignoring the effort that was put in.」


  Momon facepalmed and shook his head.


  「But we, the Monte Company, reject the present situation, and want to protect the people who come up with good products and ideas, and guard their rights and profits. At the same time, we will help them to commercialize their products and ideas. That’s the spirit of our company.」


  「Oh…… that’s amazing.」


  This world didn’t have the concept of copyright. Instead of the world being different, it would be more correct to say that the era was different.


  The concept of protecting intellectual property and inventions could only be realized when society had matured. Even in my world, there were people who ignored copyrights and manufacture low quality counterfeits. Illegal downloads were also a problem.


  And he wanted to promote this concept in this world, and incorporated it into a business, he was truly ahead of his times.


  「Doing business always involves many complicated procedures and documentations, and my company will settle all these tedious processes. That way, we can create an environment where Shopkeep Yu can focus on the things you want to do.」


  After hearing him out, I thought it sounded alright.


  The paperwork to run a shop, the processes of the merchant guild, the renewal of contract and the payment of taxes. There were many tedious matters, and my head would hurt when the time came for me to deal with all that.


  Even just settling these matters for me was tempting enough for me to work together with him.


  「Because of the Songstress, more people are visiting this City. Why not use this chance to renovate the shop? I can get you a chef, then Shopkeep Yu can continue to earn money even when you sleep.」


  Whether it would succeed aside, the Cafe I opened to create a familiar face for myself could actually be expanded into a business in this world. This was like a dream, although I didn’t have the courage to slack off.


  「I think this proposal not only benefits me, but is also a good chance for Shopkeep Yu too.」


  「Yes, that’s right.」


  From what I heard so far, it didn’t sound like a bad proposal, and I got a better part of the deal too. But I couldn’t decide on the spot either. There were many things I still didn’t understand, and it wasn’t in my nature to be decisive. Furthermore, was he serious about opening a Maid Cafe?


  「Can you give me some time?」


  「Yes, of course, but if you take too long……」


  Other shops would copy me.


  「Yes, I understand.」


  Seeing me nod, Momon stood up to shake my hand. I held his hand and he grasped it tightly.


  「I will wait for your favourable response.」


  

  

~
  

  「If the Monte Company have their eyes on you, then this shop will definitely become famous.」


  After Momon left, Aina sat to the right side of me at the dining table, and tapped at Momon’s empty glass.


  「Is the Monte Company famous? Maybe this is a scam?」


  「No way.」


  Aina shrugged, and acted like a noble lady as usual. But she was dressed like a maid, so it looked out of place.


  「The Monte Company is a new company that is growing by leaps and bounds. He told you to address him by the cute name of Momon, but he is a brilliant merchant who ran the show by himself. I heard he had many customers amongst the nobility.」


  He seemed to be a great person, did I mess up the way I addressed him?


  「Should I flatter him a little?」


  「It’s not too late to start now. Go on Plebeian, you can shower me with compliments and flattery, I’m the daughter of a Count after all.」


  Aina puffed out her chest and gently caressed the hair on her shoulder.


  「Hah.」


  「Did you laugh just now!?」


  「So, what do you think about that proposal? Is it suspicious?」


  「Can you not change the topic so nonchalantly?」


  Aina glared at me, but I ignored her. She sighed as if she was mocking me, and continued:


  「Anyway, Monte Mong Montblanc is a difficult name to say.」


  「Can’t you just call him Momon?」


  「Calling a middle aged man with such a cute name goes against my principles.」


  I didn’t know she had such a principle.


  「Monte’s thinking is ahead of our times, and he is famous for turning his vision into reality. He can see what others couldn’t.」


  That sounded like unreserved praise.


  「…… Is he an incredible person?」


  「I can understand why you might look down on him since he looked like that, but he is very capable. All the business venture he participated in are resounding successes, and since he can help us earn money, the nobles are happy to assist him.」


  I crossed my arms and rested my chin on my fist.


  According to Aina, Momon was a capable merchant with aristocratic clients, and lived up to his top class reputation.


  「Why would someone like that come to my shop? It might be strange for me to say this, but this is just a weird rundown shop.」


  「I know, but something must have struck a chord with him. And since this business is proven to be successful, he can obviously earn a cut too.」


  「Well, that’s true.」


  「Steering a niche business opportunity to success will yield a bigger reward. And Momon is highly evaluated because he can do so. Having him visit is said to be proof of one’s success.」


  Aina said with a nefarious smile:


  「How nice, Plebeian. With Monte Company at the helm, this shop will make it big.」


  「That’s amazing.」


  I was impressed, and couldn’t imagine it at all. It didn’t feel real to me.


  But in this world with its messy legal system, he was a man who knew the concept of intellectual property protection. After hearing about him negotiating with nobles and successfully developing business ventures, I knew he was a much more capable person than me.


  「Make it big, huh.」


  Her words were implying something incredible.


  I thought the popularity of this shop would be temporary, and only last until the Songstress’ visit. After they leave, the customers would go back home, and business would be slow like usual.



  But if it is possible...



  If my business can stay prosperous.


  If customers keep coming to this shop, I will hire a few people and work together with them.


  I imagined such a scenario in the past too.


  When I first opened the shop, the accounts were in the red, and I would stare at the ceiling in my bed, unable to fall asleep.


  At those times, I would hope that things would become like that.


  I still remember the deserted atmosphere of the shop back then.


  Consecutive days of running in the red even shaved away the will in my heart, and I would cry by myself many times, thinking that I made a mistake.


  At times like that, I would think I could work happily in a busy shop if my business was booming.


  I never thought this would come true.


  Did my delusion really come true?


  「I don’t know what to say.」


  I blurt out unknowingly.


  「Because you are too happy?」


  I shook my head in response to Aina’s words.


  「Instead of being happy, I’m more confused. How do I say this? I feel complicated about this.」


  「That will happen whenever your environment changes. You’ll feel uneasy at the start, and only feel the joy of it after a long time.」


  I looked in a daze at Aina who said that nonchalantly.


  「…… What? Don’t make that dumb face.」


  「No, I was just thinking how deep you sound, are you really my age? Are you actually 26 years old.」


  「Really now, that’s impossible.」


  She sighed exasperatedly.


  This might be obvious to Aina, but how many people our age could say such a line? At least, I couldn’t.


  I could feel how mature Aina was mentally and caught glimpses of the influences of noble society had on her.


  「What do you think, Linaria?」


  I haven't heard her speak since just now, which bothered me a little. I turned towards the bar counter.


  Doddo’s white hair band was swaying in the kitchen, she was doing the prep work for dinner.


  Linaria was sitting on a chair in the corner and looking out the window.


  She didn’t answer me, and seemingly didn’t hear me.


  「Linaria?」


  I raised my voice and called out to her. Her shoulders shuddered and turned to me. She showed an emotionless face and said plainly:


  「What?」


  Her monotonous voice confused me.


  「Ah, well, what do you think about what Momon said, Linaria?」


  「Oh…… Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention.」


  She said weakly and stood up.


  「I’m a little tired. I will rest in my room.」


  She showed a faint smile that showed she was considerate of our feelings, and went to the back of the shop.


  We didn’t say anything or stopped her, and just watched her go.


  「She seems out of it.」


  I heard Aina mutter and nodded:


  「She has something on her mind.」


  「Do you know what it is?」


  「I do.」


  「Then go apologize.」


  She glared and said aggressively.


  「Wait, why are you assuming I did something?」


  「Did you forget about Eminem Fest?」


  I was at a loss for words when I heard that.


  In the past, Linaria invited me to a Eminem Fest party in the academy, and I turned her down thoughtlessly and hurt Linaria.


  「Oh, right, it was my fault back then, so say what you will.」


  I adopted a firm attitude and puffed out my chest proudly:


  「But it’s not my fault this time.」


  「Then whose fault is it?」


  Aina crossed her arms and stared at me with a suspicious face.


  Her slender fingers tapped her upper arm with a steady rhythm, and looked as if she was accusing me. She was using her entire body to show her suspicion towards me, and looked just like someone interrogating a criminal.


  I wanted to spill everything to make things easy for me, but endured it since I wasn’t the criminal.


  「This is Linaria’s private matter, I’m not sure if I should say it.」


  Aina stared at me without a word, as if to confirm the authenticity of my statement.


  It was a rare experience of being interrogated by a girl in maid attire, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience, and felt awkward and uncomfortable.


  「…… I get it, I won’t press the matter if that is the case. But do tell me if it’s something I can help with. Well, we are friends after all, so I will worry.」


  When I heard what Aina said, I smiled.


  It was great that Linaria had a friend who could tell her that.


  「Of course, I hope Linaria can cheer up too.」


  Aina pouted when she heard that.


  「You too.」


  「What?」


  「Like I said, why are you so dense? Linaria-san is obviously my friend.」


  Aina averted her face and said:


  「But I’m worried about you too… as a friend.」


  I had no words.


  I then stared right at the girl before me.


  She was a noble, an existence I wasn’t familiar with. She was Linaria’s stalker, but for some reason, she was wearing maid attire and helping out in the shop.


  I never realized this or said it before, but when it was actually expressed in words, I could feel a warm fuzzy feeling well in my chest.


  「Thank you, I’m happy to hear that.」


  I see, so I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.


  Aina raised her chin arrogantly and said:


  「Hmm, alright then. If you want to be my friend no matter what, plebeian, then I will kindly get along well with you.」


  Aina’s clumsy personality was really cute.


  「Yes, please take care of me, because I don’t have any friends.」


  「……」


  I answered teasingly, and Aina fell silent. She shriveled her body like a peacock closing its feathers and stared at the dining table. She then peeked at me and said:


  「…… Erm, sorry about all this time. I don’t have many friends, or rather, I don’t have anyone I can open up to, and don’t know how to respond. I made you uncomfortable in the past, right? Erm I will work on that in the future.」


  I couldn’t help but laugh at her sudden serious words.


  「W-Wait, why are you laughing!? I’m being serious here, how rude!」


  「S-Sorry, I can’t help it.」


  I couldn’t suppress my laughter, and was having a hard time. When I wiped the tears from the corners of my eyes, Aina glared at me with a pissed face.


  「Don’t worry, I have never felt uncomfortable before, I have a lot of fun with you around.」


  Challenging me to chess out of the blue, teaching about the card games of this world, demanding me to cook. Those were enjoyable times to me.


  Aina was a forthright girl who said what was in her mind, and didn’t have any malice. That was why we could speak freely without leaving bad feelings behind, and she was reliable too.


  「…… That’s a weird way of putting it.」


  She continued with an unhappy place.


  I thought about it for a while, then answered:


  「I will be eternally grateful if you can get along with this pitiful plebeian.」


  I bowed and Aina snorted with a satisfied laugh.


  「Since you say so, I can’t just leave you be then. However, you will need to show more respect towards me, a noble... Are you listening, plebeian?」


  It took quite a bit of effort for me to conceal my laughter, and Doddo who was in the kitchen smiled gently.


  ~
  


  Linaria came down from her room during the evening hours and started working as usual. However, the way she acted was like she was keeping away from me, as if she was saying「I’m fine, don’t ask.」


  As more customers came in to have dinner, the seats were gradually filled, and I couldn’t spare the effort to pay attention to Linaria.


  Doddo was working her wonders, but there were just the two of us in the kitchen, and the orders kept coming in.


  And the queue was building up.


  It wasn’t just because this was a Maid Cafe, or repeating customers bringing their friends. Just having people queueing gave the shop an overwhelming presence, and advertised it to the pedestrians in the street.


  When people around me look in a certain direction, I would do the same; if people started queuing, I would be curious too. Even more so for tourists who like new and intriguing things.


  People interested in the queue would join the queue, and would in turn draw in even more people, forming a vicious cycle.


  「Things are getting interesting.」


  Doddo tied up her hair and muttered to herself.


  Maybe it was the nonstop work or the heat from the stove, only her cheeks were flushed. She smiled as if she was enjoying herself in this busy time.


  「I’m beat.」


  「Don’t say something so depressing, we are just getting started.」


  「This maid is really strict.」


  「That’s part of a maid’s job.」


  Really now? This was probably Doddo’s character.


  While we were joking around, I cooked a lot of spaghetti, grilled Hamburg steaks and brewed Coffee.


  Aina in maid attire and Linaria wearing a black apron walked around the crowded shop. They kept serving dishes, taking orders, and getting talked to by the customers before they could return to the kitchen.


  Business was bustling, this was just like a popular shop—— I couldn’t help looking at this objectively.


  「You are not moving your hands.」


  「Oh, sorry.」


  I was lost in thought, and Doddo chided me.


  「What’s wrong?」


  「No, I was just thinking this is really like a popular shop. Not too long ago, this place has very few customers, so this seems unreal.」


  「Indeed, the atmosphere was more relaxed in the past.」


  Doddo was being kind by using the term ‘relaxed’.


  「But right now, I think this is truly a popular shop.」


  「Is that so? I never thought this day would come.」


  「This is something to be happy about.」


  When Doddo said that, I stopped moving.


  「I should be happy about this, huh.」


  「Isn’t that what running a business is about? Increasing your customer base, raising revenue and creating wealth. Normally speaking, I think you should be happy with this situation.」


  None of Doddo’s words could be refuted. It was as she said, no one likes failing their business, being in the black is better than being in the red.


  Since I was running a shop, it was better to earn money than to lose money. Being popular was better than being unpopular, this was an obvious conclusion.


  However, I wonder——


  Was this something to be happy about?


  It felt like I was missing something important, I tried to grasp the vague feeling in my mind. But at this moment, Linaria called out to me, and that feeling disappeared.


  I looked up at Linaria, missing what she just said.


  「Like I said, he’s here.」


  「Who’s here?」


  Linaria pointed silently, and I followed her gesture and saw a large figure opening the door.


  It was Corleone-san’s bodyguard, who was wearing a dark suit over his well toned body, on the verge of bursting it open. He had a wolf’s head on top of his neck, and was scowling unhappily today too.


  By his feet was Corleone-san, a hare. He had a black suit on with a red scarf around his neck, and a small hat on his head. It was already summer, but they were dressed smartly.


  I quickly wiped my hands and came out from behind the counter to receive him.


  「Welcome, Corleone-san, it has been a while.」


  「…… Yes, that’s right.」


  Corleone-san said vaguely as he surveyed the shop.


  「Oh, sorry, we are full right now……」


  「No, it’s fine, I can tell from the queue outside. I have something to tell you, and need a bit of your time.」


  「Something to tell me?」


  「Can you step outside?」


  I looked around the shop, it wasn’t in a state where I could just leave, but since Corleone-san said so, it must be important. I would need Doddo to hold the fort for a while, and would need to apologize to her later.


  「Got it, just for a bit.」


  「I see.」


  Corleone-san left the shop, and I followed him.


  It was already dark outside, and the streets were lit by the light from the shops, illuminating the night. The summer heat lingered in the air, but the occasional breeze of wind felt comfortable.


  Corleone-san walked to the bench opposite the street, then hopped onto it and sat down. Wolf-san stood a short distance away, and was on guard.


  「You seemed to be doing well recently.」


  It took me a while to realize he was talking about my shop.


  I felt a little bashful hearing Corleone-san say that, and scratched my head before saying:


  「Yes, thank you.」


  Corleone-san looked past me into the shop, and I turned back too. The yellow light from the windows illuminated the roads, and a long queue formed outside the shop.


  「Success is——」


  Corleone-san started, and I turned my gaze back onto him.


  「Something unfathomable. Something that you couldn’t get no matter how you crave it, might fall into your hands in an unexpected manner.」


  「Oh, i-is that so. Are you talking about me?」


  「Yes. But I’m also speaking from experience.」


  Corleone-san might look like a cute white hare, but he was actually an infamous mafia boss, and his sideline is controlling the supply of ingredients to high class restaurants in the city. It felt strange comparing such an amazing person with me.


  「In order to obtain some things, you need to sacrifice other things. Success is a form of change, you might get it through an unexpected opportunity, but if you want your successes to continue, you will need to change some things.」


  I didn’t understand what he was getting at, and couldn’t respond.


  Corleone-san continued nonchalantly:


  「In order to succeed, I sacrificed many things, accepted changes, and got to this stage. Other than money and power, I didn’t get much else out of it.」


  Corleone-san stopped gazing into the shop and looked up at me:


  「Monte Company came to scout you?」


  「Yes…… Why do you know?」


  Momon came to this shop this afternoon, and it had only been a few hours.


  「Merchants aren’t the only ones with a good information network.」


  Corleone-san snorted and said:


  「The boss of the Monte Company is a man born holding talents in his hands, if you leave things to him, your shop will change and achieve success. However, have you thought about what you need to sacrifice?」


  「Sacrifice……?」


  His words came out of left field, I never thought about giving up anything.


  「Your business booming is a good thing, but to be honest, I’m not that happy.」


  「W-What do you mean?」


  「I like how your shop used to be.」


  He said right after my question, and I fell silent.


  「You didn’t have many customers, and I would worry about your shop going broke. There weren’t first class cuisines, wine nor women, and didn’t have anything over the famous shops that I know. However, in this small and rundown shop, there is you.」


  He stared right into my eyes.


  For some reason, Corleone-san’s words stabbed right into my heart.


  「I will use this chance to say this, you are a weird person, your thinking and how you interact with others are different from common sense. When normal people learn my identity, they will change in some way, either avoiding me or sucking up to me. But you’re different. You stayed the same.」


  My previous life had nothing to do with mafia and gangs, so I was too ignorant and didn’t feel scared.


  I was about to say that when Corleone-san stopped me with a gesture, urging me to hear him out first.


  「Your dishes don’t fret the details, and are refreshing and delicious. But the most important thing is enjoying your cooking in this shop on slow days. I could never experience the time I dine here in other restaurants. Interacting with a normal people like you, and having you cook before me is what makes the food delicious.」


  Corleone-san took off his hat and set it aside.


  「When I look at your dish before me in your shop, I always feel a sense of warmth. I could relax and forget the things that I had lost, and live like the real me. I had never dined together with my family, but to me, your cooking is something similar.」


  I felt emotions welling up in my chest.


  I never noticed that he thought that way, and this was the first time I realized that someone treasured the dishes I cooked.


  「Change is inevitable, all things in the world will change, and we have to accept it.」


  Said Corleone-san.


  I didn’t say a word, and was overwhelmed by his words.


  「However, I can’t accept it this time. To the tourists, your shop is just another popular eatery. To the Monte Company, it’s a business opportunity. But to me—— your shop is a home I can visit.」


  I couldn’t stand Corleone-san’s gaze. I didn’t have what it takes to respond to his sincere thoughts right now.


  「Since the Monte Company has approached you for business, I will bid against him. Yu, I want to buy your shop.」


  My heart thumped, and my lungs spasm as I gasped for air.


  「It doesn’t matter how much it costs, I will make sure you won’t have to worry about money for the rest of your life. I don’t think it is expensive no matter how much I have to pay each month. So, I hope you can revert the shop to the way it was, and cook a meal for me? With how busy the shop is, there isn’t any seat in there for me.」


  Corleone-san stared at me, then looked away before I could say anything. He picked up his hat and put it on, then hopped deftly onto the ground.


  「I’m serious about this, please consider it.」


  I could only watch Corleone-san go without turning back, until he disappeared in the dark of the summer night.


  I stood before the bench and looked at the shop in a daze.


  That was my shop, a cafe I made to create a place I belonged to, a cafe just for me.


  And now, people I had never seen before were queuing there.


  And they were filing happily into the shop.


  I remembered something.


  Maybe I just didn’t want to remember, but I couldn’t ignore the facts that were shown to me.


  My regulars weren’t coming anymore. I had not seen their faces nor greeted them.


  Not since my shop became crowded because of the tourists.


  ~
  


  When I returned to the shop, Linaria and the noise from the customers welcomed me.


  「What was that about?」


  She sensed something from my face and sounded concerned.


  I almost grabbed onto her kindness and said it out, but decided against it. Linaria had her troubles too, so if I told her my problem, it would trouble her instead.


  And so, I said with a smile:


  「It’s nothing important.」


  When she heard that, Linaria blinked for a moment.


  「…… I see, that’s great.」


  She then went back to attend to the customers. I might have said something wrong, and Linaria’s aloof words and attitude made my heart sink.


  However, now wasn’t the time to feel down, the orders must be building up. So I hurried back into the kitchen.


  After making through the operating hours, I sat at the bar counter inside the empty shop.


  The fatigue had accumulated in my body, but I still felt a sense of accomplishment today.


  … That would have sounded cool, but today, I couldn’t immerse myself in the sense of fulfillment.


  The Monte Company approached me with a business proposal, Corleone-san wanted me to sell him my shop, and the Director said he would entrust Linaria to me.


  Each matter wasn’t something that I could solve, how did things turn out this way?


  No, I did know the reason, because the Songstress was coming to this city, and that led to my present situation.


  I sighed: this is weird.


  I always hope to have so many customers.


  I boasted that I would make my Cafe a full house everyday, and spread the charms of Coffee. But when it really happened, I couldn’t make a decision.


  Anyway, all that happened at the same time. Give me a break, I had too many things to think about.


  All this was the Songstresses’ fault, I hope they would take responsibility.


  My mind was in such a mess, that I didn’t even realize Linaria had come to my side.


  「…… Hi.」


  When I snapped back to reality, Linaria was already sitting by my side, which was bad for my heart. Realizing that my heart was pounding, I tried talking to her.


  Linaria nodded silently.


  「Erm, what’s wrong?」


  She wouldn’t sit beside me for no reason.


  「You have been feeling troubled ever since Corleone came, right?」


  「Yeah.」


  I knew that myself, but being told that so directly still felt terrible. I was really wishy washy here.


  「I would be bothered if you worried by yourself like that. So tell me what did he tell you.」


  「No, it’s nothing important.」


  Linaria’s concern was heartwarming, but that was why I put on a facade.


  It was that thing, you know? Saying disheartening words to a girl would wound a man’s pride.


  「Speaking of which, are you alright, Linaria? About that matter with the Director.」


  To conceal the awkwardness and my worries, I asked her cheerfully.


  Since I got the chance to chat with her, I probed without thinking too much about it.


  「—— It’s nothing important on my end too.」


  Linaria’s voice was filled with rejection.


  My response seemed to be bad.


  「I’m sorry.」


  I apologized unconsciously, and Linaria’s eyes turned even sharper.


  「Am I that unreliable?」


  I felt the atmosphere changed, and the awkwardness made it impossible for me to look back into Linaria’s eyes. I could only stare at the grains on the countertop.


  「That’s not true, you have helped me a lot.」


  「But you won’t tell me anything.」


  I had no words.


  That wasn’t true, we always talked about all sorts of things.


  I wanted to say that, but my mouth wouldn’t move. My throat was locked, and I couldn’t squeeze out the words.


  「I don’t know anything about you, or where you are from. What are your dreams? Your family? What is troubling you? I don’t know all that.」


  Linaria’s words hit me right in my heart.


  Why didn’t she know about me?


  Because I intentionally kept it from her. When she asked, I would fudge it over or change the topic. I still didn’t plan to tell her that right now.


  「Because, Linaria’s problem seems more serious.」


  All excuses would either be too long or too short. I tend towards the latter, and my choices were often wrong.


  Linaria bit her lips and said agitatedly:


  「I think the same way too. Compared to me, your problem is more serious. But you won’t discuss it with me, or tell me what’s wrong. You’re always worried about me, and don’t laugh at my dreams, so I want to support you. But… it seems I don’t qualify.」


  I could feel the fiery flame in Linaria’s body getting doused. She stood up with a sigh and said:


  「There’s no way I can discuss something with someone who doesn’t trust me, right?」


  With that, she went to the back of the shop.


  I was left there alone with no other excuses, so I couldn’t chase after her.


  I leaned onto the back of my chair and stared listlessly at the ceiling.


  Linaria’s words kept running through my mind.


  Could I answer her? No, I couldn’t.


  Did I have any excuses? No.


  I recognized that what she said was true, that I had never talked about myself, and my secretive policy wouldn’t earn any trust. After all, people couldn’t show their weakness to people who didn’t show theirs.


  Did I really not trust Linaria?


  I arrived at an answer quickly.


  That wasn’t true, I trust Linaria.


  Then why didn’t I say anything to Linaria? Why didn’t I tell her about my past?


  The answer was simple.


  After all, I wasn’t from this world.


  No matter what I said, it would be prefaced with lies. My place of birth and where I was raised didn’t exist in this world, and I didn’t want to lie to Linaria. I felt fear at the thought of being avoided by her once I told her the truth.


  Who would believe a person claiming to come from another world?


 ~
  


  Today was a rest day, it wasn’t possible to keep up with a busy schedule without rest after all. I wanted to sleep until noon, but I wasn’t living a solitary life of freedom right now, and couldn’t indulge in laziness.


  Breakfast was the same as always, the difference being the lack of conversation between Linaria and me. The reason being what happened last night.


  Linaria ate quietly. I kept trying to chat her up, but couldn’t resolve myself to do so, and ended up in failure.


  Aina looked at the both of us and sighed deeply, while Doddo remained unfazed.


  「I’m full.」


  Linaria brought her utensils to the sink, then went straight up to the second floor.


  「…… Did that thing from before happened between you two again?」


  Aina said exasperatedly.


  「This is embarrassing.」


  The culprit who made Linaria avoid this place was me at that time too, and now that she mentioned it, I really haven’t grown at all.


  「You said yesterday that it wasn’t your fault, right?」


  「It wasn’t my fault yet when we spoke that time.」


  「So after our conversation, something happened between you and Linaria-san?」


  I nodded silently.


  Aina nursed the spot between her brows with an accusatory air about her.


  「It can’t be helped since it already happened, but what did you do this time? You must have said something thoughtless again, right?」


  「Something like that.」


  I realized I was being vague.


  Really now, wasn’t this the issue? I didn’t consult with anyone about my troubles until the very last minute, this personality of mine was the reason why things became complicated.


  「Can you hear me out?」


  I mustered my courage and asked timidly. When she heard that, Aina looked at me in surprise, and said with a smile:


  「Why are you acting so formal? Linaria-san’s problem and the plebeian’s problem are also my problems. So tell me about it.」


  「……Aina seem so dependable right now.」


  「I will pretend I didn’t hear that, but there won’t be a next time.」


  「My deepest apology.」


  Her smile was really scary.


  I was consulting with her, but I couldn’t talk about the issue Linaria was facing, so I fudged over that part and explained the series of events.


  After finishing the gist of it, Aina nodded and said 「I see.」 She then muttered: 「How bittersweet and innocent.」


  「No, there’s nothing bittersweet, I’m serious here.」


  「That’s exactly why. You two are living out your youths, how enviable.」


  She intentionally sighed, and I felt a little pissed off.


  「I will drag you in too then, Aina.」


  「No thanks, it doesn’t match my character… By the way, this is a easy problem to solve.」


  She concluded that the problem was simple with such confidence that I had to cock my head.


  「Linaria-san wants to know about you, plebeian, so you just have to tell her.」


  「Ughh.」


  That might be true.


  I knew that was the most correct answer, but it was hard to execute.


  「…… Never mind, there are things people don’t want to tell others about, so I won’t force you.」


  Aina leaned forward and said:


  「However, can’t you just tell her what is troubling you right now?」


  I crossed my arms. I had actually thought about that.


  「I can share my troubles with Gramps Goru or Aina easily, but it’s hard for me to say this to Linaria. How do I put this? It’s like the principle of a man?」


  「Oh.」


  I turned my head at the sudden voice, and saw Doddo covering her mouth with her fingertips.


  「Sorry for the sudden sound.」


  「It’s fine, I know how you feel.」


  Aina shook her head in resignation.


  「Man are creatures like that, and will feel bashful when they show any weakness. But you are wrong about that. Showing your strong side, saving others, and being dependable just shows your arrogance.」


  「Ughh.」


  My chest hurts when I hear her unfiltered comment.


  「I will ask something more basic, did Linaria-san asked you to help her?」


  「No……」


  「Then aren’t you being cocky? 『You seemed troubled, so I will talk about it with you.』 Offering help with such an aloof attitude will just turn her off. Especially a strong willed woman like her.」


  「Ughh.」


  I never thought that way. I really didn’t, but the important thing was how others saw it. And she might think that way because of my attitude and actions.


  「Listen up, plebeian. Offering an umbrella to someone drenched by the rain isn’t the only way to show concern. Some times, you have to keep the umbrella and stand in the rain with them to save their soul.」


  「How deep……」


  「Indeed, I’m quoting a poem.」


  「So you didn’t come up with it yourself, Aina……」


  「It’s fine if it fits the situation.」


  She said proudly.


  「Like I said, you have to show your weak side to her too, that’s the proof of your trust in Linaria-san. Linaria-san doesn’ want someone she can talk about her troubles with, but a relationship where both parties can lean on each other.」


  This was something really simple, yet important.


  I kept chewing Aina’s words一一 and my doubts were cleared. I felt a clarity in my mind, as if I knew what I should do.


  「Thank you Aina. I’m woke now.」


  Aina waved her hand gracefully like an aristocrat.


  I stood up.


  I knew what I should do, and planned to find Linaria……


  「…… Wait, where are you going?」


  Aina called out to me when I was about to step outside.


  「I want to take a stroll.」


  I scratched my head and made an excuse, and Aina showed a clear dumbstruck face.


  I couldn’t help it either, she showed such an obvious attitude of rejection, so I needed to muster the courage and think carefully about what to say to her.


  「Forget it, I won’t say anything more. Be quick.」


  「Are you my guardian……」


  I was about to leave the shop when I stopped myself.


  I turned and asked:


  「Erm……」


  「Hmm?」


  「What will you think if I told you I came from another world?」


  Aina smiled as if I was talking nonsense and waved:


  「You should be fine if you can think up such a joke.」


  She looked relaxed, and I answered with a smile:


  「That’s true.」


  I left the shop and walked on the streets. I was really happy back when I learned that this world had a summer too.


  The scorching sun shone on my skin, but the scene was bright and clear. The clouds stood out prominently in the clear blue sky, and just looking at the summer sky made one feel refreshed.


  By walking along the streets, it was clear that the number of people in the city had grown.


  This was a city of adventurers built around a labyrinth, but adventurers were a rare sight now. They couldn’t stand the huge number of tourists and had secluded themselves somewhere or stopped work temporarily.


  Most people on the streets seemed well off. After all, they came to this city months before the Songstress’ arrival to catch a glimpse of them. Unless they lived nearby, only the wealthy could afford to do so.


  I wanted to organize my thoughts by taking a stroll, but couldn’t walk around properly because of the crowd.


  I finally found an empty bench and sat down.


  Street vendors peddling their wares loudly, and the conversations of pedestrians made the place noisy. And this was on a normal working day, which was a big surprise. Everyday would be like a festival before the Songstress leaves this city.


  I stared at the crowd walking by.


  The summer sun seared my face, and it was a little too hot to be sitting outside. I could feel my grown out hair absorbing the heat from the sun.


  Suddenly, a shadow fell over me, and I looked up.


  「Hello there.」


  The one blocking the sun was the Director standing before me. He looked even more frail than I last remembered, and his black priest robes were wrinkled.


  「Can I sit beside you?」


  I was shocked by the coincidental meeting and nodded. The Director sat down heavily, his body seemed as heavy as lead.


  「Sigh, this heat is really troubling, summer is almost reaching its peak.」


  「Right, I want to have a summer break too.」


  「Haha, that’s a good idea, rest is important too.」


  The Director laughed heartily as he took out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his brows.


  「I was about to visit your shop.」


  「Right now?」


  「Yes, I’m actually planning to leave the city tomorrow.」


  The Director put his hand holding a handkerchief on his knee and looked towards the streets.


  「I wanted to speak with Linaria before heading back. It will be great if you can help me arrange a meeting with her tonight.」


  「You’re going back… So your fundraising is completed?」


  The Director looked at me and then said while scratching his cheek:


  「Yu-kun, can you keep a secret?」


  「I’m very tight with secrets……」


  At this moment, the Director leaned in close, wary of any eavesdropping. I knew that wasn’t likely, but still played along and leaned in.


  「Actually……」


  「Yes.」


  「I came up empty.」


  He lost all his strength.


  I thought it was something important.


  「It didn’t work out?」


  「Not at all. It’s hard to find people willing to donate to the Orphanage in this era. Even if people are willing to listen, I couldn’t persuade them.」


  The Director was smiling, but it must be tough.


  He must be skipping meals these days, given his sunken cheeks.


  「Please keep this a secret from Linaria. I don’t want her to worry.」


  The Director reminded me.


  I heard that line before.


  Keeping quiet in order to not worry others. This might be a form of consideration, but it was also rejecting others too. The other party might not be worried, but I finally understood how Linaria felt like she wasn’t being trusted.


  「However, Linaria probably wants to know the truth.」


  When I said that, the Director blinked and then said with a smile:


  「Yes, that might be so. Because that child is always thinking about what she can do.」


  「Despite that, you still want to keep her in the dark?」


  This was a question I wanted to ask myself. Should I share everything, or continue keeping it a secret? I wanted a sign to solve my problems.


  Director wiped his sweat away again with a bitter smile.


  「Yes, I will hide it from her. If I tell her I didn’t raise the funds, she will definitely worry. And then, she will ask me to take the salary she earned while working in your shop.」


  As expected of someone who knew Linaria well, he was right on the mark.


  「And if that happens, I will lose my position, right? Linaria might admonish me for not telling her, and I can only apologize when the time comes. After all, this is just my willful wish.」


  「Willful wish?」


  「That’s right. I used to be her guardian, and I still think of myself as one. And I’m also a man, so I want to show my cool side too.」


  He winked at me, and I laughed.


  I see, a wilful wish, huh. That was one way of thinking about it.


  Somehow, the term wilful wish seeped into my mind.


  「I see, I get it now.」


  「Right. Linaria will scold you if she learns about this, saying something like all men are dumb.」


  I could imagine Linaria saying that with a sigh.


  「Has she always been like this?」


  「Yes, she often scolds me too, and the kids in the Orphanage too. She’s a big sister after all, and the children still loves her despite of that.」


  I only learned recently that Linaria might look like she was hard to approach, but she was actually great at taking care of others. Maybe she learned that naturally in the Orphanage, and those who knew that side of Linaria wouldn’t hate her.


  「Linaria has always been a quick learner, and can do many things, which is why she worries more than others. Because she will do everything she can, I often wonder whether I should praise her or scold her.」


  「She’s still the same.」


  「She’s a straight forward but clumsy kid. She has dexterous hands though, and would often cut the hair of the other kids in the Orphanage.」


  「Oh~ she can even cut hair?」


  I asked in surprise. The Director nodded firmly and said with a big smile:


  「She is good, and can answer the unreasonable demands of the kids, I even ask her to cut my hair too.」


  「That sounds great.」


  I stated my honest thoughts, but the Director suddenly showed a bitter face:


  「But I can’t run when I’m getting a haircut, right? So she will use the chance to preach at me and ask me to get it together. Those were good memories.」


  The Director showed a gentle expression as he reminisced about the past.


  I felt glad that someone was protecting the Linaria I didn’t know, taking comfort that she had a warm person like that with her. For Linaria, those must be happy times.


  「Pardon me for asking but… Is the fundraising going alright?」


  The Orphanage was important to Linaria. If the Director, who was like a father to her, was troubled. And if this important place was in danger of vanishing, Linaria would want to help.


  I must look pathetic, since the Director laughed exaggeratedly:


  「It’s fine, there will be a way. I can’t just give up on persuading the nobles.」


  The Director kept his handkerchief and stood up.


  「Thank you for listening to my rant. Because of you, I’m motivated to try again, this is the last attempt before my return trip. Sorry, but can you tell Linaria that I will go over tonight?」


  「Yes, but……」



  Will she listen?


  The Director seemed to have read my mind and nodded:


  「If not, I will come again. I will keep coming until she is mentally prepared.」


  He said before clumsily merging into the crowd. The summer sun cast deep overlapping shadows, and the Director’s figure vanished with the mob.


  Willful wish, huh.


  Those words were left in my mind, and fell right into the middle of the worries in my brain. Everything was tangled together, but if I pull on the ends, maybe I could tidy the threads.


  Time to head back to the shop.


  I wanted to speak with Linaria, I felt that I could say it out if it was now.


  I stood up and pushed my way into the crowd.


  ~
  


  When I returned to the shop, Doddo and Aina were gone. I steadied my breathing and perked myself up before climbing up the stairs.


  I stopped before Linaria’s room, lifted my hand and took a deep breath.


  I didn’t need to be so tense, but my heart was pounding. I followed the rhythm of my heart and knocked on the door.


  No answer, should I try again? Maybe she was out.


  As I was worrying about that, the door opened. Linaria showed her face, her estranged eyes made my heart hurt.


  「…… What?」


  「Well……」


  I said forcefully to get over my jitters.


  Oh no.


  I thought about what to say, but didn’t think about how to start.


  I was stumped, and Linaria looked at me in surprise. We fell into an awkward silence, and I thought: It doesn’t matter what, I need to say something.


  「Can you cut my hair for me?」


  「—— What?」


  

  

~
  

  I had never liked cutting my hair, because a weird piece of cloth would be wrapped around my neck, making me look like a dumb fine-weather doll. And I felt uneasy sitting there quietly and letting others touch my hair and head.
<TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teru_teru_b%C5%8Dzu>


  While I was saying that, Linaria said 「Alright alright」, then wrapped a cloth around my neck. It was a white table cloth kept in the store room.


  In the past, a regular had dinner in my shop in order to woo a girl. To create an atmosphere, I prepared this table cloth. I hadn’t used it since, and a layer of dust had settled on it.


  「So, why do you want to cut your hair all of a sudden?」


  Linaria combed my hair with a brush.


  「I always wanted to cut it, but the barber I last visited cut it really ugly.」


  「Oh, did the customers from that shop recommend me to you?」


  「It wasn’t a customer at the barbers, but someone did recommend you, and I trust you.」


  Was this a sly way of putting it?


  Linaria stopped her hands, then started moving again. My bangs were combed straight, covering my eyes.


  「It’s really long, you’re not a girl, you know.」


  「Please make me look cool.」


  「…… That will be difficult.」


  「Can you not say that with a serious face?」


  I would feel hurt too.


  「Jokes aside, my technique isn’t that good.」


  「But you often help everyone cut their hair, right?」


  「…… Did the Director tell you that?」


  Linaria snipped the scissors in her hand, which sent a shiver down my back.


  「I ran into him on the streets, and chatted a little.」


  「I see… Is he well?」


  I wondered what I should say. He didn’t look well, but it’s bad to say that about the Director.


  「He is working hard in order to not worry Linaria.」


  She probably sensed something from the way I worded that, or guessed the truth since she knew him well. Linaria was quiet for a well, then muttered quietly:


  「Really now, all men are stupid.」


  The Director’s prediction was right on the mark, and I had a hard time stifling my laughter.


  Linaria sighed as she flicked up my hair and cut it off.


  「Erm, are you really fine with giving me a haircut?」


  「It’s fine, you have to be bold when cutting hair.」


  Snip.


  「…… I suddenly feel uneasy.」


  「Leave it to me, but I won’t take responsibility.」


  「Thank you for being so reliable, but let’s stop this.」


  「Hey, sit your ass down.」


  I wanted to get up, but Linaria pushed me down by the shoulders, and I couldn’t move. She might be slender, but she was strong. This must be the fruits of her training during lessons, I definitely wasn’t weak. That must be it.


  I gave up on running and Linaria cut my hair with practiced hands.


  Snip.


  Snip.


  The sound of hair being cut echoed in the shop.


  「When I was ten……」


  My voice drowned out the snipping as I said:


  「I had a friend, and I thought of him as my best friend. We were always playing together, going home together, playing pranks together, and getting scolded by the teachers.」


  「…… You can play pranks? That’s hard to imagine.」


  「I was a mischievous boy and would always——」


  「Don’t lie.」


  ……


  Well, it was a lie.


  「But one day, we found an abandoned kitten. It was already evening and the sky was getting dark. We debated on what to do, but neither of our homes can keep pets. We just stood there as the sun slowly set. It was winter, and really cold, so the kitten would definitely die if we left it alone. But we couldn’t do anything.」


  I could hear the snipping near my ears.


  「My friend then picked up the kitten and said 『I will bring it home.』 I said 『Your home can’t keep pets, right?』 He answered 『But I want to bring it back, I won’t know if I don’t ask.』 I could only watch as he brought the kitten away.」


  「…… And then?」


  「In the end, he couldn’t keep a cat at home, but a neighbour adopted the kitten, and it should still be doing fine today.」


  「I see, that’s great.」


  「Yes, that’s wonderful. I will occasionally think back on that. Why couldn’t I be like him? I might still be a child, but I realized there are people who will give up before a problem, and those who will take action despite the troubles. And I’m not the type who will take action.」


  I would remember the problem of the invisible bridge.


  A group of people needed to move forward, but there was a cliff before them. It was said that there was an invisible bridge, and the people would split into those who could muster the courage to walk forward, and those who couldn’t overcome the fear of falling. I definitely belonged to the latter.


  There was a brief silence between us, followed by the most intense snipping so far.


  「Ah.」


  「Hey, you just said 『Ah』, right?」


  「I didn’t, yup, it’s fine.」


  「Hey hey hey, I’m feeling scared here, did you cut off a lot?」


  「It’s fine, cutting it short is just right for summer.」


  「So it’s really too short!?」


  「You’re a guy, so don’t mind such details.」


  No, that was too unreasonable. I was a delicate guy, and was crying in my heart.


  「And then? What happened next?」


  I worked hard to find a topic to talk about, but the atmosphere was ruined now. I was bothered by my haircut, and couldn’t focus.


  So I gave up and just said on a whim:


  「The story didn’t mean much, but it shows clearly what kind of person I am. I would always hesitate to move forward when there was something on my mind, and couldn’t take action. Right now, I’m troubled about what I should do with the shop.」


  「What do you mean by that?」


  「The Monte Company proposed that I should expand its operation, while Corleone-san wanted to buy my shop. He said he would provide the funds, and revert it back to the old peaceful shop.」


  Linaria stopped moving.


  「So things had turned out this way, huh? Isn’t that fine? You’ll make a killing no matter what you choose.」


  She snipped her scissors in place of an applause.


  It would be great if I could think about this so easily.


  「I’m troubled because I don’t know which option to choose.」


  「I see.」


  Linaria went around to my front and flicked up my bangs. I could see her face as she moved her scissors. It felt itchy whenever my hair fell on my nose.


  She focused on cutting my hair, while I closed my eyes. Linaria’s fingers caressing my forehead felt really cold and comfortable.


  「About that abandoned kitten.」


  Linaria said.


  「What were you thinking back then?」


  What did I want to do?


  I thought about it countless times before, and always reached the same answer.


  「I want to bring it home.」


  However, I couldn’t do it, because my parents wouldn’t allow it. Or rather, I was using this excuse to avoid taking responsibility for that young life.


  「I want to bring it home.」


  As if to affirm my feelings, I said it again.


  「Then it’s fine.」


  I felt something cool on my cheeks, which made me open my eyes. Linaria’s eyes were right before me. She held my face with both hands and gazed right into my eyes. I couldn’t escape from her gaze like I did before.


  「Those who really couldn’t take actions wouldn’t think that way, they wouldn’t even let it bother them, and would leave immediately. Just thinking about what you can do or want to do is already a great thing.」


  Her voice was gentle and soft, as if she was speaking to a toddler, not accusatory at all.


  「You might not have noticed, but you did take action. When I was in the library, who sneaked in to meet me? You did help an abandoned kitten before.」


  Linaria joked with a smile.


  She probably didn’t realize how her warm words soothed my heart.


  「…… That’s true, and the abandoned kitten is all grown up now.」


  「It’s helping out in the shop and even cutting its owner’s hair, what a capable cat.」


  I couldn’t help grinning. She had a thing for caring for others, and ease the worries of others.


  Linaria let go of my face and combed my bangs.


  「It’s the same for the shop too, no one will force you. This is your shop, you just need to think about what you want to do.」


  「Really now, that’s easier said than done.」


  After Linaria said it so carefreely, I felt the same way too. How fascinating.


  「That’s only natural, since it’s the problem of someone else.」


  「You’re right.」


  We laughed.


  What did I want to do?


  I had not considered something so simple all this time, and it was something so simple and yet important,


  「Can I consult you from time to time?」


  I said it out much simpler than I imagined.


  Linaria stopped moving, and patted my head:


  「Of course. Alright, I’m done.」


  The cloth around my neck was taken away, and I regained my freedom. I reached out to my head, and felt a refreshing sensation.


  「Yes, it feels great.」


  「Of course.」


  I turned to Linaria who was puffing her chest out proudly:


  「The Director said he will be coming tonight—— is that fine?」


  Linaria still had her hands on her hips, then gently lowered her brows and said:


  「After saying all that, I won’t refuse him now.」



  However—— she continued:


  「Can you accompany me?」


  「Of course.」 I nodded.


  ~
  


  That night, I sat shoulder to shoulder beside Linaria at the dining table. She was distracted all this while, and kept fidgeting. I was wondering if she would start pacing around the shop when the Director finally showed up.


  「Sorry for being late.」


  「You’re too slow.」


  The Director smiled wryly at Linaria’s barbed words, then scratched his head 「Well, the crowd is really something out there.」 His movements seemed exaggerated, maybe the fundraising wasn’t going well.


  Director sat down opposite us, and said as he looked at Linaria and me:


  「……Linaria, I’m sorry about last time for showing up suddenly and making you worry.」


  Linaria shook her head.


  「No, that’s fine.」


  「If you aren’t ready mentally, we can do this next time.」


  The Director said to Linaria out of consideration.


  Linaria straightened her back at that, then looked right back at the Director. Her eyes were fearless and strong, even though the topic might be sad or depressing for her. She looked really brilliant in my eyes.


  「—— It’s fine, please tell me about my parents.」


  The place turned quiet for a moment.


  The Director said with a smile:


  「You have grown. I hadn’t seen you for a while, and you have completely grown up. You are just like Philia.」


  I didn’t need to ask who that was.


  「Linaria, your mother is a Medical Mage.」


  Linaria nodded.


  「I remembered that vaguely, she will heal me when I got hurt.」


  「Do you know why Medical Mages are so rare? Why even a talented mage might not make it even after learning the skills?」


  Linaria shook her head, and I obviously didn’t know.


  「Healing spells are very special, it’s a technique craved by the masses, treated specially, and hidden from the public. In the past, those in power would keep the Medical Mages to themselves and forbid the technique from spreading. And the church I’m serving is the one who treats this technique as a miracle in ancient times.」


  「Forbid it’s spread…… But……」


  When he heard Linaria’s words, the Director nodded:


  「That’s right, times have changed now. We now have official organizations to train Medical Mages. However, the original healing spells aren’t a skill, but something that can only be inherited. Those without the bloodline couldn’t wield powerful healing spells no matter how hard they worked.」


  The bloodline of healing spells meant heritage was an important factor. This wasn’t a skill you could learn through effort, and the deciding factor was talent.


  「People who can cast high level healing spells are rare, and only those from the pure bloodline can use it. And this clan is a target pursued by those in power—— your mother is one of the people who inherited the bloodline of that clan.」


  When I heard that, I can’t imagine a pleasant development to the story. So Linaria’s mother was pursued by those in power before too.


  「However, your mother is a mischievous and freedom-loving woman who can’t be tied down. After saying 『Who cares, retard!』, she fled from the Church’s tower.」


  「That’s weird, why did it suddenly take a comedic turn?」


  I thought it would be a heavy story, and was bracing myself for it.


  Linaria nursed her temple and said:


  「…… Wait, the image of my mother is crumbling.」


  「Whenever she gets involved, everything turns into a joke.」


  The Director smiled awkwardly.


  「After that, Philia traveled around the nation and offered free treatment to those suffering from diseases and injuries. She then met your father and gave birth to you. The three of you continued the journey. But Philia’s reputation had grown so great, that people associated her powers with that of St. Eminem.」


  I knew about St Eminem, who was a saint celebrated during Holy Fest.


  「The nobles who noticed her powers sought to recruit her, but when they realized she wouldn’t budge—— they targeted you.」


  The Director stared right at Linaria.


  「Me……?」


  「Like I said, only those who inherited the true bloodline can use high healing spells, and they are after Philia bloodline that flows in you.」


  Linaria looked down at her palms as if to see the blood flowing in them, and the scene that followed after that.


  「You were still young and the pursuers kept coming. She finally made up her mind and entrusted you to my father who knew her well. My father had some status in the Church, and used all sorts of way to hide you.」


  The Director was vague, and there must be things he couldn’t say to kids like us.


  「…… Then I……」


  The Director nodded at Linaria who looked up:


  「You weren’t abandoned, Philia and your father had to leave you to stop the people after your bloodline. So you can live freely, far away from those people lusting after the power of the healing spells.」


  Linaria bit her lips and clenched her fists.


  「I’m sorry for hiding this from you, it must be hard on you. Not understanding your parents and thinking you have been abandoned, you must have had a lonely life. I’m really sorry.」


  The Director placed his palms on the table and lowered his head, almost hitting the table.


  「D-Don’t do that! It’s fine, I understand.」


  Even so, the Director still maintained this posture, before slowly raising his head.


  「…… I promised your mother not to tell you the truth before your seventeenth birthday.」


  I see, Linaria just had her seventeenth birthday recently.


  「But, why seventeen?」


  When I asked that, the Director said with a smile:


  「Because Philia escaped from the Church at that age.」


  「…… She did that at my age?」


  Linaria’s mother might be a big weirdo.


  Linaria closed her eyes to absorb what she just heard, then took a breath before opening her eyes. She then leaned forward.


  The air turned tense again. She was asking what she really wanted to know.


  「Well then—— Where are my parents right now?」


  The Director answered with a serious face:


  「After entrusting you with me, she returned to the Church, but I don’t know if she is still there. My father has passed away, and I’m too far from the top management of the Church. Besides, information about Medical Mages are top secret.」


  Linaria sat down disappointedly.


  「I see...」


  She mumbled softly, and I could feel the emotions she was hiding in her voice. I realized that was the kind of girl she was.


  「Well then……」


  She slowly said.


  When was it? I remembered talking about her dreams during a rainy day.


  「I will definitely become a Medical Mage.」


  Back then, she showed a tearful face, just like how I looked when I first came to this world, lost and helpless.


  「That way, I can learn the whereabouts of my parents.」


  I stared at Linaria’s profile, and saw the fire of determination burning in her eyes.


  The invisible bridge.


  Even if you couldn’t see it, you still believed that the bridge was there, and stepped forward. She was someone who could do that.


  And now, she had taken the first step in search of where her parents were.


  She understood that healing spells were craved by those in power, but she still moved forward with her indomitable determination.


  I looked at her back, and saw an invisible bridge before me. Could I take a step forward too?





  Chapter 3: Until the Autumn Wind Sweeps Away the Summer




  The day after we learned about Linaria’s parents from the Director.


  The shop was bustling as always—— not, the shop was closed today, because Aina and Doddo had gone back to their mansion. I was surprised by the sudden turn of events, but Aina’s father had been searching for her.


  「Ughh…… Esteemed father came personally to find me… There’s no escape now.」


  Aina was crestfallen, and expressed her regret with her entire body.


  「I’m sorry for leaving so suddenly when it’s so busy……」


  「Don’t mind that, I’m grateful for all the help you have rendered so far.」


  These were my sincere thoughts, they had been a big help and didn’t deserve any blame. Business was so good because Aina and Doddo were here, allowing us to make it through those busy days.


  I handed Aina a small pouch I prepared ahead of time and said:


  「For you.」


  「This is?」


  Aina asked as she looked at the pouch.


  「The salary you have earned, thank you for all your help.」


  I said respectfully and Aina replied with sparkling eyes:


  「Oh my! This is the first time I received money like this, is it really fine?」


  「This is the fruits of Aina’s hard work, you deserve it.」


  「I will accept it gratefully then.」


  Aina took the money pouch, and stared at it gleefully without checking the contents. The salary she earned through her labour must have felt meaningful to her.


  I turned to Doddo who was watching Aina warmly, then offered a different pouch of money.


  「Here, this is Doddo’s share. Thank you for your hard work.」


  「…… For me?」


  Doddo said dubiously.


  「Because Doddo helped out too.」


  「But I’m a maid.」


  「That’s right, you are a maid working in this shop for the past week, so I need to pay you since I’m the shop owner.」


  I said gleefully, and Doddo had a look of resignation.


  I thought Doddo was emotionless, but after working together, she had shown different sides of herself.


  And this was the first time I had seen a smile from her.


  「Well then, I will accept your kind offer.」


  Doddo accepted the pouch of money and bowed respectfully.


  「Thank you for taking care of us. For the Young Lady and me, it had been a wonderful experience.」


  「No no, I’m the one who had been in your care.」


  I returned the bow.


  I then turned to Aina who was squeezing the pouch:


  「Aina, I want to ask a favour.」


  ~
  


  Last night, I laid on my bed in the dark, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep.


  What did I want to do?


  Thinking about it carefully, I had never given it serious thought.


  I wasn’t from this world, I came from a different world. A different world, I wanted to laugh just saying that term. No matter who I say that to, they would think I was joking.


  This cafe was a place to protect myself from this strange world, and to close myself in. I recreated the familiar cafe I grew up in, acted like a shopkeep, and made my own world here.


  But before I realized it, it had left my grasp.


  All sorts of customers visited, including people who liked this place. This place wasn’t mine alone anymore.


  To others, this place was an important refuge too.


  The change in the environment caused by the Songstress’ visit improved the shop’s business greatly. There were lots of customers and every day was busy.


  What did I want to do in such a situation?


  I wasn’t forced to make a choice, so I didn’t need to consider which proposal was the better option. I needed to discard the unnecessary details and think about what I wanted to do instead.


  I didn’t have an answer, and couldn’t sleep. So I got up in the middle of the night and stood at the bar counter.


  Like I had done in the past, I surveyed the shop.


  I felt flustered in the empty shop, and then glanced at the gold coin decoration on the cabinet.


  The foreign gold coin covered in scratches was left here by a certain old timer, and he would flip this coin whenever he made a bet.


  I was thinking that I should make a bet with this gold coin if I was too troubled to make a decision.


  I put the coin on my thumb, and flicked it——


 ~
  


  「…… So, what will your decision be?」


  —— When I got to that point of the story, Monte Company’s Momon stroked his beard and asked.


  「You decided by flipping a coin, huh.」


  Corleone-san said exasperatedly.


  「This is a way of relying on God’s will……」


  The Director said with a bitter smile.


  The four of us were seated at a dining table at the back of the Cafe.


  I asked Aina to invite Momon and Corleone-san to the shop, and by a stroke of good luck, intercepted the Director who had dropped by before his return trip.


  I felt that this great timing was truly God’s will.


  I endured the stares from the three men, and straightened my posture to address them:


  「Thank you, Momon-san and Corleone-san for your wonderful proposals, I’m really flattered.」


  I said with a bow.


  「Business has been booming recently, and many customers are willing to splurge here. This is like a dream, although I’m tired to the point of dying.」


  「This is all because of the maids, Maid Cafes are wonderful. Actually, I’m drawn to Maids in the past too… This is simply wonderful.」


  Huh?


  Instead of a business, does he just want to open a Maid Cafe?


  「Oh, sorry.」


  I cast a suspicious gaze towards Momon, and he scratched his head awkwardly, then gestured for me to continue.


  If possible, I wanted to know the truth, but now wasn’t the time for that. I composed myself and cleared my throat:


  「I have decided to accept your proposal.」


  「…… Ugh.」


  Corleone-san’s mouth twitched.


  「Whose proposal do you want to accept?」


  The cute hare stared at me. However, I could feel a painful pressure on the back of my neck, and he was obviously not normal. Even my armpits were sweating. I leaned back a little and answer:


  「Well……」


  「Well?」


  「I accept both of your proposals.」


  The place fell into silence.


  Momon and Corleone-san looked at me quietly, trying to grasp what I meant.


  The Director looked at each of us in turn and scratched his cheek, wondering if he was in the wrong place.


  To avoid losing the initiative, I continued speaking.


  「First, Momon-san.」


  「Yes.」


  I looked at Momon, and he looked back with a strong gleam in his small eyes.


  「I will sell you the creative rights to serve customers with Maids.」


  「—— Oh?」


  「You could have just copied my idea, but you went out of your way to approach me for a business venture. You said that creativity had its value, and did business with the motto of protecting the rights of the creators.」


  「That’s right.」


  Momon nodded.


  「And so, I will officially hand this creative idea to you. You can make a contract or something similar to that, and I won’t provide services with Maids in my shop in the future.」


  「Hmm…… Assuming do we make a contract, what will you get in exchange?」


  Momon was smiling, but his eyes were serious, probing my true thoughts. That was the face of an expert living in the harsh world of merchants where everyone fought for great business opportunities.


  I shuddered at the sight of that, but endured it by clenching my fist under the table.


  I was an amateur, and could only pull off little tricks when facing a veteran merchant. Despite that, I hung on and shook my head:


  「I will get to that part later.」


  「……Alright.」


  I breathed out in relief, then turned to Corleone-san:


  「Corleone-san, you wanted to purchase my shop no matter how much it cost. Do you still feel the same now?」


  「Yes, I will be satisfied if I can get the same peace and quiet as usual.」


  「Well, I will work hard in that direction.」


  Corleone-san slowly touched the brim of his hat.


  「What are you planning?」


  「I want to cut down on the visiting customers. Rather than cutting down, it’s more like not letting them in.」


  「……Oh? And how will you do that this time?」


  Corleone-san said with a cheerful voice. His words intrigued Momon.


  「You said 『this time.』 So Shopkeep Yu did something similar before?」


  「Yes, this kid once came to my mansion without prior notice.」


  「What! The Corleone mansion!?」


  Momon stared at me with wide opened eyes, his face saying 「A fool with no regards for his life.」


  「I was wondering what he wanted, and he just wanted to celebrate a girl’s birthday. He wanted me to sell him food ingredients, and offered me a high quality Brilliant Dusk Gem in exchange.」


  「Oh, he sure is generous.」


  「That was the most enjoyable visits I ever had.」


  Corleone-san looked at me with a happy, sincere laugh.


  I wanted to hold my head and hide, there wasn’t anything more embarrassing than talking about my past.


  「I will believe you if you say so. So, what do you want from me in exchange?」


  If possible, I wanted to hide in a hole, but I couldn’t do that. I endured the shame, took a few deep breaths, and said using the strength from my stomach:


  「I hope you two can lend me something more precious than money.」


  「Huh?」


  I could tell that Momon was wary.


  「Monte Company’s boss, you don’t need to be so guarded.」


  Corleone-san said, and Momon patted his belly embarrassedly.


  「Oh, pardon me. But it’s troubling to ask for something more valuable than money. After all, my only assets is a humble company.」


  「This condition is an interesting riddle. So, what exactly is more important than money to the people in this world?」


  I looked at the two of them in turn and said:


  「It’s connections.」


  The place fell silent again.


  Corleone-san had a deep smile as he patted Momon’s arm.


  「Like I said, he is a fun person to be with.」


  「I see, I see, connections! I can’t fix a price to that if I try to sell it in my company.」


  「What kind of connections do you want? What do you want to do?」


  Corleone-san looked at me with an intrigued expression, and I felt troubled by how much expectations he had. I was troubled, but I had to say it.


  「Erm, the thing is……」


  I finally introduced the two of them to the Director sitting beside me.


  「Actually, this is the Director of an Orphanage, but things are tough because he couldn’t raise any funds. If this continued, the children who have a bright future ahead of them will fall on tough times.」


  The Director was taken aback by the sudden introduction.


  「He came all this way to raise funds, however!」


  I raised my voice.


  「He isn’t good at persuading nobles and high officials.」


  「…… I see.」


  Corleone-san nodded.


  「I understand.」


  Momon stroked his chin.


  Huh…? They already got it?


  This went contrary to my expectations, and I suddenly felt weak. I was about to get into the meat of my request.


  The Director looked at me, trying to comprehend what we were discussing.


  「In other words, what you are saying is this—— You want us to introduce rich people willing to donate an Orphanage to this man who is bad with words.」


  Corleone-san said.


  「Or maybe nobles who want to show their philanthropic side by making charitable donations.」


  「He is troubled because he can’t handle such people.」


  「Leave that part to me then. If we can raise funds for charity this way, the Monte Company would earn a good reputation too.」


  「How reliable.」


  「Thank you for your kind words.」


  The speed of their conversation increased, leaving no room for me to interject. The Director and I were left on the sideline while Corleone-san and Momon hashed out the details in no time.


  「Erm, excuse me.」


  I raised an arm to make my presence known, and the two of them stopped.


  「I couldn’t keep up with your conversation… So, you will accept my suggestion?」


  Corleone-san and Momon looked at each other, then nodded my way.


  「We need to do some charity activities at times. And if this will revert the shop into a peaceful place, I’m not opposed to it.」


  Corleone-san said.


  Momon nodded in agreement.


  「The goal of my company is to make the world a better place, and to pay an adequate price for outstanding creativity.」


  They completely agreed with my suggestion.


  I breathed out heavily, then leaned back on my chair.


  I spent the entire night thinking of all the possibilities. What should I do if they reject me? How do I convince them? After such thorough thinking, the conclusion was surprisingly simple and worked out in my favour.


  I relaxed my heart and loosened my tensed shoulders. That was tiring...


  「Your negotiation technique isn’t bad, but you let your guard down towards the end, Yu.」


  「Using our proposals as the base, and linking it towards a donation to another party is very well done. I felt as if my soul had been cleansed.」


  「That’s… true. No matter what you choose, you could get a tidy sum of money.」


  I raised my hands in surrender when I saw the complicated smile on Corleone-san.


  「I don’t have anyone who can wear a Maid outfit in my shop, and I already have things I wanted to do.」


  「Oh, I’m curious about what you want to do.」


  With the atmosphere leaning towards an interrogation, someone poked my shoulder.


  The Director looked at me in confusion and said:


  「Erm, Yu-kun, can you tell me what is going on?」


  ~
  


  The next day, I asked Linaria to help me write a notice, which stated what I wanted to do.


  「…… Are you sure about this?」


  When I told Linaria what I wanted her to write, she spun her pen and asked me in surprise.


  「Yes, isn’t a good idea?」


  「Rather than a good idea, it feels reckless… Never mind, it feels like something you will do.」


  「Are you complimenting me? Or dissing me?」


  「Both.」


  She said nonchalantly and wrote on the paper. I felt refreshed when she said that.


  I asked her to write a long paragraph. I took a lot of wrong turns before reaching this conclusion.


  I walked out with the paper in hand.


  The sunlight was bright on this summer day, and the sky was clear. I felt cheerful just walking along the streets. On such pleasant days, customers would be happy to splurge, and for me, this was a great day for business.


  With the summer sky behind me, I pasted the notice on the door. A voice called out to me.


  「Excuse me, is the shop open? This is the place with Maid servers, right!?」


  It was an elegant lady wearing a necklace with large gems, with three similarly dressed ladies behind her. They must be tourists who came from somewhere else.


  I bowed with a business smile:


  「I’m very sorry, but there aren’t any Maids here now. The Monte Company will operate such a shop in the near future.」


  The ladies looked at each other with a gasp.


  「There are no maids here now? Such a shame, but turning back now feels weird too. Can we get something to eat and drink here?」


  I was thankful for that, but I couldn’t invite them in either.


  「Actually, that’s not possible either.」


  「Oh, and why’s that?」


  The lady was baffled.


  I turned and showed them the notice I just put up. The lady went closer and read out the contents:


  「The operation hours of this shop will now be in the wee hours of the night…?」


  I nodded with a smile.


  That might be so, but I couldn’t start the late night operation right after making the decision.


  I wasn’t a morning person, but I couldn’t switch to late night hours out of the blue.


  It was hard to change my habits after I got used to waking up early, I needed to work on changing my body rhythm first.


  Because of how busy it had been, I had accumulated more fatigue than I expected. So I closed the shop and rested for a few days. Thanks to the excuse of preparing for late night operations, I could laze in bed as much as I wanted.


  While I was resting, I could discuss the plan with Momon, Corleone-san and the Director, and push the plan further.


  The Director pushed back the timing of his return.


  He was invited to meet with esteemed gentlemen and conversed with them. Having Momon and Corleone-san accompany him was as good as having the help of a hundred men.


  Momon was quickly training the maids, while Corleone-san excitedly awaited my reopening.


  All of us were changing, and took action because of the changes.


  And the wave of change came to my side too.


  「The dormitory is livable again, so I will be going back tomorrow.」


  It was before dinner, and I was holding a knife in the kitchen.


  When I heard what Linaria said, I stopped my work and looked at her.


  A few moments later, I acknowledged her with a gentle nod. Since that day when Linaria came to stay with her luggage, I knew this day would come.


  And recently, Linaria had been heading back to school. The dormitory wasn’t ready then, but she could still visit the unaffected library. And obviously, she was heading to the library to study.


  「Tomorrow, huh. It will be lonely.」


  This was my pure, undisguised feeling.


  The troubling cohabitation turned normal before I realized it. Looking back, the time we spent together was short, but it felt like we had always been staying together.


  Linaria straightened her posture before me, put her hands behind her back, then said with her gaze slightly lowered:


  「Erm, I have been in your care. The time I spent helping out in the shop, and dining together with you is short, but it was fun. Thank you.」


  I suppressed an emotion welling up within me.


  I was surprised by how strong that emotion was, and felt like crying. I swallowed it down as if I was sucking in air, and to hide my tears, I turned my gaze to my hands and continued cutting the vegetable.


  「I should be the one thanking you, you really saved me by working in the shop. Sorry, but I can’t give you too much for your salary.」


  In order to pay Linaria, Aina and Doddo their salary, I took a trip to the guild and asked them the market rate for a temp worker.


  The money I gave might be too little given how busy it had been, maybe I should give them a little more?


  Linaria shook her head:


  「It’s already plenty. Besides, there’s also my lodging and meals fees too.」


  「It’s fine, I already deducted those fee.」


  That was a lie.


  「……Alright then, erm, I will cherish the money.」


  「That’s the money Linaria earned, so you don’t have to tell me that.」


  I said with a smile.


  「That’s true, but I still feel like saying that.」


  Linaria answered with a smile.


  Such idle chatter was precious to me.


  There weren't any major incidents nor an exciting adventure. I came to a different world, and was just cutting vegetables in a kitchen.


  But when I grew older and reminisced about the past, this would be the time that came to mind.


  The sun shone from the window.


  The noise came from the streets.


  The coolness of the vegetables washed with water, and the droplets on my palm.


  And also, the girl smiling at me.


  I would never forget that such a day happened in my life, the scenes I saw and how I felt.


  「Sigh, is there anything I can help you with?」


  「Help me bring those to the table.」


  I answered with a smile when I heard Linaria’s voice.


  I plated the finished food, and Linaria took them away.


  We were having Hamburg steak today, not the type stewed slowly over a low heat, but a simple Hamburg steak that was just grilled. Complemented with sunny side eggs, and steamed potatoes with butter. There was a large bowl of salad in the middle. Linaria ate french loaf, while I chose white rice.


  After the preparations were complete, we sat opposite each other at the dining table, with the dishes placed before us.


  I looked at them and thought 「Oh, what a normal and unassuming dinner.」


  「…… How should I put this? The dishes are the same as always. If you told me earlier, I would have worked harder on the food.」


  「What’s wrong with having the same dishes, that’s so like us. And it taste good enough.」


  Linaria answered my mumblings cheerfully.


  「That’s true. My cooking always taste great.」


  I joked and then started eating. And so, the two of us spent time as usual at the dining table.


  Not long ago, Aina and Doddo would have joined us for dinner, and the four of us would have a rowdy meal.


  But now, it was just Linaria and me, and our conversation went on and off.


  And tomorrow, I will go back to dining alone.


  I was just reverting to the original condition, but it was hard for me to imagine how I dined by myself in the past.


  For me, dining with others was just that memorable.


  「Speaking of which, the Director spoke to me. He told me cheerfully that he found people willing to donate to the Orphanage.」


  「Really? That’s great.」


  Since Corleone-san and Momon were with him, I wasn’t that worried. Even so, I still felt relieved by this result.


  「But when did the Director visit? I didn’t realize at all.」


  「Because you slept until noon. I knocked your door, but you didn’t wake up.」


  I couldn’t respond to that, since I had been sleeping till noon recently.


  To hide my feelings, I cut the steaming potatoes with butter seeped in.


  「Erm, about the Director.」


  Linaria asked:


  「Did you do something?」


  I chewed my potato without a word.


  Linaria got sharp instincts, and I thought she would find out immediately.


  Because of my tendency to keep secrets, I made her mad a few days ago. With that lesson in mind, I thought I should be frank with her, but decided to keep a secret.


  Why?


  Because I wanted to be cool. I had my pride as a man, and this was just a small wilful side of me.


  「No, I have no idea.」


  I answered without looking up, and put the cut hamburg steak into my mouth. The juice gushed out when I chewed, and it almost burned me.


  Linaria stared right at me.


  I thought she would press the matter, but the atmosphere relaxed.


  「Never mind. But thanks.」


  I showed an expression that implied I didn’t know what she was talking about, and continued eating.


  Linaria probably knew I did something, but magnanimously let it go. I couldn’t win against her.


  And then, silence.


  A short while later, Linaria tore the french loaf from the bread basket, then said cheerfully:


  「I’m going to be a Medical Mage.」


  I looked up. Linaria was holding the bread, but her eyes were looking into the distance.


  「If I become a Medical Mage, I might learn more about my parents and meet them.」


  In the past, when Linaria said she wanted to be a Medical Mage, that was just a dream, something vague that would be nice if she succeeded. And that vague feeling was gone now.


  After all, she said firmly that she was going to be one, and not that she wanted to be one. That turned the flimsy dream into a clear goal she could work towards.


  When the Director told her the truth that day, something must have changed inside Linaria.


  「There is a specialist school to train Medical Mages.」


  Linaria looked up, her eyes sparkling. My chest thumped at that, and it took quite a bit of effort for me to compose myself.


  「I want to take the entrance test to that school. I heard it is very difficult, but I will definitely get in.」


  「…… I see, is that school far from here?」


  「Yes, it’s really far from here.」


  I nodded and said: 「I see.」


  I was relieved that I didn’t take it as hard as I imagined. Because I knew such a day was inevitable.


  There were people who chose to stay in the same place, and those who would spread their wings. This wasn’t a question of maturity, but how people lived their lives.


  Linaria was the type to spread their wings, she had the capability, a goal and the mental tenacity.


  「—— Erm, Yu.」


  She stared at me.


  「Yu, you won’t go somewhere else, right? You will always be in this shop, right?」


  I couldn’t answer her question on the spot.


  Because I was thinking that I would return to my original world one day.


  I came suddenly to this world, and might return suddenly too. Or maybe that was my dream.


  To return to the place I grew up in.


  This was what supported my soul as I lived in this world. I refused to be a part of this world in the past, refused to leave the shop, and even refused the goodwill of others.


  What has happened since then?


  I met the girl before me, left the shop before I knew it, and slowly changed after conversing with the customers that visited. When I noticed, I was 「living」 in this world.


  I remembered what Corleone-san said.


  People had to accept change. In order to gain something, you need to give up on some things.


  Before me was a cliff, with the dark abyss below. However, there was an invisible bridge before me.


  I couldn’t turn back, and I had squirmed here for too long. Making a crying face by myself without wanting to do anything, and resisting everything.


  And now, I should take my first step forward, and wave goodbye to the past. The time I had to face a change for the sake of something had come.


  I moistened my throat with water, stared at Linaria, and she stared right back. I said slowly as I held her gaze:


  「To be frank, I was happy that the shop’s business was thriving. I was troubled when Momon came to me with a business proposal, but I was happy that someone acknowledged me.」


  Linaria took in every word I said.


  「When Corleone-san said he wished to revert my shop to how it was, I was shocked that someone cherished what I did in the past that much.」


  I felt troubled because both proposals were attractive.


  No matter which one I chose, I would feel that this world allowed me to continue living here, and I could immerse myself in the feelings of being needed.


  I didn’t want to admit that feeling because I wanted to go back, I wanted to hide in my shop. I was frustrated because I couldn’t make up my mind.


  While I was feeling lost, the words from the girl before me lit my way.


  This was the first time I seriously thought about what I should do.


  「In the end, I accepted both of their proposals. However, I didn’t go completely with what they proposed, but rather what I wanted to do, decided with my own will.」


  「…… Because of the kitten you didn’t pick up back then?」


  「Yes, I couldn’t do it back then, but I can do it now.」


  I smiled. I felt that I couldn’t turn back if I said it, but it felt like I could recognize my change if I did.


  I want to choose what to discard or give up on my own terms. It was scary to put down what you own, and hard to imagine how big a flaw you would bear if you lost it.


  However, I sensed that for me right now, I need to overcome this fear.


  And that was why I mustered my courage and said:


  「I will be right here waiting for you. Here, in this shop. So if you think things are tough and want to rest, you can come back any time. Because this is a place you can come home to.」


  Linaria opened her almond shaped eyes, then scrowled, before tears rolled down her cheeks.


  I think her sobbing face was very beautiful.


  Linaria sniffled, then covered her mouth and said:


  「…… So, this is what you wanted to do?」


  I showed a meaningful smile and answered her sobbing words:


  「I have to take responsibility for the kitten I brought home.」


  「Dummy.」


  I always admired people who could soar high in the sky like birds. Since that day I failed to rescue the kitten, I couldn’t forgive myself.


  But now, I felt that I could do so.


  There was nothing wrong with being truly rooted on the ground and looking up at the soaring birds. I could stretch my branches for the birds to rest when they were tired. My leaves could shield the ground from the sun, offering shade to the horses galloping in the plains.


  If I live on in this shop in this world, I could live out a life of my own.


  That was my dream and goal right now.


  Final Chapter


  

  I exited the shop, and the place was completely dark, and the crowd was much sparser when compared to the day. But it wasn’t completely deserted, there were still adventurers wearing light armour and weapons entering bars.


  I didn’t have much chance of seeing the streets late at night, it was more energetic than I imagined.


  The shops I usually see in the day had closed shops, while the bars and other shops were brightly lit, and I could hear noises from everywhere.


  This was the world of adults. It was too early for me to join the late night shops, but I decided not to mind it


  I turned the sign at the door from 「Closed for the day」 to 「Open for business」.


  I then hung up a huge lamp I bought for late night operations. I turned it on, and a warm light shone in through the shop’s entrance.


  I stood some distance away to observe.


  Hmm, the atmosphere wasn’t bad, running a late night cafe felt great.


  Satisfied, I returned to the shop and checked the tables for cleanliness, arranged the chairs, then returned to my usual spot at the counter.


  I surveyed the shop.


  It was a lonely sight of an empty shop.


  The shop had been filled with tourists recently, and it was so noisy that my regulars didn’t come anymore. And now, the hours had been changed to late night.


  The tourists wouldn’t come like they used to, and maybe my regulars wouldn’t come too.


  I was filled with unease, which hung heavily over my mind.


  Maybe no one would come, and it would have been better if I took up either Momon or Corleone-san on their offer.


  However, I suppress that feeling of unease.


  It had always been like that in the beginning.


  On the first day of the Café’s opening, there weren't any customers either, and that continued for several days. I continued running the shop despite that, so I just needed to do the same here.


  「Back to square one huh, let’s work hard then.」


  I perked myself up and slapped my cheeks.


  What did I usually do at times like this?


  Oh right, I would wipe the glasses, wiping glasses was calming. Good, let’s go with that.


  I took the glasses out from the cabinet and arranged them, then wiped them carefully one by one.


  When I was half done, the door chimed softly.


  I turned and saw a woman peeking in with a thick book in her hands. She was the Elf big sister who was always reading by the windows.


  「...... Are you open?」


  She asked in a mumbling voice.


  I nodded with a smile:


  「Yes, we are open. You are my first customer, please come in.」


  I gestured for her to enter, and remembered something.


  「Speaking of which, you were my first customer back then too.」


  「......?」


  Shortly after I opened my shop for the first time, the Elf big sister also peeked in while holding a book, then became a regular.


  I suddenly realized that I still didn’t know her name.


  「May I ask your name——」


  Before I could finish, the door chimed again and drowned out my voice. It was another customer.


  「Hi, Café master, you’re finally open.」


  It was Arbel-san, followed closely by a buff body in dark clothes.


  「I can finally visit. Yu, give me a cup of Coffee. It’s been a while since I last drank Coffee, and my body is feeling weird.」


  It was Falluba-san, a dragon man who loves Coffee, and would show withdrawal symptoms if he didn’t drink Coffee.


  「Long time no see, I will get right to preparing it.」


  「Really now, it’s troubling for the world to learn the charms of Coffee too. The shop was always crowded, so I couldn’t come in at all.」


  Falluba-san sat down and crossed his arms with a gloomy face. Arbel-san sat down beside him and said:


  「That’s right, the tourists lack etiquette, which is troubling. It’s a problem for me if I lost this abode of mine.」


  「When did this place become your abode? This is my turf.」


  「Oh, then before I enjoy my blissful Coffee, let’s have a go.」


  「Great, I always wanted to settle things with you.」


  The two of them started arguing over trivial matters as always. They were more jumpy than usual, probably from Coffee deficiency.


  Their conversation was nostalgic, which made me happy for some reason. It gave me a feeling that I had truly returned to this shop.


  「Erm, please stop things at that.」


  I was going to stop them when the door chimed again.


  Momon came in with his belly swaying around, followed by the Director and Corleone-san.


  「Good Evening, Shopkeep Yu. I heard you are starting your late night operation, so I came to visit.」


  Momon said while patting his stomach.


  「I never visited as a customer before, so I came to visit too.」


  The Director said with a face more refreshed than I had ever seen. His troubles had been solved, which made him look younger than before?


  「...... How noisy.」


  Corleone-sam looked towards the arguing Arbel-san and Falluba-san, then sighed.


  「It’s fine, having noisy moments can make times of quiet more prominent by contrast, right?」


  Momon said cheerfully and walked to the dining table at the back. The other two joined him, the three of them seemed to be getting along well.


  Customers then came in one after another. They were all familiar faces and regulars.


  「Long time no see, Yu-chan——! I hadn’t visited in a while, and heard you changed to late night operations. I thought it would be pitiful if no one came, right? So here I am!」


  A big sister I knew came in, and the shop erupted with voices of 「Oh, long time no see!」 My regulars had gotten acquainted with each other, then seated together for idle chatter.


  I was the only one working now, without the help of the maids.


  I could only brew a little bit of Coffee each time, but the two at the counter drank them like a pair of fishes.


  However, the shop had a serene mood, no one was anxious or impatient, they were even enjoying the time they spent waiting.


  Some read by themselves, others chatted happily. After seeing this scene, I felt that my decision was right.


  Momon approached the counter with light steps, probably to avoid disrupting the atmosphere in the shop. He said:


  「This is an incredible shop, it is neither a bar nor a restaurant. It is hard to describe, but it put me at ease ...... although it was a pity that there aren’t any maids.」


  I nodded with a smile.


  「This is my shop, the only Café in the world. I will let you have the maids.」


  「Oh, I finally understand why Corleone-san wants to get this place back. My company doesn’t run any shops that can let my patrons relax like this.」


  We needed to accept changes.


  That might be so, but it was great to have a place that resisted change. Being unchanging could soothe people’s pain, and a haven to rest your wings.


  I had always rejected living in this world. In order to do that, I created this place. Before I realized it, it had become a place to reject the changes in this world.


  That was why people who liked this place appeared.


  And now, it was time for me to choose. I wanted to live on in this world, but I didn’t want to accept any changes. I had decided my path in life, and took my first steps, under the principle of not changing this shop.


  For the sake of all who treat this place as their own abode.


  For the people who think of this shop as a place to return to.


  And also, for the girl who would soar in the sky for her dream.


  I resolved to protect this shop.


  The customers came and went, I wondered who they heard it from, or maybe they saw the notice, there were even some who came bearing gifts to congratulate me on my late night opening. Gramps Goru barged in with a huge luggage too, but that was a story for another time.


  The door then chimed again. The girl I knew very well seemed a little tired. I smiled and said to her:


  「Welcome—— No, Welcome home.」


  

  Bonus Chapter: When Will I Make an Appearance!?


  「This sucks——!」


  In the quiet shop, a wail suddenly came from the bar counter.


  As the Café master, I probably should ask if she was well. But that would only apply if the patron was normal.


  「This sucks this sucks this sucks!」


  「......」


  「Sucks! Sucks! Sucks!」


  She started waving her hands, then hung her head as she ran out of battery. And then…


  Peek.


  She was trying hard to say something with her gaze.


  She was like a lost puppy. Her eyes were so sad that the description was completely adequate. But I couldn’t be bothered with her and continued wiping the plates I just washed.


  「Hey, Yu-chan.」


  「......」


  「Listen to me, Yu-chan.」


  「......」


  「Can you ask me『What’s wrong』——!?」


  She started throwing a tantrum, swinging her arms so wildly that her hair was a mess. It was unsightly.


  「...... What’s wrong, Ria-san?」


  「Yes, I’m Ria!」


  「I know......」


  「I have something to tell you, Yu-chan.」


  「I see, what is it?」


  Ria-san flicked up her golden locks and stared right at me.


  From close up, Ria-san was a beautiful mature lady who would turn heads when she walk on the streets.


  But her face that was saying「I am unhappy!」 felt really childish.


  「Yu-chan, listen.」


  「Yes.」


  「Why didn’t I make an appearance?」


  「What appearance?」


  「Do you even need to ask!? In the first and second volumes!」


  「This is getting complicated, can you change the subject?」


  「Isn’t this strange?! I’m a patron that showed up at the start! I made my debut in the second chapter! And I left a really deep impression on my debut too!」


  Ria-san smacked the table.


  「Don’t spend time on the weird hare and weird grandpa, introduce me to the world——! Give me an illustration——!」


  「What a bothersome person......」


  「So what if I’m a bother! I want to make an appearance in the book too!!!」


  「Basically.」


  I put aside the cleaned plate.


  「Even if you make an appearance now, everyone had already forgotten about Ria-san.」


  「 Σ( °△°||)」


  Ria-san stopped moving.


  Cold sweat rolled down her cheeks.


  「Y-You’re lying… They won’t forget a cute big sister like me——」


  「Survey.」


  「!?」


  「After publishing the first volume, Fantasia Bunko did a survey, and the chess player Aina and Loli Princess Lieta all received support. But Ria-san...... None of them mentioned you......!」


  Ria-san staggered two steps back, as if pushed by some kind of force. Her chair was kicked over in the process.


  「How...... could this be...... You are kidding me...... I even make appearances occasionally......!」


  「Your first debut was 8 years ago… The character setting had not firmed up back then.」


  「What!? What!?」


  I lowered my gaze.


  「You’re, outdated.」


  「......!?」


  Ria-san opened her eyes wide and stood there in a daze.


  She was shaking all over, and finally, tears welled up in her eyes.


  「Ugh...... W-Who’s an old woman damn it! Is everyone a lolicon!?」


  She wailed and then ran out of the door.


  I could only watch her go.


  Ria-san.......


  「I will put this on your tab.」


  Who knew if she would ever be featured in an illustration.


  But it would be great if that day ever comes.


  The sky was clear outside the window.


  「I want...... to give this story an elegant conclusion… But it won’t work, huh......」


  At the window, Nortri who was basking in the sun muttered. Her relaxed demeanour had a hint of dignity behind her.


  「...... Because...... I’m on the book cover......」


  Hehehe...... An eerie voice that seemed to come from the bottom of the well was echoing today too.


 

  Bonus Chapter: When Will I Make an Appearance!? 2


  「Awesome——!」


  In the serene shop, a shout suddenly came from the bar counter.


  As the Café master, I should probably ask 「What’s wrong?」 But that was only applicable to normal patrons.


  「Yu-chan, did you see it!? Did you read it!?」


  「Ria-san, your panting face is really scary.」


  「Because I’m very agitated! I! made an appearance in the third volume!」


  Ria-san smacked the table with a girlish smile, although her nose was still flaring.


  「That’s great, huh.」


  「Yeah!」


  「Then, which page did you appeared in?」


  When I asked that, Ria-san immediately stopped moving and averted her face. She whistled badly, and fidgeted with her hair to fudge things over.


  「...... Listen, Yu-chan. Making an appearance is the most important thing here. The number of pages and paragraph are just trifling details.」


  「So, how many paragraph did you get?」


  「......... Two paragraphs.」


  ......


  I quietly put the glasses back to the cabinet and continued working, pretending I didn’t hear what she said.


  「But but but! I have lines! I have lines, you know? Isn’t that amazing!?」


  「Yes, that’s amazing.」


  「And it’s towards the end too, that’s the most important part!」


  「It is important indeed.」


  「A beautiful, gentle and cute big sister, that’s how it felt!」


  「Is that so?」


  「...... Not really.」


  So that didn’t happen.


  「But making an appearance is amazing, right!? With that as the starting point, I will work towards a short story next......」


  Ria-san leaned forward and looked at me with sparkling eyes.


  I wouldn’t know if a short story featuring Ria-san would come true, but it was important to have hope. I wouldn’t deny that.


  —— The door chimed, and a woman walked in, wearing a silk dress with a low cut, emphasizing her figure and chest.


  「No time no see, Celi-san.」


  「...... Yes, it feels like it had been years.」


  The woman furrowing her brows was a teacher from the academy, and Ria-san’s good friend.


  Ria-san pressed a finger on her lips, and looked at Celi-san with a mischievous smile.


  「Oh, isn’t that Celi who had not made an appearance yet? Is it fine for you to appear suddenly? Maybe everyone already forgot about you? Want to make a self-introduction?」


  「......」


  I could hear Celi-san gnashing her teeth.


  「...... No, it’s fine. I’m more popular than Ria.」


  「I can’t ignore that! Where did you get that idea from!? The survey!?」


  「Do you even need to ask? Because of my feminine charms.」


  With that, Celi-san winked at me. I didn’t know what I should do, but her eyes were filled with temptations, and I couldn’t help looking away.


  「Ah! Hey! That’s foul play! Can you please not look at my Yu-chan with those creepy eyes!?」


  「Ohoho, it must be hard for a woman without charms to be jealous all the time.」


  「What!? It’s just that much, I can do it too!」


  Ria-san stood up and stared right at me.


  「...... H-How’s that?」


  「...... Even if you ask me…」


  She was still the usual Ria-san. Her face had a hint of childishness, and looked really cute.


  Celi-san was holding her stomach and laughing.


  「This kid doesn't know when to give up… Oh right, I’m not here to take part in this rom-com skit.」


  Celi-san cleared her throat, changing the atmosphere around her, then stared at me with her arms crossed.


  「When will I make my appearance?」


  「...... You want to make an appearance?」


  「Of course. Let’s see, and also an illustration. So everyone will know my charms.」


  「Oh, I want an illustration too! And more lines!」


  「You have enough. Isn’t 2 lines plenty for you, fufu.」


  「Why are you laughing!? I don’t want to hear that from someone who isn’t even mentioned!?」


  「Because I will be making an appearance later. I have been building up my power before this.」


  「Hmmp~ Sounds like making excuses for your failure~」


  「...... Since you said that, I have to let you understand which one of us is more charming.」


  They started squabbling like always, completely ignoring me. Squabbling was a sign of their close relations. But I hope they can take it outside.


  I decided to ignore that and continued cleaning the glasses.


  「Yu-chan, who do you think should have an appearance!?」


  「You can be honest, pay Ria no mind.」


  「I will always make an appearance, so it doesn’t matter… Ah.」


  I misspoke. I turned and saw the two beauties staring at me with big smiles. I felt a chill rise up my spine.


  「Yu-chan, come have a chat with your big sisters, okay?」

OEBPS/Images/002.png





OEBPS/Images/0002.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/003.png





OEBPS/Images/0005.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/001.png





