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  Prologue


  There was a breeze. It probably came from the other end of the street, a wind blown down from the mountain range.


  The windows facing the road started to creak, as if it was the footsteps of the wind rushing through the city. The people outside the window pulled their heads close and narrowed their eyes in the cold.


  It was the middle of autumn, the mornings and evenings were icy cold. The air was chilly and clear, giving off an aloof vibe. It must be the weather that was making me lonely as I looked out the window. The hordes of tourists having left probably played a part too.


  [It’s cold.]


  In her usual seat at the counter, Nortri, who was lying down, shifted her body. She pulled her shoulders in, and she hugged her body with her slender arms as she dozed off. I couldn’t help relaxing when I saw her cute movements.


  [It’s cold.]


  In his usual counter seat, Gramps Goru who was lying down twisted his body. He wrapped his thin arms around his body and tucked in his chin while slumbering. He was here skipping work so early in the morning, which made me speechless.


  After both of them said that quietly, the shop did seem to be cold. Most of the pedestrians were wearing coats, some even had scarves or wooly hats. The ones without any change in their fashion were beastmen with thick furs.


  The season was changing at a steady pace. Autumn was short in this city. When you thought it was starting to get cold, it would be winter in no time. Snow would start falling, and the world would turn white. It was almost time for people to make their winter preparations.


  After wiping the glasses and putting them on the shelves, I folded and stacked the towels. I walked out of the counter and went to the wall at the deepest end of the shop. Most of the shop was built from wood, and only this wall was erected with bricks. The brownish red bricks had turned black from its use as a heater.


  I unhooked the metallic lock, pulled up the wooden board with a heave, and exposed the fireplace. It was big enough for me to crawl in.


  [Oh, how nostalgic.]


  [Hmm, so you are up.]


  I thought Gramps Goru had dozed off, but he was supporting his head with his hand and staring this way.


  [What are you saying? I just need three hours of sleep everyday. I spent the rest of the time doing mental work.]


  [You were snoring just now and complaining how cold it was.]


  [That fireplace looks elegant. You didn’t use it last year, right?]


  [I’m impressed by how you ignored the parts disadvantageous to you.] I went into the storeroom with the wooden board. [I couldn’t spare the effort last year, and didn’t know how to use it. But I want to give it a try.]


  I put the board against the wall in the storeroom, then picked up a bundle of firewood in the corner. It had dried, but still weighed a lot. I had to put my back into it when I carried it.


  [With the advent of mana stone fuel, fireplaces had more or less disappeared. I have a couple at home, but they were basically cast aside.]


  [What a waste. Huff. Isn’t a fireplace great? I have never used it before, so I’m looking forward to this.]


  That was the reason why I quietly prepared the firewood, and hired professionals to clean the chimneys. It was all for this day, and I was feeling excited about using the fireplace for the first time.


  I squatted before the fireplace, and spread the wire netting. The pattern was either a bird or a deer. In the center of the fireplace was a short metal rack, to hold the burning wood. I picked up three pieces of wood slightly bigger than my arm, and arranged them on top.


  What should I do next?


  I wondered with a box of matches in my hand. I had no experience camping outdoors. I did something similar in school, but my memory about starting a fire had grown hazy. I couldn’t light such a big piece of wood directly. Was there smaller branches, or something flammable like leaves?


  [What, you didn’t check up on how to use it?]


  Gramps Goru said with a smile.


  [I didn’t consider how to light the fire.]


  The kitchen stove and lighting could be lit very easily. All thanks to the incredible technology of mana stones. I had never tried burning wood without it.


  [Young kids aren’t familiar with these things after all. Alright, let me have a go.]


  Gramps Goru stood up and came to my side. He sat down cross legged, and took out the wood I placed in the fireplace.


  [Noorook, huh, how nostalgic. That’s the stuff for a fireplace. It lasts long, is cheap, and has a nice fragrance. Yu-kun, you have a machete?]


  [I have a small one.]


  I stood up, and brought it to him from the storeroom. The firewood seller recommended it to me.


  Gramps Goru took the machete, and tried out the grip before nodding.


  [Watch carefully, Yu-kun.]


  With that, Gramps Goru stood a wood on its end as a demonstration, and lined up the machete along its end.


  [First, cut off the bark of the Noorook.]


  With the machete slightly cut in, he knocked gently, and the bark was sliced off before the blade touched the ground. Gramps Goru showed me the bark. It had been cut off perfectly. Compared to the black and grey bark, the inside was white and looked nice.


  [Use this bark as kindling, and you can slowly light a fire. You just need five pieces of wood.]


  Gramps Goru said as he aligned the blade on the wood and knocked again, peeling off more bark.


  [Okay, Yu-kun, give it a go.]


  He handed the machete to me, hilt first, and I took it without a second thought. I picked up a piece of wood, and mimicked him by aligning the machete against the bark.


  [Like this?]


  [Move it closer to the bottom of the blade. Yes, then straighten the blade more, more. Then gently knock it down the wood.]


  I followed his instructions, picked up the heavy wood with some difficulty, then knocked it against the floor. I didn’t use much force, but the blade slid quickly and cut off half of the bark.


  [Uwah, that surprised me.]


  Gramps Goru was smirking.


  [Oh, you are a quick learner. If you use too much force, you will cut into the floor. You need to be gentle, gentle.]


  After taking his advice and trying it out three times, I learned the technique and sliced off the bark.


  Gramps Goru picked up one of the bark and snapped it in half. The dried wood made a clear cracking sound. We didn’t split the firewood inside. We laid it in the center of the metal rack in an equilateral triangle.


  [There are several factions on how to arrange it, and they are still arguing about it. Such as the horizontal faction, arc faction, and box faction. It’s a deep topic and the research is endless.]


  [How much of that is a joke?]


  [All of it. Just arrange it however you like.]


  [How whimsical.]


  Gramps Goru snapped the barks and tossed them in. He placed the last piece on the floor, and rested the blade of the machete on it.


  [You’re getting the hang of it.]


  He then slowly slid the machete across the bark, carving up a thin slice of wood that curled up. Gramps Goru repeated the movement a few times, and the thin slices of wood all curled up while still attached at the end.
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  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Feather_stick>


  [What is that for?]


  [This is preparation to start a fire. It will burn better this way.]


  He prompted me to try, and passed the thing to me. But it seemed really difficult. If I cut too deep, the entire thing would fall apart.


  [Ughh.]


  [Ohoho, is it too difficult for Yu-kun? Take your time to get used to it.]


  I could ground my teeth at his cocky face. I repeated a few times, but it was obvious when compared to Gramps Goru that my cuts were slanted.


  Gramps Goru put that piece of wood in the center of the fireplace, took the matches from me and started a fire.


  [You just need to light a fire here. Since Noorook contains oil, it burns easily when dried.]


  Just like he said, the wood piece with splinters caught fire after getting lit. Gramps Goru threw in the match too. He then placed two big pieces of wood on either side of the wood rack. The bark was ablaze, and slowly burning the wood pieces, making crackling sounds.


  [Alright, this will do. Oh, how warm.]


  [Ughh.]


  [What’s the matter, you sound unhappy.]


  [I’m reluctant about this, but I see you in a new light, Gramps Goru.]


  [Ehh, is your evaluation of me so low?]


  [I thought you were a useless and lazy old man.]


  [Huh!?]


  We chatted while watching the wood burn. For some reason, watching the fire had a calming effect. I wouldn’t get tired of watching the swaying flames.


  [The fireplace isn’t bad.]


  When I said that, Gramps Goru showed a wrinkled smile.


  [Fireplaces are great, right?]


  Gramps Goru and I watched the fire in a daze with our legs crossed. A gust of wind blew outside the window. I could hear the sound of wind coming from a gap somewhere, but we didn’t feel cold with the warm fire before us.


  The fire wasn’t strong, but it was warm and burning steadily. I exhaled as I felt the warmth, and my feelings became relaxed.


  I heard the sound of a chair being pulled, and turned back. Nortri stood up from her chair. Her eyes were almost closed as she wandered over.


  [Nortri?]


  [Hmm.]


  Her response sounded like sleep talking.


  She walked before me, lowered her body and curled up her upper body against my leg. She adjusted her position a little, then made a satisfied grunt.


  [It’s so warm.]


  [Hoho, she found a nice spot.]


  [It’s right before the fireplace, of course it’s warm.]


  She actually noticed the fire while she was asleep, as expected of Nortri. She rested her head on my stomach and started snoring. Nortri’s body was warm and comfortable.


  [I can’t move.]


  I complained, and Gramps Goru laughed happily.


  [It’s fine, you are free anyway.]


  [Yes, that’s true.]


  The song performance that made the city so crowded ended successfully. They even held a post event festival to close things off, and the tourists all left after that. There was no reason for them to stay since the song performance was over. However, I was still surprised by how fast they left.


  The crowded streets were a distant memory. The roads weren’t chaotic anymore, and the noises at night were gone. It felt as if all the people in the city had disappeared. But this was just the city returning to how it was. Which was why I reverted my operation hours back to normal.


  Even so, it wasn’t possible to revert everything back to how it was. The adventurers were glad it was finally over, and worked hard to challenge the labyrinth. The merchants stocked up on their sold out merchandise, or took inventory of their unexpended stock, it would be a while before they got busy again. There were some who made a tidy profit and left to visit other cities, thinking it was their turn to rest.


  Thanks to the Songstresses, the population in this city grew explosively, and my shop was crowded; but now that the Songstresses were gone, the city reverted back to normal. I felt happy about this, but also felt a little lonely. Before they adapted to the change in environment, the regulars wouldn’t be visiting too frequently.


  I patted Nortri’s head. Her hair felt really soft and slipped right through my fingers.


  The sound of the wood crackling came from the fireplace.


  Gramps Goru besides me was crossing his arms and dozing off.


  It was a warm, peaceful and relaxing time. I felt like sleeping too. I started yawning, and thought about lying down to sleep.


  My eyelids were getting heavy, and when I was about to close my eyes, a cold breeze came in through the shop’s opened door. The chime rang as if to express their displeasure.


  [Is this Yuu-san’s residence?]


  I turned to the firm voice, and a man from the Bird’s Tribe walked in. His grey wings were folded, and he looked very fierce. He was probably the predator-type.


  [Yes, that’s me.]


  I was about to get up when Nortri grabbed my waist. Because of the cold wind from outside, she didn’t want to let go of my body’s warmth.


  [Nortri, get up.]


  I said and shook her shoulders.


  Nortri furrowed her brows, and buried her head in my stomach with a shake of her head. She was grabbing my waist even more strongly now. Nortri would show her stubbornness at times.


  I had to give up on standing, and gestured at the Birdman.


  [Sorry, can you come over.]


  The man approached silently, and his eyes turned gentle when he saw me and Nortri.


  [My apologies for letting the cold wind in.]


  [No, it’s fine. So, you have some business with me?]


  At my question, the man opened the metallic button on his waist pouch. He took out an envelope, then handed it over to me.


  [Safe, sure and swift, we will accept any courier request. I’m a courier from the Eagle Wind Courier company. Labyrinth City Arialu, corner of 3rd Labyrinth street, a shop with a beautiful signboard. Representative of the Indecent Alliance, Yuu-san, I have a letter for you. May I confirm that person is you?]


  I realized who posted the letter just from that. I felt happy and complicated after receiving this letter.


  [Yes, that’s me.]


  I took the letter while answering. I could feel the texture of the beige envelope on my fingers. The words written in this world’s language glimmered in the light. I could see a green wax stamp on it, and was moved by how formal it was.


  [Well then, can you sign to acknowledge your receipt?]


  The man opened a small notebook and handed it to me. There was a small piece of wrapped charcoal on it. I took the notebook, and felt troubled. How do I write my name in this world’s language? I already forgot.


  I never had the chance to sign my name before.


  [Drawing a face is fine too, or you can write something. Anything goes.]


  Sensing that I was troubled, he answered cheerfully. There must be people who were illiterate like me. I felt more relaxed after this, and held the charcoal. While pondering what to do, my eyes fell on Nortri who was sleeping on my lap. So I drew Nortri’s sleepy face.


  [Hmm.] The man compared the drawing with Nortri, and nodded. [This is a nice signature. Well then, how would you like to reply?]


  [Reply?]


  [Yes, this is a two way courier. If you can prepare a return letter, I can send it for you right away. If you want me to collect your letter on a specific date, I can do that too.]


  Hmm, that was troubling.


  I couldn’t read nor write. I couldn’t reply immediately, and it would be difficult to decide on a specific date. What should I do?


  [I will visit in a few days, you can then tell me your decision. What do you think?]


  [Oh, let’s do that then.]


  The man nodded, bowed again, then left. He quietly opened the door, then slid outside, paying attention to his closed wings. His actions to not make Nortri cold brought a smile to my face.


  [A two way delivery from the Eagle Wind Courier company, huh. How extravagant.]


  [Oh, you’re awake.]


  [I’m not trying to brag, but I only sleep for two hours a day.]


  [That’s amazing. Is the Eagle Wind Courier company that expensive?]


  [The way Yu-kun has been treating me feels as cold as the autumn wind.] Gramps Goru said with a shrug, then supported his cheek with his palm while cross legged. [Nobles use the  Eagle Wind Courier company exclusively. No matter the weather or the place, they are the swiftest and surest courier.]


  [That’s incredible.]


  After hearing that, the envelope in my hand suddenly felt more important. What was written inside? Was it something very urgent?


  [Gramps Goru, can you help me read this letter? I can’t read.]


  [Oh, is that really fine?]


  [It’s sent with such an amazing courier, so it might be urgent.]


  Gramps Goru nodded with a grunt, and took the letter I proffered. He raised an eyebrow when he saw the front, then frowned when he flipped the envelope.


  [I hadn’t visited for a while, and Yu-kun is moving up in the world. It’s from the Songstress.]


  [Oh, so it really is from Tize.]


  As expected, Tize posted this. I thought it might be so when the birdman courier came in. And only Tize would refer to me as the representative of the Indecent Alliance. I recalled Tize asking several times when we bid farewell, [Can I write you letters?]


  [The Heavenly Tigress signed off too.]


  [Phyllis-san too?]


  [How envious, receiving a letter from the Heavenly Tigress. I had never received a letter she wrote on a personal basis. If those guys learned about this, their blood vessels would burst from jealousy.]


  Gramps Goru said quietly as he placed his thumb on the wax seal. A light shone for an instant, then a small orb appeared.


  [It’s customary to use this wax seal when sending a reply.]


  [Oh, I see.]


  That must be magic. Or rather, could I do that? How did you use a wax seal? I didn’t get all that.


  Gramps Goru took the letter out of the envelope with practiced movements. There were four pieces of beige paper stacked on top of each other.


  With his hand supporting his cheek, Gramps Goru browsed the letter quickly with his eyes. A while later, he closed his eyes and exhaled.


  He then read the other three papers, right to the end. After finishing, he put them back in the envelope, and handed it to me.


  [How is it?]


  I asked as I took the envelope. Gramps Goru said while raising his eyebrows.


  [It’s nothing urgent, just a normal letter. But the part written by the Heavenly Tigress is bordering on a threat.]


  [Am I being threatened?]


  I thought about Phyllis-san’s intense gaze, and felt a chill down my spine. One misstep, and I would be sent to prison.


  [She’s just an overprotective grandma, pay it no mind.]


  [Sigh, what about Tize?]


  Gramps Goru smirked at my question. His eyes narrowed like a lecherous old man.


  [Yu-kun sure has it good, I’m so envious.]


  [The way you’re complimenting me is infuriating. What did she write?]


  Gramps Goru shook his head while maintaining the same expression.


  [As for the content, I will be doing a disservice to the Songstress if I read it out here. It’s a letter written for Yu-kun after all. So work hard to understand it.]


  [No, even if you ask me to read it...]


  I wanted to tell him that it was too troubling, but Gramps Goru stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.


  [Listen up, Yu-kun. There are three important things for men. Face, money, and guts.]


  [Even if you tell me that with a serious face, I will just feel troubled. And you are too close.]


  Gramps Goru leaned in closer. And I couldn’t escape because of Nortri.


  [A girl wrote a letter to a boy, so you must show the guts of a man and reply. Don’t grumble with a sour face, and work hard.]


  [I get it, so move your face away!]


  After I wailed, Gramps Goru finally nodded and moved away. I was breaking out in cold sweat. Why did I have to be intimidated by an old man like this?


  But Gramps Goru did have a point.


  Since Tize wrote me a letter, I should read it and write a reply. I should at least give it a try before giving up.


  I opened the letter in my hand.


  I had lived in this world for quite some time now, and had gotten used to these words that I couldn’t decipher. They were arranged tidily on the letter.


  I had been putting off learning the written language. I never thought about staying in this world for long in the past. It felt like learning words meant giving up on returning, and resolving to stay here, so I had been avoiding it.


  This was a good chance.


  It was about time to forget.


  Forget about going back, and the idea of rejecting this world.


  With time, these thoughts had grown faint. They might have been very important in the past, but looking back, their importance has faded away. Maybe I just felt that this world wasn’t too bad, and had sorted my thoughts about it.


  Well, that wasn’t bad either.


  Even if I couldn’t go back, I could still live in this world, in this place.


  I arrived at this conclusion by myself, and understood this point.


  [You’re right.] I nodded. I looked at the letter in my hand. [I will learn to read and write.]


  Was this good, or bad? Maybe it wasn’t either, and it was just a matter of how I felt. Taking a step forward might be a better idea than remaining stagnant.


  [That’s a good decision.]


  Gramps Goru’s hand patting my shoulder and his voice felt really gentle.


  Nortri, who was lying on my thigh, turned her body.


 

  Chapter 1: The Whereabouts of That Knight


  It had been so long since I opened the shop at the break of dawn. The period of late night operation wasn’t long, but the frequency was tight. That time was a unique and charming world, and a valuable experience for me. I enjoyed that atmosphere a lot, and even thought about continuing with late night operations like this.


  But reverting to normal hours and opening up shop in the morning still felt very nostalgic.


  I arranged the chairs as always, wiped the tables, and opened the windows to ventilate. The cold morning wind came in, sweeping away the sleepy air inside. I shivered a little. Winter is coming.


  I rubbed my hands for heat and opened the door to step outside. There were merchants and adventurers walking around already. Everyone was dressed warmer than they did for summer.


  I looked at the mountain range in the distance, and bright lights were illuminating its silhouette. The warm morning sun shining on my face covered the entire street, contrasting nicely with the bluish orange shadow.


  The cold morning air in the city felt really clear. I had gotten used to the streets, but this was a very different scene from summer. The shadows moved as the sun gradually rose, changing the scene again. The faces of the pedestrians were getting clearer too.


  Being able to see the lives of the people in the city was the good thing about mornings. I couldn’t see this at night, and I like this timing a lot too.


  ［Ughh, it’s cold.］


  I would never get tired of this scene, but it was too cold outside. I flipped the sign at the door to ［We Are Open］, and hurried back in. I couldn’t feel the cold wind anymore, but I still felt cold. I jogged to the fireplace and sat there.


  Ohh…… how warm. The fireplace…… What a wonderful culture……


  There was just one thick wood burning right now, but my body and soul were both warming up. Fire was really mysterious. If it gets really cold, I would use mana stone and the heater. However, I was determined to use the fireplace as much as possible. Because I really liked this feeling. Fireplaces were the best.


  The wood crackled softly. I could hear muffled voices in the distance. The sound of the wood crackling and the fire swaying. The heat that could be felt in this cold air. All this made me sleepy.


  I exhaled, and the door chime made me open my eyes. It seemed I had dozed off.


  【Oh, a fireplace. How exquisite.】


  The voice came before I could turn my head. My urge to stand waned immediately.


  【It’s Aina, huh. That spooked me.】


  【What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t have to receive the guest if it’s me? I’m a customer, a customer. Hurry up and welcome me.】


  She approached me without any reservation, and stood before me. Her beret and uniform were the same as always, with a high quality coat on her shoulders. Her hands were on her hips as she looked down on me with exasperated eyes.


  【Sleeping before the fireplace, huh?】


  【Not really. I just lose consciousness for a moment.】


  【That’s exactly what sleeping is.】


  【What a surprise. I’m awake and speaking properly with you, though.】


  【I’m not talking about now, you were sleeping when I just came in.】


  【I can’t remember something that long ago.】


  【You’re still arguing, what a pain.】 She said with a sigh.


  【How long are you going to sit there? What about my Coffee and breakfast?】


  Aina said as she observed my unmoving figure.


  【Can you wait 15 minutes? We are still getting ready.】


  【Plebeian-san, you just need to get ready mentally, right?】


  【Yes, I’m still getting ready.】


  【Is that so. Then can you hurry it up? I still need to go to school, and don’t have much time.】


  【Ask me again in 15 minutes.】


  I turned and looked.


  Aina moved her right leg, pressing her feet against my waist viciously.


  【Sorry, I didn’t catch that. Can you say it again?】


  Grind, grind.


  【… I will get it right away, Miss.】


  【Yes, that’s great!】


  She sounded very cheerful.


  【So this is how nobles coerce people……】


  【Did you say something?】


  She pressed her right feet again, and I stood up in a hurry, then fled to the counter. She wouldn’t hold back at all. But it had been a while since I had such an interaction in the morning.


  I looked at Aina while I prepared the Coffee. She had taken off her coat, and sat in the seat closest to the fireplace.


  She took out a small box containing spectacles inside.


  I never knew, but Aina’s eyesight wasn’t good. She put on her glasses and read a scroll softly. Occasionally, she would frown and cock her head, then write something down. After that, she would start reading again with a serious face.


  After reverting my opening hours to normal, Aina started visiting again, and doing something similar. Not just before classes in the morning, she would stay here after school in the evening, and also on non-school days.


  After brewing the Coffee, I served it to Aina. I then approached her seat, and she didn’t block my view of her paper. She probably knew I couldn’t read.


  【You are working hard today too.】


  【I guess so.】


  Her eyes under her spectacles made her smile seem unnatural. Aina picked up her cup.


  It was obvious that she was acting weird. She must have something on her mind, but since Aina didn’t bring it up, I wouldn’t probe either. I would just be satisfying my own curiosity if I did. If Aina was really troubled, I would butt in even if it would be a stretch, but now wasn’t the time.


  I looked at the papers laid out on the table, they were all filled with words. Some had been blacked out, some had lines crossed over them. Small words were added between some of the lines. There were circles and triangles drawn in some places, with words I couldn’t recognize arranged in specific ways, it looked just like a bible for dark magic written in code.


  【…This is too difficult for me.】


  I said unconsciously, and Aina’s shoulders quivered.


  【W-What?】


  【Actually, I want to learn to read. But I can’t understand anything at a glance.】


  I raised both hands in surrender. Aina relaxed with a sigh, and looked at me in relief.


  【It might feel that way, but it’s not that hard after you learn it. It’s much simpler than magic language or ancient god tongue.】


  【Even if you say that...】


  I didn’t know about magic language or ancient god tongue. I only knew that I needed to learn the words written on the paper before me, and I couldn’t understand them at all.


  【Erm, if I want to write a letter, how long do I need to learn?】


  【Letter writing, huh?】 Aina blinked. 【If you want to write freely, it would take several years. Normal people will ask someone to write for them.】


  【As expected, it’s like this.】


  【Reading and writing both takes time, and there are many occupations that do not require these skills.】


  Aina was right. In fact, after I came to this world, I had never been inconvenienced because I couldn’t read or write. There was something like a city hall to handle bureaucratic issues, so you didn’t even need to give any verbal explanation. In the rare chance you needed to write, you could ask someone who could read and write. That was how it works in this society.


  【You have to write this letter personally?】


  【Probably.】


  【Probably?】


  Aina looked at me puzzledly.


  【Actually, I received a letter. I asked a grandpa I knew to help me read it, but he said I should read it myself and then write a reply.】


  【But it might take years for you to respond?】


  【That will be troubling.】


  I should ask someone to write on my behalf after all. But Tize wrote me a letter, so it would be great if I could read and write a reply myself. But realistically, I couldn’t read nor write in this world’s language. When Tize asked if she could write to me, I was planning to get someone to read and write on my behalf. Even if Gramps Goru asked me to work on it, it would still take time.


  【Is there any magic to make someone literate?】


  【There is.】


  【There really is one…】 I was just joking.


  Aina looked at me with a mischievous smile after saying that.


  【Do you want to use it? The mana will be pumped right into your brain, and the success will be dependent on luck. If it fails, you will become an invalid for life.】


  【Okay! I will work seriously to learn to read!】


  I clenched my fist with renewed resolve. What a terrifying spell. No good would come from taking shortcuts.


  【Even if you want to learn, it will take quite a lot of money】 Aina said with a sip of Coffee. 【Normally, you will need to hire a personal home tutor.】


  【… I see, I haven’t thought about how I should learn. Are home tutors expensive?】


  【Of course, since you will be tying down a literate knowledge worker, so it would take a lot of money.】


  I crossed my arms and nodded. That made sense. Reading and writing was an exceptional skill here, so you would need to pay an adequate price to learn the skill. I need to run the shop, so my time wasn’t too flexible either.


  【… Working and studying at the same time sounds tough.】


  I reached a plain conclusion.


  【If it’s just people who can read, the number is on the rise.】


  【Is that so?】


  【Yup. After magic publishing has been established, cheap books are easily available. Not just nobles, even commoners can enjoy reading now.】


  Now that she mentioned it, there was a bookshop at the street corner. The stalls were selling something like drawing books too.


  【Then I should start from reading then. Should I buy picture books from the stalls too?】


  【Is that letter so important that you need to go so far?】


  【Well, Tize wrote it for me after all.】


  Aina frowned at that, and puffed her lower lip. She was very expressive.


  【The performance was a huge success. The Royal said that Songstress has the voice of an angel, and she wrote you a letter?】 Aina facepalmed. 【If the other nobles learn of this, they will scream from agitation.】


  【That’s an amazing description.】


  【I feel like an idiot being the one getting a headache.】


  She took a deep breath, and looked tired. I was sorry that Aina feel so tired, but it couldn’t be helped. I didn’t really understand why other people would get that agitated. No matter what others think, Tize was just Tize. It was great that the performances were a success, and I was happy for her.


  【Anyway, since it’s a letter from the Songstress, you have to reply properly. Even if you want to seek help, you have to choose carefully. If a ghostwriter or tutor you don’t trust saw the letter, the contents might get leaked.】


  She informed me of all that, and I nodded in agreement.


  My first choice was the ghostwriter Celine-san. She knew Tize, and was trustworthy. However, she was now the assistant of a certain bureaucrat, and had gone out of town for work.


  There weren’t many other candidates aside from her. One of them was drinking Coffee before me.


  I stared at her for a while, and Aina looked back at me. She then slowly pointed at herself with her index finger, and cocked her head. I nodded with a smile.


  【… It might be strange for me to say this, but I’m a good fit.】


  【I think so too. I will be in your care.】


  Aina covered her eyes with her right hand, then shook her head with a sigh.


  【Instead of asking me, shouldn’t you ask Linaria-san?】


  I couldn’t say anything in respond to her question.


  Well, I actually thought of Linaria first. But I stopped that thought immediately.


  【Even if I asked her… you know, right?】


  Aina understood even though I didn’t finish my sentence, and her brows soothened.


  【That’s right. She can’t afford to do so right now.】


  【She seldom visits. Is she well?】


  Linaria has been visiting the shop less frequently now. She didn’t visit daily in the past, but I would see her once every three days during breakfast or after school. However, she had only visited a few times in the last few weeks.


  【The enrollment test is coming soon. She has been waived from normal lectures, and often visits the professor’s lab for personal lessons. She also stays in the special self study room at night too.】


  【That sounds amazing.】


  【It’s a great honour for the academy if a student passes the Horton enrolment test. It’s good advertisement for nobles who value reputation and posturing. Linaria-san had to shoulder the academy’s expectations whether she likes it or not.】


  In that case, it was easy to understand her infrequent visit. I think occasional rest was important, but maybe she even had to make full use of that time now.


  【How worrying……】


  I couldn’t do anything to help, and gritted my teeth vexingly. People unrelated to the academy were prohibited from entering, so I couldn’t even visit her. If Linaria didn’t come, it was hard for us to meet.


  【Linaria-san will definitely be fine.】


  Aina’s words were filled with solid trust. I didn’t think Linaria was so strong that she could say that confidently, but I didn’t say anything.


  【Anyway, that’s how it is. Aina, can I count on you for this?】


  I said in a cheerful voice to suppress my heavy emotions. Aina smiled wryly with a nod. She pushed up the frame of her glasses, and said with a teasing tone.
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  【But my classes will be strict, you know?】


  【Yes, I will work hard.】


  【Very well.】


  Aina chuckled.


  ~
  


  Morning had past, and the sunlight warmed the streets. It wasn’t the blinding sun that threatened to burn one’s eyes out. The sun rays caressed me warmly just like spring, but the air hinted at the looming cold.


  The occasional customers visiting were dressed for autumn. I would see lightly dressed people from time to time though, the Elf big sister being one such patron.


  I asked her whether she was cold, and she answered with a straight face that her hometown was a snowy country.


  In contrast, the Dwarf craftsman was dressed very warmly, as if he had taken her share of clothes. He was wrapped in layers like a snowman to stave off the cold.


  Nortri was as afraid of the cold as him, hogging the position closest to the fireplace and curled up in a ball. She would frown when she turned and touched the cold floor, so I put a large and round cushion there. She seemed to like it a lot, and it was now Nortri’s special seat.


  Everyone had their own way of passing the cold autumn afternoon.


  Nortri was sleeping. The Elf big sister read her book, while the Dwarf Craftsman was chiseling at a rock with a small hammer. Two elderly men sat at one of the tables, facing each other with a chessboard between them. It was a portable chess set, and looked really well made.


  【Move this Knight, huh… This Knight…】


  The round-faced old man started muttering.


  ［No takebacks. This is already your second time.］


  The narrow-faced old man grinned as he blew on his Coffee.


  【You have always been like this. Your Knight is too cunning.】


  【Fufufu.】


  They conversed as they enjoyed their chess peacefully. I felt envious looking at them, and couldn’t help listening in.


  【Here, like this… No, the bishop should move forward…】


  【Hmm? Fufu】


  【What are you laughing at… Ah, this square won’t do. Damn it, it’s this Knight. This Knight.】


  The old men said every move they made out loud, so I could visualize the board in my mind. The narrow-faced man’s Knight in the center of the board was suppressing the opponent’s offence. At a glance, the situation was dire. Even so, the round-faced man still had a way to counter.


  I thought about what move I would have made, and spectated the match. It was an interesting way to pass the time.


  This reminded me of the times when my grandfather kept playing chess with his friends. When two rivals who had been competing since childhood got matched up, it would get really noisy. They would look really happy, so the young me became curious and started playing chess.


  I got hooked and became completely immersed in the world of chess. My grandfather was happy to teach me, and I used the computer my father bought for me to play against people from all around the world. I was really engrossed back then, that was a memorable time.


  There weren’t any chess books in this world, nor any internet matches. It was difficult to find an opponent to play against. Gramps Goru was the only one who could play against me.


  I was envious of people enjoying chess, and felt a warmth in my chest.


  【Okay, the Knight then! I will use my Knight too!】


  The round-faced old man pulled at his sleeves determinedly.


  Oh, he wanted to push his Knight, huh. That move seemed fine at a glance, but he would get in trouble three moves later. The Knight should stay put to keep the opposing Bishop at bay.


  That was my thoughts, but going by the rules, I shouldn’t butt in. The match was between the two of them, and I was just a spectator.


  At this moment, the door chimed, and a cold and heavy breeze blew in.


  【Welcome.】


  I could tell at a glance that he was rich. He might be a noble, and slightly older than me. The youth entered the shop with his speckless white coat swaying, swept his gaze around the shop and approached me.


  【Are you the Shopkeeper?】


  His tone was rude, and his eyes were disinterested. His facial features were delicate, and I couldn’t help finding him suspicious.


  【Yes, that’s right. How can I help you?】


  I showed a business smile, but that youth ignored me and reached into his pocket. He took out a pouch and placed it on the counter.


  【You have a Knight, right? I want to buy it.】


  【Knight?】


  【Don’t play dumb. I’m talking about Alekhin’s Black Knight】


  The two old men playing chess reacted to that. They stopped their conversation and looked at each other. It was clear that they could hear us.


  I looked at the youth again. He was staring right at me. His bangs hung loosely before his eyes, and he was so tall that I needed to look up at him. He was like a prince in fairy tales.


  【Sorry, but I have never heard of that before. What is Alekhin’s Knight?】


  I asked him, and the youth furrowed his brows.


  【… I see. I get it. If someone already made you an offer, I’m willing to pay twice that amount.】


  【No, that’s not it. I don’t really know about this Alekhin.】


  The two old men at the table were whispering. They seemed to be more informed about Alekhin than me.


  The youth shot a condescending glare my way, as if he had seen through my lies. It wasn’t comfortable being stared at. And for some reason, I felt irritated by his gaze. How strange.


  Even so, my business smile honed through years of practice remained perfect, and I stared back at him nonchalantly. Finally, he closed his eyes and took the pouch back.


  【Holding on to that Knight will just bring you trouble. It will be wiser for you to give it to me.】


  【I already said so many times】 I tilted my head. 【Who is Alekhin?】


  The youth nodded, as if he arrived at an answer.


  【I will come again when you change your mind. You will understand that Knight is wasted on you.】 He turned and looked over his shoulder at me. 【So you know that Alekhin is the name of a person.】


  I clicked my tongue on the inside as I watched him go. That was a mistake.


  The youth passed by the old men when he left. He muttered something quietly before leaving.


  【… What’s with that guy.】


  He didn’t give his name, seemed like a big shot, has an arrogant attitude, and didn’t even place an order. That was annoying.


  The happy atmosphere around the old men was gone, and the two of them were staring at the board with their arms crossed.


  【Erm, did that guy say something when he left?】


  I asked them, and the round-faced old man answered.


  【Oh, it’s nothing, I try as much as possible to not meet the eyes of someone with his status. But he glanced at the board and said ‘f4’.】


  【Shopkeeper, you are good at chess, right? What does f4 mean?】


  <TL: in chess notations, f4 means moving a pawn in the f column to the 4th row.>


  The narrow faced old man said as he stroked his jaw. He should be visiting for the first time, so why did he know I could play chess? Maybe he heard a strange rumour from somewhere. For example, Gramps Goru.


  I smiled and said I didn’t get it either. But in my mind, I was in awe of the youth who left the shop.


  I was thinking the same thing. If the round faced old man wanted to turn the tide, F4 would be the best move. And that youth could tell that with a glance.


  I didn’t know who he was, only that he was looking for Alekhin’s Black Knight


  I picked up the second coffee mug from the innermost corner. Inside was a chess piece that looked like a majestic horse. It was glimmering like a dark polished gem, as if it was alive.


  Alekhin’s Black Knight


  I didn’t know it’s true value, but there really were people searching for it. And that youth told me that it would be a waste for me to hold on to it, which left a deep impression on me.


  

~
  

  【Plebeian-san, you attended some school before, right? Or you had a home tutor?】


  Aina came in the evening, and said as she tapped on a laid out piece of paper. She started teaching me to read right away. Since there weren't any customers, that was just fine for me.


  【Why do you think so?】


  I asked to dodge this question.


  【You are learning too fast.】 Aina concluded. 【People who have not been educated systematically can’t internalize the words they don’t know. You obviously have experience in learning something similar.】


  Ughh, how perceptive. I did have the knowledge of learning things like English and Mathematics in school. Including elementary school, I received ten years of education. This was strange for this world. Unless you were a noble or wealthy, people didn’t have that much time to study.


  【Well, just a little.】


  I thought about it for a while, judged that I couldn’t fudge things over, and nodded.


  【A little?】 Aina’s gaze seemed to bore through her spectacles, and she narrowed her eyes at me. 【I don’t think it’s just a little… Alright then. You might learn this faster than expected.】


  After saying that, Aina pushed the paper to me. She wrote something like the Japanese alphabet before me. This world’s language looked similar to English. It had alphabets that looked like latin, and could be combined to form words with different meanings.


  And I could communicate verbally when I came to this world. I was just speaking Japanese, but everyone could understand me. So it was weird that I couldn’t understand the written words.


  Aina laid out a new piece of paper and wrote a few words. After doing that, she drew simple pictures under it. A bearded man with a crown, a dragon, a princess…


  【Nice drawing.】


  【I draw very often.】


  After drawing that, Aina passed the paper to me.


  【I see, this is easy to understand.】


  【And also...】 Aina reached into her bag and took out a book. 【I will lend this to you.】


  She said as she placed a picture book on the table.


  【I read this when I was young. It’s just right for you to learn the words.】


  【So this is the gateway that made Aina love stories.】


  【… I can’t refute that.】 Aina’s cheeks were flushed, and she coughed. 【First, memorize this.】


  【I need to memorize?】


  I opened the picture book, which had realistic drawings not suited for children. Words that didn’t look friendly at all were lined up over there.


  【Speaking of how to learn, it will be the fastest to start with memorizing. You can make sense of it later.】


  【Just like an honor student…】


  【Well, I’m also an honour student.】


  Aina smiled mischievously.


  【That’s right, you are ranked second in your school year.】


  【I can’t really say I’m second with pride.】


  She said with a wry smile, but I felt she could be proud of such a result. She couldn’t get second place without putting in extraordinary efforts.


  【I’m honoured to be taught by the second top student in the school year.】


  I joked, and Aina smiled.


  【A home tutor costs a lot, you know? A lot of people tried to recruit me.】


  【Recruit you as a home tutor?】


  【It is common for nobles and merchants to recruit academy students to teach their children. This is a good paying side job for students. Well, most of the students are nobles, so not many people actually take the job.】


  【I see.】 I said quietly, and looked at Aina. 【Actually, I can’t pay you much, so how would you like to be compensated?】


  Aina stared at my face, then suddenly laughed.


  【What’s so funny?】


  【Nothing, because Plebeian-san said that so seriously. Oh right, it will be nice to receive something. I haven’t thought about it.】


  Aina stopped smiling and put a finger on her jaw, looking to the top right. This was Aina’s habit when she was thinking.


  【What should I ask for? Eating here for free doesn’t sound interesting.】


  【That would be helpful for me though.】


  I couldn’t reject her even if she asked for something troublesome.


  【Let’s put this on hold for now. I just realized that this is a good chance to ask Plebeian-san for anything. I need to think about this seriously.】


  【… Let me say this first, there are things I can’t do, okay?】


  I reminded her, but Aina didn’t seem to have heard me, and crossed her arms in deep contemplation. This posture felt a little scary to me. I hope she wouldn’t ask for anything indecent.


  While I waited for Aina’s proposal, I stared at the paper given to me. First, I needed to memorize these letters, and differentiate them. I would then memorize the words, followed by the passages in the picture book. That was the plan.


  The road ahead of me was long. Would I read Tize’s letter and write a reply, or would Tize get tired of waiting and come complain to me first? As expected, I should make learning my long term project, and ask Aina to read and reply on my behalf first. I raised my head while I was thinking that, and the door chimed drowned out my voice.


  It was a man in his thirties. He stroked his unkempt beard and surveyed the shop. When he saw me standing up, the man laughed heartily.


  【Are you the shopkeeper?】


  【That’s me……】


  I answered, sensing he wasn’t a normal customer. I had met many customers as a cafe master, and this man had a dangerous aura about him.


  The man stared at me and said:


  【I heard you have Alekhin’s Knight.】


  I frowned.


  【From the look on your face, it seems I’m right.】


  【No, someone asked me the same thing this morning.】


  【Hmmp, I guess as much. Those with keen noses are asking around.】


  【It’s fine for you guys to search, but I don’t have that thing here. This is a Café】


  【Café……?】 The man raised his brows, then laughed. 【Well, it doesn’t matter what this shop is. I just need you to hand me the Knight.】


  The man said as he sat down beside me, and leaned against the table.


  【Well, why don’t you give it to me before others catch wind of it? I will pay you handsomely.】


  Sigh, what a pain. I nursed my temple. Why were these people coming to my place? And saying things like that?


  It’s troublesome to keep telling them I didn’t have it.


  If what that man said was true, then word had leaked that this shop had a black Knight. Like that youth this morning and this guy here, other people would come to demand for the chess piece. Like that youth said, it might be wiser to let it go quickly.


  My shirt was tugged from behind, and I looked back. Aina was looking at me with a serious face.


  【Is there an Alekhin chess piece here?】


  She was just loud enough for me to hear.


  【Oh, Aina knows about this too?】


  【I’m well, there are some reasons… I more or less understand. So you really have it?】


  There was a seriousness in her eyes that was different than usual. I didn’t know why Aina was looking at me with such eyes, but there was no reason for me to lie to her. I nodded, and Aina closed her eyes, and her shoulders rose as she took a deep breath. She exhaled softly, then looked at me with an intense gaze.


  【Plebeian-san, can you hold on to that Knight, and not hand it over to anyone?】


  I opened my eyes wide and looked right at Aina. I didn’t know why she said that, and the people after the Knight would keep coming. To be honest, I wanted to get rid of it as fast as possible, but after seeing Aina’s face, I couldn’t do that easily.


  【Is that the compensation you want?】


  Aina looked at me in a daze at that.


  【Like I said, is that fine as compensation for teaching me to read and write?】


  I asked again, and she finally understood. Aina nodded three times with sparkling eyes.


  【Yes, that’s fine. Please do so.】


  【I don’t know what this is about though.】


  I complained. That Knight was shrouded in mystery, but the plan had been set. I turned to the man and cleared my throat.


  【Oh, are you ready?】


  【Yeah, about the Alekhin’s Knight.】


  I was planning to say I didn’t have it, but decided against it. The youth and this man were sure that I had it. And that information had been spread. In that case, denying will just be a tiring and futile option.


  【I do have it, but I don’t want to give it away.】


  I said with conviction, but that man just nodded sagely and said: 【I thought as much.】 He then reached into his shirt and took out a rectangular box. I could tell what it was at a glance.


  【Since you won’t accept money, you want to do it this way? It’s the consensus among nobles to decide things with this elegantly.】


  The man placed a foldable chessboard on the table.


  【Let’s make a bet with chess. You’ll wager with your Alekhin’s Black Knight. As for me...】 the man opened his hand and placed something on the table. 【I will bet two of Alekhin’s White Pawns.】


  I knew that was coming.


  Why did the people in this world like gambling so much? I heard of nobles using chess to settle problems between their territories. But this was just fine by me. Since I promised Aina, I wouldn’t hand that Knight over. I couldn’t do anything about violence or other games, but I could do my best with chess.


  【A Knight is worth more than two pawns though.】


  I said as I walked to the table with the chessboard. The man raised an eyebrow.


  【I’m betting two chess pieces though?】


  I wasn’t talking about that, this was just a joke about the value of the chess pieces in a game. How strong a piece was determined it’s value. For example, a Knight was worth three pawns. However, this was a view determined after long years of research, and the idea of quantifying the values of chess pieces had not spread in this world yet.


  I shook my head to tell him it was nothing, and sat down opposite that man. We took out the chess pieces kept inside the portable chessboard, and placed it on the board.


  【Night or day?】


  【What?】


  I didn’t understand what he was saying and asked.


  【You don’t know about chess betting?】


  【Yes, I don’t understand at all.】


  【Day is one game, night is a set of three games. For draw games, we will play another one until the match is decided.】


  I nodded, then decided on Day without much thought. The man grinned and stroked his beard.


  【Choosing a single match with Alekhin’s pieces on the line. You’re confident.】


  【No, that’s not the reason.】


  I couldn’t spend too much time on chess since the shop was still open. I thought about it calmly, and felt that I wouldn’t lose if the opponent wasn’t Gramps Goru.


  【I will take white then.】


  He declared.


  White would move first, and had an advantage over the black pieces. If both sides played perfectly, then White would win, and he seemed to know that. However, his obsession with going first showed that his study of chess was still shallow.


  The man quickly moved a pawn. After thinking briefly, I moved my knight in front of my pawn. The man grinned.


  ~
  


  A grinning man asked me whether I heard the rumours. I was washing the dishes and preparing to close up, and there were no other customers. It was dark outside, and he was talking about something that happened a few days ago.


  【There was a commotion in the back alley.】


  The man said with a squint. He was clean shaven, but his hair was a mess. His tone and demeanour was crude too. However, all that felt like an act, what a strange man.


  【A commotion in the back alley sounds like the usual.】


  【But it’s different this time. The commotion only involved those well educated people.】


  【So the back alley have well educated people who will cause a commotion.】


  After saying that, the man knocked the counter with a laugh.


  【Well said. But it’s just a small minority involved in that commotion. The people there were engrossed with Chess. Substitute players, hustlers, and merchants are all involved.】


  【Chess, huh?】


  An unexpected term came up, which made me stop my hands. What kind of commotion could Chess cause in the back alley?


  【Chess might be a game for nobles, but there are people in the alley who enjoy it. Well, they aren’t as graceful as the nobles, and use it to make a living.】


  【So, they are professional chess players?】


  【Professional? No such thing. Strong players will either get recruited by the nobles, gamble in the alley, or play on behalf of merchants.】


  That went against my common sense. I had never heard of professional players before, and thought it’s just that I didn’t know. So there weren’t any professional Chess players.


  【Well, even if you become a representative player for the nobles, it’s all for naught if you lose. There aren’t many commoners who play Chess seriously.】


  The man tapped at his neck with his finger. Did that mean they would lose their job, or would they lose their head? It didn’t seem like the former though.


  【Well, the world sure is a tough place.】


  The man snorted.


  【It’s better to not be too strong at Chess. If you got marked by a noble, you will have a harder time than pawns.】


  Pawns were the least valuable piece in chess. Given how they were the first ones to be captured, their lives didn’t carry much weight.


  【Well, in the back alley where weird things happen, there are people who make a living through Chess. So they might be your so called professional.】


  The man stood up after emptying his cup.


  【And what caused them to stir is Alekhin’s Chess set.】


  【Alekhin……?】


  If you mention Chess and that name in the same breath, there was only one person that came to mind. But I dismissed it, since it wasn’t possible. The man then continued:


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


  【Alekhin is a great craftsman. He can work on wood, gems, and anything with his magic. And that Alekhin made a Chess set for a noble, which is then sold to the open market.】


  The man said excitedly.


  【It’s rare for such treasures to flow into the black market. Normally, it will be sold by nobles and merchants. And this time, the pieces have been separated. Do you get it? The black and white pieces, a total of 16 Pawns, 4 Rooks, 4 Bishops, 4 Knights, 2 Queens and 2 Kings. All these treasures are circulating in the market.】


  【Oh, I see.】


  It felt exciting when he put it that way. It was like a treasure hunt spread throughout the city.


  【But, is it true?】


  I asked with a smile, and the man suddenly showed a serious face and leaned in close.


  【It’s actually true. It’s right here.】


  The man rummaged through his waist, then placed a fist on the counter. He then opened his hand, drawing in my gaze.


  In his hand was a black Knight. A dark horse glimmered faintly, reflecting the light from the ceiling light. It looked as if that horse was alive.


  【You should understand after seeing this.】


  I then realized that I was mesmerized by it. I had no talent for appraising gems and art, but I could feel the mysterious presence inside.


  【That is, Alekhin’s...?】


  The man nodded silently.


  This was what so many people were searching for. I stared at the Knight in a daze. So it was true. Given how beautiful that Knight was, it was no surprise.


  【In order to obtain this, Chess gambling is trending in the back alley.】


  【Ehh, Chess gambling?】


  【It would be tasteless to collect them through money or violence. Since they are Chess pieces, the winner of the Chess match should get them. That’s the rule.】


  【I can’t tell whether it’s dangerous or peaceful.】


  【Well, in the end, people who want to make a ruckus through Chess have gathered. It’s a Chess set after all, so Chess enthusiasts will want it. And they can accept it if the strongest player gets the pieces. That’s much better than a wealthy scion buying them as decoration on a cabinet.】


  That sounded plausible. I could be categorized as someone who likes Chess, so I could empathize with their wish for the strongest player to possess such a wonderful Chess set.


  【That is why the holder won’t sell it even if the merchants say a noble wants to purchase it. There is only one way to obtain one, and that is to defeat the holder through Chess. That’s all… Well, if they don’t hurry, maybe people blinded by money will appear sooner or later.】


  The man raised the corner of his mouth with that.


  【By the way, you seemed to be good at chess. How about a match?】


  ~
  


  【And that’s how I got a Knight, then collected two more pawns this time.】


  After I told her how I got the Alekhin Chess pieces, Aina crossed her arms and sighed deeply.


  It was already late, and the bearded man left the shop after our match.


  【I didn’t expect the match to be decided so quickly.】


  【Well, that happens sometimes.】


  I answered with a wry smile. I didn’t have a special talent for Chess, we just had very different foundations.


  I was taught by my grandfather and his friends, and also learned the latest theories and set moves through the internet and books. I had accumulated plenty of match experience by playing with people all over the world through the internet.


  Not just chess, such games had been studied by many people for their entire lives. This world would need centuries and hundreds of geniuses to figure out the strategy and set moves, while I have learned all that systematically.


  After all, Chess was played by moving powerful pieces on a cramped board, so every move held much importance. I had memorized the games of many legendary players, and could reference their research. This came naturally to me, but the game was just developing in this world, so it would be difficult to understand.


  I won easily, which showed how important the accumulated knowledge was. So I couldn’t take too much pride in this.


  【So this is Alekhin's Chess pieces. I never thought I will see one here.】


  Aina looked at the 2 Pawns on the table and said in awe.


  【Is Alekhin that amazing?】


  【He isn’t on the legendary level, but is still an amazing craftsman. I’m not too interested, but my grandfather and father likes to collect furniture and art pieces made by Alekhin.】


  She picked up the Knight, and stared at it to inspect its design. Instead of appraising an artwork, Aina was thinking about something else.


  【Want to bring it home as a gift?】


  Aina looked my way at my question. She then smiled as if she had made her decision.


  【Oh, no need. I’m not that keen on taking it away for my father or grandfather. Yes, right, this is for my personal reasons.】


  【Personal reasons?】


  Aina put the Knight back on the table, then toppled it by pressing her index finger against it.


  【It’s strange that such a thing can change the life of a person.】


  There seemed to be more to it. I was about to ask further when Aina stood up from her seat.


  【Well then, I should get going. It’s already late. Plebeian-san, do your self study properly.】


  She said with her usual tone and her usual expression. After I nodded, she said 【Very well】 and turned. She had kept everything in her bag. She picked up her coat on the chair, took her bag, and walked to the door. Aina suddenly turned back and said:


  【If possible, I hope you can hold on to that Alekhin Chess piece. Just for a little while longer.】


  【It’s the compensation for my home tutor, so I will do my best.】


  After answering her cheerfully, Aina showed a faint smile before walking out of the shop. The cold night breeze gushed in.


  I watched her go until the chime stopped, then picked up the fallen Knight on the table.


  【How will things turn out in the future?】


  Aina was acting strange, and more people would come in hope of getting these Chess pieces. I hope I won't get toyed around like the pieces on a board.


 

  Chapter 2: Seasonal Cream Soup



  The season was changing rapidly, and the chill on my skin became more prominent with each passing day.


  When the wind was cold enough to make anyone pull in their shoulders outside, my shop’s menu would change a little. I cut down on cold food, and increased food that would make you warm, updating the menu.


  The change in the seasons brought about a change in the shop’s menu. And with that, the words on the menu had to be changed.


  I would explain the menu verbally to people who couldn’t read, such as ［warm soup］ or ［cheap and good food.］ Given the low literacy rate in this world, ordering food was a whimsical affair.


  However, the literacy rate was higher in this city with an institute of higher education, and it felt bad not to properly describe the food that I knew of. But the problem was, I couldn’t write.


  ［Alright, I’m done writing.］


  I looked at the menu Aina handed me, and aesthetically pleasing words were arranged on it. I couldn’t read it, but it looked very tidy.


  ［Thank you, you’re a big help.］


  ［It’s nothing, how did you cope before this?］


  ［I asked a lady living nearby for help at the start. Recently, Linaria has been helping me out.］


  ［… I think I did something thoughtless.］


  Aina said quietly.


  Linaria would probably turn me down if I asked, and she hadn’t visited recently, so it was difficult to even speak with her. It would be strange to wait for Linaria like this, so I asked Aina to help me.


  ［I will apologize to Linaria when she visits.］


  ［It’s probably not what you think… Never mind.］


  It wasn’t to the extent of switching places with Linaria, but Aina had been showing up in the shop a lot. She wasn’t just teaching me to read and write either, she kept writing something in her corner seat. Today, she stayed here until school started, and since this was a good chance, I asked her to help me rewrite the menu.


  Aina took off her glasses, and folded them carefully.


  ［Changing the menu with the seasons sound like something a restaurant serving nobles will do.］


  ［I’m not planning to move in that direction, this is just a habit of mine.］


  ［And your cooking skill is surprisingly good, why not change the Café into a restaurant? The signboard is beautiful too, right?］


  ［It’s a great drawing, right? I like it too. But I won’t turn this place into a restaurant.］


  ［Even if you say that.］ Aina pointed at the menu ［Salad, meat dish, fruits and desserts. There’s even a new soup dish in the updated menu. If you add in a fish dish, you can even outdo a restaurant.］


  I couldn’t say anything about that.


  When I first started out, the menu only had very simple dishes, but it had grown over time. I didn’t do so intentionally, this was just the result of me responding to the orders of my regulars.


  ［… There are customers who can only eat salad, or those who are carnivorous.］


  Oh, but I was the one who added dessert into the menu, thinking more people might order Coffee because of that.


  ［And what is this seasonal cream soup?］


  Aina pointed at the menu and asked. What a nostalgic dish. I puffed my chest out with my hands on my hips, implying that was a good question.


  ［There’s a deep reason for this. Last winter...］


  ［Can you not go into a flashback out of nowhere?］


  ［Why did you stopped me? My face was about to be overlapped with the scene from that time.］


  ［I don’t get what you’re saying at all.］


  ［I was happily recalling the past. I always wanted to try doing that.］


  ［Sorry, but can you just play with yourself? It’s about time for me to go to school.］


  ［… Let’s leave this for next time.］


  I nodded reluctantly.


  Aina sighed exasperatedly.


  ［Let’s talk about it at night. And I want to try that seasonal cream soup too.］


  She left the shop with that.


  ~
  


  While I was opening the wire hatch in the fireplace and adding more wood, the door chimed. Cat ears and a wooly hat appeared.


  【Oh, welcome.】


  【……zzz】


  Nortri answered with a snore.


  She walked right to the round cushion, put it at the prime position before the fireplace, and curled up into a ball right on top of it.


  【Fuwah… 】 I thought she would exhale in relaxation, but her eyes were struggling to stay open. 【…Yuu… Warmer…】


  I told her alright, and added another firewood and three barks with a wry smile. The fire started burning intensely.


  【What’s with you today?】


  I squatted down beside Nortri and asked. She opened one eye slightly.


  【…… Too cold…… I give up……】


  She gave up on her way to school and came here.


  【Even if you say it’s too cold, it’s still autumn. What will you do in winter?】


  Nortri furrowed her brows and showed a stoic face.


  【…… I will sleep.】


  I couldn’t help laughing at her firm answer.


  【That’s true, sleeping is important in winter. It’s very cold after all.】


  【…… Yes.】


  I patted Nortri’s head as she snoozed peacefully, then stood up. Suddenly, I saw movement, and Nortri was tugging at the pants.


  【……Nortri, you sure move fast.】


  【…… Occasionally.】


  As expected of a feline. I was impressed.


  【Can you let go? I need to do some work.】


  It was morning, and my regulars would be here soon.


  【…… Are you abandoning me…?】
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  【Sorry, Nortri. There are times when I have to go. Forgive me.】


  【How mean… Are you just playing with me…?】


  Where did she learn that? Was this the reason why girls mature earlier?


  【You are important to me. However, there are other customers waiting for me too. Please understand.】


  【…… The customers…… aren’t here……】


  That was a critical hit that left me on the verge of death. I silently peeled off Nortri’s hand, and walked away.


  【…… Tch.】


  With Nortri cheering me on, I returned to the counter.


  Well, it was true the customers weren’t here yet, but there were still things to do. I need to return the utensils for summer into the storeroom, then clean the utensils for winter and put them in the shelves. This was important work. Yup.


  Customers didn’t want to move during the cold season in the first place. After they were done with their tasks, they would want to go home. If they wanted warmth, they would rather visit a tavern than a Cafe. There were few customers who would want to visit a shop that was a little weird in this season.


  It was futile to worry about the lack of customers, and I could accept this with an open heart because of my experience from last year. After bracing myself mentally that customers wouldn’t come, I took less mental damage. I leisurely tidied the utensil shelves unfazed. This showed the magnanimity of me as a cafe master.


  After I took the plates out of the shelves, the door chimed, signalling the arrival of guests. It was the two Chess players who visited last time, walking in while surrounded by the cold.


  【Oh, welcome.】


  We locked eyes, and the narrow-faced old man tipped his hat in greeting.


  【We will be intruding on you today too.】


  【Yes, please take your time.】


  【Can you give me that thing, I think it’s called Coffee. Give me a warm cup.】 The round-faced old man said.


  【I will have the same.】


  The narrow-faced old man said to me too. The two of them sat down at a table, took out a foldable chess board, then swiftly set the pieces.


  【I will win today.】


  【Fufu. I wonder.】


  The round-faced old man was spirited, while the narrow-faced old man had a relaxed smile.


  I brewed the Coffee, happy that they were getting along well. I heated the beaker, and placed the Coffee beans onto a grinder. I ground the beans by turning the handle, and listened to the old man playing Chess.


  【Alright, I will take white today, and start with e4.】


  After the round-faced old man said that, I could hear the clear sound of a wooden piece knocking against the wooden board.


  【Oh, in that case.】


  After the narrow-faced old man said that quietly, I heard another click.


  The wind was blowing steadily outside, but it couldn’t get in. The heat from the fireplace warmed the air. Crackling sound could be heard from the fireplace from time to time. All this while, the sound of the chess pieces moving could be heard. They were rapid at times, and stagnant for moments. While listening to these sounds, I observed the beautiful liquid being extracted with powder floating on top.


  After the extraction was finished, I poured Coffee into two cups, and white steam rose slowly, like condensed bubbles of fragrance. The fragrance of the Coffee seemed thicker in the winter, even me who was brewing the Coffee was mesmerized.


  I placed the cups on a saucer, then onto a tray, and served it to the two patrons. I glanced at the board, and the round-faced old man was at a disadvantage. He was crossing his arms, protruding his lower lips and glaring at the board.


  【Excuse me.】


  【Oh, thank you.】


  After putting down the Coffee, the narrow-faced old man nodded slowly.


  The round-faced old man grunted, then grabbed the cup handle to take a sip. 【It’s hot——】 he furrowed his brow, then stretched his neck to the cup. He closed his eyes as if to endure the heat passing through his throat, then said:


  【Ah, delicious. This is great on cold days.】


  【I prefer mine slightly colder.】


  The narrowed-faced old man said as he blew at his beverage. I nodded and was about to leave when the round-faced old man chatted me up.


  【You serve food here, right? I would like something warm.】


  【Yes, I can prepare something for you. Here’s the menu.】


  I handed him the menu that was written recently. The round-faced old man raised an eyebrow.


  【There are dishes I have not seen before. What a curious shop.】


  【Oh, which one?】 The narrow-faced old man leaned over and browsed the menu. 【The words are pretty.】


  【Hmm, Is that so?】


  【Oh, that’s a nice term. I will order this then.】 He pointed at a spot on the menu. 【I’m intrigued by the seasonal cream soup.】


  【Hmm?】


  The round-faced old man tilted his head, and the narrow-faced old man smiled.


  【Isn’t seasonal a nice term? Shopkeep, please give me two of this?】 I affirmed immediately and went into the kitchen. I scooped up two portions of cream soup from a pot I prepared in the morning, poured it into a pan, and turned on the heat.


  It started bubbling immediately, and the fragrance of the milk spread out. I used a lot of fresh milk, so the thick flavour was appetizing.


  On the surface of the white creamy soup were prominent red carrots. There were also chunks of smooth potatoes. Bite-sized chicken and two types of mushrooms were scattered around too. This was a home made cream soup with simple ingredients.


  I didn’t rush, and stirred slowly. The ingredients needed to be heated evenly, and I would turn off the heat when it started bubbling on the sides. I would then pull the ladle out from the pan. When the steam rose to my eye level, my vision would be blurred as if I was in a fog. The strong aroma from the soup reminded me of a certain day in the past.


  ~
  


  ［He told me that I wouldn’t know unless I give it a try, but he objected when I said I wanted to paint. He told me to not look down on life.］


  Phil-san said while seated at a counter seat.


  ［It’s still no good?］


  I placed a glass of water before him, and Phil-san drained it slowly, before returning the glass onto the counter.


  ［He doesn’t get it. Parents don’t believe their children, they always think they are right.］


  ［But he implicitly consented to you staying in this city, right? Isn’t that as good as supporting you?］


  Phil-san looked up at me, his long hair flicked back.


  ［That’s hard to tell. He will get annoyed if I stayed at home and squabble with him. Nothing good will come from two men staying in one cramped home. And he never cheered me on even once.］


  He grumbled, and I said nothing in return. Phil-san wasn’t expecting me to do that either. So I held my peace and poured him another glass of water>


  Phil-san held the glass with both hands, and peered into it.


  ［… Sorry that you have to hear me rant. And I keep sitting here and drinking water.］


  ［It’s fine. As you can see, I’m free right now.］


  I gestured to the shop, which had no customers except Phil-san.


  I thought a Café was a good idea, but I was wrong. Everything up til the opening was smooth, but no customers visited for months.


  Phil-san surveyed the shop.


  ［… It’s too naive to make a living with your dreams.］


  ［Should I be happy that I made you realized that?］


  I laughed. After spending so many days like this, I had gotten tired of being depressed, and could only laugh.


  ［But, I think it’s amazing to keep challenging your dreams like this.］ Phil-san’s eyes softened. ［Actually, I understand that I can’t go on like this. I had been in this city for three years. But I’m still an unknown painter without any proper commissions. I have been thinking, maybe I don’t have the talent. But giving up will mean I acknowledge that view, and all my efforts would be for naught… Maybe I have been struggling all this time because I don’t want to face that fact.］


  Phil-san laughed weakly as he caressed the edge of the glass.


  ［It’s really hard to give up.］


  ［After all, I had been hanging on, believing this is the only thing I had. The effort and time I spent would be wasted, and that would be the end of my potential.］


  His weak voice faded into the cold air.


  It was almost winter, and my hands would freeze if I felt the air outside. Maybe the cold weather contributed to the depressing thoughts. It would be difficult to go forward if both your body and mind got frozen.


  ［Phil-san, want to drink some warm soup?］


  Phil-san was caught off guard by my sudden question.


  ［Soup, huh.］


  ［Yes, it has been getting cold recently. I think serving a warm dish aside from Coffee will be a good idea.］


  ［You have a point there… Shopkeep, you can cook?］


  In response to Phil-san’s questioning gaze, I puffed my chest out.


  ［I can make homecookings.］


  ［Homecookings are plenty good.］


  Phil-san said with his head tilted, and I agreed with him.


  The culture and preference were different in this world, so I had doubts about people accepting my cooking. I thought about adding simple dishes to the menu, but without anyone to try it and give feedback, I left the plan on hold.


  I asked Phil-san to give me some feedback so I could serve acceptable dishes, and he agreed on the spot.


  ［We are comrades pursuing our dreams, so I’m happy to help. Besides, I’m always famished, and will be happy to eat anything.］


  He was implying that he didn’t expect much from the taste, but I should try it out anyway.


  I took the ingredients out from the freezer and placed them in the kitchen. The world might be different, but if the ingredients looked and tasted similar, then I could recreate the same taste, even though the appearance might differ. There might be things I would see and taste for the first time, but it wouldn’t be inedible.


  This city had an unfathomable thing known as the labyrinth, and you could get vegetables, spices, and all sorts of things from there, so the city’s resources were plentiful. Stalls would line the road in the centre of the city, and it was like a festival everyday. I seldom went out, but if I went exploring in search of treasure, I would get to know more ingredients.


  For now, I had plenty of ingredients before me, enough for me to cook.


  ［What are you going to make?］


  ［I want to make cream soup.］


  ［Cream soup?］


  From the way Phil-san was furrowing his brows, he had never heard it before. Maybe he knew it by a different name, but it would be hard to tell without the actual thing.


  After thoroughly washing my hands, I picked up a knife. I peeled the vegetables properly. I could do it in a flash if I had a peeler, but I could only use a knife right now.


  Potatoes, carrots, mushroom, onions… or rather, things that were similar. They didn’t taste too different, so let’s just go with that.


  After peeling them, I diced them and pushed the ingredients to the side. After wiping the chopping board with a wet cloth, I took out the chicken. It was more tender than normal chicken, was cheap, and had a strong taste, and I didn’t know what kind of chicken this was. With the modern mindset that it would be fine if it tasted good, I happily used this ingredient. After cutting it into bite sized chunks, I added salt and pepper.


  I turned on the heat after pouring oil into the thick pot. When it was sufficiently heated, I added chicken meat in. The sizzling sound was very soothing.


  I looked up, and saw Phil-san leaning forward and staring at the pot. Sensing my gaze, he put a hand behind his head bashfully.


  ［Well, I haven’t eaten meat recently.］


  ［… What do you usually eat?］


  ［Cheap stale bread from the bakery, and stew made from vegetable scraps sold at the stalls.］ He then added as if to explain ［Brushes and painting tools are expensive… I would rather buy good quality tools than spend it on eating.］


  Oh, I see, I nodded in agreement.


  That was how people who pursue art were like.


  I had never been so passionate about anything, and was envious of people who sacrifice so much in the pursuit of their interest. They were really bright.


  The colour of the chicken in the pot had changed, the heat had seeped in completely. Next, the vegetables would be added in to be stir fried. Without burning the ingredients, it would be cooked until the onions completely soften. The oily vegetable had a vibrant colour.


  At this moment, I added water, herbs to remove any odors, and solid soup stock. This was made for the adventurers exploring the labyrinth, so they could make soup easily. But it was more popular with the housewives than the adventurers. It was convenient to use and taste great, just like Bouillon cubes. You couldn’t go wrong if you used it to make western style stew.
<TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bouillon_cube>


  After the water in the pot started gurgling, I turned the heat to the minimum. The taste of the chicken was important, so I needed to remove any odors properly.


  I stared at the boiling pot as I placed a pan on the stove beside it, and turned on the heat. It melted the butter I added in no time, and I added in flour and stirred.


  Just like the stock cube, it would be less of a hassle if the shops here sold cheese blocks, but that was asking for too much. There was no way I could make curry, but I could still make stew and cheese easily.


  After stirring the butter and flour evenly, the yellow dough started bubbling. I then added chilled milk from the refrigerator onto it. I didn’t know if it was the milk of cows, goats, or some other creature, but it was fresh and delicious, and I didn’t get tired of it even if I drank it every morning.


  I stirred it, careful not to leave any chunks of flour, and the white liquid was done. This was the base of the cream soup. I added it into the pot and turned down the heat, mixing everything together carefully.


  The entire thing turned white, and I could smell the fragrance from my memories. I added some to a saucer for a taste test. After trying it, I thought for a moment before adding a pinch of salt and pepper. I then turned off the heat, filled a bowl, and served it to Phil-san with a spoon.


  ［This is cream soup, please enjoy. Please be careful, it’s hot.］


  ［Hah, cream soup, huh.］


  Phil-san looked at the bowl and took in the aroma.


  ［It smells nice… how is this different from milk soup?］


  [Well, it’s not too different. Instead of just drinking the soup, it would go better with bread or rice, and has a stronger taste.]


  Phil-san acknowledged with a grunt, and picked up the spoon. The surface of the soup had been cooled by the cold air, forming a membrane. He stuck his spoon in to break the membrane, and started stirring.


  [… The milk soup in my home doesn't have such a membrane.]


  He said softly, then scooped the cream soup into his mouth.


  [Hah, hah.]


  He pursed his lips and blew out hot air. He furrowed his brows as if he was enduring the hot liquid, and moved his mouth. His chewing motion slowed, and he swallowed.


  [This is an irresistible taste when it’s cold.]


  He smiled, and his body stiff from the cold seemed to relax. Phil-san moved his spoon again. He cut off a corner of the potato, then continued:


  [My mother died early, so my father cooked our meals. He seldom cooks, so his food tasted terrible. The soup would be over salted, and the burnt meat would taste bitter. We were poor, so the soup was not much different from water, and the ingredients were vegetable scraps and tasteless meat. Even milk soup was just murky water.]


  Phil-san said with a smile as he chewed the potato carefully.


  [How old was I back then. On the coldest day of the year, I fell into a pond. The surface was frozen, and when I played on it, the ice broke. The water chilled me to the bones, as if I was being stabbed. I could swim in the pond easily in the summer, and knew that it wasn’t deep, but it felt like a bottomless swamp. My frozen limbs wouldn’t move as I wanted.]


  [That’s… I’m glad you were saved.]


  Phil-san smiled awkwardly.


  [Fortunately, my friends hanging out with me went everywhere and cried for help. And my father who came home from work was nearby. I still remember how panicked my father was as he charged over. Well, he punched me in the face when we got on dry land though.]


  Phil-san touched his cheek with his left hand.


  [When we reached home, my father cooked milk soup when he saw me shivering. The soup only had some yam and meat scraps. It was hot, as if I was being scalded, but the taste seemed to have spread from my stomach to my entire body… It was really delicious.] Phil-san stared into the distance. [I could see my father on the other side of the steam, asking quietly whether it tasted good. I nodded, and my father actually smiled in relief.]


  Phil-san’s voice grew quiet. He stared at the soup in the plate, and stirred it slowly. He suddenly looked up, his face looked refreshed.


  [Sorry for saying something weird.]


  I shook my head, then took out a loaf of bread from the stove, then cut it into 3 slices. I served it on a plate, and Phil-san looked at me.


  [Try dipping the bread in the soup. It’s a wonderful combination.]


  Phil-san grunted a reply, then took the bread. He dipped a mouthful of cream soup and bit down.


  [Tasty.]


  He finished one piece in a blink of an eye.


  He picked up a second piece, with pieces of chicken and potatoes on it this time. The potatoes were mashed easily with a spoon, and he folded the bread in half. He ate half of it with a big bite. Phil-san chewed with his cheeks puffed. Juices from the chicken and soup dripped from the rest of his bread.


  [Tasty.]


  He devoured the soup sandwich as if he was drinking it.


  He then picked up a spoon, and scooped it into his mouth. He said it was hot while he swallowed with stuffed cheeks.


  Phil-san reached for the last piece of bread to wipe the bowl. He enjoyed the dish til the very last drop.


  [It’s delicious, thank you for the food.]


  [It’s nothing much, don’t mention it.]


  [This is great, you should add it to the menu. I want to eat it again.]


  [Really? I will do that then.]


  [Oh, but...] Phil-san added after realizing something. [How about serving it only when it’s cold? It tastes the best during this season.]


  I nodded in agreement. Stew was a must for winter, and a seasonal dish sounded interesting.


  ［With such delicious soup, we can attract a lot of people in winter. It will be perfect if you have a better looking signboard. It’s difficult to attract attention as a shop with this small signboard.］


  With the small sign board stating just the shop’s name, it was too plain. I wanted to make it look more formal, but couldn’t find the chance.


  ［This sign board won’t do huh. I feel the same way.］


  ［Shopkeep, if you don’t mind, can you leave the painting to me?］


  ［You mean, painting my sign board?］


  Phil-san nodded to affirm.


  ［I still want to go back home. I have been planning to do so… I don’t know how long my father will live either.］


  I didn’t say anything about Phil-san’s decision. It just felt a little lonely.


  ［But before going back, I want to do some work acceptable for me. I have decided to give my all to one last painting. So please, can you let me paint this shop’s sign board? I don’t need any payment in return.］


  Phil-san’s eyes were sincere, and I couldn’t refuse him. I didn’t have any reason to reject him either.


  ［Very well then, I will be counting on you. But I will pay you properly. This is a job, right?］


  ~
  


  Phil-san started work the next day. I didn’t know where he got a beautiful large and thick board from, and he placed it on a scaffold erected at the shop entrance. He had rags spread out by his feet, with colourful tools and brushes lined up there.


  A few days passed. He didn’t stop even when it snowed, and Phil-san climbed the ladder with his brush every day. To top it off, he casted magic on the sign board, so it wouldn’t get degraded from the weather.


  We looked up at the completed painting.


  ［It’s a nice painting.］


  I wasn’t being nice, and really felt that way. It was a beautiful painting.


  ［… It is.］


  Phil-san kept looking up at the signboard. His profile had a hint of reluctance.


  He stared as if to imprint the image onto his retina, then closed his eyes. Phil-san then turned to me and reached out his hand.


  ［Thank you, Shopkeep. I have no regrets now.］


  ［I should be the one thanking you.］


  I took his hand, and we smiled at each other. After letting go, Phil-san turned and slowly left. I kept watching his figure until he disappeared down the other end of the street.


  ~
  


  ［And this is that signboard?］


  After finishing my tale, Aina who was listening intently sighed.


  ［I always thought it is pretty, but never thought there’s such a story behind it… So the painter left just like that?］


  I nodded.


  Aina put her hand on her breasts, and closed her eyes.


  ［That’s a moving story. Chasing his dreams, his talents, and the memories of his family… My chest feels tight.］


  Aina said with a serious face, as if she was talking about herself, and tears were threatening to flow from her eyes.


  Cough, someone cleared his throat. I also coughed in response, and said to Aina carefully:


  ［How about it, Aina? Want to try some cream soup?］


  Aina looked up, her eyes more moist than usual, and nodded.


  ［Yes, I will try it. Let me reminiscence in Phil-san’s dream……］


  Sensing how moved she was, I felt things were a little off.


  ［Erm, Aina.］


  I scratch my sideburns with my index finger, then said:


  ［I’m sorry for saying this when you are so touched.］


  I raised my hand to draw the attention of the dazed Aina, and pointed to a customer sitting at the other end of the counter.


  「Let me introduce you. This is Phil-san, the painter.」


  Phil-san, who was eating the cream soup with his spoon, let go in a panic, then turned to Aina and greeted her.


  「Erm, hello.」


  Aina who had turned stiff nodded in return, then slowly turned her eyes to me. She then asked me with a grave voice.


  「Phil-san, as in, that Phil-san?」


  I nodded.


  「After going back, he was chased out by his father. His father lectured him to not make excuses to give up, and not to look back after deciding on his goal. So Phil-san came back, and is now an outstanding painter.」


  「I was chased out though. Actually, people sought me out after seeing this shop’s signboard, asking me to paint one for them too.」


  「That’s great, Phil-san.」


  「It’s thanks to you too, Shopkeep.」


  Oh it was nothing, I waved my hands. Phil-san shook his head, and we looked at each other and smiled.


  Phil-san was a regular in my shop, and took a liking to the seasonal cream soup.


  Aina looked at me and Phil-san, then slowly took off her school beret while staring at me. I looked back at her, and Aina said:


  「──Hah?」


  The cold season suited sorrowful tales, but for both soup and story, I prefer something warming. Even if the ending was a little funny and unexpected──


  So, did that fool her?


  No?


  Oh, it’s no good. Aina’s body was trembling.


  I cupped my hands over my ears.


  

  Chapter 3: For That One And Only Star



  The morning air was cold. It wasn’t so bad that I couldn’t get out of bed, but I still shivered as I prepared to get up. The water was freezing too, and I was wide awake after washing my face.


  The most difficult thing when waking on cold days was getting out of the bed, everything was a cinch once you could do that. Washing your face and brushing your teeth were hurdles to pass before getting ready for the brand new day.


  After washing up, I took off my pajamas and changed swiftly into my work attire. I closed the work counter, so it was dark in the morning. After cleaning up, I placed all the chairs on the tables. The silent shop seemed to be in sleep mode and felt lonely and aloof.


  I drew the curtains and the bright sunlight shone in. I opened the windows, and the clear air brushed against my skin. The breeze was cold, but the sleepy air was rejuvenated.


  I took my cleaning tools out of the storeroom to sweep the floor, then mopped it. I already did so after closing up last night, so I could skimp a little. This was something like a ritual before opening.


  After putting all the chairs down, I used a wet rag to wipe the counter and the tables. I was panting when I finished, but my body had completely warmed up.


  In the fireplace, the half burnt firewood was covered in a thin layer of ash. I put aside the burnt wood, and gently swept out the ash. I put the wood back, added a new one, then added bark to light the fire. After using a matchstick to burn the firewood, it caught on fire in no time.


  I relaxed after finishing the prep work.


  I warmed my hands at the fireplace, and could feel the warmth from the fire transferring over. The fragrance of the wood spread with the crackling fire similar to Coffee beans being roasted.


  I suddenly had an idea while staring at the fire.


  I had never camped at a bonfire before, but I could make something tasty by cooking with this fire.


  [Hmmp.]


  I stood up and walked to the refrigerator. It was filled with ingredients, but which ones were suited for barbequing? I saw something adequate that was wrapped in paper. I took out that brown bundle. I then took out two skewers from the utensils rack, and returned to the fireplace.


  The fire was burning bright. I sat before it, and opened the paper wrapping. There were two thick and long sausages inside. I received this from a customer yesterday. This was a traditional preservative food for winter, and everyone would make them.


  I heard these two were made with special ingredients and a special method. He told me the details, but I didn’t really get it because of the technical terms.


  I would understand after eating it, so I skewered them. I just need to cook it by the fire, but unfortunately, I couldn’t stick it to the ground. With no other choice, I held each in one hand, and cooked it over the flame.


  I didn’t particularly like it, so I seldom ate them. The sausages in this world had a wild taste, as in it tasted really strong.


  Sausages were a minced mixture of blood, fats, offals and meat, and the combination was stuffed into the stomach or intestines of the animal. There wasn’t any breed improvement in this world, so it had a strong unique taste. Furthermore, blood and offals didn’t really suit the palette of a modern man. I didn’t mean it tasted nasty, I just wasn’t used to it.


  The directly grilled sausage soon showed burnt marks. I moved it further away, turning it carefully so it would cook evenly. The skin finally cracked, and the juice slowly seeped out. A strong aroma stimulated my appetite.


  When it was almost done, I shifted the sausage away from the fire, and placed it on oilpaper.


  I picked up one thoroughly cooked sausage. The brown skin had burnt marks the color of soy sauce, and looked really similar with the sausage I knew of. I blew on it to cool it down, then took a small bite.


  【Ugh, it’s hot.】


  The sound of the skin crackling played in my mind as the hot juice gushed into my mouth. I bit down slowly, and the strong taste overwhelmed me.


  It was the violent taste of meat. It was meat. It was the taste of meat that had been combined together. Meat, fats, and more meat.


  I took just a small bite, but I felt the satisfaction of eating an entire steak. I looked at the skewered sausage again, and the exposed section was filled with juice. I touched my lips with my finger, so it was greasy with juice too.


  【It would be great if I had a couple of beers to go with this.】


  I couldn’t drink, but I understood this dish went well with beer. I might not be able to finish this sausage without a beverage that could wash down the taste in one gulp. The taste of the meat was too strong.


  I put down that sausage, and picked up the other one. This one was black, and had a unique taste.


  After blowing on it more carefully than earlier, I bit down one end of it.


  【Ugh.】


  The taste that spread halfway through my bite told me what the ingredient was. It was sausage made with extra blood. The unique flavor spread in my mouth. I was thinking that I wasn’t good with such a taste when…


  【Hmm…? It’s pretty good?】


  Doubting myself a little, I took another bite.


  It was less juicy, and I could spell the spices. A lot of that had been added to remove the pungent smell of blood, and it numbed my tongue. But thanks to that, I couldn’t taste the blood, and it enriched the flavor too. The meat chunks mixed in my mouth, and juice flowed out when I bit into them. When I finished, there wasn’t any bad aftertaste in my mouth.


  The black chunk might look unappetizing, but it was surprisingly tasty. It wiped away the greasy feeling of the first sausage in my mouth.


  【Sausages sure are deep.】


  I nodded to myself and took another bite of the juicy sausage. I couldn’t get enough of its meaty feeling. I could feel the breath of the wild when I chewed on this meat. This must be an aroma only possible by cooking over a fire. As if the fragrance of the wood had seeped into the sausage.


  Eating the two sausages in turns gave it a fresh taste too. The charm of this taste grew on me with each bite, what a wild meal.


  Midway through the meal, I couldn’t sense the change in the flavor anymore. I stood up and walked behind the counter.


  I took out a bun and split it, then took out the cheese from the refrigerator. I carefully clamped a thin slice of cheese between the bun. I took a small saucer hanging on the wall, put the cheese bun on it, and placed it on top of the firewood.


  The steel pan heated up quickly, so I turned the bun over by flicking the pan. I could tell from the turned side that it was almost done. After waiting a while, the cheese slowly flowed out of the bun. It was just right.


  I moved the pan out of the fire, and placed it before the fireplace. I would burn the wooden floor if I put it down directly. I waited for the bread to cool, then picked it up. It was still hot. I pulled it open while switching hands frequently, and shoved in the two half eaten sausages.


  【Is this a sandwich or a hotdog?】


  I didn’t know what the difference was. Well, whatever, I like both of them.


  I picked up the bun with two thick sausages shoved inside, and took a big bite. The juice flowed out, and got absorbed by the bun. The plain fragrance of the baked bread enveloped the strong taste of the meat. The cheese brought the two ingredients together.


  Should I add vegetables? What a dilemma.


  The taste would be more balanced with fresh and crunchy vegetables. My tongue would get tired of it if I keep eating something with such a strong taste. But if I added vegetables, the violent impact of meat with cheese would be gone. It was better like this, vegetables would just be a decoration.


  After swallowing, I bit down the other end.


  The juice didn’t overflow from the blood sausage, and it had a chewy texture.


  【Delicious.】


  It went exceptionally well with cheese. The sausage had a strong taste, but when paired with cheese, I could taste something deep and hidden. It was a simple taste that soothes the strong spices, and complemented the bread well. This was a taste made with bread in mind. The staple food here was bread, and the taste didn’t go with rice as well.


  After tasting it like a critic, I finished the meal with a light heart. I felt uneasy about the overly strong taste in the beginning, but didn’t worry too much after complementing it with bread and cheese.


  【I’m full.】


  It was a bit too heavy for breakfast, but doing this occasionally wasn’t bad.


  I folded the oil paper, picked up the pan and stood up.


  After eating my breakfast, I wanted to drink my usual cup of morning Coffee. I had gotten used to having Coffee after my meal, and couldn’t calm down without it.


  I walked behind the counter and placed the pan in the sink.


  I then took out a pot of roasted Coffee beans from the cabinet. I measured one cup and added it into the grinder, and started grounding it. The water was being boiled in the beaker in the meantime.


  I opened the refrigerator, and took out a small container of liquid with a flannel cloth soaked inside. It was about palm size, and looked like a bug catching net with small meshes. And of course, this wasn’t meant for bug catching, but to brew Coffee.


  I washed the flannel under running water, clipped it to a circular wire support, then patted it to remove the water. I then added the grounded powder in, and placed it over a cup. I added a few drops of hot water from the beaker onto the powder. I waited a moment, and added more. The powder bloated up after absorbing the water, and the moisture slowly seeped through.


  Finally, with a dripping sound, the liquid seeped down into the cup. I checked the amount of hot water, and increased the pace to the level of pouring water. When a serving of Coffee had dripped into the cup, I removed the flannel.


  I leaned into the cup and sniffed. Then took a sip.


  【Hmm, it taste great today too.】


  This way of brewing Coffee was known as the Nel Drip, and the taste would differ depending on the quality of the flannel. Especially with deep roasted Coffee beans, it has a mesmerizing aroma not possible with Pour Over Coffee or French Press Coffee. This was because of the meshes of the flannel.


  Since the flannel was crude, the taste would change if water was added haphazardly.


  The hot water in the flannel moved slowly with moist powder, forming a circular flow. The Coffee had to be extracted through such a change, which was difficult to control. Depending on the way the hot water was added, the shifting of the flannel, how the powder was grounded and the temperature of the water, it was possible to control the flow.


  That would be the epitome taste of the Nel Drip, but I wasn’t skilled enough to brew it to a satisfactory taste. So I didn’t sell it in the shop, and just enjoyed it by myself.


  I sipped my hot Coffee and walked out of the shop. The wind caressed my face gently, and I could feel a bit of chill on my cheek. The mountains in the distance were covered by a layer of white fog.


  The clouds that still harbored the remnants of the night drifted away. The sunlight basked the entire City. There were many pedestrians out and about, and the street stalls were getting ready to open for business. The colorful cloth they laid out were covered in wares and merchandise.


  It was fun running the shop at night, but sipping Coffee and watching the morning view was an enjoyable sight.


  【It’s a beautiful morning…】


  While I was thinking that, a woman was walking over from the main street. I would pay it no mind if she just passed me by, but she was looking around in search of something. I thought she was a tourist, but that wasn’t so. She was very well dressed, but dressed lightly, as if she came out from her house nearby for a stroll.


  The woman walked my way. Our eyes met, and she was approaching me now. She had a small face, small nose, and thin lips. Her eyes were large and deep blue, and her thin straight brows left an impression of strong will.


  The woman looked at me, then looked up at the shop. She then said to me:


  【I lost my memories.】


  【… What?】


  I made a dumb sound.


  【Lost your memory, huh.】


  That wasn’t something you hear in a normal conversation. This was the first time I heard someone say they lost their memories.


  I looked at her to see if she was joking, but her eyes were serious. She was staring right at me. Instead of feeling troubled over her memory loss, she seemed to be searching for something.


  【That must be troubling.】


  【Yes, it is.】 The woman nodded. 【I don’t know where I am, or even my own name.】


  She declared, as if she was stating the setting. However, I was still hesitant about asking if she really did lose her memories.


  The woman stood before me with a serious face.


  I stood silently with my Coffee in my hand.


  I didn’t know what I should do. Should I show her to a hospital, or call for the cops? How did people in this world deal with people who lost their memories anyway? Maybe I should return to my shop without a word? Maybe she was up to no good.


  The one who broke the silence was that woman.


  【Well, sorry for the trouble, but can you let me rest for a while? This is a shop, right? There might be a customer who knows about me. Will that be fine?】


  【Oh, I see.】


  She was quick witted. As if she was saying a prepared line. Ignoring the sense of wrongness, I considered whether I should turn her down. I then smiled.


  This was a Café. I had no reason to turn anyone away. This was natural. Since I made my decision, I set my doubts and unease aside. I gestured to the entrance with a smile:


  【Of course, please come in.】


 ~
  


  All the customers exhaled in relief when they felt the warm air in the shop. They would then look at the woman sitting right in the center and observing them. She didn’t look away even if they locked eyes. If the customers cocked their heads in confusion, the woman would explain everything with a smile.


  ［Welcome.］


  It had been like this since morning, all the regulars approached the counter with a puzzled face.


  ［When did you hire a server?］


  A regular, Phil-san, stole glances at the woman as he asked me quietly. I had heard the same questions several times already, and repeated the same explanation.


  ［Hah, memories……?］


  ［She said there might be someone who knows her if she comes into the shop.］


  At first, she sat at her seat to watch the customers come in. And now, she has started receiving customers.


  【Any results.】


  I shook my head.


  【It’s still morning, there aren’t that many customers.】


  Unlike the time when the mobs gathered for the Songstress, it was peaceful nowadays. The number of people visiting my shop was now completely stable.


  【Phil-san, if possible, can you start a conversation?】


  【Yes, sure. Actually, I’m painting something for the Hokka Exhibition. I’m really confident of this one. Oh the Hokka Exhibition is a well known exhibition.】


  【Not with me.】


  I stopped Phil-san who was talking passionately, and gestured with my eyes at the woman. Phil-san seemed to understand, and nodded with his mouth slightly agape.


  【That’s true, maybe she can remember something if she talks to someone. Leave it to me.】


  With that, Phil-san straightened his posture and turned. He walked over with stiff strides.


  I brewed the Coffee ordered by the other patrons, and kept an eye out for Phil-san. Phil-san stood before the woman and coughed clumsily.


  【H-Hello.】


  When she heard the greeting, the woman raised her head with a smile.


  【Yes, hello.】


  【If possible, c-can you chat with me?】


  Phil-san said nervously, obviously not used to conversing with women. The woman cocked her head.


  【Do you know about me?】


  【N-Not at all, but it will be great if we can find out after speaking.】


  【Oh.】 The woman clapped her hands together. 【I see. I will be in your care.】


  Seeing the woman bowing deeply, Phil-san also bowed in a panic.


  【Please have a seat.】


  【T-Thank you.】


  After the woman bowed gracefully, Phil-san sat opposite her, and cautiously started talking.


  I took my mind off them for now, and poured the brewed Coffee into cups and served it to the customers.


  【Please enjoy your Coffee.】


  【Oh, thank you.】


  The cheerful response came from the narrow-faced old man who had been visiting a lot recently. A portable chess board was placed on the table with the pieces laid out. He didn’t have an opponent, so he was probably studying a game.


  【Are you alone today?】


  I asked about the round-faced old man who wasn’t here, and he smiled awkwardly.


  【Yes, his has a backache. That’s common for old men like us.】


  He then gestured to the chess board.


  【By the way, what move will you make, shopkeep? Black to move.】


  He said cheerfully, and I leaned in to study the chessboard.


  【What a difficult game.】


  【That’s right. To attack or to defend? Depending on the move, you can tell the personality of the player.】


  It was clear White was attacking. Should I bolster my defenses or go for counter play?


  Black needed to make a choice here. Instead of deciding what was right, it was closer to deciding which way you would lean towards.


  【For me… Bishop to e7?】


  【Hmm, a retreat. I see.】


  The old man tapped his jaw. He then raised his gaze my way.


  【Don’t you want to attack.】


  【Even if I did, the Queen is in a bad spot. One wrong move, and I might lose my Queen.】


  【Hmm, is that so.】


  The old man muttered as he moved as I suggested.


  【What happens next?】


  He took a White Knight and pushed it forward. Going in for the kill after the Black Bishop retreated.


  【Isn’t that too forceful?】


  This wasn’t an option I would consider, as it went against my instincts. It was too novel, and the Knight wasn’t well positioned. It wouldn’t be popular in modern games.


  【Shopkeep, you will opt for moves where you won’t lose.】


  【Well, that’s true.】


  Playing to not lose. That was the right way to put it. This wasn’t just my personality, but also the trend in modern Chess. Staying true to the huge amount of research accumulated over the years, bold and novel moves would only lead to my own demise.


  【Because you are a good player. Your moves are logical, perfect, and flawless.】


  The old man looked at me with narrowed eyes. I couldn’t read his expression at all.


  【However, that isn’t enough. If you want to be stronger, being good isn’t enough.】


  For some reason, his words hit me deep inside. He wasn’t quoting someone, but it resonated with me.


  The old man suddenly relaxed his face and put his hands behind his head.


  【Just kidding, I was just acting pretentious. Old man likes to preach all the time, don’t mind me.】


  He lowered his head, then looked up with a warm smile before I could react. Another customer was calling for me, so I left with a nod.


  Not enough. His words lingered in my mind.


  ~
  


  The woman who lost her memories was having a lively chat with Phil-san. However, it was just Phil-san looking for topics while the woman answered with a smile.


  Phil-san’s face was a little red and his eyes were wavering. He was obviously over conscious of the woman before him. Well, she was pretty and moved gracefully. She was also troubled by her memory loss, so I could understand why he wanted to help her.


  However, something was bothering me. The woman was glancing at the entrance when she listened to Phil-san. She was doing it unconsciously, but repeated it several times. She would look disappointed whenever she saw a new customer. She seemed to be waiting for someone specific.


  It was strange for someone without memories to be waiting for someone, and I dismissed that thought. But I still felt that she was waiting for someone specific.


  With that in mind, the question would be who. The answer came shortly after noon.


  The door chimed. A wolf-faced man in a dark suit walked in. He surveyed the shop as usual, glanced my way, then stepped aside. He was Corleone-san’s bodyguard and attendant, so when he stepped aside, Corleone-san appeared. He was wearing his usual small hat on top of his white figure.


  Corleone-san suddenly stopped after entering the shop. It was rare seeing him in a daze as he said.


  【Could it be… Elise?】


  Corleone-san stared at the woman who lost her memories.


  Phil-san looked at Corleone-san and that woman. Ignoring Phil-san who was trying to grasp the situation, the woman stood up, went around the table and walked right up to Corleone-san.


  【… Do you know about me?】


  Her voice rang out. As if she was suppressing her emotions, it had a hint of intimacy and was a little cold too.


  【No, who are you?】


  The one who answered Corleone-san’s serious question was Phil-san


  【Erm, she seemed to have lost her memories. That’s why she is looking for someone who might know her here.】


  After glancing at Phil-san, Corleone-san looked at me, who was standing at the counter. I nodded, and Corleone-san looked right at the woman he called Elise.


  【Pardon me. You look like an acquaintance of mine. I was mistaken.】


  【Does Elise look like me?】


  【That is true.】


  Phil-san interjected:


  【Well, is there a possibility that she is Elise?】


  Corleone-san grunted.


  【It might be possible for races who didn’t look their age. How old would she be by now…? At least, she wouldn’t be so young.】


  Corleone-san walked to the counter. His guard, Shemota-san, went outside. When the door closed with a chime, the woman spoke.


  【If you don’t mind, can you tell me about Elise?】


  【I do mind. Pardon me for refusing.】


  He said sternly, contrary to his usual attitude. I felt a chill down my back.


  The woman shivered as if she was frightened, then put a hand on her breasts with furrowed brows.


  【Even so, I still want to know. Please tell me.】


  Corleone-san stood tall without a word. But the woman still stared at his back and waited.


  The air suddenly calmed down. Corleone-san put his hand on his hat and turned back. He then stared at the woman as if he was remembering something.


  【… It’s not a happy topic. Just something that happened in the past.】


  The woman nodded.


  【It’s fine. I want to know.】


  Corleone-san jumped up onto a seat, and sighed. He started recounting the past.


  【Elise is the only woman I have ever loved.】


  ~
  


  Childhood friends, a very common term, and the best way to describe our relationship. I spent my childhood years with Elise.


  We weren’t born in the slums, but it wasn’t far off either. It wasn’t a proper place, it was impoverished and dark. A world where it was difficult to differentiate people from trash.


  I didn’t remember my family. I couldn’t even tell if I forgot, or I didn’t have any in the first place. When I knew it, I was spending my days picking garbage.


  In a place like this, people would act in two ways.


  They would be antagonistic towards each other, or help each other. No matter what, we would end up in one group. You would die quickly if you were alone. To protect yourself, you needed to create a group.


  Elise was in the small group I belonged to.


  In that dark world without any goodness, she was the only light. I still couldn’t understand how she did it, but Elise was always smiling. Her personality was stronger than anyone, and she was the kindest of us all.


  She was the only one who cared about me, who didn’t have any family and was living by myself.


  She was the only person willing to approach me, who was always isolated and at odds with others. No matter how cold she was treated, or if I made her cry, she would smile again the next day.


  The people chatting happily with you might fall ill the next day, and the people living in the area might disappear. People could die easily over one bread. Living here would wear away your heart. You would discard your kindness and prioritize your own benefits. Only Elise would not abandon others.


  I would be dead if not for her. In that world where life had no value, and people could mutilate their own babies and loan them out to beggars. Because you could garner more sympathy and increase your income that way. That was how depraved people were. That was such a place.


  Elise and I still lived together when we were your age.


  Instead of mutual love, we were just used to each other. We were like family, and never thought about being apart.


  However, I hated living in the world like this, and thought about escaping.


  When I got lucky and got hired in a proper company to do odd jobs, I thought that was a crucial moment of my life. I thought my life would change, and I would be able to live under the sun. I seriously thought that way.


  I worked desperately every day, and saved my meager wages. I wanted to bring Elise to the normal world. I didn’t know what she thought… How should I put this? If it was her, she would just nod with her usual smile, that was my impression of her.


  One day, Elise’s parents died.


  I heard they were dragged into a fight between gangs, but that was just an everyday occurrence. No one talked about catching the culprit, and there wasn’t even a funeral. We couldn’t spare the effort, and still needed to worry about tomorrow’s meal even when your parents died.


  In the same year, there was an epidemic. It could be cured with treatment, but for us poor folks, we could only depend on fate.


  Finally, Elise’s brother was on the verge of death. I used all my savings to get medicine, but I didn’t have the connections to get any. It had already been decided who could be saved. Only those with power and money. The value of a life didn’t depend on how important they were to you, but whether you had the power and authority.


  Elise was a gentle and strong girl. She cared about others more than herself, and treasured her family. In order to save her brother, she wanted to sell herself.


  I stopped her desperately. With no other way, the only method left to me was burglary.


  I infiltrated a noble’s home as an odd job worker. But it didn’t go well, and I was caught and locked in a cell. The nobles had more power back then, and such crimes were usually punishable by death. I was lucky, and was released at the end of the month.


  I rushed over to Elise’s place, but the place was deserted. I heard from the people nearby that a noble took her and her brother away.


  I never saw her again.


  ~
  

  Ending the story with a heavy sigh, Corleone-san laughed in self mockery.


  【It’s an embarrassing story. I feel awful every time I think about it.】


  【…… And you never married?】


  The woman asked in an even tone. Corleone-san tapped on his hat and laughed.


  【In my life, just one woman is enough to be my star. And my star is gone. That’s all, lady.】


  The woman sighed softly, then showed a warm and gentle smile.


  【I don’t have my memories.】


  She said:


  【So what I’m going to say, is the rumblings of a girl without memories.】


  Corleone-san turned to her. The woman looked at Corleone-san and began her tale.


  【The woman named Elise met a noble, and she was taken away along with her brother. In exchange for her brother’s life, and for her childhood friend who didn’t return after going off in search of the medicine, she offered herself to that noble. That man kept his promise, and saved both her brother and childhood friend.】


  Corleone-san opened his eyes wide.


  【With the strength of Elise’s character, she made many people fall for her. Despite her low status, she was a woman everyone acknowledged. The noble man fell in love with her, and took her as his wife. She bore him two children. She was stricter than their father at times, but she was a good mother. They were good children, and were raised well.】


  They were a harmonious family, and lived a blissful life. The figure of Elise running with the children in the courtyard, and the image of Elise watching over them in the gentle sun were engraved in everyone’s mind.


  But when one of the children had just formed their own family, Elise fell ill. She contracted a disease that was difficult to treat. Her family tried desperately, but couldn’t find a cure.


  One day, the younger daughter was called into Elise’s room. By then, Elise couldn’t even sit up, and knew her days were numbered.


  Elise cleared the room, and told her daughter some secret. It was about a Knight important to Elise, who would protect her clumsily and always save her.


  She had a hard life when she was young, impoverished without any hope, and she thought about dying so many times. She didn’t know what was the meaning of life, and in that place filled with pain, that person was shining bright. Thanks to him, she could keep smiling.


  Elise told her daughter, as if she was showing her precious gem. The reason being her daughter’s name was derived from that Knight.



  Would he be angry about his name being used? Elise wondered with a smile.



  I will have no regrets if he is still healthy and well…


  Those were Elise’s last words, heard by that daughter.


  The daughter wanted to fulfil her mother’s last wishes, because that was a secret she kept until her death bed. So she couldn’t let anyone know. She had to do everything herself.


  This was normally a difficult task, but fortunately, she was from a wealthy noble family. With time, she could gather all sorts of information. However, she ran into a problem. Her status as a noble was a bother. Young girls couldn’t go out freely before they marry.


  More importantly, she couldn’t let her family know. Aside from that Knight, she had to keep her identity a secret. But even after collecting the information, she couldn’t be certain that was the person she was looking for. It would be awkward to reveal her identity to the wrong person. She needed proof to be sure he was the one. On top of that, that person was a famous and powerful person with many scary legends.


  When she was thinking of a way, she remembered something. People often said the daughter was just like her mother when she was young. The person who would mistake her for her mother must be Elise’s Knight. She happened to hear that person would often visit a particular shop. In that case, she could definitely meet him there.


  She ended her tale here. Phil-san and I were both silent as we looked at Corleone-san and that woman.


  【This story isn’t from a noble girl… that’s right, it’s just the ramblings of an anonymous girl.】 With that preface, the girl smiled. 【That girl is named Leonor.】


  Corleone-san stared at that girl.


  【The way you smile… looks just like an acquaintance of mine, young lady.】



  Is that so, she muttered quietly.


  【When I first saw you, I wondered if that was the case. You look just like her, as if you have walked out of my memories.】


  No one could tell how complicated his emotions were when he said those words.


  【Elise… my mother had never forgotten about you, and cherished her memories of you in her heart. Like you, she held this feelings til her last moment.】


  Corleone-san stared at her. Or rather, he was seeing someone else’s figure through her.


  【It seems that Elise had a happy life. I’m glad that I learned that.】


  ~
  


  After asking for Coffee, Corleone-san remained silent.


  The woman had left the shop. Their positions were too complicated for them to sit together and chat.


  Phil-san didn’t say anything, and sat by himself. He laid out a piece of paper and was drawing something.


  I didn’t want to break the silence in the shop, and wiped the glasses quietly. There wasn’t anything that I wanted to say. I also understood that no matter what I said, it would be of no value to Corleone-san. I didn’t have the right to butt in. This was about Corleone-san’s life.


  Phil-san suddenly stopped moving his hands and stood up. He was quiet all this time, what was he thinking?


  【If you don’t mind, please take this…】


  I leaned forth to peek at the paper. On it was a sketch of that woman smiling. As expected of a painter, it was a beautiful drawing.


  Corleone-san checked out the drawing, then looked up at Phil-san.


  【Thank you, it’s a great drawing. I will take it.】


  He said with a gentle voice, then looked back at the drawing. He then picked up his cup and sipped on his cold Coffee.


  【The Coffee today is really bitter.】


  His quiet voice echoed in the shop.


  The firewood crackled in the fireplace.


  Corleone-san didn’t say anything more, and stared at the woman in the drawing. In the black and white world where time stood still, the woman was smiling like the stars in the night sky.


  

  Chapter 4: Expanding like Omelette Rice




  【Oh, I lost.】


  The middle aged man smiled as he scratched his furry ear. His ears and belly were both round, and his long face looked friendly. His skin was a little dark, reminding me of a racoon dog.


  【I was confident too.】


  He reached into his shirt and took something out.


  【Here, Alekhin’s Black Bishop】


  The piece was placed onto the board with a thud. I wasn’t very interested in the valuable chess pieces made by the famed craftsman Alekhin. I just happened to obtain one Knight, and Aina asked me to not hand it over to anyone.


  However, people collecting the pieces would appear from time to time, betting their pieces and asking for a match. And so, I got more and more pieces won from my opponents. Fortunately, I had not lost to anyone yet.


  Recently, the number of people coming to challenge has grown in number.


  【Has word spread that there are chess pieces of Alekhin here?】


  I asked the Racoon dog-like man, and he chuckled.


  【Don’t you know? I heard a strange young shopkeeper is collecting the Alekhin chess pieces, it has become a hot topic around here. And they say you are strong too. Well, they aren’t wrong!】


  The man left with a hearty laugh. There was nothing wrong with him laughing, but I hoped he would order something.


  I see, so this shop became a trending topic without me realizing it. And for something unrelated to Coffee.


  I sighed, but that was to be expected. You couldn’t stop people from speaking, and I didn’t hide this fact either. I didn’t feel the need to, but…


  I picked up the Bishop on the table, and pulled a drawer in a cabinet hidden behind the counter. There was a white cloth wrapping around black and white chess pieces inside. They were all Alekhin’s chess pieces, the number of pieces I won was still increasing.


  【I wasn’t planning to collect them… What should I do with them?】


  It was far from a full set, so I couldn’t use them. I wasn’t planning to collect them in the first place. However, Aina asked me to, so I didn’t plan to hand them over to anyone. Maybe I should hand them over to Aina.


  However, I was enjoying this a little. All sorts of people came to this shop and challenged me to a game. I didn’t hate that. To be honest, I was excited with these games played face to face. I liked playing Chess.


  With the Alekhin pieces on the line, the matches felt tenser than usual. This was my first time experiencing that, and made my daily life more exciting.


  【Shopkeep, you are really good at Chess.】


  I heard a voice from a table. The narrow-faced old man was sitting there.


  【I’m envious. I’m not good at this at all.】 The round-faced old man staring at the board beside me mumbled, then sipped at his cup. 【With your skills, you don’t have to worry even a noble picked on you.】


  【What do you mean?】


  The narrow-faced old man answered:


  【In the past, when a commoner couldn’t take the tyranny of a noble anymore, they would challenge a noble to a duel with a sword, usually for revenge or over affairs of the heart. If the reason was justified, the noble would need to accept. Which means, if the nobles went too far, people would go after them like that.】


  【Wouldn’t that put their lives at risk?】


  【Yes, of course. A duel put their lives on the line. No charges would be pursued even if the commoner killed a noble. And usually, the commoner would win.】


  【Because the commoners are stronger?】


  The narrow-faced old man took a piece and made a move.


  【Technique wise, the nobles are better. The commoners have more strength, but that’s not the point.】


  I waited for him to go on, and the old man squinted a smile at me.


  【Putting that aside for now, the customs had been changed. It wouldn’t do if several people wanted to duel one noble. But in place of a sword, there is a way for a commoner to challenge a noble.】


  【And that way is through Chess, right?】


  The round-faced old man laughed loudly.


  【The nobles don’t think commoners can play Chess. They don’t think they will lose. If not, they wouldn’t proclaim arrogantly that Chess is a game for nobles.】


  In the end, Chess was just entertainment. Commoners couldn’t spare the time to learn and study it. Instead of entertainment, they were more concerned with tomorrow’s meal. With that pretext in mind, it was fitting to say Chess was a game for nobles.


  【However, given the Shopkeeper's level, you might even beat a noble.】


  【Tell me if you are having a duel, okay? I will bring some wine and cheer you on.】


  The two of them said with a smile, and I smiled back at them. If something so scary happened, I would flee at the earliest opportunity.


  I thought about the Alekhin pieces in the drawer, and the day after I obtained the Knight. What that youth told me back then.



  —— that Knight is wasted on you.


  Well, I thought so too. I might think it would be better if I had given it to him back then.


  It was fun playing Chess with all kinds of people, but the number of pieces was increasing. I couldn’t feel happy about that fact.


  ~
  


  The wood was crackling, and the flame kept changing its shape. If you stared at the fire tirelessly. You could relax and empty your mind. Your body would turn warm and toasty.


  The fireplace being a wonderful thing became clearer as it got colder.


  I added a piece of wood, closed the net gate, then stood up.


  The customers in the shop spent their time leisurely. An old lady seated near the fireplace was dozing off. The regular Elf big sister was flipping through a thick book and was getting sleepy. She was about to bend towards the table when she woke up with a shock, and rubbed her eyes.


  The warm shop in the afternoon had a comfortable air just right for sleeping. It was definitely because of the relaxing fireplace.


  I stifled a yawn and returned to my spot behind the counter.


  No one placed any order, the customers were usually quiet after lunch. I would get crushed by sleepiness if I didn’t do something. I was thinking about stepping outside and letting the cold air wake me up, when the warm air flowed out of the shop.


  The one closing the door quietly was Aina. After taking her coat off and folding it carefully over her arm, she walked towards the counter.


  【Don’t you have a coat hanger? It’s almost winter, you know?】


  Aina pulled a chair and sat down, putting her coat on the empty seat next to her.


  【Coat hanger, huh. Should I get one?】


  【Isn’t it a bother last winter?】


  【I don’t have enough customers to worry about that.】


  【Oh, this is good news then, since you definitely need one this year.】


  I felt a sense of dissonance when I saw her gentle smile. I couldn’t describe it, but this was different from usual.


  【Aina, did something happened?】


  【Why the sudden question?】


  Aina said with a smile. Her smile seemed a little thorny.


  Oh, she seemed fine. She was acting as always.


  【Is the academy on break today?】


  【No.】 Aina shook her head and smiled. 【I’m skipping classes.】


  Aina was an honour student with a serious personality. If she was skipping classes, something must have happened.


  I suppressed the words I wanted to say on reflex, and put my hands on my hips.


  【Skipping classes isn’t commendable. Want to eat something sweet?】


  【Your words seems to contradict each other.】


  Aina covered her mouth with a finger as she laughed, and her eyes softened.


  【You are right, I should order something. I haven’t had lunch yet.】


  【Of course. Is there anything you want to eat?】


  ［Then, I want something that will make my heart flutter.］


  ［Another strange request.］


  ［Is that too difficult for Plebeian-san?］


  She teased me, and I rolled up my sleeves as my answer. I hated losing after all.


  I cooked a pot of rice when I prepared my own lunch. I will use that as an ingredient and come up with a heart fluttering dish. What should I make?


  Lunch was rice with cream soup. A light meal like that wouldn’t make her heart flutter. I opened the fridge to find ingredients, then took out something suitable. It was eggs. It had been a while, I wondered if I could make it smoothly.


  I took out other ingredients like matsutake mushroom and a large chunk of butter.


  ［Plebeian-san, did you dream about opening a shop like this when you were young?］


  Aina asked while I was chopping the onions.


  ［Not at all. I never thought things would end up like this.］


  ［And you still learned to cook? Even though you are a boy?］


  Aina sounded puzzled. It seemed that men in this world rarely used a kitchen knife if they didn't want to be a chef.


  If possible, I wouldn’t want to cook either.


  ［Both my parents are busy. I don’t know when it started, but I started cooking when I was hungry. And my grandfather is an excellent cook, and will teach me as part of playing with me.］


  ［So you are not in this situation because you wanted to?］


  ［You can say that.］


  Coming to this world wasn’t something I wanted. I happened to know cooking, so I started an eatery, this wasn’t something I wanted to do. Or rather, I didn’t have any other choice.


  I looked up after cutting the ingredients. Aina was staring at me seriously.


  ［Do you have any regrets about going down a route you didn’t want? Are you dissatisfied or unhappy with your life right now?］


  ［Why are you asking that so suddenly?］


  Seeing her leaning forth, I brushed off the question with a baffled face. Aina hung her head, embarrassed about her rashness.


  ［No, it’s fine. That was rude of me, please forget about it.］


  Even if you said so, I couldn’t forget so easily. From how Aina looked, I could tell that was something important to her, making it even harder to forget.


  However, it was difficult for me to answer Aina seriously.


  Furthermore, I couldn’t answer it properly, since I couldn’t treat the question objectively. So I didn’t stop my hands, and thought up a topic as if nothing happened.


  ［Regret, dissatisfaction and unhappiness, huh. I can’t say there isn’t any.］


  I lit the fire under the stove, added some oil and slowly fried the onions.


  ［I can’t change my situation even if I cry about it, so I have to find a way to accept things.］


  I answered with a cliche line. And that was how I lived anyway. I didn’t have anything else to say, and I couldn’t express my feelings no matter how I tried anyway.


  ［What would you do if you chose the wrong path?］


  ［What would I do, huh.］


  The diced matsutake-like mushrooms were added, followed by butter and rice. I stirred the ingredients and answered with a cheerful tone. I couldn’t think about it without making it seem like I was kidding. And there were things I couldn’t say too.


  ［That’s hard to imagine. I feel so hollow thinking about it, since I won’t get a conclusion.］


  If I wasn’t here, how would my life have played out?


  Of course I had thought about that. I thought about that almost every day.


  Instead of regret, I felt more anger.


  You feel regret over a choice you made, but I wasn’t given a choice when I came to this world. It just happened suddenly. I didn’t know who to complain to, and crying wouldn’t help. I could only bear the grudge I had over it.


  After coming to this world for some time, I met all sorts of people, and we supported each other, and I could finally conceal my anger. By not thinking about it, I stopped my heart from wavering. It would fade away with time, and when the anger turned faint, then maybe I could face this question head on.


  


  — If I never came to this world.


  My life in the future might remain boring and stable, and when I am satisfied with my peaceful life, and not yearn so badly to return, I might be able to face it then.


  But right now, I could only avert my gaze from the future. It took everything I had just to focus on the pan before me.


  ［……］


  Aina was silent. She was smart, and probably sensed something from my attitude.


  ［What’s troubling you?］


  Aina was quiet after I asked that. There was only the sound of the ingredients being fried in the pan. I plated the dish, and Aina said softly:


  ［It seems I’m going to marry.］


  The pan didn’t fall from my hand because I was completely frozen. Her words slowly played in my mind.


  ［Did you say, marry?］


  I cocked my head in confusion as I looked at Aina. She looked completely calm.


  ［Put the pan down first, then I will tell you.］


  That was true. How do I move my left hand again?


  It took me a while to recall, and I finally put the pan back properly.


  ［What’s that about marriage? Who is the other party? Why didn’t you introduce me?］


  ［You still haven’t calm down.］


  She looked at me with disdain, but there was no way I could calm down so simply.


  ［The marriage is still in discussion, and isn’t set in stone yet. I haven’t met the other party yet, so there is no way I can introduce you. Even if I did, it will just trouble you, right, Plebeian-san?］


  ［No no, you have to introduce me. What if he is a weirdo?］


  ［When did you become my guardian?］


  Aina said with a laugh. No no, this wasn’t the time to laugh.


  ［You’re going to marry someone you haven’t met?］


  ［What’s wrong with that? Marriage between nobles are the bonds between clans. The feelings of the person is secondary.］


  She said as if that was very natural, but I didn’t get it at all.


  ［But, marriage is…］


  I felt that only a couple who loved each other should join in matrimony. There were scenes in stories and period dramas showing marriage without love, but I was still speechless to see it happening to an acquaintance.


  ［Aina, are you fine with that?］


  Aina showed a fake smile.


  ［It doesn’t matter. It’s arranged by my grandfather after all.］


  ［You can’t reject the arrangement by your grandfather?］


  ［He might have retired and handed over the position of clan head to my father, but he still holds a lot of influence. Even my father can’t go against my grandfather’s decision.］


  I considered what Aina said in a daze. When I realized it, I had added in 3 eggs, and was beating it with milk. My body was moving on its own while I was thinking about something else.


  ［I see. Is it normal for Aina to marry at this age?］


  ［It’s not strange for norbles. There are people with arranged marriages the moment they are born.］


  ［Hmm.］


  A complicated feeling was pressing against my chest, and I couldn’t even breathe.


  I couldn’t face this head on, and focused on the things before me as if to escape from reality.


  I restarted the heat under the pan. I melted some butter, then added salt onto the bubbling gloop. I then poured in the eggs. There was a comfortable sounding sizzle. A short time later, I stirred it with chopsticks, and the eggs started to solidify. With the heat still on, I grabbed the pan and shook it front and back with my left hand, while my right hand went around in a circle with the chopsticks.


  There was a timing to stopping, I couldn’t be too fast nor too slow. I used three eggs, so it filled the entire pan, and the eggs swirled like water. However, the eggs were solidifying slowly. Some time later, I saw my chopsticks leaving a black trail. I could see the bottom of the pan.


  I turned off the heat at this point and tilted the pan to one side. When the eggs almost reached the edge of the pan, I gently tapped the base of the pan handle.


  Don, don, don.


  It was difficult to control my strength. I needed to concentrate on tapping, and also pay attention to my left hand holding the handle. I then relaxed my wrist, and gently flicked the pan with the rhythm of the tapping. The eggs moved by themselves and formed into a circle. The surface was smooth, and I slid it carefully onto the butter rice, careful not to break it. The butter from the pan was absorbed immediately, covering right to the edge of the rice. It was done.


  I put a spoon on the plate and served it to Aina.


  【… What a strange presentation. It does look tasty.】


  Her comment sounded hesitant, which was natural considering how it looked. The butter rice she wasn’t familiar with, some vegetables and a fluffy fried egg covering it seamlessly on top. It was a given that she would be hesitant if she never had it before.


  I picked up the knife silently, then stabbed into the top of the bright yellow egg.


  【— Oh.】


  I slowly slid the blade, splitting the egg in half. The two halves spread to either side, like a butterfly fresh out of its cocoon spreading its wings, covering the rice.


  【This is Dandelion Omelette Rice with Cream soup. How about it? Does it make your heart flutter?】


  I said to Aina who was staring at the Omelette rice, and she suddenly straightened her posture and looked at me.


  【Well, the presentation isn’t bad.】


  This response was very Aina-like, and I couldn't help laughing.


  【Why are you laughing, how rude.】


  【Sorry.】


  【Really now, Plebeian-san… By the way, what do you mean by dandelion?】


  【… I wonder. I don’t know either.】


  【……】


  【It can’t be helped. There are things I don’t know too.】


  I shrugged, and Aina picked up the spoon with a shake of her head. 【I’m digging in.】 She said softly before digging into the vicious half cooked eggs at the top. She observed the egg as if she was appraising something beautiful before scooping it. She then ate it, and her cheeks puffed out.


  【Mmm!】


  She suddenly made a loud sound. Aina chewed slowly, swallowed, then stayed still. Finally, she looked up at me and said:


  【This is really— fluffy.】


  【Is this something you should say so seriously.】


  【Eggs should be gooey, but it’s fluffy.】


  【You’re saying the same thing.】


  Aina nodded with a satisfied face, then scooped at the omelette rice and ate another mouthful. She raised her head into the air, and closed her eyes with a blissful face. Her cheeks were moving slightly as she continued to eat gracefully.


  I was happy that my food made her so happy. I tidied up the kitchen in a cheerful mood.


  After I finished washing up, I heard the sound of the spoon being put down. Aina had cleaned her plate. She was wiping her mouth with a white napkin, but my shop didn’t have something like that. Do aristocratic ladies bring things like that along when they go outside?


  【It is delicious. Please give the chef my compliments.】


  【That’s me. I’m right in front of you.】


  【Oh, can you give me an after meal Coffee?】


  【… Yes, coming right up.】


  After drying my hands with a towel, I started brewing the Coffee. I heated the beaker, and cleared Aina’s plate while the water was heating up.


  【Plebeian-san, is that Knight still here.】


  【It’s still here. Aside from the Knight, there are many other pieces too, it’s a little troubling.】


  I put it like a joke, but Aina didn’t laugh. She said quietly.


  【I said something wilful before, but it’s fine now. You can do whatever you want with the pieces. You can give it away or sell them.】


  She said in an exceptionally cheerful tone.


  【What, didn’t we make an agreement? This is your compensation if I teach you to read and write?】


  【Yes, but it’s fine now. I can’t teach you till the end anyway.】


  Aina looked at me with a smile.


  【My grandfather told me about the marriage a few days ago. In that case, I have to withdraw from the academy and go through with the marriage. If it’s my grandfather’s will, then even my father can’t oppose him.】


  【Wait wait, is it that urgent?】


  Compared to me who was panicking, Aina was calm.


  【Yes. My father planned to have me marry after I graduate, so this is just bringing it forward a little.】


  As if she was talking about someone else.


  【What do you mean by bringing forward a little? Aina, are you fine with that?】


  She looked at me when I asked that question. I wondered how complicated were Aina’s feelings lying under her calm eyes. She definitely wasn’t happy, it was easy to imagine.


  However, Aina hid that perfectly under her smile. This prim and proper Aina wasn’t the Aina I knew, but the face of a noble lady.


  【I have to abide by the decision, that’s all.】


  I couldn’t say anything when I heard her resigned words.


  So this was how nobles were, huh. They needed to suppress their emotions and walked along a predetermined path.


  【Alright, leaving that aside for now, let’s study words. It would be rude to delay your reply to the Songstress.】


  Aina said cheerfully to the silent me. I knew Aina was the one suffering, but she was worrying about me instead.


  【Really now, don’t make that face. You look like a kid.】


  Aina caressed my face. I could feel her gentle warmth. I couldn’t say a word, and the sound of the boiling water seemed to fade away.


  

~
  

  The nights were getting colder, and one such night was upon us. The air was heavy and chilly. My freezing ears and nose felt painful.


  My shop was in an alley beside the main road leading right to the labyrinth, and was quite near the entrance. So a good percentage of pedestrians were adventurers, and most of my patrons worked in that line. There were weapon and armour shops further down the road, and many bars and taverns too. But since my place was close to the city center, it was normal for average pedestrians to pass by.


  The lights of the shops around me were put out late into the night. There was just a faint yellowish light in the distance, and the faraway laughter of people making merry and drinking.


  How long did I sit in front of my shop? I already finished closing up the shop, but didn’t have dinner yet. I didn’t have an appetite, so I was fine with not eating.


  My waist felt heavy as I sat on the ground. I leaned against the wall with my hands on my bent knees. I was cold, but still stayed here.


  The chill of the night penetrated my body. My breath was white, and the stars in the night sky were twinkling brightly.


  Aina’s words echoed in my mind and lingered.


  I thought my feelings would change if I let my body cool, but it was in vain. I just felt cold. I didn’t want to stand up despite that, because I wanted the cold to keep me awake. I might feel better if I slept, but I didn’t want to sleep with this feeling weighing on my heart. I wanted to sort out my feelings.


  She was getting married, huh.


  What was marriage anyway? I also didn’t understand what nobles were either.


  She didn’t like it, but still had to marry?


  Why did Aina accept this?


  My thoughts were interrupted by loud laughter. For some reason, that made me mad. Aina was going to marry and might be leaving this city, so how could they laugh?


  I knew I was venting, but I couldn’t suppress my emotions.


  Since Aina already accepted this marriage, it was strange for me to feel unhappy about it. Marrying someone she didn’t love didn’t mean she would be unhappy. Maybe I should wish her happiness as she embarks onto her next stage of life.


  I looked up at the night sky in a daze as I tried to make sense of these questions, but my heart still couldn’t accept it.


  If I did something different, and spoke with her about it casually, would things turn out different?


  I didn’t need to take any responsibility anyway. So even if I said something irresponsible behind my shop’s counter, it wouldn’t weigh on my mind like this.


  Maybe I was so anxious because I knew I was powerless. I didn’t have the right to interject about Aina’s problem, nor take any responsibility.


  I could only stand behind my counter, while Aina sat on the other side. To Aina, I was just a friend. That was all.


  I took a deep breath, and the icy air filled my lungs. I sighed heavily, and it turned into a long exhale.


  “It couldn’t be helped.” It would be great if that was true.


  As I immersed my vague consciousness into the cold and lost myself in the dark, a figure slowly approached me. Moonlight shone on her face. It was Aina’s personal maid, Doddo. She wasn’t wearing her usual maid outfit, but the plain clothes of a city girl.


  【What are you doing here so late?】


  Doddo cocked her head and asked, as I sat in front of the shop. I couldn’t help smiling, seeing she was still the same.


  【… That’s my line. Is something the matter? This should be the first time you are coming here so late.】


  In order to help me out when the tourists were flooding the city, Aina and Doddo stayed over in the second story of my shop. However, Doddo and I didn’t grow much closer. She was always with Aina, and had never come over alone.


  【The Young Lady told me. She informed Yuu-sama about the marriage.】


  【I did hear about it.】


  【The Young Lady is stubborn, so she probably didn’t tell you clearly. I slipped out of the mansion in order to explain it to you.】


  Doddo said expressionlessly.


  【You slipped out? Is that fine?】


  【Fine or not doesn’t matter. I just do what must be done, that’s all.】


  She was firm and direct.


  【What do you want to tell me after going so far?】


  【First, regarding the Young Lady’s marriage, I don’t think anyone can stop it. It is incredibly difficult to overturn the decision of the Old Master.】


  【Did Aina’s grandfather make that decision on his own?】


  Doddo looked a little troubled.


  【The Old Master dotes on the Young Lady a lot. He had never decided on something with no regards for the Young Lady’s opinion before. And the Young Lady is still attending the Arialu Academy on the Old Master’s strong recommendation.】


  【So it’s abnormal for the Old Master to make such a decision?】


  Doddo shook her head.


  【I’m not sure. However, the Old Master knows that the Young Lady is supposed to marry after graduating from the Academy. Everyone feels it is strange for him to interfere with the decision of the current head.】


  Doddo bit her lower lip, as if she just said something she shouldn’t.


  【What I want to tell Yuu-sama is— No, I actually have a request.】


  She knelt down before me and leaned forward. The moonlight illuminated her anxious eyes.


  【Can you buy some time for the Young Lady.】


  【Time, huh… From what I have heard, I don’t think there is anyway for me to interfere.】


  【Alekhin’s Chess set.】


  Doddo got right to the point.


  【I’m not sure of the details, but the Old Master is collecting that Chess set. I heard he won’t do anything else before gathering it all. It’s the same with the Young Lady’s marriage, it’s still at the stage where we don’t know who her marriage partner is.】


  【It seems the Old Master likes to play Chess.】


  I joked, but Doddo just continued without a hint of a smile.


  【The Old Master is incredibly strong in Chess. Before he retired, he was the Chess teacher of the Royal family.】


  【That’s…】 I thought for a moment. 【... Amazing.】


  I couldn’t get a good grasp on this. How good was he, if he could tutor the Royals? I could only tell he liked Chess more than normal.


  【Someone so amazing is collecting the Chess set, and I have a few on hand. That makes me shiver.】


  【You are shaking in anticipation of a battle. How reliable.】


  【I’m shaking in fear though.】


  【The Old Master becomes another person when it comes to Chess, some says he is stronger than a dragon, but don’t worry.】


  【Which part of that is supposed to ease my worries?】


  I scratched my head. We were going off topic.


  【Ah, really now. As long as I have the Chess pieces, Aina’s marriage will be delayed indefinitely, correct?】


  Doddo affirmed with a nod.


  【So I just need to hold on to the Chess pieces to stop Aina’s marriage?】


  【That’s impossible.】


  Doddo said with utmost confidentiality.


  【The Old Master is a man of his words. He said he will collect the Chess pieces, and will do so even if he has to do it personally.】


  【I just need to win against the Old Master, right?】


  I said it on a whim, but Doddo’s expression never changed. She continued speaking with an even tone.


  【I don’t really know about Chess, but people said the Old Master is stronger than a dragon, and had been given the title 『Dragon Chess Saint』】


  I nursed my temple gently.


  【That… sounds really difficult.】


  【However, he will probably not move personally. He will entrust the task to another person.】


  【So, I just need to protect the Chess pieces from that person? That sounds easier than winning against the Old Master.】


  【I’m really sorry.】 Doddo said with a bow. 【The Young Lady isn’t mentally prepared yet. She seemed troubled.】


  【Troubled about the marriage?】



  No, Doddo answered and bit her lips. She said with a hint of regret:


  【The Young Lady is prepared for marriage, and thinks of it as an obligation of a noble lady. However, she can’t let go of a small dream.】


  【A small dream?】


  【After she met Linaria-sama and Yuu-sama, the Young Lady started to change. She realized that she didn’t exist just for her clan, and she could choose a goal in life. She probably felt something when she saw Linaria-sama pursuing her dreams.】


  It was rare seeing the usually cold Doddo say something with such warmth.


  【The Young Lady sits at her desk late into the night every day, writing something. She is writing desperately as if she is out of time. To the Young Lady, this is something important. She will lose her current freedom after marriage, so she wants to finish it before the time comes.】


  Doddo straightened her posture.


  【Please, Yuu-sama, can you buy some time for the Young Lady? One day, or even one second is worth more than gold for the Young Lady. I can even offer myself if that’s what it takes. I can fulfill any of your requests. So, please, for the Young Lady…】


  After saying that, Doddo put her hands on the ground and bowed deeply.


  【W-Wait, please raise your head!】


  I couldn’t stay calm when an older lady treated me like this. I hurriedly pulled Doddo’s shoulders and helped her up.


  We were close enough to touch, and our eyes met. Doddo’s eyes were serious.


  【— Please.】


  I couldn’t refuse her when she looked at me like that.


  【I get it, I get it. I don’t know how much I can do, but I will do everything that I can.】


  That sounded unreliable to me too, but that was the best I could do.


  Doddo bowed again. She thanked me, but I couldn’t accept it sincerely.


  She requested that from me, and asked me not to hand the Alekhin Chess pieces over, but Aina had already given up, right?


  She told me that I could do whatever I wanted with the Chess pieces.


  In the beginning, Aina was considering the same thing as Doddo. If I didn’t hand the pieces to her grandfather, she could buy some time. However, she cancelled that request today.


  Had Aina already given up on her dream?


  

  Interlude




  I woke suddenly with a start. I fell asleep without realizing it, and my senses felt wonky. The ceiling was bright, as if it was lit by the sun. Shadows were squirming in the room.


  I shifted my heavy body to the side, and realized the fire in the fireplace was getting smaller.


  I moved unconsciously for the wood piled by the fireplace. I grabbed one while still lying down, opened the wire mesh and put one in. I added another, so it would last till dawn. I relaxed my body and curled into a ball.


  There was a crackling sound as the new wood caught fire. The heat warmed my face. The warmth encompassed me, and I felt drowsy again.


  ~
  


  When I entered the shop, the old chime rang. Quiet classical music was playing in the background. This scene, music, and atmosphere was so nostalgic. I spent most of life here, and this shop felt as familiar as my own body.


  ［Oh, Yu-kun, welcome.］ Takumi-san from the tofu shop was in a booth seat, and raised his hand slowly. ［You are rather late today.］


  ［Takumi, it’s your turn.］


  Grandfather who was opposite Takumi-san said. He then looked at me with a smile.


  ［You are finally back. Where did you go?］


  ［I need to do a little something.］


  I said without thinking.


  ［Something? That’s good.］


  Tok, the sound of a Chess piece placed on the board rang out. Grandfather faced the front again, then crossed his arms.


  ［You are giving up your Queen?］


  ［It’s fine, I will equalize later.］


  Today was the same as always, the two of them were enjoying Chess. Grandfather and Takumi-san were childhood friends, and competed in Chess since their youth. They even competed overseas, I didn’t know if that was true though.


  When I reached the counter, my father was standing there as usual. He was brewing Coffee with a serious face.


  ［Oh, welcome back. You promised to call if you are going to be late, right? Your mother is worried.］


  ［I went to a place without any phones.］


  ［Where could that be? Even farming villages have phones now.］


  My father poured the extracted Coffee into a cup, then took a sip.


  ［Hmm, this mixed Coffee isn’t good. The beans are over roasted.］


  ［Isn’t that how you usually fail?］


  ［I will succeed on occasions though.］


  He said proudly with his chest puffed out.


  I heard a cry further behind the counter. It came from the store room, and was from my mother.


  ［Yuu-kun! Where have you been!?］


  My mother rushed over with the pitter platter of her slippers. She was slender and shorter than me. Her rolled up sleeves revealed her thin arms, and glared at me with her fists on her hips.


  ［I’m so worried because you never came back! Why didn’t you contact us!?］


  ［Well… I wanted to do so, but…］


  ［But?］


  She looked up at me with her round eyes glaring. It wasn’t scary, but it was still a fact that my mother was angry.


  ［Sorry.］


  ［Hmmp, it’s fine. Don’t do it again.］


  My mother squinted her eyes in a smile. That smile was so nostalgic that I felt like crying.


  ［Remember to apologize to Kaya-chan too. She is worried about you.］


  That name shook my heart for some reason.


  ~
  


  The cold made me shiver.


  The fire in the fireplace was still burning intensely, but the heat couldn’t reach deep into my body. I hugged myself, and curled up into as small a ball as I could.


  Was it raining? I could hear the sound of water hitting the pavement. It sounded intense, with no gaps between each drop.



  The stars are visible tonight, so it won’t rain.


  Who said that?


  I nodded in agreement.


  Then what was that sound?


  The rain was still falling.


  The noises were non stop.


  The rumbles of the thunder.


  I could hear noises from everywhere.


  I heard the sound of something falling over.


  The wall collapsed.


  Several stone walls fell over like dominoes.


  ~
  



  Look, over there, my mother pointed. A girl was sitting at the booth seat by the window. She was supporting her face with her hands with a bored expression, twirling her long, dark hair with her finger.


  She looked my way when I came in. Her eyes looked curious, like that of a cat, shining from the sunlight coming through the window. Her skin was as white as snow, looking really prominent in the dim shop.


  【You’re late.】


  Kaya said quietly.


  【I said I’m sorry.】


  Her smile was just as I remembered, and I sat opposite Kaya.


  【Where did you suddenly disappear to? You are always making others worry.】


  Kaya narrowed her eyes, and I stared right at her.


  【… What. You looked as if we haven’t met in years.】


  She had a dumbfounded face.


  Kaya was my cousin, and we played together when we were young. I always felt her expressive face was very bright.


  For some reason, her face turned blurry. Was the light shining in through the window too strong? Kaya’s face glowed white, and her black hair was shimmering. I wanted to shield my eyes with my hand, but Kaya stopped me.


  【So, where have you been?】


  【… I actually went to a different world. I even opened a Cafe over there.】


  I thought she would mock me, but Kaya leaned forward with a curious grunt.


  【That’s interesting. Tell me more.】


  Oh, I remembered. That’s how Kaya was. I couldn’t help but smile, and my tears started flowing.


  【It might be a different world, but things weren’t completely different. For some reason, I could converse with them verbally, and our culture didn’t differ too much. There were beastfolks, elves, and even a labyrinth. But the way the people there think isn’t too different. There are many sad and depressing things, but also happy and uplifting ones too. Everyone is living their life to the fullest.】


  Kaya listened intently.


  【It seems that people from this world had gone there in the past, and they spread all sorts of culture and inventions. For example, the rules of Chess are the same there. I even spoke to an old lady who met someone from our world before. It seems that person suddenly disappeared.】


  【That person went back.】


  She sounded very certain.


  【She went back?】


  【Isn’t that obvious?】 Kaya said. 【That person didn’t have a place in that world. People from a different world will one day return to their own world.】


  I couldn’t see Kaya’s expression anymore. I could only tell that it was her voice.


  【Hey, Yuu.】


  Kaya stretched her hand out and placed it on my right hand. Her hand was warm.


  【Come back. Everyone is waiting for you. Yuu’s father, mother, grandfather, friends, and me. Everyone is looking for Yuu. Ever since you disappeared. We have been waiting all this time. So, come back.】


  I couldn’t answer. Asking me to return to a place I couldn’t go filled me with pain.


  【The people around Yuu had left, right? They left the city to pursue their dreams, and to marry. Be it the girl on your mind or your friend, they are all going away. Your shop might be a place to return to for some people. However…】


  Kaya continued. I wanted to shake off her hand and cover my ears.


  I didn’t want to hear it, but her voice became clearer. But Kaya didn’t let go of my hand.


  【Is that your home? Everyone will leave you in the end. Is the shop where you are alone the place you should return to?】


  ~
  


  My forehead felt cool, but my body was hot and heavy.


  I felt a chill down my spine.


  My body was shivering.


  My senses were dull, but I could tell that someone was touching my forehead.


  【—Kaya?】


  【Who is Kaya?】


  An exasperated voice seemed to be coming from afar. It sounded muffled, as if I was listening through water.


  【Oh, it’s a dream… It’s impossible for Linaria to be here…】


  【Yes, maybe it’s a dream. Really now, why are you burning up like this? Did you wander around outside without dressing warmly?】


  【I won’t do something so stupid… I just sat outside for a few hours.】


  【Stupid.】


  She flicked my forehead. There was a dull echo in my head.


  【Just stay still.】


  I didn’t have the strength to move, and wanted to tell her so when Linaria’s hand stopped me. A light different from a fire could be seen through my closed eyelids.


  【Amazing… This is like magic… Linaria, could it be that, you’re a mage?】


  【… Your fever is really bad.】


  I could hear a sigh.


  【I see… A fever, huh… That’s why I had a strange dream… No, is that a dream…?】


  【Enough, don’t talk. I will make you feel better right away.】


  The bright light seemed to penetrate right into my head. It wasn’t painful or uncomfortable, I didn’t feel hot or cold. My consciousness was wavering.


  【Kaya, told me, I should go back… But I don’t know how… what a nostalgic voice…】


  【Is that so? Speaking of which, I still don’t know where you’re from.】


  【I never mentioned it in the first place… It’s a far away place…】


  【— Do you want to go back?】


  【How should I put this… I had almost given up… I’m not sure what to think.】


  But I continued in a quiet voice.


  【She asked, whether this is the place I belonged… and I couldn’t answer… Is this my home…】


  【Isn’t this the place you belonged to?】


  【I don’t really understand… However, I will think at times… Is it fine for me to stay here, since I don’t belong here… I shouldn’t be here… It sounds silly, right…?】


  I heard a pathetic laugh. It took me a while to realize that was me laughing.


  The heat in my body had subsided before I knew it. I didn’t feel cold, and it was really comfortable.


  【I don’t know why, but I’m really sleepy…】


  【Then sleep. It’s fine, everything will be alright when you wake.】


  My hand was held gently. It was a little cold, but that was an unshakable anchor in this blurry world.


  I wanted to grip back, but I had fallen asleep. I didn’t dream this time.


  ~
  


  Someone was shaking my body. It started as calm as a lullaby, then got stronger and quickly. Finally, that person started hitting me.


  【Got it, I’m awake, I’m awake.】


  I opened my tightly shut eyelid, and a strong light shone in. I covered my face with my hand and turned away. After my eyes got used to the light, I finally realized who that small figure was.


  【… Oh, good morning, Nortri.】


  Nortri looked at me in relief for some reason.


  【Good… you’re alive…】


  【Of course I’m alive.】


  【But… the shop… is dark, it’s already morning… and Yuu is collapsed on the floor…】


  When I heard that, I surveyed the area.


  The sun was high up in the sky outside the window. I was lying before the fireplace that was extinguished. I really looked like I collapsed, since most people wouldn’t lie on the floor for an entire night.


  I found a familiar jacket draped over me.


  【Is that yours, Nortri?】


  I pointed at the jacket and asked, but Nortri shook her head.


  I picked it up, and it was too large to be Nortri’s. There was embroidery on the sleeves too. It’s from the Arialu School of Wizardry.


  【Huh?】


  My memory was roused.


  I recalled something that might be a dream or a fantasy. A nostalgic place and meeting nostalgic people. I heard Linaria’s voice too. I didn’t see anything, but the cool sensation on my forehead and the feeling of holding someone’s hand still lingered.


  【… It wasn’t a dream?】


  I probably had a fever from the cold, but that had passed. I had made a full recovery.


  Something hit my shoulder.


  【Don’t… ignore me…】


  I apologized to Nortri who was puffing her cheeks, then stood up.


  【Thank you for waking me.】


  I gently patted Nortri’s head. Nortri stared at me with a dissatisfied grunt, then closed her eyes with a comfortable face.


  No matter what I dreamt, what I heard, or what I thought, the unchanging days began again. In this world, in this place, this was my everyday life.


  A dream was just a dream. My dream might not turn true, but there was definitely a dream I could realize. Even if that dream wasn’t mine.




  Chapter 5: Where That Dream Leads to




  The crowd was loud.


  A group of men was surrounding a table. In the beginning, there wasn’t anyone at the table, but now, there were six. Everyone was staring at the Chessboard.


  【Did you see that move coming?】


  【Don’t be silly, I already lost track ten moves ago.】


  The whispers didn’t reach the ears of the man sitting opposite me. He covered his mouth and looked at the board seriously.


  【Kirby is quiet.】


  【A kid shut him up.】


  I looked out the window. It was almost evening, and the walls were dyed a warm red colour.


  【Hey, you.】


  Kirby said with his eyes still on the Chessboard.


  【What?】


  【Why are you so strong? Are you a Noble?】


  【No, I’m just your average commoner.】


  【That’s impossible. At your level, you can become a Noble through Chess alone.】


  Kirby-san reached out with his hand, then changed his mind and pulled back.


  I answered with a vague smile. It wasn’t my own strength, but the accumulated experiences over time.


  The main style of Chess in this world was to swiftly develop the pieces and launch a fierce attack against the opponent's King. This was only possible because defensive techniques had not been adequately researched. From the perspective of the Chess I learned, this was a style from several generations ago.


  The move of every piece would secure the crucial squares, and the time it took to develop your pieces would determine victory. I was only borrowing the research results of top class players who spent centuries researching Chess. So I couldn’t take any pride in this even if I was praised.


  Kirby-san stopped moving his hand, sighed, then toppled his own King.


  【It’s my loss. I don’t see anyway of winning.】


  The sound around us weren’t sighs nor cheers.


  【I thought he would win, so it wasn’t possible, huh.】


  Kirby-san took out a small pouch, then placed it on the table.


  【Here, the piece as promised.】


  Four Pawns, a Black King, a white Queen and Bishop. They were all Alekhin’s Chess pieces.


  【So, only the 『Shopkeeper』 and 『Noble-sama』 are left, right?】


  One of the men standing around us said.


  【What about Persimmon, the fishmonger?】


  【I heard he lost to 『Noble-sama』 yesterday.】


  【What a shame. He lacked the guts of a commoner.】


  【Erm…】


  I raised my hand, and everyone looked at me.


  【Who is Noble-sama?】


  The men looked at each other, then at me.


  【A young man who is collecting the Alekhin Chess pieces. He acts really manly, and has lush blonde hair.】


  【Completely opposite of your thin, pitiful hair.】


  Laughter then erupted.


  【Shut up, leave me alone! Really now, that man is strong. You can tell at a glance that he is a Noble, I heard he is gathering the scattered Alekhin Chess pieces on behalf of the aristocrats.】


  Another man stood up and added:


  【Since Kirby lost, there’s just 『Noble-sama』 and you left. I will cheer for you.】


  【Me too. Let him see the guts of us commoners.】


  I thanked them for their support as I thought about that youth’s figure. The person who wanted to buy Alekhin’s Chess piece off me. He glanced at the old men’s board, and thought of the same move as me.


  【He knows that I have the pieces with me, right?】


  I asked, and Kirby-san confirmed my suspicion.


  【Of course. Word have spread that the 『Shopkeeper』 here is incredibly strong.】


  I felt troubled. Who spread that news?


  I then remembered what Doddo said. That Noble youth was definitely helping Aina’s grandfather to collect the Chess pieces. Which means, I would have a match against that youth in the near future.


  If I lose, then Aina’s stalled wedding plans would proceed. What would happen if I won?


  Would her grandfather come over personally? No, that was impossible.


  ~
  


  With the change of the seasons, night fell earlier. There was still some time before dinner, but it was completely dark outside.


  There weren't any customers when Aina came, so it was just right for her to teach me writing. Since Aina didn’t have much time left, Tize’s letter that was laid out on the table was being explained to me.


  【Listen up, Plebeian-san, this is known as a shorthand, used between close associates or during emergencies. It might say “I’m concerned about your affairs”, but if you interpret it with shorthand, it will become “Are you well?”】


  【What a pain.】


  I complained, and Aina continued with a nod.


  【I understand how you feel. Unless it’s for a very formal letter, we would usually use shorthand.】


  【Then why are you teaching me this?】


  Aina’s eyes behind her spectacles curved up in a smile.


  【Oh, I taught it by mistake. Ohoho.】


  She was obviously doing this on purpose.


  【You are still bearing a grudge over that incident with Phil-san. I already said I’m sorry.】


  【Oh, what are you talking about, I have no idea. So I’m not bearing a grudge at all, yup.】


  【Aren’t you really bothered by this?】


  I looked right at her, and Aina straightened her back with a blushed face.


  【Bearing a grudge or not isn’t a problem. I’m reflecting on myself for getting too emotion back then too.】


  【By too emotional, you mean you almost cried?】


  【Hey!】


  She glared at me with a flushed face.


  【It’s ungentlemanly to repeatedly bring up a lady’s past. So forget it right now.】


  【Alright, alright, I get it.】


  【Wait, Plebeian-san, do you really understand. Even though I didn’t cry, scrunching my face is unbecoming of a Noble lady in public. Are you listening?】


  Aina was glaring at me with her usual attitude, as if she had never mentioned her marriage before. She seemed to be hinting that I shouldn’t bring that topic up, so I didn’t.


  I was tutored as usual, and Aina taught me like always. It felt as if our normal days would continue forever. Maybe Aina’s marriage was just my fever dream.


  Partway through the letter, Aina called for a break.


  【I will brew some Coffee.】


  【Oh, thank you.】


  I went behind the counter to prepare, and Aina took out a scroll of papers from her bag to read.


  Doddo mentioned that Aina was writing something passionately.


  After thinking about it for a while, I couldn’t help but asked:


  【You had been engrossed about that recently. What’s written on it?】


  Aina’s shoulders trembled, and she raised her head slowly. She peeked at me through the gap in her glasses.


  【Well, erm, right.】


  Her cheeks were flushed as she hugged the scroll preciously. A while later, Aina raised her head and looked at my face.


  【Can you, promise not to laugh?】


  【Is it something funny?】


  【No, I mean, don’t tease me and make fun of me.】


  She said quietly with a pout.


  Feeling curious, I nodded, acceding to her request.


  Aina alternated her gaze between me and the scroll, then finally squeezed out her voice:


  【I’m writing a story.】


  【Story? Like a novel?】


  I asked, and Ainia nodded bashfully.


  【A story, huh. You did say you like them.】


  Aina was fond of adventure tales, Doddo told me that in the past.


  【Isn’t that strange? For a woman to write a novel.】


  She sounded like she was probing me.


  【It’s not strange at all.】


  There were many female authors, so writing stories wasn't strange. Although my common sense might not be true in this world.


  【Sorry, but is it strange for women to write stories?】


  I asked, and Aina stared at my face in a daze. She then covered her mouth with her hand, lowered her head, and quivered her shoulders.


  【Aina? What’s wrong?】


  She wasn’t responding, but I could hear her trying to stifle something. I thought Aina was crying, then realized she was laughing.


  【Why are you laughing so hard?】


  I wasn’t joking here.


  I tried to express my unhappiness, but Aina wasn’t fazed. She finally stopped laughing a while later. Aina wiped the tears from her eyes and said.


  【You really don’t have any common sense.】



  How strange, she muttered.


  【After talking to you, my troubles seem so trivial.】


  【Is that a compliment?】


  【What do you think?】


  That teasing smile was the most calm and relaxed that I had ever seen her make. Maybe that was Aina’s true face.


  【Well, let me read that story when you are done. In the meantime, I will study to learn to read.】


  Aina squinted her eyes with a smile.


  【That’s true, it will be nice if I can complete it.】


  I couldn’t feel the determination to finish it from Aina’s tone. She sounded like she was inspecting a gem inside a box.


  【You don’t think you can finish it?】


  【No, but I wonder if there is any meaning in writing this. I don’t have much time left. After my marriage, I won’t have the time to write anymore. I even cut into my sleep to write my draft, but even if I finished, nothing will change. I couldn’t help but think this is just escapism.】


  Aina put the scroll of papers that were growing thicker on the counter, then caressed it lovingly.


  【I’m a daughter of Nobility, and my life has been decided since birth. I had been educated since young to only do things that I should do. Writing stories is unnecessary for a noble like me.】


  【Isn’t it your dream?】


  Aina turned towards me.


  【If considered from the perspective of necessity, dreams shouldn’t be pursued. No one can guarantee success, and nothing will be left after failure, and others might even mock you for it. However, that might be the beauty of a dream. Loss and gains didn’t matter, you are only chasing the things you want to do. Giving your all to pursue a dream that had little chance of panning out, maybe that’s what makes life meaningful?】


  Aina looked at me wordlessly. I felt a little bashful about discussing such a sentimental topic so seriously.


  【Well, instead of not doing anything, it’s better to try it out.】


  I raised my voice to fudge it over, and wasn’t sure what I was saying either.


  Aina smiled very warmly when she saw me act like that. Somehow it looked a little sad.


  【That might be so— I see, so that’s what a dream is.】


  Aina said softly as if she was indulging in the aftertaste, and her smile deepened.


  【Dreams are really bitter. It brings you joy and is so bright, but is so far away.】 I closed my eyes and sighed. 【To me, my dream is just like a fairy tale.】


  I just stared at Aina.


  When I was still schooling, I never considered my future or dream seriously. Life seemed so free, and I could decide on my future as I pleased.


  But in this world, Nobles couldn’t even pursue their dreams.


  Aina reached for the scroll, gently touching the words written on it. That was Aina’s dream. It couldn’t be contained with just a few hundred pages, and the story within was the entirety of Aina’s dream.


  ~
  


  I didn’t hate cleaning dirty dishes. Wiping the grime with a soapy rag, then rinsing with water. Repeating these steps would calm my heart as I thought about other things. There wasn’t anyone in the shop. The sign outside had been flipped to “Closed”, and I was finishing up for the day.


  The night was quiet. I could hear the sound of the water flowing and splashing onto the utensils. The number of dirty dishes were dwindling, but my mood didn’t improve. The matter with Aina still lingered on my mind.


  It couldn’t be helped, but the situation bothers me. But if this was the norm in this world, I couldn't complain either.


  But was this really fine?


  Would Aina continue writing stories after marriage? If making money wasn’t the goal, writing as a hobby was fine too, right?


  I asked myself, and the answer was no. I thought about what was wrong, but couldn’t get an answer. I just knew it wasn’t right. However, I couldn’t get a clear answer, just vague ambiguities.


  I turned off the tap after washing the last glass. I was wiping my hands dry when the chime indicated the arrival of a new guest.


  The one who entered was the youth I saw before. Delicate features and styled blonde hair. He looked fashionable just by standing still.


  The youth looked at me, and I looked right back at him.


  【You’re the 『Shopkeeper』, huh.】


  【You’re 『Noble-sama』, huh.】


  Our voices overlapped, then laughed at our own nicknames.


  【That doesn’t sound right.】


  【Indeed, that’s true for the both of us.】


  The youth took off his glossy black coat and looked around the shop.


  【Sorry, I haven’t prepared a coat hanger yet.】


  The youth nodded and folded it over his arm, and walked over.


  【This is our second meeting. Pardon my rudeness during my first visit. I didn’t know you play Chess.】


  【Because I don’t look like a Noble, right?】


  My joke made the youth laugh.


  【Your sense of humour is better than a Noble. Do I need to explain the reason for my visit?】


  【For Alekhin’s Chess pieces?】


  【That’s right. Only you and I are left. Let me ask again, do you have any plans to sell it? You will be paid handsomely.】


  I shook my head, and the youth nodded without any hesitation.


  【Well then, let’s decide things with Chess.】


  The youth walked to the nearest seat, then took out a small portable Chess board. He hung the coat over a chair, then sat down.


  I took off the apron around my waist and left the counter, then sat down opposite the youth.


  The youth started setting up the board. I picked up a chess piece.


  【There’s something I want to check.】


  【What?】


  We didn’t stop setting up the board.


  【Who hired you to collect the Alekhin Chess pieces?】


  The youth suddenly stopped moving. His gaze fell on my face.


  【What about you?】 The youth asked. 【Why are you collecting them? For money?】


  What’s my reason for collecting them?


  【Someone asked me to. To buy time.】


  【Time?】


  【A person who will be troubled if all the pieces are gathered. I started with a Knight, and things became like this before I realized it.】


  The youth laughed. It was a friendly laugh.


  【Someone asked you, huh. You are a nice guy.】


  【Isn’t it the same for you?】


  The youth shook his head.


  【I’m doing it for something in exchange. It’s for my own sake.】


  After setting up the board, the youth picked up a black and white Pawn, then clasped his hands together. He shook his hands three times, then pulled his hands apart, then extended his fists my way. This was a way to decide who will have the first move.


  【Right hand, white.】


  The youth opened his right hand, revealing a Black Pawn. I guessed wrong, so I would be using the black pieces. The board before me spun around. The youth replaced the two Pawns, and we were all set.


  【I will be in your care.】


  We bowed, and the youth moved his Pawn to e4. I responded with the Black Pawn to e5. The youth didn’t hesitate to move f4, placing another Pawn besides his first Pawn.


  This was an opening called the King’s gambit, a dangerous line, and would often lead into a messy board. It really lived up to the name’s origin, “gamble”.


  <TL: Despite what the Japanese author thinks, the origins of the word “gambit” is not related to “gamble”. https://www.etymonline.com/word/gambit >


  I had three options with my Black pieces. I could take the f4 Pawn with my e Pawn. I could push my d Pawn up in a countergambit. And the last option was…


  <TL: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/King%27s_Gambit,_Falkbeer_Countergambit >


  【How cautious.】


  The youth said after seeing my move. I moved my Bishop to c5. I declined the Youth’s gambit to offer a Pawn to draw me in, and just developed my pieces. Accepting the gambit would intensify the match, but I prefer to open the match steadily.


  The youth didn’t move immediately. In this world where Chess was treated like an intense match, my move might be considered cowardly.


  【Are you not trying to win?】


  The youth said as he moved a piece. I played right after him.


  【I don’t plan to lose.】


  【Is that different from winning?】


  Just a short clash, and compared to the aggressively attacking youth, I was defending stubbornly.


  What the youth said was true, but I had no reason to win. The important thing was to keep Aina’s grandfather from getting the Alekhin Chess pieces. For that sake, I didn’t choose victory, opting not to lose instead.


  Since draws were possible in Chess, there were ways to intentionally create them too. I didn’t need to take risks for victory, I just needed a draw.


  If I beat the youth by mistake, then the grandfather who tutored the Royalty might show up.


  As the Chess game progressed, the youth read my intentions.


  【Not set on victory, huh. You are just buying time.】


  The youth closed his eyes and thought for a moment. He then opened his eyes and looked at me.


  【I offer you a draw. Will you accept?】


  It was a little early to offer a draw. Normally, you would wait until the end game and neither side made any obvious mistakes, then you will offer a draw. We were just about to enter the middle game. What was he scheming?


  Seeing the question in my gaze, the youth shrugged.


  【I understand your level after playing so far. If you are set on defending, I can’t beat you. Continuing with this to the end will just be a waste of time.】


  He was too forthright in his thinking, and his snap decision surprised me.


  【So, how about it?】


  I agreed to the draw, and the youth swiftly kept the pieces.


  【I admit that It is difficult for me to take the pieces from you. It’s unfortunate, but I have to relay that to my client.】


  【Erm, that’s a little…】


  This was a little different from what I expected. It would be a problem if he withdrew so decisively.


  【You might want to buy more time, but I don’t have much time left. I will be leaving this city soon. Please liaise directly with my client.】


  He folded the Chessboard, stood up, then picked up his coat.


  【Erm, please wait, I will be troubled if the grandfather shows up next time.】


  【Grandfather? You mean the Dragon Chess Saint Joseph-sama?】


  The youth looked at me, as if he was telling me that I was mistaken.


  【I had never met Joseph-sama before. My client is Caires-sama. He is Joseph-sama’s son, the current Count of Foyaroges.】


  After saying that, the youth turned to leave. I didn’t stop him.


  The youth said he wasn’t working for Aina’s father. Not just that, his client was Aina’s father?


  But like Doddo said, the grandfather was collecting the pieces. The marriage talk couldn’t progress before he finished his collection. That was why she asked me to buy time.


  I didn’t really get what was going on.


  【I thought..】 A voice came from behind. 【You were working for him.】


  I turned and saw the youth turning halfway towards me.


  【There are two people collecting Alekhin’s Chess pieces. One of them is me, working for Caires-sama. You know who is the other person, right?】


  This speculation was logical. The problem was, I didn’t have any clue on my end.


  The youth turned without a word and reached for the door. At this moment, the door opened by itself. The cold night breeze blew in. Linaria was standing there.


  【Ugh, it’s cold.】


  I heard a quiet voice, but it stopped abruptly. Linaria remained still after opening the door. Her face was blocked by the youth’s back, so I couldn’t see her.


  The youth suddenly bent his back and knelt.


  【Princess-sama, I never thought I would meet you here.】


  

~
  

  【So, Princess-sama, what is your relationship with him?】


  I asked Linaria who was seated at the counter, and she glared at me with an annoyed look.


  【Say Princess-sama one more time, and I will give you a third nostril.】


  【Hahaha, now, now.】


  【...】


  Linaria had a serious expression. My hands trembled as I poured in the warm milk.


  I added two scoops of sugar and stirred. With only half of the beverage being Coffee, the colour turned gentle. It felt so long since I last made Café au lait for Linaria.


  【Here, please enjoy.】


  【Thank you.】


  She accepted the cup and took a sip.


  【It’s hot.】


  She moved it away from her lips and blew on it. She took another sip.


  【Hmm, delicious.】


  Linaria’s expression softened as she held the cup with both hands.


  【He came to receive me before my enrolment, or something like that?】


  【Receive?】


  That was an unexpected term.


  【More accurately speaking, he is from the Church. He came recently to tell me about the test’s content and how to handle the interview.】


  Linaria was separated from her parents since she was young. She learned recently that her parents might be with the Church as Healing Mages. So Linaria set a goal of transferring to a school specialized for Healing Mages.


  【Does everyone from the Church call you Princess?】


  Linaria scrowled her face at that.


  【Because I resemble my mother a lot.】


  【And that means…】


  【That’s right. He seems to know about my mother, and even met her.】


  Linaria said with an anxious face.


  【But he wouldn’t tell me the details. He only said that he will tell me after I passed the test.】


  【I see. At least you found a clue now.】



  That’s true, Linaria nodded. A moment later;


  【Actually, I need to leave the city for the test.】


  【Can’t you take the test here?】


  【I can’t. The test includes a school orientation and experiencing classes, so I need to be there.】


  【I heard it’s really far.】


  【I probably won’t be back for a month.】


  She told me a clear timeline. I already considered that possibility, but my heart still felt heavy.


  【I see, it will be winter when you come back.】


  【Yes. I heard it’s a snowy country, and gets even colder in winter.】


  【Aren’t there magic to resist the cold?】


  【There are, but you will get tired using it for the entire day.】


  This was a peaceful conversation that didn’t cross any boundaries, and avoided the core of the matter.


  Following the topic of the seasons, we talked about seasonal food, which made me nostalgic.


  We finally fell silent, and Linaria brought up a topic.


  【I will be setting off tomorrow.】


  The air suddenly shook.


  【That’s really rushed.】


  【It had been decided for some time now, but I had been busy preparing for the test. I did came here last night though.】


  Linaria looked up.


  【So that wasn’t a dream. I was sure I heard your voice, Linaria.】


  【I was shocked when I saw you lying on the floor groaning. You were burning up.】


  【So you treated me? You’re a big help, and your coat too. I will get it for you.】


  I went to the storeroom and picked up the coat on the cabinet. Something occurred to me when I touched the cold textile. If I didn’t return this, maybe Linaria would stay here. It would be getting colder, so she would be troubled without a coat.


  I laughed, realizing how childish that was.


  With the coat in my arms, I walked to Linaria, and she stood up.


  【Thank you for this.】


  【Okay.】


  I handed her the coat. She looked at me, and I looked back. We locked our gazes.


  I wondered what I should say.


  But I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure I had anything I wanted to say.


  Linaria lowered her gaze and took the coat.


  【I will be setting off from the academy tomorrow, at 6pm in the evening.】


  【I see.】


  Linaria slid her gaze from her coat to me.


  【If you are free, can you come and see me off?】


  【But I can’t go into the academy.】


  Linaria frowned, then pouted with a slight blush.


  【Can’t you use your indecent ideas at times like this? You still have the forged Letter of Engagement when you met the Songstress, right?】


  My heart started to pound, and the words were stuck in my throat. It was a pity to throw it away, so I still kept it in a drawer.


  【I still have it, but, is that really fine?】


  If I used it, people might start spreading rumours. There weren’t many students at the party, just people not interested in both Linaria or me. But this would be a normal school day in the academy. I wouldn’t be affected, but who knows how it would affect Linaria who was studying there.


  Linaria just nodded without a word.


  【In that case, I will see you off.】


  【Yes, I will be waiting.】


  For a while after that, I couldn’t calm down. Linaria was the first to break the silence.


  【It’s almost time for me to go.】


  【Yes. Good luck on your test. If it’s you, Linaria, you will definitely pass.】


  【Thank you, I will do my best.】


  I walked Linaria to the door. We stopped when our hands were about to touch.


  【— Hey, is there someone waiting for you?】


  【Waiting for me?】


  I asked her, not understanding the question. Linaria turned back. She looked confused, as if she was going to cry.


  【It’s nothing. See you tomorrow.】


  With a smile that made me think I was mistaken, Linaria left the shop, and I followed her. I could see Linaria’s back as she moved nimbly. Her bouncing red ponytail disappeared into the night.


  She would be leaving this city tomorrow, and would be back after a month. When would she be back if she passed?


  To fulfil her dream, Linaria was moving steadily forward. Was this everything this shop could do for her?


  I was determined to make this a place Linaria could return to. But Linaria could realize her dreams of meeting her parents again. I believed that firmly and hoped it would come true.


  Her home would then be her parent’s abode. That would be more natural, compared to my shop. In that case, then I…


  Words suddenly flashed across the night. The moonlight was covered by the thick clouds. I heard someone say these words, but couldn’t remember who. It took solid form and hid deep within my heart.



  — Everyone will leave you in the end.



  Shut up, I muttered.



  —Is the shop where you are alone the place you should return to?



  Who knows. I returned to the shop with that.


  I would just be troubled by that question. If not the shop, where else could I go?


  This was a different world. I didn’t have anywhere I belonged to here, such a place never existed.



  Chapter 6: Choice


  Today was a rest day. Maybe Linaria chose this day with that in mind, but thanks to that, I could afford to send her off.


  It was cold in the morning, but when the sun rose up high in the afternoon, the entire city was comfortably warm.


  I was too lazy to walk outside in the cold, but the streets were as crowded as summer. The stall tenders were shouting energetically, seemingly to be chasing away the cold.


  I felt warm sweeping the entrance to my shop in thick clothing, and took off my coat.


  With my broom in hand, I greeted the people passing by. Some were regulars, others were familiar faces I often saw passing by. This was my daily life I had grown familiar with over time. I didn’t feel happy nor lonely anymore. This was a natural scene to me, and had grown used to this emotion.


  When I stopped my work to take a break, I saw a high class carriage approaching from the city centre. The people moved aside to clear a path for the carriage. That seemed to be a carriage of a Noble.


  There was just the labyrinth further down, which seemed out of place for a Noble’s carriage. This was a rare sight. I was wondering where it would go when the carriage slowed and stopped before me.


  The coachman alighted and pulled out the folded steps under the carriage. He knocked the door three times before standing aside, and someone came out. It was a man.


  I could feel a sharp gaze. He had carefully combed grey hair and a well groomed beard.


  I had seen this man somewhere before. I thought for a moment, and my memories came rushing back. I saw him when I sneaked into the academy to meet Tize.


  The man’s sharp gaze fell on me.


  【—— You’re the 『Shopkeeper』, huh.】


  【Yes, I am…】


  He seemed to be implying something else, but I couldn’t feel any friendliness from him.


  【I’m here for Alekhin’s Chess pieces.】


  His words made me realize who this man was. He was definitely the client of 『Noble-sama』, whom I sparred with yesterday. Which means…


  【Are you Aina’s father?】


  I said softer than a whisper. The father looked obviously displeased.


  【There’s no reason for you to call me that.】


  That sounded like a fixed line, and I smiled wryly in my heart.


  【Well than, how should I address you?】


  【Caires.】


  【I understand, Caires-san】


  What was he unhappy about? Caires-san looked at me with stern eyes.


  【Erm… would you like to come in?】


  I asked hesitantly, and Caires-san nodded.


  ~
  


  Caires-san sat at his table, not sparing a glance at the Coffee I brewed, and glaring at me with his arms crossed.


  I couldn’t relax like this, so I sat while making my body smaller. I tried drinking some Coffee, but I couldn’t tell the taste or aroma.


  【I know that you have been tasked by my father to collect the Alekhin Chess pieces.】


  I couldn’t understand what he was saying.


  【… What?】


  【Don’t play dumb, I have investigated you. There are no records of your birth in this city, you took over this shop suddenly one day, and ran a strange eatery. Your past is a mystery, but your Chess is top notch… That’s too suspicious.】


  【Erm, I don’t understand what you mean.】


  【It’s useless. I know my father had visited this shop.】


  This might sound ridiculous, but the person before me— Caires-san, has a big misunderstanding.


  【Please wait, I don’t recall that happening.】


  【… I see. What price did my father offer you? Status, money, or woman? I can arrange for all that, so hand over the Alekhin Chess pieces.】


  Why should I negotiate over something I had no recollection of? What a pain. How did it come to this?


  No, the situation was obvious. Aina’s grandfather was collecting the Alekhin Chess pieces. I already knew that, and Doddo already asked me for a favor. So that information should be correct.


  In the end, only the youth known as 『Noble-sama』 and me held the pieces. I thought that youth was working for Aina’s grandfather.


  However, he was actually working for Caires-san, who was seated before me. There were only two people who wanted the pieces. One was Caires-san, so the other was definitely the grandfather.


  Since the youth was acting at the behest of Caires-san, it would be strange if I wasn’t collecting the pieces for Aina’s grandfather.


  It was understandable for Caires-san to suspect me. But the problem was, I had no clue about this.


  Unable to explain, I nursed my temple troublingly. Even if I proclaim my ignorance, I couldn’t prove it. Even I was thinking that way, so it was natural for Caires-san to do so.


  【I won’t go back if you don’t give me the Chess pieces.】


  He said seriously. This person was probably a man of his words.


  But wait, I suddenly realized something.


  I was asked to not give the pieces to grandfather, but nothing about Caires-san. Why was Caires-san collecting the pieces?


  【Erm, why are you collecting the Chess pieces?】


  【None of your business.】


  I asked directly, but didn’t get an answer. That was to be expected though. Then I couldn’t give it to him easily. Maybe Caires-san wanted Aina’s marriage to proceed.


  Caires-san glared at me with his arms crossed. I could only look back at him. Unable to make any progress, we remained at an impasse. This was no different from an endurance competition.


  After going through all that, I had no plans of handing the pieces over.


  It was the same for Caires-san. Mistaking me as the goon hired by grandfather, he had no plans to tell me about the matters of his family.


  There couldn’t be any progress unless one side gave up.


  I thought this would take a long time when the door chime broke the balance.


  【Dear Father!】


  Aina cried. Her shoulders were heaving as she walked in with ragged breath. Doddo or someone probably told her about Caires-san coming here, so she rushed over in a hurry.


  【W-Why are you here… Ughh.】


  Caires-san answered Aina, completely unfazed.


  【You don’t need to know. Stand down.】


  【But this person has nothing to do with this.】


  She said in a strong tone, and Caires-san looked her way.


  【No matter what you think, he has half of Alekhin’s Chess pieces. There is no way he isn’t involved.】


  【About that, I’m the one who requested him.】


  【Request?】


  【Yes.】 Aina replied. 【I heard grandfather is engrossed about collecting the Chess set.】


  【I see. You think the marriage will be called off if he didn’t collect the all the pieces, right?】


  Aina bit her lips and nodded lightly.


  【You are a terrible judge of people. The people you use will become your strength. That’s how a Noble is. How can you not see the true nature of someone in your employ.】 He narrowed his eyes and stared at Aina. 【This man is moving on your grandfather’s orders. You trusted the wrong man.】


  Aina looked at me with her eyes wide open. We locked gazes. Before I could deny that allegation, Aina said:


  【That is a misunderstanding, Dear Father. He isn’t working for grandfather.】


  【What are you basing that off? I will be disappointed if your decisions are swayed by your emotions.】


  【That’s because, he is my friend.】


  Her voice was loud and clear. Aina stood there stoically, her unwavering faith made me feel a little bad.


  【Nonsense.】


  An icy response.


  【There are people who betrays their friends everywhere. That is not a reason to believe him.】


  【Someone you wouldn’t mind betraying you is a true friend, right?】


  Caires-san snorted.


  【This isn’t a line from a story. Listen, Ainaleila, stories are stories because they don’t exist in this world. If not, no one will be drawn to them.】


  【I don’t think I can reach an agreement with you about stories, Dear Father. Speaking of which, why are you collecting Alekhin’s Chess pieces, Dear Father?】


  For the first time since I met him, Caires-san's eyes wavered.


  【… Personal interest.】


  【No way.】


  That excuse sounded really forced, and I interjected on reflex. Caires-san looked at me with a sharp gaze of a demon.


  【I always wanted to get Alekhin’s Chess pieces, and was just using this chance to collect them. There is no other reason.】


  【That sounds so fake……】


  【What did you just say?】


  【N-No, nothing.】


  I felt like a frog in front of a snake. I averted my face. This person has a really intense glare.


  【Could it be…】


  Aina said softly.


  【It’s for my marriage?】


  【Nonsense. Me, collecting the pieces to cancel your marriage? Unbelievable.】


  【I didn’t say that, Dear Father】


  Aina looked speechless.


  The panicking Caires-san was gritting his teeth.


  【Dear Father, I thought you agree with grandfather’s marriage suggestion.】


  【… There’s no way I will agree with something that came up on a whim. It must be some stupid reason anyway. I will decide your marriage partner, I won’t let others interfere.】


  His tone was firm. He must be collecting the pieces to stop Aina’s marriage. But practically speaking, the only thing that changed was the timing and who she would marry, Aina still didn’t have any choice.


  I looked at Aina. She was expressionless, and had already given up.


  【Alright, hand it over. Or you want to have a match in Chess?】


  Caires-san said while still staring at me.


  【Before that, can I ask Aina something?】


  I didn’t have any reason to interfere. This was a family matter. But I couldn’t stay silent.


  【What do you want to ask? There’s nothing more to say.】


  I looked at Aina. She was standing there with her head bowed, showing no intention of speaking.


  【… Is this something that has to be done so fast? Withdrawing from school or getting married after graduating, is it that urgent?】


  【That’s the happiness of a woman.】 Caires-san said firmly. 【I will find a groom worthy of Ainaleila.】


  【Will she be happy just with that?】


  【This is for Ainaleila’s sake.】


  That pissed me off a little. But now wasn’t the time to get hung up over it.


  【Isn’t pursuing your dream a way to achieve happiness?】


  【Dream?】 Caires-san laughed. 【Only kids are allowed to dream. And writing stories is just nonsense.】



  Why, I almost blurted out, but held it in.


  【What’s the use of writing stories? Instead of facing life head on, escaping into an ideal world of your imagination, and hiding there until you die? Dreams are just excuses.】


  I couldn’t say anything. Only someone who only had their eyes on reality could say that. The people in stories had souls too… I wanted to say that, but understood that it was too shallow.


  【—— Yes, it might be escapism.】


  Aina said.


  【But that’s all. It’s true that I enjoy stories with that in mind. I thought about casting aside the chains of a Noble and go on an adventure. If I was braver, if I took action, and if I was stronger, maybe my life would be more vibrant. I always liked this kind of thing.】


  Aina raised her head. This wasn’t the Noble Young Lady Aina, but Aina, the girl.


  【I planned to live as a Noble lady. This is a given since my birth. I had never thought that I can change my way of life, and think that is only possible for the protagonist in stories.】


  Aina continued. She clenched her fists tightly.


  【This might be obvious, but a woman proved that isn’t true. A commoner attending a school for Nobles, working harder than anyone and not losing to any Nobles… She is the only one who did it. Her figure and her way of life made me realize. Maybe life has more freedom than I imagined. Maybe there are more choices.】


  Oh I see, I get it now.


  Aina was so obsessed with Linaria not just because of her preference, but also admiration. She chose her own path and walked it proudly, and Aina couldn’t help being drawn in by that. Linaria was like the personification of her ideal.


  【Story might be escapism. But maybe that is something I want to do. A world where I can live freely, where I can make my own choices. So I won’t give up on stories just because you deem them as nonsense.】


  Only Aina’s hard breathing could be heard in the quiet shop. Her deep passion made me grind my teeth.


  【I see, then write it then.】 Caires-san said. 【You can write stories after you marry, do what you want.】


  Aina didn’t say anything and just hung her jaw— the air lost its tension and she lowered her head. Her lips were trembling. I already expected this answer, so I answered before she could.


  【As expected, it didn’t work, Aina. I already told you it’s impossible to convince him.】


  Aina looked at me puzzledly.


  Caires-san did the same. If possible, I wanted to see my own face right now too.


  【Actually,】


  I spoke.


  Actually, what?


  Did I have something to say?


  Nothing. I just made a sound.


  I said something to stop Aina from answering. I didn’t have anything to say and turned things around.


  Let’s make one up then. That was it. From the situation so far, let’s make something up.


  That wasn’t a lie. A delusion of what I wished. A story.


  Just like how the Chess pieces were linked with each move. I formed the core of the story in my mind. Before I could confirm it’s veracity, my mouth moved on its own.


  【The marriage partner chosen by grandfather, is me.】


  【… What did you say?】


  Caires-san’s eyes turned even sharper. Aina’s mouth was agape in shock.


  【After Aina marries me, she will help me run the shop and work on writing her novel. She will give up on being a Noble. After discussing this with grandfather, he said he will consider it if I collect all the Alekhin Chess pieces.】


  I was seen as the person collecting the pieces on behalf of grandfather. I would make use of this fact, and push the responsibility to someone who wasn’t here.


  【You mentioned that grandfather often visits this shop, right? It’s because he admires me.】


  【Admire you? What’s there to admire?】


  Well… Character wouldn’t do. Appearance wasn’t convincing. I was too average. But there definitely was something. A reason that grandfather would acknowledge this matrimony, something that Caires-san would believe— Got it.


  【He admires my Chess skills.】


  Caires-san furrowed his brows. He didn’t refute it. It might be possible if it was that person— that was the face he was making.


  Aina’s grandfather was the Dragon Chess Saint. So he must have had a side concerning Chess that normal people couldn’t judge. If he wasn’t so crazy, he couldn’t have climbed to the top.


  【Because grandfather admires my skills, he challenged me to collect Alekhin’s Chess pieces. And why I’m sitting before you right now.】


  Caires groaned with a serious face.


  He didn’t completely believe me, but couldn’t dismiss it as a lie either. It was a fact that I collected the pieces with my Chess skills. It was hard to gauge which part was a lie. And now, I could predict his actions.


  【Ainaleila! Is what this man is saying the truth?】


  He suppressed his emotions and turned to the side, and Aina’s shoulders twitched in surprise. Unsure what to say, her gaze met mine. I blinked clumsily to convey something, and Aina nodded, despite looking confused.


  【I-It’s true, Dear Father】


  A growl like a wolf came from his throat. Caires-san glared at me, his gaze so intense that my back was shivering. I wanted to flee in fear, but my mouth started moving on its own.


  【However, Aina wants to tell you properly, Caires-san. She wants you to understand her dreams. And she doesn’t want to avoid the obligations of a Noble either. So last night, I discussed it with that youth and asked him for a favour. I asked him not to tell you the details, and to call you over. He readily agreed.】


  I dragged that blonde youth in. With no way to determine the truth, he couldn’t tell if I was lying. If the lie couldn’t be exposed, it wasn’t really a lie.


  Caires-san turned red immediately. He was obviously enraged. His blood pressure was rising and his face was flushed.


  I set my fears aside after coming so far. My heart was pounding and my head was heating up. I didn’t stop choosing the words to say:


  【Since Caires-san thinks so… and won’t acknowledge Aina’s dreams, and wants to force her to marry a partner you chose, then regretfully…】


  I smiled and tried to agitate him as much as possible.


  【—— I will take Aina then, Father.】


  【——】


  The air froze.


  Caires-san’s emotionless face suddenly paled. As if all the blood in his face had been drained. My words had more impact than I thought.


  I gulped in the tense air that pricked at my skin.


  The sound was really clear.


  【Very well then.】


  Caires-san said with an even tone.


  【Since times of old, there are times when commoners and Nobles, or Nobles and Nobles would duel. And now, I, a Noble challenge you, a commoner, to a duel.】


  It was finally here. My hands trembled.


  I had been waiting for this.


  【Ainaleila. There’s a pouch with a Chess set in the carriage outside. Bring it here.】


  【D-Dear Father】


  Aina was troubled, she wasn’t expecting things to be heading in that direction.


  【Go.】


  Caires said with his eyes right on me. His lips didn’t move much at all. I didn’t avert my eyes too. I was worried about Aina who was peeking at me, but I couldn’t react.


  After a sigh of resignation, her footsteps went into the distance, followed by the door chime. As if he was waiting for Aina to go out, Caires-san said:


  【You get it right? If you lose, I won’t ask for your life, but you must disappear from my daughter’s face. Get out of this city.】


  Really now… Why were Nobles and people with powers like this. Extreme, arrogant, and wanted everything to go as they wished.


  Disappear from this City?


  Fine by me.


  【I understand. If you lose, please respect Aina’s choice and let her pursue her dream and choose her marriage partner. If she wants to go on an adventurer with a sword, let her go too.】


  【What nonsense. That’s out of the question. Why should I stay silent if I know my child will face misfortune?】


  【Well, that’s how it is.】


  Caires-san turned silent at my firm voice, and his gaze grew more intense.


  【You can’t win a match without the resolve of losing Chess pieces. It’s the same with life. If you don’t act out of fear of failure, then your dreams won’t be realized. Aina wants to make that choice. With the freedom to challenge themselves, she will stand to gain whether she succeeds or not.】


  A scene suddenly flashed across my mind.


  On that day in summer, I paid Aina for helping me out in the store because of the huge influx of tourists. The money was trivial to a Noble, but Aina was smiling really happily.


  【I am her father.】 Caires-san said: 【Are you asking a father to abandon his child? We are not like birds who will kill their young.】


  【Isn’t it normal for fledglings to leave their parent’s nest when their wings are developed?】


  The door chimed again. Aina brought the pouch right to the table. Caires-san took it, and looked at Aina.


  【… Alright then. Ainaleila, sit over there.】


  【Huh?】


  【This is the moment where your life is decided. You can’t be a bystander. You have to watch carefully how your choices will affect the lives of others.】


  【A-Alright.】


  Aina looked at me, asking me to explain. I shook my head. I had nothing more to add.


  Caires-san opened the pouch and placed a Chess board on the table. He then set up the pieces, with empty spaces on both the black and white sides.


  【Bring out the rest of the Alekhin pieces. This is the best place to use them.】


  ~
  


  This was a beautiful scene. Each of the Chess pieces were a work of art. With all of them set up like this, there seemed to be magic that sucked in your soul.


  After picking up two Pawns, Caires-san held them in his hands. He then reached out his right hand.


  I looked at Aina. The seated Aina said hesitatingly.


  【… White.】


  Caires-san opened his palm. A white Pawn. Our side would be using White. After returning the Pawns back to their position, Caires-san stared at me. His face was turned slightly to the front, where Aina was seated.


  【Is this really fine?】


  She was implying that it would affect my life too.


  【You said you don’t want to just be a bystander.】


  【That’s true, but like what Father said, even if it’s just the opening, I will just get in your way…】


  Aina said with unease.


  【Aina, you think you can’t win, right?】


  【M-My opponent is Dear Father after all. Grandfather taught him personally, and he is famous in the Noble circles—】


  【Do you want to give up?】


  Aina stopped talking.


  【Will you give up if someone tells you it’s impossible? Then give up here. If you will give up on your dreams just from this much, then you are better off not putting in the effort in the first place.】


  It’s meaningless if I just win against Caires-san. It would only mean something if Aina chose to fight on her own. She needed to tell her father who had decided her entire life and protected her dearly, that her wings were full. This was more important than the results.


  Aina was confused. She didn’t know if her choice was correct. Maybe her dreams would be dashed mid way. She bit her lips hard.


  Despite that, she still raised her head. She looked at me intensely, then nodded firmly. She faced the board and picked up a Pawn. Her first move was e4


  .


  Caires-san didn’t move, looking at Aina’s eyes to discern her intentions. Finally, he uncrossed his arms and moved his Knight to f6. Aina’s confusion was clear.


  In this era that favours quick attacks, moving your Knight first was abnormal. Since the main trend was to push the Pawn as quickly as possible, this was clearly a slower move.


  However…


  I looked over, and Caires-san looked back at me.


  She seemed to be asking if I knew the meaning behind this move.


  This move reminded me of a great Chess player. Known as the 【Poet of the Chessboard】, he was unmatched in the artistic realm of Chess, and favoured that move.


  If Aina underestimated this move and proceeded without any defences, she would be put in a tough spot later.


  Aina seemed troubled, but thinking it was still the opening, she continued pushing her Pawns.


  The rhythm of the match had been set.


  Caires-san moved without hesitation, while Aina fell into deep thought. When she made a move, Caires-san responded without any hesitation.


  The time Aina spent thinking got longer. With each move, the board became more complicated. The fatigue in Aina’s eyes grew proportionately greater. Playing Chess was exhausting to your mind and body. The burden was even greater in this situation.


  Caires-san pushed on calmly. Another strong move. Any mistake and the situation would become worst.


  Aina knew that too, and had a serious look. She leaned forward and stared at the board, trying to find an answer. Aina’s forehead was covered in sweat.


  【What’s wrong, Ainaleila. Make your move. But don’t make the wrong move. If you lose, that man beside you will disappear from this city.】


  Aina looked at me in shock.


  【If you win, I will give you the time to pursue your dreams. This has been decided. Do you understand, Ainaleila? Your choice will affect the life of another person. That’s the responsibility of those in power.】


  Aina looked at me.


  I nodded, and her face twisted. She glared at the board with tightly pursed lips and shook her head.


  【I-I… Can’t. Things like dreams are just…】


  【Aina. Make your move.】


  Aina shook her head as she looked at me. She kept shaking like a stubborn child.


  【I can’t. Your life will be changed. My dream isn’t worth that much.】


  Her voice was hoarse. Her brows and eyes were drooping, and she was on the verge of tears.


  I took a deep breath and tried my best to smile.


  【Actually, there’s one thing that is pissing me off.】


  I put my hand over Aina’s hand and held on tight. Her hand was ice cold.


  【Aina asked me to not hand over the Knight. Doddo asked me to just buy time too. Just to stall for as much time as possible, instead of asking me to win.】


  I looked deep into Aina’s eyes, and said to her:


  【Before the match even starts, don’t decide that I will lose. That really pissed me off.】


  Aina stared with her eyes wide open, then her face turned into a smile.


  【You are right. That was rude of me.】


  【Indeed. If you want to ask a boy for something, then ask them to win for you. You need to say that much. Isn’t it the same for stories? It wouldn’t be cool otherwise.】


  Aina nodded in agreement. Her eyes were narrowing into a curve between her brows and cheeks. Her lips were trembling, and her face was unsightly. It wasn’t an elegant or strong willed look. It was the original face of a girl. I was here for her and her dreams. I could feel that clearly.


  【Aina, choose. Make the next move to decide your life. You don’t have to think of the correct answer. Choose on your own, and make your next move with resolve. That’s the most important thing. Can you do that?】


  Aina nodded.


  【Just one move. It’s fine even if you make a mistake. Then leave the rest to me. I will win.】


  Tears rolled down Aina’s cheeks.


  She nodded with no regards for her tears, then reached to the board with trembling fingers. Unsure if she was right, she picked up a piece despite being troubled, and made a move of her own volition


  【Well done.】


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  I wiped away Aina’s tear from her cheek, patted her beret, then sat on the chair.


  【Leave the rest to me.】


  【… Hmmp.】


  Caires-san closed his eyes and grit his teeth. He then looked right at me.


  【This is a duel, so I won’t hold back. This is my obligation as a Noble.】


  【Yes.】


  Caires-san studied the Chessboard, staring at the move Aina made. I understood what he meant.


  That move was a blunder. But so what? Aina chose that move on her own, and the result would be up to me.


  【Do you still think you can win?】


  I shook my head.


  【I will win because I have to. Isn’t that all?】


  【That’s just being cocky. You still don’t understand reality.】


  Caires-san made a move. He punished that blunder mercilessly. It was heart wrenching. Normally, I would have lost all hope of winning. I would think about forcing a draw, and move to avoid losing.


  But this time, I craved victory.


  Not just for the girl beside me, but for myself too. I wanted to win, to give meaning to my existence in this world.


  I checked the clock on the wall. It was almost time to send Linaria off. I closed my eyes.


  【Given up?】


  I heard that voice.


  If I chose one side, then I had to give up on the other. That was what a choice was.


  I opened my eyes and stared at Caires-san.


  【That’s my line—— you are a hundred years too early to win against me.】


  I picked up a Chess piece. I could think of countless choices in just this one game. I chose one move and made it. I discarded the other possibilities, and chose this move.


  ~
  


  I was completely late. I knew I wouldn’t make it in time.


  Despite that, I didn’t just sit on the stool, and started sprinting down the road.


  Night had fallen. There was people everywhere, and I would bump into people when I make my way through the crowd. Leaving the grumbles behind me, I kept running.


  I could finally see the Academy. The gate was shut. A middle aged man who seemed to be a guard looked at me in surprise as I ran with ragged breath.


  I stood still, and my heart seemed to be screaming. I couldn’t steady my heavy breathing. I had so many things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t speak properly. My hands rested on my knees and I suppressed the urge to sit down on the spot.


  【What’s wrong, are you alright?】


  The guard walked over.


  I couldn’t answer immediately, and kept breathing heavily. Finally, I raised my head.


  【Erm…】


  My voice was hoarse. I tried to push down my sticky saliva.


  【Has the carriage, left?】


  【Carriage?】 The old man reached for his hat. 【Oh, the one headed for Fortuna, huh. You must be Yuu-kun.】


  I looked at the middle aged man on reflex when he called out my name. Had I met him somewhere?


  The middle aged man reached into his pocket and took out a quarter folded paper.


  【A red haired girl left this with me. She said if a frail black haired boy ran over in a panic, I should hand it to him. She told me to punch him if he was calm and collected, but that seems unnecessary.】


  My face cramped when I heard those words that sounded just like Linaria. I couldn’t brush this off like a joke, and took the paper timidly.


  【That child waited a long time for you. Something must have cropped up for you, but you should still apologize to her.】


  I could only nod.


  I watched the guard walk away, and opened the paper.


  It was Linaria’s handwriting. There was a big and simple word on it, followed by small words below.


  Thinking back on what I had been studying, I confirmed the words. Linaria knew I couldn’t read, so she wrote in very simple terms.


  —— Stupid. I’m going.


  That was all.


  I held the paper and looked up into the sky.


  I sat down onto the ground as if I had gotten tired of standing.


  That wasn’t all, I even spread my arms after lying down. I looked at the boundless night sky. It was cloudy, so I couldn’t see any stars. The cold pavement cooled my back that was wet from sweat.


  I could hear footsteps. The guard was peeking at my face.


  【You look really suspicious now. Well, I will pretend I didn’t see that for now.】


  【… Thank you.】


 

  Epilogue


  Nortri, who was before the hearth, had a blissful sleeping face as if it was spring. Her body was relaxing against a giant cushion, and her tail would sway occasionally. She skipped school today too.


  It had gotten really cold. All my regulars said that winter was coming. It seemed that autumn had already passed.


  The shop was empty before evening. Only the Elf big sister was reading a book in a corner, and the two old men were playing Chess.


  I approached the old men, and the narrow-faced old man smiled cheerfully.


  【Yo, Shopkeeper, taking a break?】


  I nodded.


  The situation on the board was in the narrow-faced old man’s favour. I smiled.


  【Oh, is it that interesting?】


  【It’s strange that I didn’t realize all this time. You never moved that Rook, and is using that as a handicap.】


  【Oh.】


  I continued with my eyes on him.


  【Thinking back, you first came to this shop the day after I got Alekhin’s Knight. When you were playing Chess, the youth muttered softly after looking at your board. You asked me what I thought about that move. That was strange, but I know your strength now. You are intentionally looking weak, and it’s the same situation here. You also know that I can play Chess. Not many of my regulars know I play Chess. How did you know?】


  Hoho, the narrow-faced old man laughed. He then clapped softly.


  【I’m finally exposed.】


  【You have been waiting all this time, huh.】


  The round-faced old man said in a steady tone unlike before, then stood up. He bowed deeply my way before leaving the shop.


  【He is actually my attendant. He joined a touring troupe in the past. His acting is great, isn’t it?】


  His cheerful attitude had a hint of arrogance. Unlike a kind old man who had retired, he felt like someone used to others following his orders.


  【You must be Aina’s grandfather.】


  The old man squinted his eyes in a smile.


  【That’s right, my granddaughter has been in your care. My son caused you trouble too, since he is a silly father.】


  His calm demeanor made it hard for me to keep up. I was about to speak when…


  【Anyway, please take a seat.】


  He gestured at a chair.


  I was a bit confused, but still sat down where the round-faced old man was just sitting.


  【So, where should I start.】


  The old man crossed his fingers on top of his belly, then slowly leaned back.


  【… What’s your goal for planning something like this?】


  【Oh ho, straight to the point. You have the right to know, of course.】


  He narrowed his eyes.


  【To be honest, my goal is to dote on my cute granddaughter.】


  【By doting on her, you mean bringing up the fake marriage arrangements?】


  【It’s not strange for things to turn out like this sometimes.】 He laughed cheerfully. 【I knew my son had been searching for a suitable partner for Ainaleila. He loves Ainaleila a lot, and would do anything for her.】


  As I suspected. That was the thing that bothered me when I was speaking with Caires-san. He was too concerned about Aina, that was why he was so stern.


  【Deciding the marriage partner of your children is something only done in the past. The status of Nobles and commoners would change with the times, he is too stubborn about this. However, Ainaleila still followed his words without complaints. That child grew up without thinking or choosing about her way of life. She had been given the correct answer one sidedly.】


  The old man smiled.


  【One day, that child changed and smiled a lot. She would chat with me every time she saw me. She became friends with a girl she admires, and tells me about a strange shop opened by a youth… that’s probably you. Some time ago, that child confessed to me that she wants to write stories.】


  【How did that lead to her marriage?】


  【This will need some explanation.】 The old man then raised his index finger. 【First, even if I bring up a marriage, Caires will oppose it. Which means, this marriage is impossible from the start.】


  【Hah.】


  【But if I forced the issue, he had to agree on the surface. Caires is very stubborn and placed great importance on the customs of Nobles. I might have raised him to be too serious. So I added the element of the Alekhin Chess pieces, knowing he would make use of them.】


  【As I thought, the Alekhin Chess pieces is your scheme, huh?】


  【It’s really easy to lend them out. It works great during times like this.】


  【The guy who came to my shop with the very first Alekhin’s Knight too?】


  The old man smiled happily.


  The answer was obvious from his face.


  【If I told him I was engrossed in collecting the Alekhin pieces, Caires would definitely collect them and use them to negotiate with me. Ainaleila would need to face this reality with the limited time she had, and I want to know what kind of decision she would make. It was fine for her to pursue her dreams or live on as a Noble. In any case, the marriage would be canceled when Caires collects all the pieces… That was my plan.】


  I couldn’t help sighing after hearing that.


  I felt speechless that everything I did was meaningless.


  【It went beyond my expectations. That’s right, you are a piece I added to the board to just buy time. No matter who Caires sends out, he would be a top level player, and could easily collect the pieces spread out amongst the commoners. So I needed people of a certain level to obstruct them. I often heard about you from Ainaleila, and an acquaintance also complimented your skills too. I thought this would be a good chance to get to know you… To think you’re really a hidden dragon.】


  All this felt ridiculous, and more importantly, I was played like a fiddle. Everything was in the grasped of this old man. We were just pieces on a Chess board.


  【But I never expected Caires to lose. He didn’t tell me the Chess Notation for it. How did the match go?】


  The old man leaned forth with sparkling eyes.


  I scratched my head, then reset the pieces on the board.


  【All's well that ends well… That only works in tales. I simply don’t like the way you did things.】


  【Oh.】


  【Aina was suffering in tears, and I was rushing around like a fool, but forget all that. This is just me venting. Because of your roundabout way of doing things, I didn’t make it in time to bid Linaria farewell.】


  【What are you going to do about it?】


  Seeing his expectant face, I gave the answer he wanted.


  【Let’s decide it through Chess.】


  ~
  


  The next day, Aina and Doddo came to the shop. Doddo was holding something very long. I asked Aina who was blushing and squirming.


  【What is that?】


  【Oh, this.】


  In response to Aina’s gaze, Doddo setup the thing. By combining rods of various lengths, an object like a withered tree with protruding branches stood there. It looked weird.


  【This is a coat hanger hand made by Alekhin.】


  【Ohh… Alekhin, huh.】


  This name only brought up bitter memories. My feelings must be showing on my face, since Aina suddenly shirked away.


  【Well, my grandfather caused you a lot of trouble… I just learned the truth last night.】


  【It’s fine, don’t mind it.】


  There wasn’t any need to blame anyone, and it wouldn’t make anyone feel better. Laughing it off was the best solution.


  Aina peeked at my face.


  【My father is reflecting on it too. Erm, he’s sorry for having a duel because of a misunderstanding. So he took this out of his collection as a gift for you.】


  【I see, then I will happily accept this. I wanted a coat hanger any way. This matches the style of this shop too.】


  【Isn’t that right!? I chose it!】


  Aina said with her chest puffed out. She then started to explain and gestured at what made it so valuable.


  After things had calmed down, things were the same as always. Or rather, there never was an issue from the start. The incident that started with the Knight ended with me getting a weirdly shaped coat hanger and my life staying the same and unchanging.


  【Are you listening, Yuu-san!?】


  But I had no problems with that after seeing the energetic face of the girl before me.


  【I’m listening. You are talking about the artistic style of this weird coat hanger, right?】


  【No, look at this properly. This shape is planned perfectly by Alekhin.】


  Behind Aina who was explaining passionately, Doddo was smiling faintly. This was rare for her. She straightened her posture after meeting my eyes, then bowed deeply. She then raised her head and said with a smile:


  【The master would like to formally invite Yuu-sama to the mansion as a guest.】


  Aina stopped speaking for a moment. Her face was a perfect shade of crimson, like a red leaf. I never thought I could see the last vestiges of autumn here.


  I looked up at the ceiling, exhaled, then answered with a smile.


  【I appreciate the thought, but no thanks.】



  What do you mean by that, Aina yelled. I fudged it over vaguely. Aina had gotten really expressive. That was a good thing, but I would rather not visit the home of a Noble.


  The door chimed at this moment. The one who entered was the Bird Tribe man who delivered Tize’s letter some time ago.


  【Safe, sure and swift, we will accept any courier request. I’m a courier from the Eagle Wind Courier company. My apologies for taking so long before visiting again.】


  The man who walked passed Doddo to the counter looked at Aina and me.


  【Oh, my apologies. Am I interrupting something?】


  【Not at all, you are a big help.】


  【Big help? What do you mean by that, Yuu-san?】


  Aina was glaring at me with her eyebrows raised.


  【Nothing.】


  I raised my hands in surrender, then turned to the Eagle Wind courier. My letter wasn’t ready yet. I didn’t make any progress because of the Chess incident, and I didn’t ask Aina to help me write a reply.


  【I’m sorry, I haven’t written the letter yet. Can I give a verbal reply?】


  The man smiled when he heard that, and nodded.


  【Passing messages were our jobs in the past.】


  【That’s great. Well then.】


  I thought for a moment.


  【The reply letter will take some time, but I will send one properly, so please wait for it. And also, I am looking forward to meeting again in Spring. Can I count on you?】


  【I have received the message.】


  With a nod, the man spreads his wings.


  【It’s no problem, Spring will be coming soon.】


  I nodded with a smile.


  【Yes, winter will be a fine season too. It definitely will be.】


  

  The Letter from Tize


  Yuu-san, have you been well? I’m doing fine here. I hope I’m not bothering you with my letter. I apologize if I am. But I wanted to write to you no matter what.


  I’m in the capital right now. It’s a noisy city with lots of people. Thinking there would be Indecent people gathered somewhere here, I slipped out at night, but got caught by Claire. What a shame.


  I still remember that day when I sang with everyone in the Indecent Alliance at Yuu-san’s shop.


  My grandmother smiles often now. We went to a garden yesterday, and watched the performance of a traveling troupe. I heard they are traveling around the world, that’s amazing. The drama they performed is great, and I almost cried. I hope Yuu-san can see it too.


  Sorry for getting off track. I have so much to tell you, Yuu-san. If you don’t mind, can I continue to write you?


  I will be getting on stage tomorrow. I want to muster my courage, so I wrote you this letter. Yuu-san is always helping me, so let me repay the favour. I can do anything within my means.


  Erm, is there anything I can do for you? But it is wrong to ask it like this. My apologies.


  But, if you think of anything, please don’t hold back and ask. I will work hard.


  It is starting to get cold, please keep yourself warm. I want to visit your shop in Spring. I want to drink Coffee again. It’s a little far, but I will always remember singing inside Yuu-san’s shop.


  I will write again. You don’t have to reply, but I will be very happy if you write me one…


  That’s all for now, please take care of yourself.


  Tize


  

  The Letter From Phyllis


  Since Tize wrote this letter with a smile, I can’t stop her. There will be a return letter, right?


  However, Tize is a honest child, so don’t tell her anything stupid.


  If your reply is too slow… You know, right?


  Phyllis
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