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  Prologue


  My back hurt when I stood up straight. I was too engrossed in shoveling the snow. Heat was dissipating from my body, and my back was covered in sweat. I shoved the shovel into the snow and supported my waist with my hand. I looked towards the laughing I just heard. One of my regulars, Wilm-san, was standing on the road to my shop.


  【The snow sure is a hassle.】


  【Good Morning, Wilm-san. Heading to the Labyrinth on such a snowy day?】


  【With how the city is, it’s more comfortable to dive into the Labyrinth.】


  【Sounds great. Maybe I should take a look too.】


  【If you are going, let me guide the way. Anyway, the Labyrinth Shift that happened three years ago will be happening again. This is the time for the adventurers to go in and get a final haul. If you want to go, it’s better to go next year.】


  Wilm-san raised his hand, then walked away in the snow.


  It snowed last year too, but the snow was heavier this year, turning the streets white.


  When I woke up this morning, I found the entrance to the shop buried in the snow. So I took out a shovel from the storeroom and started shoveling.


  The mountains in the distance had a white crown, and the city was dyed in white. The snow was glistening under the morning sun.


  I took a deep breath of the clear cold air, and held it in. The air filtered by the snow had a clear taste. It was a comfortable morning.


  But there was something worrying too. With this much snow and in such cold weather, would there still be customers?


  I could hear cheers from nearby. Four kids were running around in the streets, laughing while covered in snow. They would jump into the piled up snow or throw snow at each other, their happy laughter echoing out loud.


  Snow was the root of my worries, but for the kids, this was the beginning of fun and games.


  I locked my gaze with the person on the other side of the street. He was leaning on his shovel while resting, and watching the children just like me. We smiled at each, then went back to our shoveling.


  This was the third winter since I came to this world. And it started with me doing hard labor, shoveling the snow.


  A fire burned brightly in the hearth. I added more firewood, then sat down on the floor. My sweat from shoveling snow had cooled, and my body was freezing. I warmed my hands at the fire, and saw my fingers were trembling.


  This was troubling. How great would it be if I could make a snowman and engage in snow fights like a kid.


  And now, I was worried about shoveling snow in my storefront, how many customers would come, and problems like the cost of firewood. In short, how much this snow would affect my income.


  Instead of enjoying the snow, I was more worried about the money. I felt a little sad that I have grown up.


  After warming myself at the fire, my chills had subsided. Pushing myself up, I looked out the window, and light snow was falling, glimmering in the golden sunlight.


  【… It will be great if the snow stops piling up.】


  I would need to shovel snow tomorrow too. I could only smile wryly about this, since grumbling about the weather was useless.


  The door chimed, and the wind blew in with light snow.


  【Oh, Shopkeeper. Good Morning.】


  It was the adventurer Arbel-san.


  【Good Morning, you are fully armed today too.】


  【Oh, this?】


  Arbel-san knocked on the platinum armour she was wearing under her coat.


  【It might look heavy, but it’s actually light and comfortable. And warm too.】


  【Warm? Isn’t it metal?】


  【There is a convenient thing called magic engravings. Armors can become light, and the temperature can be adjusted.】


  【That sounds convenient.】


  I started seriously considering buying a set too. It would be convenient when I shovel snow.


  As if she saw through what I was thinking, Arbel-san smiled.


  【And of course, it cost a tidy sum of gold. This is one of the secret techniques of the Coven. It cost as much as a dwarven steel sword.】


  【Are dwarven steel swords expensive?】


  【Yes, because they hate swords.】


  【Why?】


  【A dwarf I knew said they don’t like weapons with blades taller than them.】


  That sounded like a personal reason, so I wonder if I should laugh awkwardly or treat this like a joke.


  【By the way, what’s the Coven? I think I heard that somewhere before.】


  【Huh?】 Arbel-san cocked her head.


  Oh, it seemed I had misspoke.


  I didn’t belong to this world, I came here suddenly one day. I didn’t have the common knowledge of the locals, and they would look at me dubiously when I asked them about it. This has happened numerous times now.


  I was thinking of an excuse when Arbel-san spoke before I could.


  【It’s something like a research institute. Investigating ancient secrets, produce from the Labyrinth, and all sorts of things. The Coven is secretive in nature, and difficult to discern.】


  That sounded like some secret evil organization. I remembered where I heard that name before. It was Linaria. When she saw the devil’s fruit brought in by Corleone-san, she mentioned that the Coven was also researching it.


  【The Labyrinth Shift is being investigated by the Coven too. The cycle is shorter than usual, so they are investigating since it’s out of the norm.】


  【Is that Labyrinth Shift that rare?】


  【It happens once every several years or several decades. The shortest interval should be eight years, but this time, it’s three years. It’s only natural for Coven to be concerned.】


  I didn’t really understand what the Labyrinth Shift was, and I was hesitant to ask now, so I pretended to know and nodded. I then reached for the bag I placed beside the counter.


  【Sorry for chatting for so long. Here, the lunchbox you ordered.】


  Arbel-san took it with a cheerful smile.


  【Thank you. That’s something to look forward to in the Labyrinth.】


  【But, that’s a space distortion bag, right? Is it really fine to put your lunchbox inside?】


  Arbel-san passed me this magic bag some time ago. It was small enough to be held in one hand, but the inside had been expanded with magic, and time was stopped for the things placed inside. She asked me to pack the lunchboxes inside.


  【No one knows how the Labyrinth will change after a Labyrinth Shift. I want to do as much as possible while the Labyrinth maps I saved up are still useful. The adventurers might choose to camp in the Labyrinth, which means I will be camping in the Labyrinth, I can’t stay there without this much leisure and comfort.】


  Arbel-san leaned in close as she said that. The faint sweet citrus scent made my heart race. It was too stimulating for an innocent youth like me for a big sister as beautiful as Arbel-san to be so close.


  【Did you prepare the usual?】


  【Yes, I have put in the Coffee.】


  Arbel-san gave me a bunch of buckets along with the bag, and asked me to fill all of them with Coffee. I knew Arbel-san was obsessed with Coffee, but I still had to respect her for going so far.


  【That’s a relief.】 Arbel-san looked satisfied. 【It’s a matter of life and death if I can’t drink your Coffee for a few days.】


  【I’m happy to hear that, but do be careful.】


  I didn’t know how dangerous the Labyrinth was, but it definitely wasn’t a stroll in a park. You couldn’t be too careful there.


  【I have the Shopkeeper’s lunchbox and Coffee. That’s the best protection for me. I will be counting on you for the food and Coffee after I come back.】


  【Yes, I will be waiting.】


  Arbel-san left the shop. I couldn’t follow her, so I watched Arbel-san go as usual.


  When the door stopped chiming, the shop was eerily quiet. As if the snow in the city had drowned out all the sound.


  It had been a while since I opened the shop. I remember that I didn’t flip the sign to 【Open for Business】.


  I was heading out when I bumped into a guest coming in. It was the big sister Elf who visited regularly.


  【Welcome. You’re early today.】


  The big sister nodded and stared right at me, and I looked back. I stood there wondering what it was, but she still didn’t speak. I couldn’t stand the silence and was about to speak when…


  【You are not from this world, right?】


  The unexpectedly clear voice seemed to hit me right in the heart. I couldn’t say anything, and just looked back with my mouth agape.


  【It’s almost time for you to return to your original world.】 


  Chapter 1: The Beginning of Winter and the End of Stasis


  There were different seasons for Coffee.


  To brew a good cup of Coffee, high quality Coffee beans were necessary, and that included the cultivation of these beans. Coffee beans were hard to cultivate, and it was probably the same in this world. You couldn’t plant them without the perfect environment. As for the difficulty, it needed heavy rainfall when it was growing, and it had to be dry enough when harvesting it. It needed sufficient sunlight, but it couldn’t be too strong, and the year round temperature had to be just right. It was easier to get along with the unsociable dwarves than planting Coffee.


  Because of their nature, there were limited places for Coffee beans to grow. On top of that, this world didn’t have a culture of drinking Coffee as a beverage, so bean cultivation was rare. It was popular in some places as a local specialty, but it wasn’t well liked where I was. This shop’s Coffee beans were imported from overseas, transported by sea.


  This contributed to it’s high price, which couldn’t be helped. I had to sell it with a thin margin, and instead of making money, I had the ambition of spreading the charm of Coffee to the whole world.


  However, great ambition was usually accompanied by great difficulties.


  【Your ship is out of commission?】


  【We ran into a mana storm during our voyage. We made it out safely thanks to a mage who was on board, and managed to secure the cargo too. But the keel is done for. It had been used for decades already, so it’s time to retire the ship. And it’s time for me to retire with it too.】 


  His grey hair was combed back, and his beard looked majestic. He was old, and his well toned body was completely tanned. I address him as Skipper, and don’t know him by any other name.


  The Skipper’s large hand covered the cup as he picked it up and drank the Coffee heartily.


  【And so, I can’t help you with the delivery of this thing any more.】 


  【… I see. Given how your ship is, that can’t be helped.】


  Skipper had been supplying the Coffee in my shop.


  【And I finally liked this thing.】 


  The Skipper always drinks rum. My shop didn’t serve alcohol, so the Skipper always tried to drink Coffee.


  【When you first ordered this for me, I thought you were being nosy. But now, I guess it isn’t too bad.】 


  The Shopkeeper surveyed the shop. The regulars were visiting despite the snow. Amongst them was the Elf big sister who told me the explosive news this morning.


  I tried to not pay attention to her and smiled at the Skipper.


  【The number of people who realized the charms of Coffee, just like the Skipper, is increasing. Just a little though.】


  【Even a small number is important. Accumulating slowly over time is more reliable.】


  The Skipper turned silent, his gaze resting on the Cup.


  【Sorry that this happens just when your shop is getting on track.】 


  The Skipper who was as cheerful as the summer sea was gone, his voice sounded gloomy.


  【Don’t mind it, I only made it so far because of your support, Skipper.】 


  The truth was, Skipper was the only one in this city who could deliver those weird beans to me at a low price. Lots of people turned me down before Skipper accepted my request and said 【Sounds interesting.】


  【I’m really grateful to you, Skipper.】


  【… Oh.】 


  He smiled clumsily, then picked up the cup and drained it. After finishing it, he stood up. Skipper opened his large hand after pulling it out from his pocket. There was a pile of silver and copper coins.


  【I still need to inform other people. I will drop by again when things settle down. I will also try to find someone to take over the delivery of your cargo.】 


  Skipper told me to keep the change, then left the shop.


  Putting it nicely, he was forthright, but from a different perspective, the Skipper was crude. When he settled the bill, he would fish out everything in his pocket.


  I was awed by the Skipper’s manliness today too. A question popped up in my mind as I put his cup in the sink. The retirement of the Skipper delivering my Coffee happened right when the Elf big sister told me about that thing.


  It wasn’t logical, and I would refute it after thinking about it calmly. Other people would just laugh it off. However, I couldn’t shake off this idea.


  Was this really a coincidence?


  ~


  This was what happened this morning.


  【It’s almost time for you to return to your original world.】


  I couldn’t understand what the Elf big sister was saying right then.


  I was told something unexpected, at an unexpected timing, by someone I didn’t expect from. Instead of surprise, it felt unreal. Before I could accept this fact, the Elf big sister just waited quietly.


  【What do you mean?】


  I squeezed out after some time with a hoarse voice.


  【I’m sent by the Coven to watch over you.】


  【Hah.】


  It didn’t sound real, and I had no idea either. I didn’t know how to answer even if she said she was watching me. The Elf big sister drooped her eyebrows at my reaction.


  【You can be angry at me. It doesn’t feel good to be told you’re being watched, right?】 


  She continued.


  【You just drop by during opening hours and even placed orders.】 


  【It’s important to blend in.】


  She sounded a little proud for some reason.


  【To me, you are just a regular customer, there’s no reason for me to be angry.】


  【Like I said, I’m watching you.】


  【By the way, why are you watching me?】


  The big sister then said:


  【Because you came from another world.】


  Our conversation finally felt real. The words filled my mind, as if a jam had been cleared. I had a few things I wanted to ask, but the words were stuck in my throat. I couldn’t decide what to ask first, and felt a little anxious.


  I had been searching all this while.


  Someone who knew my true identity. There were other worlds aside from this one. Even if I said that, people would just brush it off as a joke. I had been searching for someone who I could share this loneliness with.


  And that person was standing right before me.


  The Elf big sister stood there stiffly, waiting for my next words. I was waiting for my own words too. After calming down, I finally unclamped my throat.


  At this moment, the door chimed. It was Gramps Goru. He looked at us standing at the entrance and raised a brow.


  【Am I interrupting something?】


  The Elf big sister nodded in greeting before walking to her usual spot. I didn’t stop her, since I wasn’t sure what I should say.


  【What happened, Yuu-kun, are you hitting on her? I will tell on you to Linaria-chan.】


  I couldn’t help smiling at Gramps Goru’s teasing tone. This felt like my normal everyday life.


  【No way, just idle chatter.】


  【What, how boring.】


  Gramps Goru walked to his seat and I returned to the counter. I glanced at the Elf big sister from afar, and she was reading a thick book like usual.


  I imagined walking to her and continuing our conversation, but it didn’t work. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do that.


  I would bring it up naturally in the evening. Before that, I should prepare myself mentally.


  However, would that moment really come? For some reason, I felt a little scared.


  ~


  The stable weather suddenly changed in the evening. A blizzard had started, blowing the snow everywhere. The visibility was terrible, and it would be difficult to even walk outside.


  【This might be the effect of the Labyrinth Shift.】


  Gramps Goru who was dozing off before the hearth said as he looked out the windows.


  【Would the weather turn for the worst during a Labyrinth Shift?】


  Gramps Goru stood up and came to the counter seat.


  【There is a large shift of the mana inside the Labyrinth, which affects the mana in the surrounding air. The intermittent snow would continue in the near future.】


  It seemed that the Labyrinth Shift caused a change in the mana, which affected the weather. I see, I didn’t understand anything.


  The Shift must be a serious thing. Arbel-san said so too. However, I didn’t really understand it since I didn’t have the chance to ask about it.


  I wanted to ask Gramps Goru to give a detailed explanation when the door opened and a strong wind blew in. The chime was ringing wildly. The one pushed in by the blizzard was a duo. A tall and short figure wrapped in their coats. The tall figure pulled off his hood, and the snow fell onto the floor.


  【My apologies, we want to rest here until the snow stops… Is this a tavern?】


  That sounded like a young man, and his face looked exhausted. He had an unkempt beard.


  【Welcome. This is an eatery. There aren’t any alcohol, but would you like some warm beverages?】 


  【Eatery?】 The man sounded doubtful. 【Can you give me a cup of sweet beverage, and one that isn’t sweet?】 


  【Alright, coming right up. Please sit anywhere you like.】


  The man took off his coat and hung it on the hanger by the entrance. He then cleared the snow on the smaller figure’s head and shoulders, then led that person to the seat near the hearth.


  The smaller figure sat down with the coat still wrapped tightly around them, so I couldn’t see their face. This was unnatural, but there must be a reason.


  I boiled the water and looked at Gramps Goru, and he slowly shook his head. He was telling me not to probe, and I nodded in agreement.


  He ordered a sweet beverage, so I cooked hot cacao with a pan. This was a staple beverage during winter in this city, and could be seen on the stalls by the road.


  I took out some fruit soaked in sugar, added it into the cocoa and heated it up. The sugar and fruit melted slowly, and the thick aroma was released.


  I brewed the Coffee while it was cooking, then served the beverages when it was done. The two of them sat opposite each other in silence. The atmosphere wasn’t bad, they seemed close enough to enjoy this silence.


  【Thank you for waiting. This is sweet cocoa.】 


  The man took it and placed it before him.


  【And this is the non-sweet Coffee.】


  【Coffee? This shop serves Coffee?】 


  A female voice came from inside the coat. I looked over on reflex, and locked my gaze with purple eyes.


  The woman looked very stiff, and the man also took a defensive posture. The seat turned a little tense. I didn’t know why, so I didn’t care about the atmosphere and the woman’s expression, and served the Coffee.


  【You know about Coffee?】


  The woman looked troubled, and answered carefully.


  【Yes. I often drink it when I was young.】


  【Me too. I spat it out when I first drank it, then got addicted to it before I realized it.】


  【Yes yes, you will get addicted without knowing. I will feel uncomfortable if I don’t drink it.】


  The woman covered her mouth with her fingers, and I could hear a soft, bell-like laugh.


  【I never thought I can see Coffee in this country.】


  Her white, slender fingers picked up the cup and moved it to her face.


  【How fragrant… It’s Banjaro, Miguri, and something else.】


  I was surprised when she said that. To think someone could identify the beans just from the aroma.


  【There’s a little Kinekuto too. It has a good harvest this year.】


  【Oh, so it’s Kinekuto. Yes, it does have its aroma.】


  【This is the first time I have met someone who can differentiate the beans. That’s amazing.】


  【I’m sensitive to the smell.】 The woman said with a smile and sipped the Coffee. 【It’s plain, you must have adjusted it to make it easier for people to drink.】


  【Most of my customers in this city aren’t used to it, so I adjusted the bitterness. Would you prefer it to be stronger?】


  A while later, she answered quietly with a light nod:


  【… A little.】


  I could tell from our conversation that this woman was used to drinking Coffee. It couldn’t be helped that she thought my Coffee blend to be plain. I made it so that people could accept the taste more easily.


  【Would you like some other Coffee?】


  【You have something else other than this?】


  【Yes, I actually have some Rogukonerika.】


  The woman cheered quietly.


  【You have such an expensive bean?】 


  【I have my connections.】


  That's what I said, but that was just something the Skipper got from his friend, and he gave it to me in turn. Rogukonerika was a Coffee bean with a low yield, so it’s quality and price was really high. If that was true in the country that produces Coffee, then it was a rare brew in this city.


  【I can’t sell it since it’s too expensive, which is troubling. So let me treat you to a cup.】


  【But it’s something so valuable.】


  She seemed really concerned, but her shoulders were shaking excitedly. She really wanted to try them.


  Ohh! She really understood Coffee!


  I wanted to serve her Coffee just from that alone. I wanted to put my business on hold and just talk about Coffee with her. However, the woman seemed really elegant and hesitated to speak. Seeing her like this, the man opposite her laughed.


  【Shopkeeper, can you serve that expensive Coffee? Just charge us the full price. I can’t drink it, but she finds it really tempting.】


  【Aluff.】


  【It’s fine, you haven’t had Coffee for a long while, right?】


  【That’s not the problem.】


  【It’s alright, I will foot the bill, don’t mind it.】


  I observed the woman, and realized that the man didn’t understand why the woman was hesitant.


  【… Alright then, may I charged it at retail price?】


  【Please do.】


  【Yes, it’s fine.】


  She sounded unhappy.


  I sympathized with that man a little. His manliness was noteworthy, but he underestimated this cup of Coffee.


  I returned to the counter and took out the Rogukonerika I kept carefully on the cabinet, and poured one cup’s worth into the grinder.


  I brewed it with the Coffee maker as usual, and an aroma far stronger than usual spread in the room. I could feel how strong it was from the aroma, so the taste must be even deeper. This was a high quality product for Coffee lovers.


  I served it more carefully than usual to the woman. She had finished her first cup. The woman took the Coffee and moved it to her nose, then said softly: 【How nostalgic.】


  【Have you tried it before?】


  【Yes, but just a sip.】


  She slowly took a sip, then exhaled.


  【This is amazing. It’s really delicious.】


  【I know.】


  That was how I felt when I first tried it. The price aside, it wasn’t easy to get my hands on it. Its rarity was complimented with its unique taste.


  【This was the first time I have seen you made such a face.】


  The man said gently.


  【Oh, I’m sorry. Was it unsightly?】


  【No, I saw a nice scene and it was really worth it. It will make me happy for quite some time.】


  【Really now, stop teasing me.】


  I left quietly as they chatted happily. I had enough experience and could read they were in a nice mood.


  ~


  【How sweet. There was a time when I was like that too.】


  When I returned to the counter, Gramps Goru said nostalgically.


  【It’s not nice to eavesdrop.】


  【I just happened to hear them, and didn’t hide at all. I’m surprised you call it eavesdropping.】


  Gramps Goru was literally sprawled over the counter, resting comfortably while supporting his cheek. He was taking up enough space for two.


  【By the way, Yuu-kun, don’t you have any for me?】


  【What?】


  【Rogukonerika. I want to try it too.】


  【I’m out.】


  【Isn’t it in the cabinet? On the second shelf.】


  【It’s empty.】


  【I heard about one’s cup worth of it inside.】


  【It’s not for sale.】


  【Didn’t you serve a cup from that jar?】


  【It is not for sale now.】


  【That’s just on a whim of your feelings, Yuu-kun. Ahh, I want to drink it. Can’t a young man treat an old man without much time left to a cup?】


  Gramps Goru tapped the counter to a strange rhythm and started singing 【The Wish Song of the Old with Not Much Time Left.】 A staple when Gramps Goru was being shameless. I could ignore him if I was alone, but there were guests today, and they were a couple with a good mood going.


  【… I get it. I will prepare it for you, so stop singing that weird song.】


  【Yuu-kun is so kind! The longer you live, the more good things you’ll encounter.】


  It sounded fake, and I realized I had gotten used to it. I smiled awkwardly at Gramps Goru.


  I took the grinder from the cabinet again, and the soothing sound of grinding started again.


  The snow was piling up outside the window. The panes were shaking as the wind blew. The shop was warm because of the hearth, and I could hear the crackling of the firewood, along with the quiet conversation.


  It felt comfortable, as if I was trapped by the snow. Time seemed to have stopped, and the shop felt peaceful. Ths shop was filled with things I had collected, as if it was a part of me.


  I noticed while setting up the Coffee maker. He said he really wanted to drink, but Gramps Goru was dozing off. He mentioned he was busy up until yesterday, and was probably exhausted. He would probably make a ruckus about wanting to drink it when he woke up, I would just brew it for him then.


  I took a look inside the shop, and couldn’t help glancing at the Elf big sister. A thick book was laid out on her table, but she was staring out the window.


  It was completely white outside because of the snow, but we could see shadows of people walking outside. There were still people braving the blizzard outside.


  I gazed out the windows too, and remembered what the Elf big sister said:


  ——It’s almost time for you to return to your original world.


  What did she mean?


  I could really go back?


  How?


  And why did the big sister know I was from another world, and keeping a watch on me.


  I looked at the falling snow and the questions kept welling up. And the person who could answer my question was sitting right there.


  And I wondered why I was still standing behind the counter and spending my time as always.


  Why did I receive the guests, brewed Coffee and chatted with Gramps Goru.


  Shouldn’t I react more fervently? For example, I could close the shop, grab the Elf big sister by her shoulders and press her for an answer.


  That should be more logical, but my body was moving like I wanted. I just stared out the window. My emotions were strangely calm.


  【Excuse me.】


  Someone called for me, and I looked over. The tall man named Aluff stood up.


  【I would like to settle the bill.】


  【Alright, I will be right there.】


  Hot cacao, Coffee blend and Rogukonerika. His eyes turned wide when I told him the sum.


  【It’s that much?】


  【Most of it is the Rogukonerika.】


  【… I know why Sophia was concerned now. So it’s that expensive. Thank you, Sophia enjoyed it too.】


  He smiled warmly, then paid with a sum greater than the bill. He then leaned in and whispered.


  【Please don’t say anything about what you saw. We don’t want others to know.】


  【Huh… see what?】


  I recalled the purple eyes I saw under the hood, but what was so special about them?


  I didn’t understand and asked, but the man seemed to have misunderstood.


  【That’s good. Thanks.】


  He nodded happily and went back.


  He left behind a lot of change. Simply put, it was hush money. Although I didn’t know what he wanted me to stay quiet about.


  The blizzard continued for about an hour, then the bright sun shone in when the sky suddenly cleared. The snow had stopped, people emerged from the buildings, and the streets regained their vigor. The couple left the shop at this moment, disappearing into the crowd.


  ~


  The blizzard affected the nightlife establishments too. Everyone went home early. Normally, there would still be guests around at this time, but the place was deserted. Only the Elf big sister stayed behind.


  I tidied the place up and waited for a while, but there were no signs of any customers coming. From the perspective of a business, the day was over. It was early, but I decided to close up.


  I went outside, and the air felt chilly, my skin felt like it was going to freeze. I put out the lamp beside the door, and switched the sign to 【Closed for the Day】. The warmth covered my body when I returned to the shop. I exhaled as I pulled the curtains on the windows facing the streets.


  Normally, I would start cleaning the floor, but I had someone I needed to speak with today.


  I took off my apron, folded it and placed it in a cabinet. It was a little funny that I felt tense. I wasn’t going to confess or get scolded. I had no idea what we would talk about. However, I had thought about it, and wondered if it would go just as I imagined. That was the thing making me nervous.


  I took a few deep breaths. I filled my lungs, and my shoulders started to heave. That didn’t ease the tension, but it helped me resolve myself.


  【Sorry for the wait.】


  I sat opposite the Elf big sister. She closed her book and set it aside.


  Silence.


  We didn’t say anything and just sat there. The big sister was looking at me, but I was staring at the grains on the table. Should I break the ice here?


  【You must have many questions, so ask away. I will answer whatever I can.】


  The big sister said with a considerate tone.


  I raised my head and met her calm gaze. She looked to be in her twenties, but her eyes had the wisdom age. The Elves are long lived, and didn’t look their age. This person was definitely older than she looked.


  Speaking of which, I didn’t really understand this person at all. Just her food preference.


  【Erm.】 I started.


  【Yes, have you decided on what you want to ask?】


  【Can you tell me your name?】


  She turned stiff for a moment. Her sharp features became child-like, with her eyes curling up. She said with an intrigued tone.


  【That’s your first question? What a curious child.】 She then straightened her posture: 【I’m Levian Titia Tolin La Tirugulam.】


  【I’m sorry, your name is too long.】


  I couldn’t remember that.


  【It’s short for an elf though. The older we get, the longer our names will be.】


  【I probably can’t remember my own name there.】


  【That’s…】 She opened her eyes wide. 【I never thought of that. It’s an honour for an Elf to get a longer name.】


  What a strange culture.


  【What do people call you?】


  【People close to me call me Levi. Those not close to me won’t address me by name.】


  Another troubling custom. How should I address Levi-san then? It would be embarrassing if she told me not to call her that after I tried doing so.


  【Can I call you Levi-san?】


  I decided to check with the person herself.


  【Are you close to me?】


  She said with a mischievous face.


  【Of course, you are my most frequent customer.】


  Although we had not spoken properly until now. After talking to her, her face was more expressive than I thought.


  【Normally, you will be angry because of the surveillance, or be more guarded.】 Levi-san said with a wry smile. 【You can call me Levi.】 


  【Okay then, Levi-san.】


  【Yes.】


  I wanted to say something more, but was still a little hesitant. Should I really ask? If I did, I couldn’t pretend to be ignorant any more. There was no turning back.


  I shook off my hesitation forcefully.


  【What is the Coven?】


  【Huh?】


  Levi-san cocked her head a little disappointedly.


  【You want to start there?】


  【There are lots of things bothering me, but I want to know about the Coven first. I already heard it’s a secretive organization.】


  【You are the type to proceed in order, huh…? That’s fine.】 She paused. 【The Coven is a combined research organization. It researches magic, ancient civilization, or the Labyrinth, then utilizes their findings in the lives of people. On the surface.】


  【That’s the superficial reason?】


  【That’s how it is right now, but it was originally meant to manage the Labyrinth and its produce. But one day, a human appeared in the Labyrinth.】


  As I thought.


  There were people aside from me that came from a different world.


  【That person was protected by the Coven. He said he came from a different world, and the Coven hypothesized that the Labyrinth might be a passage linked to other worlds. It had been centuries, but that hypothesis had not been proven yet.】


  【No one can figure it out?】


  【No one saw the other end of the Labyrinth before.】


  【The Labyrinth has not been conquered after hundreds of years?】


  That was a surprise. I knew there were other Labyrinths around the world. This Labyrinth had not been conquered yet, but I thought there would be a conquered Labyrinth somewhere.


  【Whenever a certain amount of progress has been made, the Labyrinth will go through a structural change as if on cue. The paths and types of monsters will change. The exploration progress will be reseted. We call this a Labyrinth Shift.】


  【Hah, I see.】


  I finally understood what a Labyrinth Shift was.


  【An interesting thing will happen then. When there is a Labyrinth Shift, there is a rare chance that someone from another world will appear. You appeared after the Labyrinth Shift three years ago, and the Coven has been watching you since then.】


  【That’s strange to me. Why monitor someone like me?】


  Not trying to brag, but I was just your average human being. I shouldn’t be of any use to a large organization like that.


  【People from another world have a common point. They don’t realize how special they were.】


  Those blunt words made me straighten my back.


  【The knowledge, values and actions you consider trivial might sometimes affect this world greatly. This world had already changed several times because of otherworlders.】


  【But that’s not me, right?】


  It was definitely someone more capable, knowledgeable and ambitious than me. However, Levi-san shook her head.


  【One such otherworlder was around your age. After they traveled around the world with the Saintess Eminem, all the languages were unified. The world then changed at its very roots.】 


  Someone my age should be a highschooler. It was hard to imagine such a fantasy-like story.


  【Their knowledge changed the culture at times, took part in wars at times, and spread scientific ideas at times. Insignificant ideas to you because you’re desperately doing what you can, might have unexpected results. You wouldn’t think much about the grave consequences or effects, since this was another world to you. You are just a visitor, so you don’t pay a second thought to your actions. That’s what all of you think.】


  I couldn’t refute that. I couldn’t tell her that I never thought that way.


  【So the Coven started monitoring the otherworlders. They were protected in the past, but there would always be people asking the otherworlder for help, and creating problems. For example, the Chess that had grown popular amongst the Royals.】


  She said with a laugh, and I bowed my head. I had affected Aina’s life somewhat because of that game too.


  【In the end, we reached the conclusion to minimize contact. If there isn’t any big effect on the world, we will just monitor.】


  【That’s why Levi-san is monitoring me.】


  Levi-san affirmed that question.


  【You are the most stable otherworlder so far. A Cafe is a new concept, but that’s just an eatery. There are Coffee lovers in other countries too. I enjoy spending my time here by using your surveillance as the reason.】


  I was happy to be praised, but my feelings were a little complicated. My pride as a man had been stimulated, and I wonder if I should have done something big too.


  【It’s a pity, but this is about to end.】


  The air changed. We had been talking about the past, and were now discussing the future. After hearing Levi-san out, I realized she was making an exception by explaining the situation to me. I could guess why she had not told me before this.


  【I’m going back to my old world?】


  Levi-san nodded.


  【All the otherworlders the Coven knew of had disappeared. And it all happened on the day of a Labyrinth Shift.】


  I got what she wanted to say.


  【The person who appeared in this world in a Labyrinth Shift, will disappear in the next Labyrinth Shift. And that applies for the Labyrinth that person appeared in.】


  A Labyrinth Shift was going to happen in this city.


  【So it is time to go back.】


  【That’s right, back to the world you should be in.】


  This didn’t feel real. Appearing here suddenly, and going back suddenly. Should I be glad about the advance notice?


  【Erm, will I really go back?】


  I asked on reflex. I still found it hard to believe.


  【We can’t be sure. However, people are connected to their worlds. An otherworlder like you doesn't have a connection to this world. You appear here because of a strong mana flux, an accident. And you will return to your world because of a similar mana flux… That’s our theory.】


  【Connection, huh.】


  I would be going back because I had no mana, and I could only accept this reason. Besides, I didn’t understand how I came to this world in the first place, so it was only natural that I didn’t know the reason why I had to go back.


  In any case, there was no doubt that I would be disappearing from this world.


  I looked at my hands. I was still here, there was no question about that. It was still hard for me to accept that I would be disappearing from this world.


  【… When?】


  【It’s difficult to get an accurate estimate, but the Coven predicts that the Labyrinth Shift will happen in less than two weeks. The Labyrinth will be sealed in five days.】


  There were still two weeks left.


  Like an announcement of my eventual death.


  She wanted me to put my affairs in order. To prepare myself mentally for the fact that I would be disappearing from this world.


  My mind was a blank, an empty void without anything.


  【Are you okay?】


  I looked up, and saw Levi-san looking at me with worried eyes.


  Was I okay?


  I wanted to know too. I couldn’t judge myself, my brain was stuck.


  I wanted to ask Levi-san about that instead.


  Would you be okay if someone told you that you would disappear from this world in two weeks?


  ~


  I thought my mind would ease after thinking about it for a while, but it seemed that a few hours wasn’t enough.


  After Levi-san left the shop, I sat in front of the hearth in a daze. I didn’t feel tired or hungry, just numb.


  I could go back. I could finally go back.


  But why didn’t I feel a shred of happiness? Because I couldn’t be certain if this was true?


  Levi-san might not be speaking the truth. She might be deceiving me.


  I mulled on that idea for a while, but couldn’t find an answer. My brain was stuck in a loop.


  The firewood was burning out. I didn’t feel cold because I also installed a heater, since the weak fire wasn’t dependable.


  I should sleep.


  I should rest tomorrow, and think about it on my bed. This wasn’t a problem that could be solved by just thinking about it, but that was all I could do.


  My body felt heavy, as if I was soaked in water. My joints hurt from staying still for so long. When I stood up, the door opened. Snow flew in together with the freezing cold. A large figure in black stood before me.


  【Long time no see, Falluba-san.】
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  He was my regular, his real identity was a dragon. He likes Coffee as if he was addicted, and I was worried since he hadn’t visited recently.


  He walked to me without a word. He said with a very serious face from close up:


  【Yuu, help me.】


  I could tell from his tone that he was desperate. This was a serious situation.


  【What is it, you ran into some problem?】


  Falluba-san shook his head.


  【I…】


  He continued.


  【I might get kicked out of my home.】


  【—— What?】


  Chapter 2: Stagnant Front, and Walking Forward


  【Please wait a moment.】


  I stopped him for now, then took a deep breath. My mind was already stuck, and got confused after hearing something so absurd.


  I refreshed my brain, and looked at Falluba-san again.


  【I still haven’t grasp the whole situation, but you are saying your wife chased you out?】


  Falluba-san nodded firmly.


  【That’s right. My wife is smart, beautiful, and scary. So that will definitely happen.】


  【How did things turn out like this.】


  He started stuttering.


  【If this continues, I will have to take someone’s bride.】


  【Bride? What’s going on?】


  I couldn’t understand.


  【This is obviously not my intention. I won’t do something so terrifying, and I love my wife too.】


  【I will pretend I didn’t hear your slip of the tongue.】


  【Thanks. I thought the custom of the Dragon’s bride had ceased a few centuries ago.】


  A term I didn’t know had surfaced. What a pain. My brain was already full, but I couldn’t chase him out either.


  【… Anyway, take a seat for now. I will brew you some Coffee.】


  This was going to be a long chat.


  ~


  There was a saying of drinking three mugs of beer as a punishment game, but the meaning was different when it came to three cups of Coffee. And Falluba-san already drank five cups. He was drinking it like some after-shower milk.


  When I served him the sixth cup, he didn’t touch it and just stared at the cup. He had calmed down a lot.


  【So…】


  I started a conversation, and Falluba-san looked up.


  【What’s a dragon bride?】


  【… It’s an old custom. It’s not started by the dragons, but the humans. The women the humans give to us as a tribute are called by that name.】


  【That sounds reckless.】


  【It’s nothing but trouble for us to accept the brides. Shoving them to us and asking for blessings and bountiful harvests is just a problem for us.】


  That sounded logical, and an indescribable feeling welled up in me.


  【If we don’t accept the tribute and return her, they will say they incurred the wrath of the dragon and send loads of food, gems and treasure the next day. The elders in my tribe back then didn’t know what to do, so they accepted the bride and left her in the village, then returned her some time later. The humans were satisfied with that. It somehow became a tradition for the humans.】


  【… Sorry for causing you trouble.】


  I felt ashamed as a fellow human. But that meant the humans really revered the dragons. The tribute given in hope of a bountiful harvest was probably given with that in mind.


  【At a certain point of time, we abandoned our home and lived in seclusion. The humans knew too much about us. That was just a few hundred years ago. We have forgotten about the dragon’s bride, and the humans have gone through a few generations, so we thought that custom was lost too.】


  He sighed deeply at this point. Falluba-san took a swig of Coffee, as if he was drowning his sorrows in alcohol.


  【By the way, humans are more stubborn than we imagined. Today, I heard in my village that the dragon bride is on the way. The mountain we are living in had been discovered by humans.】


  【There are people searching for dragons?】


  【There probably are. It seems that they saw me traveling between the mountain and this city.】


  So you were the reason. I suppressed that retort.


  【The elders had a meeting, and concluded that I have to take care of this problem. I have to accept the bride as tribute. My wife was furious… What’s going to happen to me?】


  His shoulders trembled at the thought, and Falluba hugged himself.


  【I need to stop this, but I don’t really understand the lives and rules of humans. I can’t do this alone.】


  He looked at me with serious eyes.


  【Help me Yuu, you are my only hope.】 


  He put his hands on the counter and bowed towards me. I fell into a panic.


  His identity as a dragon aside, I didn’t feel good about Falluba-san lowering his head towards me.


  【Please raise your head.】


  I didn’t say I would help him. My hands were full with my own problems. Falluba-san might not understand humans well, but stopping the marriage wasn’t impossible.


  【I want to help you, but I’m of no help.】


  It was heartbreaking to answer that way towards the troubled Falluba-san, but I couldn’t agree to help him so hastily.


  Falluba-san closed his eyes and smiled.


  【… That’s true. This is a problem even the dragons can’t solve, and chose to avoid. It’s too much to ask others for help. I’m sorry.】


  【I’m sorry that I wasn’t of any help. But you can drop back at any time. I can listen to your rant and complaints.】


  【Yes, I will do that. I will think of some other way.】


  Falluba-san stood up and finished the rest of his Coffee.


  【Sorry for intruding on you so late. I will drop by earlier next time.】


  Falluba-san walked out the door with a smile.


  I felt a tinge of regret. Should I have agreed to help? At the very least, we could think about this together and I could offer some suggestions.


  Besides, that Falluba-san wouldn’t lower his head without thinking about it. He couldn’t come up with any good ideas by himself, which was why he came to me.


  However…


  I might get sent back to my old world, and couldn’t wrap my mind around that yet. Even if I accepted Falluba-san’s request, I would probably be useless. If I disappeared, then the work would be incomplete. I would rather not accept it in the first place then risk that.


  I thought of an excuse, but I couldn’t ease the heaviness in my chest.


  The silence of the night hung over the shop. The fire in the hearth was burning out, a weak flickering light lingered on top of the ash pile.


  It made me feel lonely. The air felt more distant than usual.


  I looked around the shop. I had grown used to this place. After coming to this world, I had been living here every day. According to Levi-san, I would be gone from this world and this shop soon. This still didn’t feel real to me.


  Could I really go back?


  I thought my never changing days would continue on. Then one day, I was told this would end.


  I still hadn’t sorted out my feelings yet.


  Was I happy, or feeling reluctant? That kept hanging over me.


  

  ~


  Habits were a frightening thing. I got up at the same time as usual, cleaned the shop, and restocked the ingredients, getting the shop ready. I was planning to rest today, but my body moved on its own in the morning.


  A short while before the shop opened, I sat at the corner of the counter with my hands supporting my cheeks.


  【It became like this before I knew it.】


  I could open up shop like always. But considering my situation, there should be other things I should do. For example…


  For example, what?


  I thought about what I needed to do, but came up blank.


  If I was going to leave this world, was there something I needed to do before shutting down the shop? A notification to my customers that I would be closing for good?


  — The shopkeeper is going back to his original world, so the shop will be shut down.


  That was a difficult sign to put up. If Levi-san lied and I was still here in a month, this might end up being a pretty nice joke.


  The sky was clear outside the window. A small figure braved the piled up snow on the street fearlessly, and appeared with gusto. When I stood up, that figure appeared at my door with a chime.


  【Good Morning!】


  A greeting louder than the chime echoed in the shop.


  【Good Morning, Shilulu. It’s tough with all the snow on the road, right? Good work.】


  【It’s fine! I like snow!】


  Her dog ears shook and her tail wagged energetically as she smiled.


  【As usual, can I trouble you with the storeroom inside?】


  【Okay!】


  Shilulu went inside the shop swiftly. She was a courier using the magic bag she inherited from her grandfather to deliver all over the city. She would supply my shop with ingredients periodically too.


  Shilulu charged out of the storeroom, then took out a letter from her sling bag.


  【Yuu-san, a letter for you!】


  【Letter?】


  【Yes! I’m also in charge of letter deliveries, you know?!】


  Not many people post me letters, and given the timing, I could guess who it was from. I took the letter and smiled after checking. As expected.


  【Is it a nice letter?】


  【Maybe, it will be great if that is true.】


  I signed on Shilulu’s slip to acknowledge my receipt of the goods, then patted her head. I invited her to breakfast, but Shilulu still had work to do, and left in a hurry.


  I sat down and stared at the envelope. Familiar words were written on the light brown envelope. The sender was Linaria.


  To achieve her dream of becoming a Healing Mage, she went to a faraway city for an enrollment test. She asked me to send her off on the day of her departure, but I didn’t make it in time. It had been a month since that day.


  I asked Aina to help me post her a letter of apology, but the place was far, so the reply also took a long time.


  I opened the envelope with a tinge of nervousness. There was a single piece of paper inside, the content was concise too. This was expected of her nature to be considerate of me, since I was still practicing my writing. She wrote with easy words, which was easy to read.


  It said she wasn’t angry anymore, and was doing fine. She was worried about Aina and me, and also…


  【— I see, she passed.】


  Her enrollment test ended uneventfully. By the time I received this letter, she should be on the way back.


  I read the letter again, then folded it carefully before putting it back in the envelope.


  For the sake of Linaria’s dream, she had to enroll there. The test seemed to be very tough, just how hard did Linaria work for it? I only understood a small part of it, but it must be really hard.


  So I was really glad that Linaria’s efforts had been acknowledged, and wanted to wish her well.


  However, I felt a stifling feeling in my chest.


  She would be leaving this city after passing the test. To a place that took half a month to travel one way. I wouldn’t be able to see her much.


  I was annoyed that I couldn’t congratulate her face to face. I shouldn’t be thinking about this.


  I slapped my cheeks to change my mood.


  Linaria took a step towards her dream. There were no problems with that. It was something worth celebrating. Oh right, how about holding a party to celebrate. Or rather, a farewell party.


  In any case, it was time to open the shop. I stood up and got about this unchanging day.


  ~


  【Why… do people have to… go to school… on snow days…?】


  With snow on her wool hat, the sniveling Nortri came into the shop. Her small nose and soft cheeks look rosy.


  【Welcome, it must be cold.】


  【… Yes.】


  After her reply, Nortri walked right to the hearth. Even before winter came, Nortri liked this spot in front of the hearth. Nortri pulled out the round cushion I prepared especially for her from the corner, patted it into her preferred shape before curling up on top of it.


  The firewood was burning intensely. I was worried about it being too hot, but it seemed to be fine for Nortri. I checked the time, and it was already evening. Nortri would often skip classes because of the cold in winter, but she worked hard and attended classes today.


  There was a loud noise from the shop entrance. There were cheerful voices and laughter. Probably a group of drunks.


  【This city is noisy even during winter.】


  Granny Bonnie said, as if she was complaining to her Coffee. Her hair was groomed properly, and a shawl with bright embroidery rested loosely on her shoulders.


  【It might be the difference between night and day? It’s rare seeing you here when it’s still bright out, Granny Bonnie.】


  【Hmmp, it can’t be helped since a certain shop isn’t opened at night.】


  Granny Bonnie was a regular when this shop operated late night hours. I didn’t get many chances to see her after reverting to normal hours, but she would visit occasionally like this. The other Indecents were like her too, showing up quietly from time to time. It made me miss the time when Tize was still here.


  Granny Bonnie looked at Nortri who was curled up in a ball in front of the hearth, then grinned at me.


  【There’s a promising child in this shop while the sun is still up.】


  【What do you mean by promising?】


  【As an Indecent.】


  【… I can’t refute that.】


  Nortri was acting like that when she was still so young, so her future was bright.


  【Well, lying in front of a fire during winter is the right way to spend the time.】


  【Is that so?】


  【Nowadays, people are too hard working. Saving up food by working from Spring to Autumn, then eating, drinking and lazing around the house to rest before the new year. A simple life like that suits my character better.】


  【A slow life, huh.】


  【What’s that?】


  I shook my head. Such a way of living was gradually fading away in this world too.


  【In this city, everyone goes out frequently even during winter.】


  【Everyone is being too stupid with regards of enjoying their down time. Since farmwork was on hold, the idle people in the nearby village are all gathered here. On top of that, the adventurers are idle because of the Labyrinth Shift. There might be a lot of people gathered in this shop soon.】


  Granny Bonnie curled her lips. Her provocative face made it easy to guess what she wanted to say.


  【… How about opening the shop at night?】


  【You really don’t get tired of that.】


  【It’s tough to adjust my waking hours.】


  When you start staying awake at night, your body adjusting to it was just one problem, adjusting emotionally to it was tough too. I learned very well that I shouldn’t switch back and forth between day operations and night operations.


  【Are you going to keep this up even during the nightless day?】


  【You mean the festival right before new year?】


  Nightless day was this world’s new year’s eve. On this day, all the lights on the city would be lit, and there would be bonfires everywhere and everyone would make merry.


  【It’s a day where we give thanks for making through a year safely, and to pray that the next year will be full of hope. It will be a waste to spend it sleeping.】


  【How many more days is that?】


  【About two weeks. It will be more crowded if it happens during the Labyrinth Shift. That will be time for me to earn my money. During festivals, the rich people will relax their attentions on their wallets.】


  【Oh, so you are enjoying it in that sense.】


  I remembered that Granny Bonnie was a highly skilled pickpocket, and my face cramped a little. I shouldn’t probe too deep.


  Then I thought about it.


  It was already the end of the year. A year wasn’t a short time, but it passed in a flash. I might not usher in the new year in this world.


  … I thought about it deeply, but it still didn’t feel real to me. If my body suddenly turned cold, I might start panicking, but I was as energetic as ever.


  【Everyone would loosen their purses on Nightless day, so you should use this chance to make a killing, kid. Your shop looks pretty good, so you should call in your regulars for a party.】


  【Please don’t lay your hands on my regulars.】


  I warned Granny Bonnie, and she raised her hands.


  【I will behave for your sake. And I will only mark greedy people. There’s no point taking coins from Indecents.】


  【You make it sound like only Indecents visit this shop, but there are decent customers too.】


  【Alright, alright. So, want to do it?】


  【It’s rare seeing you proactively planning something, Granny Bonnie.】


  Normally, she would just watch from the sidelines. Granny Bonnie smiled awkwardly.


  【It’s too boring to welcome the new year in my room by myself. When you reach my age, you will start feeling lonely.】


  I nodded. When the whole city was celebrating, it would be lonely to stay by yourself without any acquaintances. There were people who didn’t like noisy events, but that was different from preferring solitude.


  【Ushering in the new year with everyone in my shop sounds interesting. Let me think about it.】


  The shop would be open as usual anyway, and it would be more fun to spend time with everyone.


  【They are return customers after visiting the shop once, so they will be happy to join in if you invite them, kid.】


  【You mean they are nosy people?】


  Granny Bonnie shrugged without a word, and sipped on her Coffee. She then handed the cup to me.


  ~


  【There will be a party here on Nightless day? That’s great, count me in.】


  Aina, who just missed Granny Bonnie, accepted surprisingly easily after I told her about it.


  【I’m glad to hear that, but is it fine? Nobles have their parties too, right?】


  【It’s thanks to you, Yuu-san. To honor the result of the duel, Father granted me freedom. I will fulfill my obligations as a noble, but I can attend an party invitation from a friend too.】


  Her cheerful expression looked softer now. I still remember getting dragged into Aina’s marriage fiasco and dueling her father with Chess like it was yesterday.


  【Are you getting along well with your father?】


  【Yes. He isn’t supportive, but he will respect my decision.】


  Aina took out a scroll with a smile. It was the story that contained Aina’s dream. She was still coming to this shop and slowly increasing the page count.


  【By the way, it’s almost finished, right?】


  【Yes.】


  I was curious and asked, and Aina averted her eyes.


  【You wrote quite a lot.】


  【It’s taking longer than I planned… I rewrote some parts that bothered me, so the progress is slow.】


  Writing stories sounds tough.


  I didn’t want to pressure her, and Aina looked a little moody, so I changed the topic.


  【Hey, can you give me one piece of paper?】


  【I can, but what do you need it for?】


  The paper quality felt great, and I could probably write on it smoothly. I took out a pen from my apron pocket and wrote slowly at the top of the paper. It didn’t look that good since I was still practising, but it was still legible.


  【List of attendees?】


  Aina leaned over the counter and read it out loud. I spun the paper around and pushed it to Aina.


  【I want to confirm the number of attendees. May I trouble you to pen down your name?】


  I asked formally. Aina raised an eyebrow, straightened her posture and picked up the pen gracefully.


  【I’m honored by your invitation.】


  Aina’s words were graceful and stylish. As expected of a noble lady.


  I took the pen and paper Aina returned to me, and walked to Nortri who was lying motionlessly on her cushion.


  【Nortri, Nortri. I’m holding a party on Nightless day. Do you want to join us?】


  【… Mmmm.】


  A vague sound came from her face resting on the cushion.


  【I see, that’s great. Can you write your name here?】


  【……Mo.】


  【Hey, don’t say tha. Just a quick scribble.】


  【……Ni.】


  【Okay, here.】


  I put the pen in her slightly raised hand, then placed the paper before her. Nortri’s fingers drew wavy lines on the paper.


  【Alright, thank you.】


  【…Su.】


  I went back to Aina, and showed her the paper with the new name.


  【She says she will be joining.】


  【That is a conversation?】


  【She will invite her mother too, but she will get sleepy at night. That’s so like Nortri.】


  【Did her words conveyed so much information?】


  【That’s not good, you have to listen to others carefully.】


  【Something so unreasonable?? I never thought I would get admonished…】


  Aina mumbled, unable to accept this. She looked right at me.


  【Oh right, I received a letter from Linaria. Want to read it, Aina?】


  【Why are you the only one who got one…? I didn’t receive any…】


  She looked at me with listless eyes again, and I felt a chill down my back. This seemed to be the wrong choice of topic, but I couldn’t turn back now.


  I took out Linaria’s letter from a drawer behind me, and handed it to Aina. The letter was short, so Aina finished it in no time.


  【As expected of Linaria-san. She makes me proud.】


  【It has nothing to do with Aina though.】


  【What are you saying? What makes Linaria-san happy makes me happy too. Since it’s decided that she will be transferring to Fortuna Academy, we need to celebrate.】


  【I think so too, how should we celebrate?】


  【Normally, there will be a gathering of friends and relatives. Nobles will even make a big show of it.】


  I was worried that it would be different from my common sense of a celebration, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


  【You are going to host a party?】


  【Let’s do it.】


  I locked my gaze with Aina and nodded. We would usually come to a consensus when Linaria was involved.


  【Let’s hold it here, I will prepare the food.】


  【Then I will prepare some presents. It’s the custom to gift high quality stationery for celebrations related to academics.】


  【Why don’t we split the total expenses?】


  【There’s also the venue fee and the handling of the ingredients, right? I will foot 80%.】


  【Then Aina six, and I will pay four. Spend the 20% in your effort to choose stationery. Choose something durable.】


  【Alright. Linaria will be busy after coming back, we will decide on the date later.】


  We nodded at each other. It was a quick and fruitful discussion. I continued wiping the utensils while Aina worked on a paper with her glasses and pen.


  【— It’s going to be lonely.】


  I let my thoughts slip.


  【I didn’t feel that way when Linaria was away for a month.】


  I didn’t answer, and wiped my second plate.


  I agreed in my heart. The people whose presence I took for granted were leaving suddenly, and it made me feel lonely.


  I knew she would be back in a month last time, but who knows when I would see her again when she leaves this time. I was happy that Linaria got to move a step closer to her dream, but I would still be lonely. I had complicated feelings about this.


  Aina and I fell silent. We both felt the same way. At this moment, the door chimed.


  【Welcome——】


  I looked over, and saw a familiar face. She was in her Arialu Academy uniform, with her vermillion hair tied neatly behind her. I didn’t see her for a month, and she seemed to have matured a little.


  【What’s wrong, why the dazed look?】


  The nostalgic voice made me smile. I set aside the plate I was wiping, then faced Linaria.


  【Welcome home.】


  Linaria looked over stiffly, then said bashfully.


  【Yes, I’m home.】


  I felt a little embarrassed, and the corners of my mouth loosened— Suddenly, there was a cracking sound, and Aina charged towards Linaria. The shop suddenly turned rowdy.


  Chapter 3: Cohabiting with a Dragon and Yuu’s Presence


  【Linaria-chan is back, so everything is back to normal, huh.】


  Gramps Goru scratched his temple with his pinkie finger before pushing his White Knight forward. This was within my expectations, so I pushed my pawn without hesitation.


  【Linaria came back yesterday, so why do you know already?】


  【That’s a secret.】


  He said with a grin, then quickly looked back at the board.


  【But Yuu-kun, you have gotten much stronger after not seeing you for a few days…】


  【Well, there’s someone training my technique…】


  Aina’s grandfather is a chess expert known as the Dragon Chess Saint, and he would often drop by to bully me. I got marked by him since that incident with Aina’s marriage. He came over because he felt it was interesting, but it felt overwhelming for an ex-instructor of the Royal family to tutor me. And him being too strong was troubling too.


  Thanks to him, my Chess skill improved a lot, and I could fight on equal grounds with Gramps Goru now.


  【By the way, the one who mentioned me to Aina’s grandfather is you right, Gramps Goru?】


  I almost forgot, but that grandfather said he learned about me from an acquaintance. Only Gramps Goru knew I played Chess and could chat idly with the Dragon Chess Saint. I stared at him, convinced that was true, but Gramps Goru just grinned without being fazed.


  【I have no idea.】


  【… Fine.】


  I didn’t need to press, the answer was obvious. It was already over, so this was as good as punching cotton. At times like this, it would be better to let things go.


  【Setting that aside for now, are you busy during Nightless day?】


  【Hmm? Is there something going on?】


  【I’m planning to host a party, so I’m checking your interest to participate.】


  【Hoho, that sounds nice. I will be there.】


  He agreed easily, but was that really fine? Someone with a high status like Gramps Goru should have a bunch of invitations.


  【Don’t you have any prior engagements? You don’t have to push yourself.】


  【Don’t be such a downer, Yuu-kun. I’m always working seriously so I can be wilful at times like this.】


  【Always working seriously…?】


  I could only remember him slipping out of work and getting dragged back by Ms Secretary.


  But I was glad that he could join us. I took out the quarter fold paper and passed it to Gramps Goru.


  【What’s this?】


  【Attendees list. Can you sign on it?】


  【I see, of course.】


  Gramps Goru opened the paper and commented after a look.


  【Linaria-chan’s name isn’t on it.】


  【I got too worked up yesterday, and forgot to let her sign.】


  After Aina made a fuss, it took all I had to calm her down. And Linaria needed to return to the Academy right after coming back to the city.


  Gramps Goru signed with practiced movements. He suddenly stopped, pondered for a moment, and added another name.


  【She will follow me anyway, might as well write her name down.】


  【Oh, you mean Ms Secretary? She’s very welcomed.】


  【What about me?】


  【Oh, please give me back the pen and paper. Alright, thank you.】


  【You will welcome me too, right?】


  【There’s quite a number of names, what should I do for the food?】


  I approached my regulars yesterday, and many of them signed readily. If there were too many people, I would need Corleone-san or Momon-san to help again.


  Gramps Goru covered his eyes with a fake cry, and I just ignored him.


  The wind rattled the windows. The sky was blue after noon had passed, the sun was bright but the wind carried a tinge of snow. The weather was about to turn for the worse.


  【… Can I stop the fake crying now?】


  【Whatever.】


  【Compared to the dried branches in winter, Yuu-kun cold heartedness chill me more…】 Gramps Goru grumbled as he stared at the board.


  【Linaria-chan passing the test is a joyous event, but it’s going to get lonely.】


  I recall saying something similar to Aina yesterday, and smiled. If someone felt lonely about Linaria transferring school, that means they cherished Linaria, and that made me happy.


  【So, what are you going to do, Yuu-kun?】


  【Do what?】


  【Confess. Aren’t you going to try?】


  【What?】


  I looked at Gramps Goru, thinking it was a joke, but his face wasn’t joking.


  【It’s hard to find a nice girl like her. You have to hold on to her tightly.】


  【Ehh, no, I couldn’t refute that, but…】


  I started wavering, and my answer was all over the place. Oh right, I should breathe and calm down first.


  【I won’t confess.】


  I had never done that before. Just the thought of it made my stomach hurt.


  【Yuu-kun, why are you such a wimp during times like this.】


  【Who is a wimp? Besides, why are you bringing up confessing?】


  【Linaria-chan is going to leave this city. If you don’t confess now, then when? She might have a new encounter in a new environment. She is so charming that even I will try wooing her if I was 50 years younger.】


  【It’s useless even if you are 50 years younger.】


  But he was right. Objectively speaking, Linaria was very charming. She was beautiful, smart, and had a good personality. When I did something stupid, she would accompany me with a smile, and she was reliable in a crisis… Hmm, she was perfect.


  【What, why do you look so surprised?】


  【It’s nothing, I just realized again how high her potential is.】


  He had a point, so I will acknowledge that. Linaria had impeccable charm. However, confessing was a different matter.


  【There aren't many people wooing her because of the nonsensical divide between nobles and commoners, but Fortuna is a progressive place without such backward thinking. Will you be fine with Linaria having a man you don’t know by her side?】


  【That’s……】


  I imagined it.


  Beside Linaria was a tall man. Linaria looked up at that youth without a word. The youth smiled at Linaria in response.


  【It feels irritating.】


  Ahh, no no. That scene made me moody.


  Gramps Goru laughed out loud.


  【Yuu-kun, that’s love. Admit it, you will feel more relaxed that way.】


  【Hah, love, huh.】


  Even if he said so, it didn’t feel right to me. As if he was telling me the name of something I saw for the first time. I couldn’t link the two things together in my mind.


  【It’s fine, you will know when the time comes. After you get conscious of it, you will lean that way without noticing.】


  【Is that so.】


  【I think you should try confessing.】


  【I won’t try it, okay?】


  If she rejected me, I wouldn’t be able to pull myself together.


  ~


  As expected, the weather changed at night. It was pitch dark outside, as if the snow had formed a wall. The street lights facing the streets looked really weak. It wasn’t a suitable day to go out.


  The shop was almost deserted. Everyone got used to the unique weather change of the Labyrinth Shift in this city and went home early. The Elf big sister, Levi-san, was the only one left.


  After that time we talked about her surveillance, we didn’t speak much. Levi-san didn’t talk to me, and I wasn’t sure what to say to her, and we maintained that unchanging distance.


  However, I happened to have something I wanted to speak with her about. I walked towards Levi-san with my pen and paper.


  【Erm, are you free on Nightless day?】


  Levi-san raised her gaze from her book.


  【Actually I’m planning to hold a party on Nightless day. If you don’t mind, would you like to join?】


  Levi-san frowned, a little troubled.


  【I have been monitoring you all this while. Are you still going to invite me?】


  【Even if you are here for surveillance, you are also a regular.】


  I placed the pen and paper on the table. A few regulars signed on it today too.


  Levi-san stared at it for a while, then slowly picked up a pen, then wrote her name on an inconspicuous corner.


  【Thank you very much, I will be looking forward to your visit.】


  【Yes.】 She answered. 【But before that day, you——】


  Levi-san wanted to say something, but stopped. The door opened, and the snow blew in.


  Falluba-san walked in with his body bowed. After looking at me and Levi-san, he said with a heavy voice.


  【Yuu… can you let me crash at your place?】


  ~


  Yesterday’s bad weather was gone, and the sky was completely clear. The cold air coming through the open window made my just awake body really comfortable.


  I already changed my clothes, and was about to start preparations to open the shop when my door was knocked. I acknowledged the knock, and the door opened with a face leaning in.


  【You are up, huh. Breakfast is ready. I prepared Paolaja salad, I’m not sure if you can eat it though.】


  Falluba-san was wearing my spare apron. It didn’t cover his waist, just his chest. It was obviously too small, and was about to burst.


  【… Salad is fine.】


  Falluba-san, that apron… The legendary dragon was cooking breakfast… And what was Paolaja…


  There were too many things to retort, so I answered very simply.


  However, Falluba-san didn’t seem to mind at all. 【Great, I’m fine with the taste, but my wife doesn't like it. So it seldom appears on the dining table. The bread will be ready soon, so you should come as soon as you can.】


  With that, Falluba-san closed the door. Silence.


  【What is this situation…】


  No one could answer my question.


  Breakfast was laid out on the counter.


  There was bread toasted just right, with crispy bacon inside. Beside a fist-sized fried yellow egg was a fruit palette. Paolaja seemed to be the yellow leaf vegetables, complemented with salt and oil. It had a strong unique bitter taste, and a cheese-like fragrance filled my nasal cavity. It was a taste that you either like or dislike.


  He brought ingredients before coming here, so I got the chance to taste a breakfast fit for a dragon made by Falluba-san personally.


  And Falluba-san was bending his huge body and washing the dishes.


  【Erm, Falluba-san, let me clean up.】


  I said a little hesitantly, and Falluba-san looked at me with a serious face.


  【Don’t mind it. I’m imposing on you by staying here, so doing this much is only natural. Yuu, you are the master of this house, so don’t worry.】


  He then continued washing the dishes silently. His movements were smooth, proof that he often washed the dishes.


  I felt bad, but this was Falluba-san’s way of showing his gratitude. So I decided to accept it.


  Normally, I would clean the shop before opening up, but Falluba-san already did so, and it’s perfectly clean.


  It had been a while since I spent such a leisurely morning. I was about to doze off to the warmth of the hearth when the sound of water stopped. I woke up with a start. I looked over, and Falluba-san was waving his finger at the dishes on the rack. The droplets on the utensils floated up, formed into a ball and moved to the sink. The utensils then floated up and returned to the cabinet on their own.


  【… That’s a convenient magic.】


  I wanted to learn this too. I had the confidence of making use of it for my entire life.


  【Is there anything else that needs to be done?】


  Falluba-san said while wiping his hands on a towel.


  【Erm, do you do house chores often? Your movements looked practiced.】


  【Yup. Everyone in the village does their own chores. We don’t have servants like humans.】


  What a healthy way of living.


  【However, my wife is of noble birth, and isn’t good with house chores. I took care of her, and got used to it before I realized it.】


  He sounded really kind. Was Falluba-san, a househusband? In that case, that tight fitting apron seemed to suit him a bit more.


  【By the way.】 I sat at the counter and looked up at Falluba-san. 【Why did you come?】


  I didn’t ask the details last night, and let Falluba-san stay in an empty room. So I was still curious about the reason.


  Falluba-san crossed his arms with a groan. He was silent with a troubled face. I was regretting about asking when he quietly said:


  【I tried investigating the Dragon Bride in the city, but didn’t find anything. I then went back to the village. I made my wife mad, she said I shouldn’t come back empty handed.】


  【How strict.】


  【When dragons hunt, we won’t go back without getting any game. This is a long standing tradition. I think this matter isn’t the same as hunting, but my wife won’t accept that. So I can’t go home.】


  I couldn’t help sympathizing with the dejected Falluba-san. I could also understand why his wife was mad. I also wanted to support the apron wearing Falluba-san who couldn’t go home, since we were both guys.


  I looked right at Falluba-san.


  … I wished he would take off that apron that was on the verge of bursting. The tension was gone because of that.


  【I want to solve this issue no matter what. I enjoy my life with my wife, and I love her from the bottom of my heart. But, what should I do here…】


  Falluba-san’s buffed chest was pushing the apron to its limit. It would burst if he exerted any strength. I glanced at my chest and sighed. I was a man too, and wanted to be stronger. My body was too different from Falluba-san.


  【What do I…】  need to do to build muscles like that.


  【Oh! Yuu, you are thinking so seriously for my sake!?】


  If there was a gym, I would want to visit it.


  【Where…】 Can I find a gym?


  【Where indeed. I think we should search for that bride in this city too.】


  Even with a gym, running the shop and keeping up the training…


  【Will be tough...】 To keep it up.


  【I know. Searching for someone without any clue in a city of humans is close to impossible.】


  No, Falluba-san didn’t get this buff from visiting the gym. Then the necessity of visiting the gym was…


  【None?】


  【No, there is a clue.】


  There was the fundamental problem of us being different races, but more importantly, I shouldn’t be too greedy. I just needed a bit more muscles. In that case…


  【There is still hope…】


  【That’s right, there’s still hope!】


  The counter was knocked, which pulled me out of my stupor. I was lost in my thoughts without realizing it.


  【Yuu… I want to express my gratitude. Not only did you give me a place to stay, you are so considerate of my feelings, and take my problem seriously…!】


  Falluba-san said with a trembling voice. I didn’t understand what was happening.


  【Erm】 I wanted to speak, and Falluba-san raised a hand to stop me.


  【Okay! I understand, Yuu… I can feel your kindness. I need your help after all. I’m once again, imploring you to assist me.】


  I couldn’t figure out why the conversation turned out like this. But I understood one thing. I couldn’t reject him given the mood.


  【… If you are fine with me, I will do my best.】


  ~


  【Welcome, Colben-san. The usual?】


  I asked while serving a cup of iced water, and Colben-san stared at me with his eyes wide open.


  【…Shopkeeper, that’s…】


  He pointed at the kitchen.


  【a really beefy guy. What’s with that?】


  【A temp chef. He is just born beefy.】


  【I see, he’s born like that… No wonder the apron is all stretched out.】


  Falluba-san was moving the frying pan with an expression that felt natural. He insisted on helping out in the shop to repay my kindness, and things turned out like this.


  【There were girls in maid uniforms, then the Songstress, and now, a buff man… Shopkeeper, don’t you have any morality?】


  【Can you not put it as if it’s my fetish?】


  That definitely wasn’t the case, it just turned out like this somehow.


  【Well, it seemed interesting, so it’s fine.】 After saying that, Colben-san’s gaze fell on the menu. 【What’s this? Is this the menu of a restaurant from somewhere?】


  I shook my head wordlessly. Falluba-san said he wanted to use the ingredients he brought over, so I just added his dishes into the menu.


  【… Then, sea bass grilled with herbs and Charvet sauce, and a salad that dragons like. What’s a Charvet?】


  【It seems to be a fruit that only ripens when it snows.】


  【… That sounds pretty amazing.】


  I walked to Falluba-san with the order chit. I told him the contents, and Falluba-san showed a toothy smile. It was filled with the majesty of a dragon.


  【Yuu, running an eatery is fun.】


  He plated the food he was frying in the pan, and placed it on the counter.


  【This is spicy snow mushrooms and chill shrimps.】


  【Falluba-san, did you learned this from somewhere?】


  His cooking was on a professional level.


  【It’s nothing, I just lived a long life. I was taught by people and learned through documents too.】


  Thanks to Falluba-san, there was an appetizing smell lingering in the shop. If I kept this up, I could turn this into a proper restaurant. Although I wouldn’t do it.


  When I heard he was chased out of his home, I was ready for things to get tough. However, he was happily making food in the kitchen right now. No one would have thought a legendary dragon would wear an apron and cook. That perplexed me a little.


  It was late morning, and the crowd had died down. Falluba-san was humming and washing the dishes. I was adding firewood into the hearth. The chime made me turn my head, and a small figure covered in a cloak was standing there. She looked familiar.


  【Welcome. Are you alone today?】


  I welcomed her, and the woman who liked Rogukonerika— Sophia-san nodded. I think she did. I couldn’t see her face because of the cloak.


  【I came because I wanted Coffee.】


  【You are very welcomed. This way.】


  I ushered her to a seat. Like last time Sophia-san didn’t take off her cloak even though she was indoors. She must have her reasons, so I didn’t press her on that.


  【We have well roasted beans today.】


  Sophia-san looked up at me after sitting down.


  【I will have that please.】


  I could see her purple eyes under her hood. I returned to the counter with a nod. Falluba-san’s cooking was the only thing popular here, but someone finally ordered Coffee. And Sophia-san was a Coffee connoisseur, which hyped me up.


  After I heated the Coffee Maker and put the beans into a grinder, I could feel Falluba-san’s heated gaze. I glanced his way and saw him staring at my hands.


  【… It’s an order from a customer.】


  Falluba-san nodded firmly before averting his face, but he stared at the Coffee beans again. Falluba-san drank the most Coffee in my shop, and even bragged about feeling uncomfortable if he didn’t drink for some time. He was a Coffee lover that might very well be addicted.


  I could feel his craving gaze, and tried to ignore it as I extracted the Coffee and poured it into a Cup. I served the Coffee to Sophia-san, and when I came back, I saw Falluba-san staring at the Coffee Maker.


  【What’s the matter.】


  【… Well, I’m thinking that I can drink as much Coffee as I want if I have this thing.】


  【… It’s not for sale though?】


  【I know. It looks fragile, so I can’t use it.】


  This Coffee Maker was custom made by modifying pharmaceutical apparatus. It was made from glass, so it was expensive and fragile, making it really valuable. This was the soul of this Cafe. After saying that, Falluba-san crossed his arms.


  【Hmm. This is equivalent to the knife of a chef, the sword of a warrior, or the hammer of a dwarf. It’s disrespectful of me to want one, my apologies. The Coffee Yuu brewed with it is the best. Yuu, can you give me a cup of Coffee?】


  If he said that much, I would be itching to brew Coffee for him. Falluba-san was really good at motivating me.


  Falluba-san’s expression brightened when he saw me rolling up my sleeves, and made space for me. Once again, I added the Coffee beans into a grinder and started grounding them. Falluba-san always drank a lot, so I needed to prepare for that. While I was grounding the huge amount of beans, I had time for idle chatter.


  【By the way, I forgot to ask you.】


  【… Hmm?】


  Falluba-san leaned closer as if he was waiting for desserts, answering with his eyes on the grinder.


  【You mentioned that you need to find the person who is likely to be the bride, right?】


  【Yes.】


  【You said you have a clue. What is that clue?】


  【Hmm.】


  【……】


  【……】


  【Falluba-san?】


  【Oh, sorry. The fragrance from the grounded beans is so tempting.】 He coughed, then continued: 【Since ancient times, the humans with purple eyes are chosen to be Dragon brides. So I need to find humans with purple eyes in this city—— What’s wrong, Yuu? Your hands aren’t moving.】


  【Purple eyes?】


  Like the one I just saw? I looked towards the seats. A petite woman was sitting there drinking Coffee. I checked her eyes again. They were definitely deep purple.


  【Erm, are purple eyes rare?】


  【From what I know, humans with purple eyes are very rare. That was true in ancient times, and shouldn’t be too different now.】


  In that case, there was a good chance that woman was the Dragon bride Falluba-san was searching for.


  【What’s wrong, Yuu?】


  He asked me dubiously, and I wondered how I should answer. I never thought I would find the person we were looking for in my shop, so I haven’t thought about what we should do after finding her.


  【Falluba-san】


  【Why the serious look?】


  【What should we do if we found the Dragon bride?】


  【Oh, it’s about that. Obviously, we should…】


  Falluba-san turned silent right then. He blinked with his mouth slightly open and blinked. He then crossed his arms, then stroked his faint beard.


  【Obviously… What should I do?】


  【There should be a way if we discussed this with the bride.】


  【No, that might not work. I don’t know the details, but the bride should be following the orders of those in power. I heard this has nothing to do with the bride’s intentions.】


  【What an offensive culture.】


  Wasn’t this just like a sacrifice? I didn’t know what their higher ups were thinking.


  【But that was centuries ago, I don’t know if it is still the same now. Speaking of which, I’m not very sure why they are sending brides over.】


  【Maybe they did it for some other reason.】


  【That might be true.】


  【In that case, we should ask the bride first.】


  【Yes, let’s do that.】


  Having arrived at a conclusion, I set the Coffee grinder aside and turned off the Coffee maker.


  【Hey, hey, Yuu. My Coffee……】


  I ignored Falluba-san who was reaching out to me and left the counter. I approached Sophia-san’s seat, and she raised her head.


  ~


  She remained silent with her gaze down. I couldn’t keep up the topic even if I sat opposite her. Falluba-san observed us from the counter.


  I chose the wrong opening line. I asked her directly 【Are you a Dragon bride?】 Sophia-san didn’t affirm nor refute that, and clammed her mouth shut.


  But, how should I have done it? Even if I worked my way in from idle chatter, it would still lead to this question. When the time comes, Sophia-san would keep quiet too. So this was inevitable, and I didn’t fail.


  The air was so heavy that I wanted to find an excuse, when I heard a deep breath.


  【How do you know I’m a Dragon bride…?】


  Her weak voice showed her nervousness.


  【Because of your purple eyes.】


  I answered honestly, and after a short silence, she said:


  【You know what my eyes mean, right?】


  【I guess so.】


  Although I didn’t know before Falluba-san told me.


  Sophia-san leaned forward a little.


  【Please keep this a secret. I don’t want others to know I’m here.】


  【… That’s fine.】


  Things seemed more complicated than I imagined.


  【Erm, why don’t you want others to know?】


  I asked that, and Sophia-san hesitated before formulating her words.


  【Pardon me for asking, but how much do you know about purple eyes?】


  She seemed to be asking me something important, but I actually didn’t know much.


  【I only know that woman with purple eyes will be chosen to be Dragon brides.】


  【Where did you learn that from?】


  【Well, someone told me.】


  【Who might that be?】 Sophia-san asked sharply. 【The clan with these eyes having Dragon brides is a secret. Why does someone living in this country knows?】


  After understanding what her words meant, I closed my eyes. I took a deep breath, but still couldn’t find an excuse. I failed. I was too careless, but I couldn’t have predicted this.


  【You, have a point.】


  I could feel her questioning gaze.


  This was obvious knowledge for Falluba-san, but I had no way of knowing this was a secret to humans.


  I wanted to get out of this predicament, but I couldn’t give Falluba-san’s name. If I told her that a dragon told me, things would turn for the worse.


  I looked at Falluba-san for help, and he was leaning towards the Coffee grinder with a blissful face. What was he doing…


  I suddenly felt like a fool for worrying about it.


  I was planning to play dumb until the shop closes when she muttered 【Could it be…】 Sophia-san placed her hands on the table and leaned her face towards me. I lock gazes with her beautiful purple eyes. She stared at me as if she wanted to eat me up.


  Sophia-san leaned closer. Her face hidden under her hood was in clear display. We were close enough to feel each other’s breath.


  【Are you from a clan of Dragon brides like me?】


  【— What?】


  I was utterly confused. In any case, I couldn’t keep my cool when a young beautiful woman got so close to me. I leaned back to pull away, but Sophia-san put her knee on the table to close the distance.


  【Otherwise, it wouldn’t make sense. It wouldn’t be strange if these eyes being a proof of a Dragon bride was known by another clan with Dragon brides. Black pupils are rare. Are you the clan that protects the Dragon Shrine in this country?】


  【W-Wait.】


  I pressed my hands on Sophia-san’s shoulders to stop her. But she would probably press forward if I relaxed a little.


  【In that case, can you tell me where the black dragon is? If they really exist, and aren't a legend, I want to meet them. Is it true that a black dragon landed in this city?】


  I could tell she was serious from seeing her face, voice, and anxiety from close up. However, I couldn’t spare the effort to think right now.


  【Erm, can you please let go for now!?】


  She wouldn’t budge when I tried to push her. It took everything I had to stop Sophia-san from getting closer.


  I hope someone could help me deal with this situation.


  【What are you doing?】


  A sharp voice erupted.


  I was pulled back by the collar when the door chimed. I grunted from my neck being choked. Sophia-san’s face then grew further away in an instant. I then realized I was flying, and was held before I hit the floor.


  【Are you fine, Yuu?】


  I threw my head back and looked.


  It was Falluba-san’s face.


  【… Thank you.】 I said. 【Can you put me down?】


  My legs were dangling in the air. Falluba-san gently put me down, and I was standing on the ground again.


  I saw Sophia-san saying something to the youth. It seemed I was dragged and tossed away by that youth. I felt a chill down my back just imagining my body slamming onto the ground. If Falluba-san didn’t step in, it would be a painful experience.


  I turned back to thank him again, but a question came to my mind. Behind Falluba-san was the door.


  【… You were at the counter just now, right?】


  【This much is nothing.】


  He said calmly, and I had to accept it. Falluba-san was a dragon after all. And he could use magic.


  【That aside, you should be angry, Yuu.】


  Falluba-san’s eyes were serious as he crossed his arms and looked down at me.


  【That action was disrespectful to you. And dangerous too. I won’t get hurt no matter where I got bumped, and there should be humans as tough as me. But not you. So you have the right to be angry.】


  After being told that plainly, I pondered about what to do. Sophia-san jogged over.


  【Are you hurt? Erm, Aluff was mistaken.】


  She had a panicking tone, showing that she was even more confused. The man named Aluff behind her walked over. The air behind me turned tense. For some reason, there was a numb tingling sensation on the back of my head.


  【… I’m very sorry for my recklessness. I won’t do anything, so please don’t be so wary.】


  Aluff-san said with his hands raised by his head. He was apologizing to me, but the latter half of that sentence was for Falluba-san.


  【I’m not interested in your excuse. You hurt my friend, it’s impossible for me to lower my guard.】


  Falluba-san was clearly angry, and the iciness colder than the wind outside made me shiver. Even I felt that way, so Aluff-san and Sophia-san would feel that even more.


  【… Of course, the fault lies with me. Please give me a chance to make up for this.】


  His face looked pale, but his voice was firm.


  【That’s not for me to decide. Tell that to Yuu.】


  When Aluff-san turned his gaze to me, I clapped my hands.


  【Anyway, let’s all sit down first. This is too conspicuous.】


  I was airborne just now, a burly man was facing off a youth in a tense atmosphere, and someone was covering her body with a cloak. This was very conspicuous to others, and all the customers were looking at us.


  【… That’s true.】


  The youth looked around him and nodded.


  On our way to the seats, I locked eyes with the Elf big sister, Levei-san, sitting by the window. She shook her head exasperatedly. Since she was monitoring me, that meant she knew everything that happened in this shop. I think I heard someone mumble that I got dragged into another problematic incident.


  

  ~


  The four of us sat around one table. There wasn’t a friendly mood, and Falluba-san to my left had his arms crossed and eyes closed, as if he wasn’t interested in the conversation.


  To my right was Aluff-san, who was looking at me a little troublingly.


  Opposite me was Sophia-san, and I couldn’t see her expression clearly because of her cloak.


  It was good that we were sitting, but no one wanted to speak. With no other choice, I got the ball rolling.


  【So, why did you toss me?】


  Sophia-san and Aluff-san looked at each other.


  【It’s my fault.】 Sophia-san said. 【Well, because it looked like Shopkeeper-san was forcefully approaching me.】


  【I was mistaken. I’m very sorry.】


  I think she was the one who approached me though…


  From Aluff-san’s point of view, the details didn’t matter. The problem was my face being too close to Sophia-san’s face.


  【I don’t mind, and I’m not hurt.】


  【I’m grateful for your magnanimity.】 Aluff-san then looked up. 【Is there anyway I can make it up to you.】


  【I don’t think it’s necessary.】


  【No, I will feel bad about it.】


  Aluff-san’s tone was firm. If it was the old me, I would just think he was a serious and honest person. But after interacting with numerous weird characters, I could sense the intent hidden behind his expression. Aluff-san didn’t just want to compensate me, he had another motive.


  【Erm, it’s my fault that led to Aluff’s actions. So I’m asking you too. Is there anything we can do to compensate you?】


  Sophia-san said.


  After that sincere apology, there was nothing more for me to complain about. I was just tossed around. I wasn’t punched nor coerced.


  I looked at Falluba-san, and his eyes were still closed. His attitude made him look like an outsider, so I had to think of something myself.


  Judging that I should take action, I brought up the topic of the Dragon bride to Sophia-san. However, they regressed to the matter of compensation. There was a sense of dissonance here. That seemed to be going too far. Their apology was too solemn, as if they were treating someone of a higher status… Oh.


  【Did you think I’m someone from the clan of Dragon brides?】


  Speaking of which, this started from Sophia-san’s misunderstanding. They probably shared this information when they conversed earlier.


  【… Isn’t that so?】


  Sophia-san asked with a hint of loneliness.


  【No. I’m just a Cafe Master.】


  【But you know the secret of my clan. If you are not a clan with Dragon brides, then why…】


  I could feel wariness spreading. I was being suspected because of something I had no impression of. The problem was, if I explained myself, I would need to explain who Falluba-san was. They would just cast their suspicion towards someone else, the problem would still remain.


  【I’m the one who told him.】


  Falluba-san said simply, with no regards for my worries.


  There was a baffled air between Sophia-san and Aluff-san.


  【Both of you have dark pupils…】


  Sophia-san was suggesting that there was something in common between Falluba-san and me.


  However, we were not related at all. I didn’t understand when she brought up the Dragon bride. Did the clan with Dragon bride still exist today?


  Aluff-san leaned forward and looked at Falluba-san.


  【We travelled across the ocean in order to meet the great black dragon living here. If you know anything, could you tell us?】


  【We have to meet the black dragon. Please, I implore you.】


  【… Ughh?】


  Their serious request made Falluba-san open his eyes confusedly.


  Falluba-san said that to save me. However, when I was speaking to Sophia-san earlier, Falluba-san was engrossed with the Coffee beans and didn’t hear anything. And so, he didn’t notice that this woman was the Dragon bride we were looking for, and she wanted to meet the black dragon— which was Falluba-san.


  I leaned towards Falluba-san. Falluba-san noticed, and bent forward and lent me his ear.


  【Falluba-san, this woman is a Dragon bride. She had purple eyes.】


  【… Is that so?】


  Falluba-san looked at me, confused by the situation. No no, this was troubling for me too. Maybe things would go smoother if he went 【Actually, I’m the black dragon, Fuhaha.】 Or maybe not.


  When I wanted to question the two of them, something happened.


  Someone in the shop yelled. The utensils in the shop were rattling.


  Sophia-san yelped.


  【It’s fine, Sophia. This is probably a sign of a Labyrinth Shift. It will be over soon.】


  I could hear the voices and see what was happening. However, my body lacked strength, and couldn’t make a sound. As if I had turned into an object, I couldn’t even breathe.


  Suddenly, my senses all came back. My breathing was ragged. It was fine, I could still move like always.


  【Yuu, you…】


  I felt a large hand on my back, and felt more comfortable for some reasons. I laid onto the table and slowly composed my breathing.


  【We will talk another day. I will be staying in this shop for the time being. Come another time.】


  【B-But…】


  【I won’t say it again.】


  Falluba-san picked me up again.


  【Erm, Falluba-san, I can walk.】


  He didn’t answer. I never thought I would be Princess carried one day.


  He went to a small room under the staircase. This place used to be a bar, and this was a room used to dump drunkards. So there was just a bed here.


  Falluba-san brought me to this room and laid me gently onto the bed.


  【Sorry, I suddenly felt uncomfortable. I was surprised by the earthquake.】


  I smiled with a prepared excuse. Falluba-san didn’t smile, and looked at me as I sat on the bed.


  【Yuu. Just now, you deviated from this world.】


  【Huh?】


  【As expected, you are a Lost.】


  Falluba-san looked at me with gentle eyes.


  【What’s a Lost?】


  【They go by many names. Visitor, otherworlder, Brave… Someone from another world, and isn’t connected to this world.】


  That——


  【That’s me.】


  I said it right away. The thing I had been hiding came out surprisingly easily. That surprised me too.


  【It’s almost time for you to go back, right?】


  【… I think so.】


  I couldn’t move my body or breath, but it wasn’t painful. Everything just seems faded, on the verge of vanishing… It was really disconcerting.


  【There weren't any changes, and I even complained that my return seemed unreal. That might be why a clear sign was shown to me.】


  【I see.】


  【When I came here, it felt like falling into a pit, and I arrived instantly. I was here when I realized it.】


  【Yes.】


  【So why is my return so slow? They can just send me back suddenly too.】


  【That’s true.】


  I ranted, and Falluba-san answered curtly. I was glad that he wasn’t fazed.


  The room was silent. Falluba-san kept staring at me.


  【Yuu, I will handle the matter with the Dragon bride myself. You should spend your time more meaningfully.】


  【No, I will help too.】


  I answered on reflex. It was unnecessary sharp. I tried to find an excuse.


  【You see, I will be bothered if I drop out half way. And I want to understand their circumstances too.】


  【… Is that so? Can I continue to count on you?】


  I nodded. Falluba-san’s concern made me happy.


  【You should rest for now. I will tend the shop for you, I’m good at that.】


  With a laugh, Falluba-san left the room. I will take him up on his offer then.


  I laid down as if I was throwing my body down. The ice cold bed sheets let me feel my own existence. I never thought the ice cold sheets in winter would feel so comfortable.


  I looked at my palms, then opened and closed them several times.


  【I didn’t turn invisible.】


  It was funny hearing myself say that, so I laughed out loud. It echoed in the room, and then silence.


  【The matter of the bride… Nightless day, and the celebration for Linaria.】


  There were still a lot of things for me to do. I needed to think about many things too. The situation right now was just fine. If my mind was occupied by other things, I wouldn’t have the leisure to worry about myself disappearing.


  I pulled a pillow over and buried my face in it.


  And of course, I didn’t cry at all.


  Interlude


  The snow I experienced in my childhood was just a thin layer, and it was a hassle to have a snowball fight. I didn’t have any memories of playing in the snow in winter.


  When I was rolling a snowball in the thick snow, Falluba-san came out of the shop and looked at me with a dumbstruck face.


  ［You seem happy this morning, Yuu.］


  ［Yes. Speaking of which, I have never made a snowman before. This seems like a good chance to try it.］


  The road was covered by white snow. My footprints and the snowball trail were scattered all around.


  When it was getting bright, the surroundings became noisy.


  ［… Can’t sleep?］


  ［No, I just got up early. I can’t stop myself when I saw the scene outside the window.］


  This was obviously a lie, and sounded like one even to myself. Falluba-san probably noticed, but he didn’t point it out and nodded.


  ［Don’t let your sweat make you cold. I will make warm soup for breakfast. After you have enough of making snowmans, come back in.］


  He went back to the shop after saying that. I felt very grateful for his consideration, then continued rolling my snowball.


  I didn’t sleep well yesterday. As I laid down in my room and stared at the ceiling, things I needed to think about kept circling in my mind. I would get depressed when thinking about it at night, and couldn’t find any joy. My body was tired but my mind was very much awake, and my mind kept going in circles. I closed my eyes to sleep, but after turning and tossing, I would still open my eyes with a sigh, and stare into the darkness.


  This kept repeating the entire night, and the sky was getting bright before I knew it. My effort to sleep was futile, so I got up and started making a snowman.


  I rolled a snowball I could hug with both my arms, and picked it up. The snowballs making up its body were already there. I balanced the snowball on top, moved my arms away, and a snowman that reached up to my chest was done. It would be perfect if I added a face and arms.


  It looked well made to me, and while I was immersed in the feelings of satisfaction, something hit my back.


  ［You are doing something really childish so early in the morning.］


  I looked back, and saw Linaria standing there. It seemed cold for her to stand there in her school uniform and coat, but she didn’t mind at all.


  ［I got hit by a snowball just now.］


  ［Oh, whatever do you mean?］


  ［You’re playing dumb.］


  ［Even if that is true, it’s the fault of the person showing an opening.］


  ［You think this is a battlefield or something?］


  ［Ara, you didn’t know? You have to risk your life on days when snow piles up.］


  The smile on her face seemed to be showing the dignity of someone who had survived the battlefield… And she wasn’t pretending.


  ［… How many people have you snuffed out so far?］


  ［Who knows. I will forget about my opponents after defeating them.］


  ［By sneak attacks like just now, right? Because you are not good with a head on battle?］


  Linaria put her hands on her hips and shook her head cockily.


  ［That’s why you are an amatuer. You’re ten years too early for the battlefield.］


  ［… Want to try if I’m too early?］


  ［— Ara.］


  Linaria was surprised.


  ［Do you want to be bullied by me that much?］


  She sneered.


  I swiftly bent down to grab the snow by my feet. My mittens closed together to make a snowball, then raised my head.


  ［What——］


  She was gone. Even though she was right there just now.


  I felt a light impact on my left arm.


  ［Moving your eyes away from my body, there’s a limit to how foolish you can be.］


  Linaria had moved to my side. When did she…!


  ［By the way, I hit off mark on purpose. It’s too pitiful to throw at a newbie’s face.］


  ［Ugh… Your carelessness will lead to your death!］


  I threw a snowball at Linaria. I was aiming at Linaria—


  ［Careless? No, this is just the facts.］


  ［What…］


  The snowball was caught in Linaria’s hand. She grabbed it with just one hand.


  ［As expected of a newbie… Unbelievable naivety… This happens because you compressed the snowball too hard…］


  ［D-Damn it…］


  I had to flee—


  ~


  ［Monster.］


  ［Who are you talking about? Huh? Want to be covered in more snow?］


  ［Nothing, I’m very sorry.］


  She was really a monster. None of my snowballs hit her, and I got covered in snow.


  ［Where did you master those techniques? Did they teach this in the academy?］


  ［No way, I learned it in the orphanage. On snow days, everyone will have a snowball fight. The little rascals will always target me, so I learned it naturally.］


  ［A snowball warrior nurtured by her environment…］


  ［Whose a snowball warrior?］


  We chatted while I patted off the snow covering me. I had warmed up from the exercise, but I couldn’t go back to the shop like this. I would leave snow everywhere.


  Unable to watch this any further, Linaria walked over and helped pat off the snow.


  ［Uwah, it’s cold.］


  ［Don’t complain, I’m helping you.］


  ［Touching my nape with your icy fingers isn’t helping!］


  ［That was an accident.］


  ［It’s obviously intentional!］
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  ［Hey, wait.］


  I couldn’t take it and ran away, but Linaria caught up immediately.


  ［It’s cold! I told you it’s cold!］


  ［This punishment is just right for the bad kid who is late when sending me off.］


  ［You are still holding a grudge!?］


  ［Not at all.］


  ［Ufhh, wait, ah! The snow! The snow is getting in!］


  The snow got in through my neck and slid down my back. I grabbed my clothes and flapped, but that was useless against the snow inside my clothes. I jumped around a few times.


  Linaria held her belly and laughed. It was a cheerful laugh as warm as the sun in spring. So I moved my body exaggeratedly, and kept yelling that it was cold.


  Linaria wiped the corners of her eyes and looked at me with a smile.


  It would be great if time could stop here… Or not. My back was really cold because of the snow.


  However, I would never forget this moment. The icy sensation of the snow, her smile, and the laughter echoing in the sun rise. I will never forget.


  ~


  ［I told you to come back before your sweat turns cold.］


  ［Sorry, I lost track of the time while playing.］


  I could only apologize to the exasperated Falluba-san. My body was cold, and I was sitting before the hearth together with Linaria.


  ［I’m getting old, I should retire…］


  ［What are you saying with that straight face?］


  Linaria was heating her red fingers at the fire. Naturally, her fingers would be freezing cold if she fought a snowball fight bare handed.


  Falluba-san walked out from behind the counter and offered us mugs.


  ［Warm yourselves up with these.］


  ［Thank you very much.］


  We thanked Falluba-san, and he nodded before heading back. I looked at his back and Linaria leaned close to me.


  ［I remember that man, he’s a customer, right?］


  ［Yes, he is a regular.］


  ［Why is he giving us soup as if it’s natural? Did you hire him while I was gone?］


  ［Many things happened, and he got chased out of his home by his wife.］


  ［That’s tough.］


  I looked at the mug. In the clear amber soup were melted cheese and bread crumbs. It was cream vegetable soup. I took a whiff, and the aroma stimulated my stomach.


  ［It looks tasty… I’m digging in.］


  I heard a quiet voice beside me, followed by a small wail saying that it’s hot. I took the spoon that came with the mug, then stirred it slowly. The charred bread crumbs sank, and the diced mushrooms and onions floated up.


  ［I’m digging in.］


  I scooped up a mouthful and put it in my mouth. The fragrance of the onion and mushroom was strong. The lingering taste of ginger spread into my nasal cavity. Just one mouthful made me feel the heat spreading from my stomach.


  ［It taste great.］


  I looked to my side, and Linaria was eating bread soaked in the soup heartily. She met my gaze when she was taking a bite. She glared at me with furrowed brows. As if to say that I shouldn’t stare while eating.


  ［Okay, okay.］


  My cheeks were warm, and I continued drinking the soup. The melted cheese, mushrooms, bread soaked in soup, and the girl beside me, everything was perfect.


  My body had warmed up, and I sniffled before enjoying my soup again.


  ［Phew…］


  After draining the last drop from the mug, my body was hot and I was even sweating.


  Linaria had finished too. She set aside the empty mug, and was hugging her knees and staring at the hearth.


  ［How’s the new academy?］


  ［It’s a nice place. The city is beautiful, and the people in the academy are easy to get along with.］


  ［I see, that’s great. I haven’t said it yet, so, congratulations on passing the test.］


  Linaria looked at me with a gentle smile.


  ［Thank you. I feel relieved.］


  ［I see. You worked really hard for this, and you can rest now.］


  ［I need to study everyday when I go there again. I might get tired of it.］


  ［You chose this path yourself, so do your best.］


  ［Yes~］


  She put her hands on her knees and placed her head on top with a drowsy face. As the flames swayed in the hearth, her eyes regained their vigor.


  ［As expected this place is really relaxing.］


  Linaria said with a slurred voice. Her tone was gentle.


  ［Are you tired from exercising so early in the morning?］


  ［Hmm… it’s probably because of the long journey. It’s far, and I didn’t sleep well.］


  I thought as much. She went alone to a far away place to take a test that would affect her life. It must be hard for her to relax. But Linaria achieved her goal. That was amazing, and I definitely couldn’t do it.


  ［Hey, Linaria. Aina and I are planning a party to celebrate you passing the test. When will you be free?］


  I turned and looked. She was asleep. Her mouth was slightly open, and she looked peaceful like a child who had grown tired after playing.


  ［… You worked hard.］


  I wished I could keep staring at her sleeping face.


  We had a snowball fight, played around, drank soup and sat shoulder to shoulder. It would be fun if we could usher every new day together and spend the changing seasons with her.


  However, she would be leaving this place. To achieve her dreams, she walked forth alone, and would keep striving forward. And I could only watch her back. I couldn’t keep up with her.


  I thought that she was incredible.


  I wished this warming time would stop and I could keep looking at Linaria sleeping beside me.


  This was my sincere wish, and I couldn’t refute that.


  In the future, when I reminisce about the past, this moment would be as sparkling as the rising sun. And this moment was so bright that I couldn’t even look at it directly. But it still shone over me and warmed my heart.


  Time had slowed, but it still marched on surely.


  Chapter 4: This Lingering Intention, and That Sign


  I was wondering why she came so early in the morning, and Linaria said she slipped out of school.


  ［The academy was talking about a party, or the professors wanted to introduce me to others and the like, it’s a big hassle.］


  After waking up, Linaria sat at the counter with her hands supporting her face.


  ［The socializing of grown ups is rough.］


  I heard Aina mentioned that enrolling in Fortuna was much harder than I imagined.


  ［Students who heard the news suddenly started talking to me, friends whom I have never seen before grew suddenly.］


  Just like someone who won a lottery. I smiled awkwardly.


  ［Hey, this isn’t a laughing matter. I’m really troubled by this.］


  ［My condolences.］


  I poured the brewed Coffee into a mug, then added milk that had been warmed in a pan. I added a generous serving of sugar and stirred thoroughly.


  ［Here, the usual Café au lait.］


  ［Thank you. They don’t serve this at that academy, and I feel listless if I don’t drink this.］


  ［You finally understand the charms of Coffee.］


  ［Please don’t misunderstand. I like this Café au lait. I still can’t stand Coffee.］


  She took a sip and said it tasted good with a happy face.


  I recall that nostalgic day when I let Linaria try some Café au lait. In the end, this Café au lait was the only thing she acknowledged here. But that didn’t matter after seeing that face of hers.


  ［Hey Linaria, will you have free days?］


  ［Yes, but why?］


  She looked at me warily for some reason.


  ［Aina suggested throwing a party to celebrate you passing the test. It will be held here, what do you think?］


  Linaria closed her eyes and sighed softly.


  ［What’s wrong?］


  ［No, it’s nothing.］ She shook her head. ［I’m free the day after tomorrow… You don’t have to make it too big. You can just congratulate me verbally.］


  ［The day after tomorrow, huh. I will need to cook something good.］


  ［… I will look forward to it then.］


  I wanted to go all out and throw a huge party, but I wasn’t experienced in party dishes, so it was troubling.


  I suddenly remembered that thing, and took out the folded paper from my apron pocket.


  ［I plan to hold a party on Nightless day, do you have plans on that day, Linaria?］


  ［… Do you like parties that much?］


  She asked suspiciously. As expected of Linaria. She saw through my plan to avoid the question with the party. She was sharp.


  ［I invited the regulars for this one. I had been in their care this year.］


  ［Hoh?］


  She took the paper I passed her, and noted the names on it.


  ［There’s quite a lot.］


  ［Yes. Because everyone wants to join in.］


  ［That’s completely different from my first visit here.］


  I smiled awkwardly.


  ［The place was empty then.］


  ［It makes me suspect whether your place was open.］


  Back then, Linaria came to this shop in search of a place to study, then dropped by frequently. I thought about the past.


  ［Thanks to you, I gathered so many participants. I will be very happy if you can come too, Linaria.］


  ［I can’t miss it if you are going to go that far.］


  She then showed me her palm. I held that palm.


  ［… What are you doing?］


  ［I thought you want me to hold your hand?］


  ［Why would I want that?］


  ［To congratulate me since the number of regulars increased.］


  ［That’s impossible. It means give me your pen.］


  She shook my hand away.


  ［I was just kidding.］


  ［You don’t hold hands for a joke.］


  ［So I can hold hands with you if it isn’t a joke?］


  ［Hah!?］


  Linaria was choking on her words, her mouth opening and closing silently. She couldn’t formulate meaningful words. She then narrowed her eyes and stared at me.


  ［… You are teasing me again?］


  I quietly handed her the pen. Linaria snatched it, and wrote roughly on the paper as if she was venting.


  ［This will do, right?］


  She placed the pen on the paper and pushed it to me. Linaria was blushing a little, which made me smile.


  ［… That smiling face is really infuriating.］


  ［You are mistaken.］


  Her eyes were serious, so I suppressed my smile.


  ［Why you little…］


  ［Isn’t it mean to address me that way?］


  ［Do you prefer Dunce?］


  ［That sounds distant.］


  ［Dolt.］


  ［That doesn’t sound like me.］


  ［Dummy?］


  ［How is that any different?］


  ［Derping.］


  ［That’s a verb.］


  ［Dope.］


  <TL: The raw is just a series of puns, こいつ, アイツ, ソイツ, 同一 >


  ［Hehe, how embarrassing.］


  ［Don’t get cocky.］


  ［You started it.］


  That seemed to satisfy her, and she stood up with a nod. She had finished her drink before I realized it.


  ［I have recovered mentally, so it’s time for me to go. There’s still a lot of things to prepare.］


  ［Work hard. You’ll be free in the evening two days later, right?］


  ［Yes, that’s fine.］


  I hadn’t checked Aina’s schedule, but it should be fine. I had a feeling she would say ［There’s nothing that takes priority over Linaria-san.］


  I walked Linaria out of the shop. The sun was high, and pedestrians were on the streets. However, people shoveling the snow outnumbered the pedestrians.


  Linaria stood at the shop’s entrance, and looked at the snowman I made a while earlier.


  ［What’s wrong?］


  ［It’s a little lonely like this.］


  ［Well, a little.］


  Objectively speaking, it was just snowballs piled on top of each other.


  Linaria pondered for a moment, then reached for the top of her head and took off her black hair tie. Her long vermillion hair rolled onto her shoulders.


  ［What are you doing?］


  ［I have an idea.］


  She said as she bent before the snowman, wrapping the cloth around its neck and tying a bow. It looked just like a scarf. She then poked eyes, nose and mouth into the snowman.


  ［That’s good enough.］


  She nodded, then stood up with a smile.


  ［How is it?］


  Somehow, her expression resembled the snowman a little.


  ［Yes, it looks exactly the same.］


  ［Same as what?］


  She shook off the snow on her hands.


  ［That’s all for now, I will visit again.］


  Linaria went to the road and left. Her long hair swayed behind her. In the white snow scenery, that prominent figure could be seen even after she went off into the distance.


  I watched her disappear around the corner before returning back to the shop. The snowman that looked like Linaria was looking at me.


  【… It would be great if the snow continues.】


  It would be a pity if it melted.


  ~


  That evening.


  【There’s nothing that takes priority over Linaria-san.】


  Aina declared. I deeply respected her deep love. Although it felt scary at times.


  【You don’t have other prior engagements?】


  【Who cares about such trivial matters? Rather then that, any issues with procuring the ingredients?】


  【I will buy it tomorrow.】


  There weren’t many people, and I already considered a few dishes.


  【The stationery for Linaria?】


  【Perfect. I have prepared high quality goods that can last a long time, at a place that wouldn’t make Linaria-san worry. If I have to say, the choice is perfect.】


  It was probably fine, but after seeing her smile that was so innocent that it bordered on being unnatural, I felt uneasy.


  【… It’s not something weird, right?】


  【How rude, what do you mean by weird.】


  【Like things with Aina’s face printed on it.】


  【… Huh?】


  【Don’t make that face saying “There’s such a way too!”】


  【Yuu-san’s thinking is really novel. Did you actually…?】


  【No way!】


  She looked at me suspiciously, but decided not to press the issue.


  【Well, whatever. Let’s get things ready for the day after tomorrow. I need to call in a band too.】


  【No, that’s a bit…】


  【I’m kidding.】


  【… Let’s not crack jokes that are obviously overboard.】


  It was scary because Aina might really do it.


  【I also know that Linaria-san doesn’t like gaudy parties.】


  Aina said as she took out her manuscript and writing instruments. She put on spectacles from a box, and started reading them.


  I shouldn’t disturb her, so I shut my mouth.


  For a long while, I could hear Aina writing on her paper.


  【Speaking of which…】


  Aina stopped moving her hands and looked up a little.


  【Are you and Linaria-san dating?】


  【What?】


  It was too sudden that I suddenly raised my voice. It was louder than expected, so I covered my mouth.


  【Don’t need to be so surprised, it’s really obvious.】


  【No, no no no.】


  I waved my hands before me.


  【There’s no way we are dating.】


  【You have a problem with my Linaria-san?】


  【She’s not yours.】


  【Are you trying to say that Linaria-san is yours? How impudent!】


  【You started it!】


  Aina patted her breasts to calm her breathing.


  【Pardon me. I lose my cool sometimes when I talk about Linaria-san.】


  【You also lose your sanity occasionally.】


  【Hah?】


  【Nothing, I didn’t say anything.】


  Women are scary.


  【Anyway, before Linaria-san leaves for Fortuna, you have to say it even if you get horribly rejected.】


  【So being rejected is a given, huh…】


  【I will be glad if that happens… Well, that’s obvious.】


  She averted her gaze.


  【I don’t want to say this either. But both you and Linaria-san won’t make any progress without someone kicking you hard from the back.】


  【No, even if you say progress…】


  【And you call yourself a man? Make your position clear.】


  She smacked the counter and leaned in close.


  【Linaria-san isn’t waiting for me, but you. And you are thinking about Linaria-san. All that is obvious.】


  I couldn’t say anything about her direct stance. I recalled what Gramps Goru said:


  ——That’s love.


  Gramps Goru looked really smug when he said that.


  【If you don’t hold on to a great girl like her now, you won’t get a second chance in your boring life, you know?】


  【Wait. Saying my life is boring is going too far.】


  【A man who doesn’t dare confess to someone he likes will definitely have a boring life.】


  【Ughh.】


  Her sharp words pierced my chest.


  【Yes, I do think she is a great girl.】


  【Great girl? Please correct it to best girl.】


  【Yes, I do think she is a best girl.】


  【Why don’t you confess then, you wimp.】


  【Don’t call me a wimp.】


  Confessing was impossible. I would be disappearing from this world soon. After going back to my old world, there would be no way for us to meet. Linaria would feel troubled if someone like me confessed.


  I opened my mouth. I didn’t know what to say. I needed to find a way to fudge over this.


  【You.】 Aina spoke before I could.


  【I don’t know about your hidden circumstances. But even if Yuu can’t solve it, it must be a serious problem.】


  She stared at me through her spectacles.


  【However, is this fine to continue like this? Not saying anything as you watch Linaria-san go further and further. Won’t you regret it?】


  【That’s…】


  Probably, no, I will definitely regret it. I would think about why I didn’t say anything back then.


  【Think about your feelings carefully.】


  After saying her piece, Aina returned her gaze back to the draft, and didn’t look up again.


  ~


  It was almost closing time. After sending off a table of two, only Levi-san was left.


  Falluba-san went out in the evening. He didn’t have much chance to stay in this city, so he wanted to look around. Was he not easily discouraged, or was he trying to make the best of the situation of being chased out of his home? I thought it was about time for him to return and started cleaning the shop.


  After Levi-san changed from the 【Silent Elf big sister】 into the 【Elf big sister monitoring me】, I couldn’t calm down when it was just the two of us. If she talked to me, I would unconsciously become wary.


  【… Sorry, am I in the way?】


  【No, I should be the one apologizing.】


  I had a depressed face, that wasn’t a good attitude. Levi-san didn’t do anything wrong, the problem lies with me.


  【Is something the matter?】


  I switched to a cheerful tone and asked, and the corners of Levi-san’s eyes drooped.


  【You felt the signs of the Labyrinth Shift yesterday, right?】


  【Yes, I did.】


  It was a sensation I didn’t want to recall.


  【Erm, will it happen again?】


  Levi-san nodded. That was to be expected, but it wasn’t something to be happy about.


  【As the Labyrinth grow more unstable, your connection to this world will grow fainter.】


  I couldn’t tell her that this didn’t feel real.


  【No one knows what will happen next, so…】


  【Please wait.】


  I cut her off.


  【You said no one knows, then the people who came before me…?】


  【Regrettably, there isn’t any accurate records. The records stop when the Labyrinth Shift draws near.】


  【Why is that?】


  Levi-san opened her mouth, then shifted her gaze away hesitantly. She swallowed her words, then formulated new ones.


  【I think you will get it soon. Before that happens, I can’t tell you.】


  She said meaningfully. That didn’t sound good.


  【I will look forward to that then.】


  I said with a smile. I was actually freaked out, but if I admitted that, I would be living my days in fear. I hated that, so even if my legs were shaking, I would still put on a facade.


  【… Aren’t you angry?】


  【Do you want me to be angry?】


  【You have that right.】


  Something bad was about to happen, but she couldn’t tell me the details. No one would feel good if they were told that. But approaching it from a different perspective, Levi-san still came to warn me despite knowing that I would get angry.


  Even without knowing the content, if you were aware of looming danger, you would accept it differently. If you made the resolve to be beat up, you could grit your teeth and endure it.


  【Or rather, I should thank you. I’m very grateful that you can tell me. I will perk myself up and get ready for anything.】


  Levi-san looked relieved when I smiled. Maybe she was nervous just now.


  【You are a strange person.】


  【Is that a compliment?】


  【Yes, of course.】


  I didn’t know how to respond when she nodded and affirmed so forthrightly.


  I averted my face, then pointlessly tidied the utensils again.


  I could hear Levi-san’s laughter.


  ~


  I decided to close in the morning. I needed to shop for ingredients in the market for Linaria’s party. I could ask Falluba-san to watch the shop for me, but decided not to rely on others too much. Besides, he didn’t come back either. Where did he go?


  Snow was piling on the streets today too, but I could see the pavement on the sidewalks. The snow near the streets had been dyed in a mix of brown and black, giving off a lively vibe.


  The crowd density grew as I got closer to the market. They called this place the heart of the city, and you could find anything you wanted here.


  The stalls along the streets were prominent. They came in all sorts of color, shape and sizes, since the race and culture of the stall owners were different. There were stalls squeezed between those stalls, with just a carpet or board laid out. They could keep their wares in case of rain or snow, but there were people with piles of merchandise. I felt worried just looking at them.


  I couldn’t spare the effort to worry about others when I went in further. The streets were filled with customers shopping for goods, and I could only squeeze past the crowd.


  There was something big bulging ahead, a roof that could cover the plaza. I went closer, and could see that the structure was held up by planks and bamboo. The top was covered with brown cloth, but it had been mended or modified many times. The colorful patches made the roof really prominent.


  It was surprisingly dark under the roof. It covered too wide an area, so the light couldn’t shine in.


  The cloth didn’t completely keep out the light, but it wasn’t enough since I had grown used to the light outside. After my eyes got used to it, it wasn’t so bad. There were lights everywhere, not just from mana stones, but also a bonfire made with a large iron basin and logs.


  I was surrounded by people right after walking in. A four legged creature was skewered and grilled on top of the fire. It was larger than a cow, and had a tail as long as a lizard. There were handles at the end of the stick skewering the creature, and two beefy beastmen were turning it. Their torsos were bare despite it being winter, and they were even sweating.


  【Have a look, have a look! An entire roasted Tipo! You can’t eat this in any other shops! This is just the right thing to welcome the new year! We are having a bargain sale! Just one silver coin for one plate! One silver coin!】


  【That’s the same price as usual!】


  【That’s right!】


  When the small sized man said that, the crowd that gathered started booing. The man rubbed his thinning hair, and showed a troubled face.


  【Even if you say that, one silver coin is a very thin margin already.】


  【It will be worst if you can’t sell any!】


  【If it’s one silver coin per plate, it’s tough for us too! Isn’t that right?】


  That voice from earlier seeked out others to agree with him. The people around him backed him up, saying 【that’s right.】


  【Alright, alright. What do you suggest then?】


  【At least two plates for one silver coin!】


  【Two plates for one silver coin!】


  The Shopkeeper opened his eyes wide.


  【We can’t bring food to our tables with that!】


  【But we will get to eat a good meal!】


  Laughter erupted after that.


  Shopkeeper looked at the gathered crowd, then raised his hands up:


  【One silver coin for a large serving of meat! This is my best offer!】


  【Can’t be helped, I will let you off this time! Give me a plate! Make it a big one, of course!】


  The customers then loudly placed their orders. A woman holding a knife approached the meat and shaved it onto a plate.


  【Pisker will make more money if he joins a troupe. He even inserted a ringer into the crowd.】


  【He doesn't get tired of this skit. I can respect that, but I won’t buy though.】


  【Of course, it’s dubious whether it’s really Tipo in the first place.】


  I heard that conversation behind me. They were suspecting that scene to be scripted.


  I crooked my neck to search for the shop owner. He was standing by the side, seeing the sales come in with a smile.


  Hmm, the people behind me might be speaking the truth. How dangerous.


  I kept the wallet I took out and mixed into the crowd.


  This wasn’t a place I visit often, so everything looked new to me. I didn’t need to worry about the weather with the roof, so all the stalls laid out their wares, with a large quantity and variety of merchandise.


  In the fried food specialty shop, soup in pots were lined up in a row, along with plates piled with salad and fruits. I could see food wherever I looked. Eating was the biggest entertainment in this world. I forgot about my goal of finding ingredients, and browsed the stalls to buy food.


  【Pickpocket!】


  A cry came from somewhere. I immediately pressed against the wallet in the breast pocket of my coat. I felt relieved since it was still there. I bought more money than usual in order to purchase the ingredients. There were a lot of people too, so I had to be wary of pickpockets.


  【Ah, sorry.】


  I bumped into a woman walking my way because I was lost in my thoughts. She immediately moved past me. I patted my chest.


  【I fell for it…!】


  The wallet was moving. I turned back quickly, and could only see that woman’s back in the distance. I wanted to give chase, but couldn’t move because there were too many people. I could only bite my lips weakly.


  At this moment, I saw a familiar face in front of that woman. That person tapped the woman’s shoulder, then walked towards me as if the crowd wasn’t in the way.


  【Let’s go to the side.】


  【Oh, okay.】


  Granny Bonnie gestured with her chin and walked over. Her back grew further away. She was really good at meandering through the crowd. I was thinking I would lose her when she stopped. It was the alley behind the line of stalls, with crates piled up along the walls. There were much fewer people here, and I felt relieved.


  When I reached Granny Bonnie’s side, she tossed a small pouch over. I caught it, and realized it was my wallet.


  【That yell made you check your wallet, right? Pickpockets look for their prey that way.】


  【You got it back for me? Thank you.】


  That was a big help. Granny Bonnie showed a feral smile, which didn’t match her graceful outfit.


  【Because this is my job.】


  【Job…?】


  【In places with crowds, there will be pickpockets looking to earn some change. And I will return the money they picked.】


  【I thought you were an indecent…】


  I never thought she would help others.


  【Well, when the owner is unknown, the money will line my pocket.】


  Oh, that wasn’t a decent way of living. That’s good.


  【Normally, I will keep 30% as commission, but I will waive it since we are both Indecents.】


  She then pointed to a stall.


  【Just treat me to lunch.】


  【I thought you will tell me to not mind it.】


  【Calling it even with a meal, or owing me one, which one do you prefer?】


  【Please let me treat you to lunch, you can eat anything you wish.】


  【You are too kind. Let’s go then.】


  I followed the back of the lady walking with sure steps. There wasn’t any hesitation in her steps, so she must have had a place in mind.


  She returned my wallet, so giving 30% to her as a reward was reasonable. However, if we went to a high class restaurant, the bill might end up more than 30% of my wallet. I needed to brace myself.


  Granny Bonnie was swift, but would check back occasionally to make sure I was keeping up. After going around a corner, then another, the number of people decreased greatly. Even the light was getting weaker as we went down a dim and narrow alley. We were far from the bustle, and it didn’t feel safe.


  【Granny Bonnie, this place is.】


  I ran up and asked. Granny Bonnie glanced at me sideways, but she didn’t slow her pace.


  【It’s a dark alley. When you want to find something, you should come here. But you shouldn’t come alone.】


  【… Is it dangerous?】


  I asked seriously, and Granny Bonnie smiled happily.


  【I’m kidding, just kidding. In the past, dangerous wasn't enough of a descriptor. You won’t last five minutes.】


  【In the past?】


  【It’s safe now. It might look dirty and dark from the outside, but if you go in, you will find it more clear and orderly than outside, and the people there are more considerate too. It’s a comfortable place for those who had fallen through the cracks.】


  【I see, it’s like a zone for the Indecents, huh.】


  Even so, I shouldn't relax, and looked around me unconsciously.


  【After Corleone took control, even children can play here. Although that made it less interesting for me.】


  【Oh, Corleone-san, huh…】


  I recalled the figure of the white hare in a black suit. He might look peaceful in the shop, but he was actually an incredible person. I realized that once again.


  【Okay, we have reached, this is the place.】


  There was a stall set up against the wall in an alley. This seemed to be where Granny Bonnie was headed. If possible, I wished she would tell me we were at the wrong place.


  【Is it that place?】


  【It has been opened for a long time, so it couldn’t be helped if it looked a little worn out.】


  It was box shaped with wheels on either side, and handles in the front. However, if the cart was pulled, instead of moving, it would probably fall apart.


  【Despite how it looks, the taste is the real thing.】


  Granny Bonnie walked over naturally, but my steps were a little heavy. After getting closer, I could clearly see how worn down the stall was. It was made of wood, and signs of rot could be seen everywhere. The wheels were oval, and the entire stall looked slanted. A light push from the top might break the entire thing.


  【Are you here? You have guests.】


  Granny Bonnie didn’t get an answer. There wasn’t anyone at the stall. Tools like ladles and spatulas were hanging from the roof, there were also dried mushrooms, herbs and something like dried salamander. If there was a cauldron with dark oil inside, I wouldn’t be surprised if this was a stall manned by a witch.


  In this environment where the concept of hygiene didn’t seem to exist, I felt like asking to go back. I didn’t put that into action not because I changed my mind, but because the stallowner answered.


  【… Welcome.】


  There was a hoarse voice from the dark. A face suddenly appeared, and I stepped back in surprise.


  【Anyone would be surprised by that on their first visit.】


  Granny Bonnie laughed.


  The stallowner grinned when he saw me.


  【What a cute guy. I want to eat him.】


  Croaking sound came from his throat: 【Just kidding.】


  He seemed to be laughing. I was thinking about how to respond, then smiled vaguely.


  The person before me had a big mouth and small eyes, just like a toad. His pudgy body had an apron so dirty that the original color was a mystery.


  【Two portions please. I came out of the way to bring you a customer, so make it more delicious.】


  【It’s been a long time since a young human visited. I will do my best even if you didn’t ask.】


  With a croaking smile, the stallowner bent down. When he stood up, he had a piece of red meat in his hand. It seemed like the leg of some animal.


  He placed the meat on the chopping board with smooth movements, then effortlessly swung his heavy chopper.


  The meat was cut into large chunks with a thumping sound. The stall swayed. Another thump, and that was followed by a creaking sound.


  【How uneasy…】


  【You are still saying that? You’ll understand when you eat it.】


  No, that wasn’t it. I was worried about the taste too, but the stall was on the verge of collapsing…


  The stallowner picked up the meat with both hands and dropped them into the wok. The sizzling sound was loud. The oil seemed rather fresh, which made me feel a little better.


  The stallowner stared at the oil without moving.


  Granny Bonnie also stared inside the pot without a word. So I followed her lead.


  Inside the dark and murky oil, the large chunks of meat were wobbling. The area near the bones were still red, but the surface was fried nicely, which stimulated my appetite.


  The stallowner reached slowly for the spatula. He slowly turned the meat in the oil. The oil started sizzling again.


  The stallowner put the spatula aside and bent down. He reached out his hand and pulled out two wooden plates. It was soaking wet, obviously unwiped.


  He put the plates down, picked up one plate, and held the spatula in the other. He pushed both items near the wok, then nimbly flipped a piece of meat onto the plate. After doing the same with the other plate, he took the hanging ladle and removed the lid of a pot. A salty and sweet fragrance spread out. The stallowner stirred with his ladle, then scooped from the bottom of the pot and poured it on the meat.


  【It’s done.】


  He brought the plates over slowly. Granny Bonnie’s hands moved suddenly to take them.


  The meat was fried into a nice golden brown, and was covered by a thick red sauce. I could see diced ingredients mixed inside.


  After Granny Bonnie took the plates, she took out a fork from a holder hanging by the stall.


  I stuck the fork into the meat, and juice spilled out easily. I tore a piece off and dipped it in the sauce. I then locked gaze with the stallowner. I couldn’t read his emotions from his non-human eyes.


  【Erm, I’m digging in.】


  The stallowner slowly nodded.


  The first bite took a bit of courage. It was made in this environment after all, so I would naturally hesitate to put it in my mouth.


  Even so, the aroma from the plate before me was too appetizing. I worked up my courage and opened my mouth, then took a small bite from the corner so I wouldn’t get burned. It was amazingly chewy, and the hot juices gushed out as my teeth sunk in. The outside was crispy and the inside was tender. I could feel the kick with every bite.


  The sauce was in a league of its own too. It was probably made with a large variety of vegetables. The mixture left a deep impression, built around an enriching sweetness. My tongue turned numb because of the spice, but the sweetness of the sauce spread again. As the meat rolled in my mouth, the taste kept changing.


  【… It’s delicious.】


  【I told you so.】


  Granny Bonnie said cockily.


  【The city keeps changing, and high class restaurants and top rate shops are opening. They might boast about their food all day, but they can’t surpass this taste.】


  【Hmm… That’s true.】


  In the past, Corleone-san brought me to dine at various high class restaurants. They were delicious, but it didn’t have such a simple taste. This was a delicacy that was right in the strike zone, after removing all the frials.


  【Erm, what meat is this?】


  I asked the stallowner.


  【Frog.】


  【Ehh.】


  【That’s obviously a joke.】


  This was the first time I heard a joke I couldn’t laugh at.


  【It’s a bird called Beltoh from the Labyrinth. It is easily available in the dark alley, but a rare sight outside.】


  I never heard that before.


  I took another bite. It was really delicious, and I wanted to swallow it immediately and take another. This was the most delicious food I had eaten at a stall since I came to this world.


  【This guy had been doing this for decades. The sauce and oil have a complex taste he inherited. It’s a simple dish, but no one can replicate this taste.】


  Granny Bonnie said to me.


  【First is the ingredient, second is heat control, third is seasoning, that’s all. Well, the sauce and oil are special though.】


  The stallowner said with a croak.


  【You haven’t changed ever since I first came here, how long can you live?】


  【Who knows, but I will survive longer than you who have turned wrinkly.】


  【Hah, what would you do if I died? You don’t have many customers, right?】


  【I have a young customer here, so it’s fine.】


  The stallowner said while pointing at me.


  【I will want to frequent a place like this.】


  It was finished in a blink of an eye. My stomach was bloated, but I still feel the urge to eat more. It took a lot of work to restrain myself.


  Granny Bonnie was about done too. I returned the empty plate and took out my wallet.


  【The bill hasn’t been paid yet, right? How much is it?】


  【One gold coin.】


  【Ehh?】


  I couldn’t help wailing. The stallowner grinned and croaked in laughter.


  【That’s a joke, of course. One silver coin for two plates.】


  With this quantity and taste, it was a bargain.


  【I have received the payment. Please come again.】


  The stallowner slowly went back into the shade of the stall.


  【… What an incredible stall.】


  Be it the owner, the stall or the taste, all of that was incredible.


  【Isn’t it interesting?】


  Granny Bonnie started walking. I followed her, and turned back to check the stall before turning the corner. I thought to myself that I would come again.


  We took a different way out. The surroundings got brighter, and I could hear the noise from the market. It felt like I just returned to a familiar world.


  After turning another corner, the road turned bright. I could see the faces of the passersby. We had returned to the main road. Stopping here, Granny Bonnie turned back.


  【You can go back from here, right? Thanks for the meal, I need to get back to work.】


  【That’s my line, thank you very much for getting my wallet back.】


  【With the bustling of the Nightless day, the pickpockets are getting ready to strike. Be careful.】


  At this moment, I saw a familiar face passing by.


  【Arbel-san!】


  I found a person who said she would be camping out in the Labyrinth, and greeted her. Arbel-san turned back and looked at me, but didn’t stop.


  【Huh…】


  【What’s wrong.】


  【Nothing, I greeted a regular, but she just walked away.】


  I could only quietly watch her disappear into the crowd.


  【Maybe she didn’t notice.】


  【I think our gazes met…】


  【That means she hates you.】


  【That’s not funny, so can you not say that?】


  I wouldn’t be able to get over the heartache if that was true. I wanted to invite Arbel-san to the Nightless day party too… Sigh.


  【Granny Bonnie, the Nightless day party you mention is on. Can you come?】


  Granny Bonnie looked at me, impressed.


  【You are decisive, kid. Even though there are people you need to invite before an old woman like me.】


  【Don’t say that. I’m inviting someone older than you too, Granny Bonnie.】


  【Who’s old? I’m still plenty young!】


  【You said it first yourself?】


  That’s enough with the jokes. I took out that piece of paper from my pocket. I kept it on me so I could invite any regular I ran into.


  【Can you sign here to indicate your intent to participate?】


  【Signature, huh. This is my first time doing this.】


  She smiled troublingly, then signed smoothly.


  【Thank you very much, please look forward to it.】


  Granny Bonnie waved in response, and went into the crowd, and soon disappeared.


  I perked myself up.


  Paying attention to my wallet, I returned to the crowd too. I needed to prepare the ingredients for Linaria.


  I walked with the crowd, but my mind was still on Arbel-san. She looked at me like I was a stranger. Did she really not notice me?


  Chapter 5: Hypocritical Smile, Hypocritical End


  After buying the ingredients at the market, I returned to the shop in the evening and found Falluba-san waiting with a couple. It was Aluff-san and Sophia-san. They were facing each other at the seat, and weren’t speaking. When the couple saw me enter, they seemed relieved.


  【Erm… Welcome. Are you discussing something?】


  【No, we are waiting for you. If I listen to the issue alone, they will need to repeat it another time to you.】


  【Sorry for making you wait, I will get ready right now.】


  I swiftly put the ingredients away into the fridge, and started the heater for the Coffee maker. I brewed Coffee and Cocoa. Aluff-san probably didn’t like bitter things.


  After preparing beverages for the three of them, I sat down beside Falluba-san. Our conversation was cut short last time because I felt unwell from the signs of a Labyrinth Shift. So I should start the conversation this time.


  【Well, you two would like to meet a dragon, right?】


  Aluff-san leaned closer.


  【That’s right. Please help us pass along the message.】


  【Is it because, she is a Dragon bride?】


  Speaking of which, the root of the problem was this issue that Falluba-san was troubled about.


  Sophia-san picked up her cup with both hands, then put it down. She had long silver locks and delicate features. Her purple pupils, proof that she was a Dragon bride, shimmered in the light.


  【Yes. Just like what my eyes represent, I’m a dragon shrine maiden that serves in Kalajiya. I came here because I have been selected as a Dragon bride.】


  A gasp came from the side.


  【It’s still ongoing, huh.】


  Sensing my gaze, Falluba-san covered his mouth with his palm.


  【No, so, erm, you came here to become a Dragon bride?】


  Sophia-san shook her head.


  【The bride heading to the village of the Dragons is a thing of the past, I only heard that such a custom used to exist. It has nothing to do with dragons now, Dragon bride is just a tradition in name. We still worship dragons and manage the dragon shrine, and hold festivities.】


  【As the next generation bride, she will be entering the dragon shrine soon.】 Aluff-san said. 【Sophia is already engaged to me. But once she officially becomes a Dragon bride, I can’t even speak with her before she complete her duty in twenty years.】


  The next Dragon bride needed to stay in the dragon shrine for twenty years? That’s different from what Falluba-san said.


  【So, why did you come to this city?】


  Falluba-san asked.


  【Because of a rumor.】


  【Rumor?】


  【Yes.】 Sophia nodded. 【The people in this city saw a black dragon come here from the silver crown peak, and that the black dragon has yet to abandon humanity.】


  I looked at Falluba-san beside me. He still looked troubled while covering his mouth.


  【We came to this city to meet that dragon, if that rumor is true.】


  That was an amazing determination. Traveling across the sea over a rumor couldn’t be done with half-assed will.


  【Well, if you meet a real dragon, what are you planning to do?】


  【We want to tell him that there is no need for Dragon brides.】


  That was unexpected.


  【The Dragons have left for centuries. Guarding the mountain and worshiping the dragons, our clan had lived while keeping the ancient tradition. The people managing the dragon shrine are called shrine maidens, and a Dragon bride will be chosen every two decades. They can’t go outside, and is only permitted to speak with their kins during the annual festival.】


  【Hah… That’s…】


  I stopped myself midway. How stale and insufferable. It was hard to believe that they continued this tradition so naturally.


  【In our village, this was treated as something natural. Because of tradition, because of the dragon’s blessing, they think it is obvious that Sophia should become a bride and give up on her way of life. But I couldn’t stand it. I didn’t want to lose the woman I love.】


  Aluff-san’s voice was strong and firm.


  【I convinced Sophia by saying we will ask the black dragon if he is really here. With the support of the dragon, I think we can change the tradition of the village.】


  He said with his eyes on Falluba-san.


  【If the black dragon is in this city or on that mountain, and if you are a priest that serves the black dragon, can you let us meet him?】


  With that, Aluff-san and Sophia-san waited sincerely for our answer. Their eyes were so serious that I was too embarrassed to say 【You are mistaken.】 I was fine, since I could just refute them. However, the real black dragon was beside me. How would Falluba-san respond?


  I glanced at him sideways.


  He crossed his arms and lowered his head with pursed lips. Falluba-san was deep in thought. He was in human form, and would chat naturally with me, so I didn’t pay it much mind. However, he was a legendary existence that had been worshiped for centuries. His thought process was different from ours, and I couldn’t imagine how Falluba-san would respond.


  【I understand.】


  Falluba-san looked up.


  【The two of you like each other, right?】


  Aluff-san and Sophia-san looked at each other for a moment. The two lovers confirmed each other's feelings with that gaze, and nodded at the same time.


  【What do you plan to do after meeting the black dragon?】


  【We plan to go on a journey right after that. The two of us will search for a place where no one knows us, and live peacefully.】


  Aluff-san said without any hesitation. This must be something they decided after much discussion. This proved how much they thought for each other, and even resolved to abandon their home town and come to this city.


  I see, Falluba-san said before falling silent.


  There was a tension like a wire on the verge of breaking between the two people before me. When the wire was about to snap, Falluba-san said:


  【I will try to relay your message.】


  【Really!?】


  【Yes. However, don’t expect an immediate answer.】


  【Yes, that’s only natural.】


  【You should get some kind of answer before Nightless day.】


  The conversation stopped here. The two of them kept thanking Falluba-san and me, then walked out into the city that had grown dark.


  【What are you planning to do?】


  Silence lingered in the shop, and Falluba-san was in deep thought with his arms crossed. He didn’t answer me.


  I didn’t press for an answer, and looked out the window. The snow that had been falling since evening started showed no signs of abating. It kept falling quietly, as if there wasn’t any wind. When I drew the curtains and averted my face, Falluba-san spoke.


  【This is a debt we owed.】


  【Ehh?】


  【We dragons don’t have much of a link with the other races. We don’t think it’s necessary. One day, that person known as a hero came to our village, and my father, who is an elder, decided to help him. I don’t know whether that decision is right or wrong.】


  He sounded like he was talking to me, and also like he was muttering to himself, or maybe he was telling someone in his memory.


  【Before we realized it, the humans started worshiping us, and prayed for our protection, and even offered tribute in the form of brides. This is an unhealthy relationship. So my father decided to move the village away. He believes that if the dragons they believed in were gone, things will improve.】


  However, Falluba-san then said that his father’s judgment was wrong.


  【Even after centuries passed, there are still sacrifices as people worship the dragons that have vanished. Their tribute, or confining someone in the shrine for an illusion, none of that changed.】


  He looked into the distance, his eyes lost their focus.


  【Everything changed since that day. We are the only ones who still want to revive the past, and pretend nothing happened. It seems that is impossible.】


  Falluba-san was silent again.


  I was wondering whether I should answer, then decided to hold my peace. Falluba-san would tell me if he wanted to converse.


  After adding some firewood into the hearth, I stood in the kitchen. I was bothered about Falluba-san, but I couldn’t ignore Linaria’s party tomorrow either. I needed to make some preparations for tomorrow’s cooking. I took out the ingredients and took up a knife.


  Falluba-san sat there quietly late into the night.


  ~


  Naturally, I didn’t open the shop today. Yesterday, I was just planning to close for just the morning, but Granny Bonnie brought me to the hidden stall, and after the conversation with that couple, I ended up taking the whole day off.


  It had been a while since I rested for two days in a row. It felt good doing so occasionally.


  The most time consuming part of cooking, the prep work, had been done yesterday. Even so, I stood in the kitchen early in the morning as always. I did so to perk myself up for the prep work, but the main reason was a force of habit.


  It was almost noon, but Falluba-san wasn’t in the shop. He left after saying he wanted to shop around the city. His attitude was no different than usual, but he was probably troubled by yesterday’s events. It would be great if I could help in some way or offer advice, but I couldn’t think of anything.


  Setting the problem aside for now, I needed to focus on the food for Linaria’s party.


  It wasn’t much since there weren't many participants. There was me, Linaria, Aina, and Doddo. The members who helped out in my shop during the summer.


  I didn’t need to make too much, or make tedious dishes found in restaurants.


  Even so, the preparation still took a lot of time because I wanted to busy myself with something, so I wouldn’t think about the problem of me returning to my old world.


  I knew I should think about it seriously.


  With the Labyrinth Shift looming closer, the day of my return also drew nearer. I would disappear from this world really soon. Should I tell someone or just keep quiet, I needed to make a decision.


  But I didn’t want to think about it. Time was pressing, but it still didn’t feel real to me.


  Should I discuss this with someone, or let this uneasiness persist, I focused my attention on that as I peeled an apple. This was something I found in the market yesterday. A fruit that grew in the snow, and would grow sweeter the colder it got. According to the lady in the market, it had a good harvest this year. She let me try one whole apple, and I was surprised by the sweetness when I bit down. It tasted like an apple, but it had a savory and thick sweetness. My hands were sticky just from peeling the skin.


  This apple would be used for desserts, an apple pie. I recalled the apple pie my mother made. Whenever she encountered something detestable, my mother would bake an apple pie. And an extra large one at that.


  She said she felt much better after making one, so she was making it for the sake of making one, and didn’t eat it at all. She just liked the process of making it, and achieved her goal after baking it.


  So me, my father and grandfather would take care of that extra large apple pie. It was good, but all things should be taken in moderation. The one thing I remembered about my childhood was the apple pie that I couldn’t finish.


  I could feel myself smiling nostalgically. That was a feeling I couldn’t recall. My body was immersed in that memory. A strong emotion made me waver. I put down the apple and knife, and closed my eyes. I gritted my teeth and slowly steadied my breathing.


  I could go back there soon.


  Go back to my home, my hometown, and my family.


  This was what I wanted all this time.


  After coming to this world suddenly, I had been hoping for this every day.


  But, why did I find it so hard to accept? I couldn’t accept it. I couldn’t be sincerely happy about returning to my old world.


  I gave up and covered my face with both hands. My hands were sticky from apple juice. I was seriously troubled, but was bothered by my sticky hands. It seemed I wasn’t too depressed after all. I laughed. And washed my hands with water.


  Water in winter had a prickly chill, which made me feel comfortable. I washed my hands carefully, as if I was washing away the mud stuck to my heart. After putting my hands in running water until my fingertips were almost numb, the door chimed. It was Linaria.


  【Am I too early?】


  She dusted off the thin layer of snow on her shoulders, and said cheerfully.


  【I’m free after settling things in the academy. Anything I can help with?】


  【I can’t let the main guest work.】


  I closed the tap and dried my hands with a hand towel. Blood flowed through my cold fingers, and there was a prickly numbness.


  Linaria stopped dusting off the snow and looked at my face.


  【… What’s wrong?】


  How keen. No, it was too late for that. I immediately smiled. This wasn’t a conscious action, my face reacted on its own. My mouth also reacted the same way. I didn’t even know where my voice was coming from.


  【Nothing, just a lack of sleep.】


  【Hey, don’t do that again.】


  She sounded unhappy.


  【What do you mean?】


  【That face. Forcing a smile. Don’t show that expression to me.】


  I touched my face with my hands. This expression became a habit before I knew it. This was the first time someone pointed out my fake smile.


  【… It’s not working?】


  【Not at all. It’s disgusting.】


  【That’s too much.】


  I was a little hurt. She was so forthright that my tears almost came out.


  【Fake crying is no good either.】


  【Impressive.】


  Linaria came to the counter and sat in her usual seat.


  【You don’t have to push yourself in front of me. We go way back, right?】


  Her tone was kind, as if she was talking to an immature younger brother.


  【You can talk to me if there is anything troubling you. I might not be able to help you think of a good solution though.】 Linaria pouted. 【I hate it when you make that face over something that I don’t know. I want to know, and if possible, I want to help you too.】


  Linaria looked up at me, and we locked gazes. Her face turned red like a boiling kettle, and she averted her eyes.


  【Linaria, you are really kind.】


  I sighed deeply. I couldn’t express my feelings any better. I hated my meager vocabulary since I could only describe her as kind.


  Linaria supported her cheek with her hand. Her lips moved gently.


  【— Oh.】


  【Sorry, I didn’t catch that…】


  She glared at me with sharp eyes.


  【I’m not gentle like that to just anyone. That’s what I said.】


  She threw a fast ball with a blushed face, which struck me right in the heart.


  I wasn’t dense enough to miss what she was implying. Linaria likes me. I used to think that it would be great if that was true. And now, she showed it clearly.


  My feelings were weird. As if my soul had separated from my body, and I was looking at myself from the ceiling. I was separated from everything. I didn’t understand my feelings. It was an issue about myself, but it felt like the problem of someone else.


  I must be too happy. Probably, because I felt the same way as her.


  I, towards her——


  Was it true?


  I looked down at myself.


  Why was I forcing a smile?


  I quickly covered my mouth, but it made that shape by itself. Linaria saw my fake smile.


  【— Sorry. Pretend I didn’t say that.】


  Linaria smiled. It was really beautiful, without a hint of gloom. The feelings I had when I saw that face made me understand.
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  【Sorry, just now was…】


  【Enough. I get it.】


  Linaria stood up.


  【Sorry, can we do the party on another day?】


  Linaria said with the mask-like smile as she walked to the entrance.


  【Wait, I have something I want to tell you.】


  She turned back at my words.


  【What? What’s wrong?】


  【Actually, there’s something that’s really troubling to me, so…】


  【Yes, I’m troubling you, huh. Sorry.】


  There was a misunderstanding before I could calm her down. It might be a wall or a membrane, we were separated by something. And I was helpless given how thick it was.


  Linaria’s hand was almost touching the door, and I understood that I couldn’t let her go. My instinct became a conviction. The things built up between us all this time would undergo an irreversible change at this moment. The line of no return was before us.


  【I!】 I raised my voice. 【Came from another world!】


  I said it out loud. I told the thing I had been hiding in my heart to the person I most wanted to.


  【I’m not from this world. And I might disappear from this world soon. So…】


  【— I see. It can’t be helped then.】


  She cut me off.


  【You are not from this world, and there are people waiting for you, so it can’t be helped. I love the way you lie. And many people are helped by that.】


  Linaria turned back. She was smiling, but tears rolled down from her eyes.


  【But I don’t want to listen to such lies. I hope you will tell me the truth at least.】


  The door opened, and the snow flew in. Linaria vanished into the veil of snow. Only the chime could be heard, followed by silence.


  I didn’t move as I watched Linaria’s back. The strange sensation continued. I was still looking down at myself, and my emotions must have left my body too. If not, I wouldn’t feel so empty.


  I had no doubt in my mind that I should chase her. But I couldn’t move. Chase her, and call out to her, but I didn’t know how to continue the conversation.


  【A lie, huh.】


  Of course that would happen, I muttered. I was either lying or insane.


  So I thought to myself. This couldn’t be helped.


  I wasn’t from this world. Normal people living here wouldn’t believe my words.


  In the truest sense, there wasn’t any place where I belonged, I wasn’t connected to anywhere. I would disappear after the Labyrinth Shift. This was a given.


  In the first place, it was strange for me to be here. I was just someone who was out of place. No one would be troubled if I was gone, everything would just go back to the way it used to be. And it ends.


  My heart was calm without any ripple.


  It was over.


  The warmth I cherished in my heart, was warm no more. And I couldn’t do anything about that.


  Suddenly, the ground started shaking. The lights hanging from the ceiling started swaying, and the utensils on the cupboard were ringing out in chorus.


  Oh, the sign of a Labyrinth Shift. My cooled mind observed. Suddenly, I felt a chill in my body. I felt a sense of vertigo as if I was free falling. As if I was falling somewhere, a sensation that felt familiar to me. This was how I felt when I came to this world.


  It was difficult to keep standing, and I fell on my butt. The utensils on the cupboard fell layer by layer, hitting my head, shoulders and back. It didn’t hurt. I closed my eyes as if I had given up. This was fine.


  How much time passed? The feelings in my body returned.


  I slowly opened my eyes. Broken plates and glasses were scattered on the floor everywhere.


  It seemed that I was still in this world. I didn’t know what meaning there was in that.


  ~


  No one would care if I treated myself like the main character of a tragedy, but it was more constructive to make apple pie than to wallow in self pity. Even if the person who would eat it was gone.


  I cleaned up the broken shards, and stood in the kitchen again. Only for this moment, I didn’t think about anything. It was fine as long as I could move my body. I could clean, shovel snow, or even sprint a lap outside.


  I lit the fire under the pot and melted butter. I poured in an astonishing amount of sugar and stirred it, then added in sliced apples. There was a sweetness that felt tangible, but I didn’t have any appetite. I just stared at the juice bubbling out of the apple.


  My mind was blank. I wasn’t troubled about what to do, and didn’t feel regret about my actions. I was completely still, and stared dazedly at the apples in the pot.


  I added in honey mead and lemon juice, then covered the lid. I kept it simmering until the apples softened.


  Even if I explained desperately and reached an understanding, I would still disappear after the Labyrinth Shift. What was the point in that. It was obvious that the end was near. I couldn’t do anything about it. It didn’t matter how hard I tried or how far I got, in the end, it doesn’t even matter.


  I shook the pot from time to time to keep it from burning. The fragrance of the apple condensed, and I could feel it getting sweeter. I removed the lid and turned up the fire.


  I then turned off the fire. While waiting for the apple to cool, I took out dough from the fridge. I used a rolling pin to spread the dough, then used a fork to poke out holes in a neat row. I then placed the apples glimmering in a thick yellow liquid on top.


  The excess dough was cut into thin strips, and laid on top of the apple in a criss cross manner. I folded the edges up, made the pie round. Finally, I coated it with beaten eggs, and put it into a heated oven. After that I just needed to wait.


  Only a feeling of dejectedness was left. I wasted time just to distract myself.


  I leaned my face against the window. It was white outside. The pedestrians walking in the snow were all smiling for some reason. They were probably sharing a funny joke, since a group of adventurers were all laughing out loud.


  A kid then sprung out of an alley and passed through them. One more kid, then another chased each other on the streets.


  The streets were the same as always. My state of mind didn’t matter, the world wasn’t cloudy nor gloomy. This much was obvious. Even without me, this street wouldn’t change.


  I stayed like this for a while.


  The door chimed, and I snapped back to reality.


  【Oh, are you on break?】


  The man dusting off the snow on his hat was Skipper.


  【Yes, I’m closed for today.】 After saying that, I realized the reason to close the shop was gone.


  【I guess I should open for business. Want to drink something?】


  The Skipper shook his head.


  【It’s fine. I came here to tell you something.】


  The Skipper looked serious. I realized it wasn’t good news.


  【The matter with the Coffee beans are no good, huh?】


  All the Coffee beans in my shop were shipped over by Skipper from across the sea. Even in this city where you could supposedly buy anything, Coffee beans weren’t sold here.


  【I have asked around, but the responses aren’t good. This is the only place that sells it, and they don’t even know what Coffee beans are.】


  【… That’s true.】


  From the other end of the ocean— where Sophia-san came from. Coffee was beloved there, but unknown in this region. I was the only one buying it, so it was a hassle for the importers, and wasn’t very profitable either.


  【I only managed to continue this thanks to your help, Skipper. So please don’t mind it.】


  【But your shop would be troubled without the beans, right?】


  Skipper stroked his chin.


  If a Cafe didn’t have Coffee, it wasn’t a matter of just being troubled. It would be like a bakery without bread.


  【Well, there will be a way somehow.】


  I said cheerfully. I realized that I was smiling naturally. It was the business smile that Linaria said she hated.


  【Even if you say that…】


  I could guess what the Skipper was thinking.


  There would be a way? No, there wasn’t any. Coffee beans weren’t available on the market, so I couldn’t even buy them. This wasn’t an era where you could import things easily on a personal basis. Well, that didn’t matter already.


  【I’m thinking about shutting the shop down.】


  【What?】


  【It’s not because of you, Skipper. Even with the beans, I’m still planning to shut it down.】


  The Skipper scratched his cheek.


  【That’s really sudden, what happened? You were working so happily when I visited some time earlier.】


  【Something came up, and I have all sorts of circumstances.】 I replied with a smile. 【Let’s say it’s for personal reasons.】


  The cupboard broke, and the things on it fell down. Was it karma because I put things off all this while? Once the Labyrinth Shift happens, I couldn’t stay here anymore. This shop was finished. That was all.


  The Skipper looked at me quietly, then said softly “I see.” He then put on his hat.


  【Well, that’s life. All sorts of things can happen.】


  But he continued:


  【Won’t you regret it if you decided on the ending ahead of time? Isn’t this shop important to you?】


  Well, it used to be important to me. I didn’t understand. My feelings were a mess, and I didn’t know how to sort it out. This shop was filled with everything I had in this world, as well as my memories.


  I didn’t want to shut down the shop, it just turned out this way.


  【It can’t be helped.】


  In any case, there was nothing I could do.


  【There’s no way, huh.】


  The Skipper looked around the shop and stuck out his tongue. He licked his lips before sighing.


  【There is no spirit in this place, and the air has grown bleak. Young one, is your keel broken too?】


  I tilted my head, wondering what he meant.


  【For a ship, the keel that runs from the front to the end of the ship is the most important structure. Torn sails, broken masts and holes in the ship’s body can be mended. But that isn’t so for the keel. If it’s broken, the ship is finished.】


  The Skipper looked at me with serious eyes I had never seen before.


  【You and me, both of us have broken keels. So the ship will sink. That’s what I’m planning. But not for you. Don’t make that face as if nothing matters, and say that it can’t be helped.】


  The Skipper then left without saying anything. Was he discouraged, or just trying to cheer me up? I couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter anyway.


  I sat on a seat at the counter, and stared at the ceiling.


  Important things, keel, give up. The Skipper’s words started spinning in my mind.


  I suddenly remembered something and went back to the kitchen. I had completely forgotten about the apple pie. How long had I put it in?


  I wore mittens and opened the oven, then used tongs to pull the steel tray out.


  It was perfectly and completely burnt. The sweetness overlapped with the burnt smell, and wasn’t appetizing at all. It was clear at a glance that I failed it grandly.


  I set the apple pie aside, and tossed away my mittens. Well, it was fine. There wasn’t anyone to eat it anyway.


  But the shop was filled with a mixture of sweet and bitterness, which was unbearable. I picked up my coat and left the shop. The cold made me shirk my neck. The snow blew into my face.


  I turned up my collar and walked out. The destination didn’t matter. I just wanted to go back. If possible, I want to go back right now.


  

  ~


  I bumped into someone for the second time. It might be due to me dazing off, or because that was a pickpocket. I wasn’t worried since I didn’t have my wallet.


  I kept walking forth, and before I knew it, I was at the market I visited yesterday.


  I squeezed through the crowd and kept walking. My shoulders were shoved, my back was bumped, and the people in front stopped suddenly. It was really hard to walk. I saw an alley and went in, then breathed out in relief.


  The road ahead was dim, and I didn’t know where it led either. Even so, I didn’t want to go back to the crowd, so I headed deeper in.


  I couldn’t sense any presence. Buildings lined both sides closely, and when I looked up, I could see ropes connecting the windows. It was snowing, but they were still hanging out laundry.


  People should be living here, but I couldn’t sense movement or people talking. The noise from the streets echoed, and I could hear the faint festive sound. I headed deeper in. This alley would definitely lead to some other place.


  I passed through a few junctions. Everywhere looked the same, and I was lost.


  At times, I would chance upon an open space. It looked like a plaza with a signboard and an old door. I questioned whether customers would come this way, but the unknown shop seemed to be operational.


  After walking down the crumbling stairs, there was another narrow alley. The path here was on a slope and uneven. I climbed up and walked down, wondering how far I went. My body was heating up. My breath formed white mist, and then, my field of vision widened.


  I found a familiar stall leaning against the wall. It was the stall I visited yesterday with Granny Bonnie. I never thought I would see it here. I came closer, and it was empty.


  【Erm, excuse me.】


  I greeted. Rustling sound came from the shade of the stall, and a toad face from yesterday came forth.


  【Yes, welcome.】


  【Hello, we met yesterday. So you are still working here.】


  I couldn’t read the emotions behind the eyes looking at me.


  【Where did we meet? I don’t remember.】


  【Well, I came with Granny Bonnie.】


  【Are you an acquaintance of that weird granny?】


  【… You don’t remember?】


  【Bonnie did come yesterday, but this is the first time we met.】


  I waited a while, but the stallowner didn’t seem to be kidding.


  【So, are you buying?】


  【Oh, yes.】


  I reached hurriedly to my pocket, and then remembered.


  【… Sorry, I forgot my wallet.】


  【That’s a pity. Please come again.】


  He went slowly back to the shade.


  I stood stiffly in place, wondering what was going on. Was he someone else who looked alike, playing a prank, or really forgot about me… Forgot?


  I recalled a few scenarios. Arbel-san who looked at me as if she was looking at a stranger. Levi-san’s deep words. The link was vanishing. And that there were no proper records of otherworlders.


  No, could it be… That shouldn’t be.


  My mouth was dry, and my temple was throbbing. My hot body suddenly turned cold.


  I left in a hurry, and sped up without realizing it.


  Impossible. That was impossible. I was mistaken. That must be it.


  I repeated to myself, and was running before I knew it.


  The scenery I thought nothing of suddenly felt scary in the dim light.


  I wanted to meet someone. Anyone would do, and to hear my name.


  I slipped on the snow while going down some stairs. My feet were off the ground, and my momentum pushed me forward. I was airborne, then felt an impact. The right side of my body was hit hard. I didn’t know what happened next. My vision kept spinning.


  I looked up at the gray cloudy sky.


  Snow was falling quietly,


  Oh, I fell. Then the pain hits. I was assaulted by pain all over my body, and I curled up and clenched my teeth.


  Finally, my pain subsided, and I lifted up my head out of the snow. Before me was a long staircase. I might have a fracture if not for the snow. No, without the snow, I wouldn’t have fallen.


  I ran anxiously, and fell down the stairs. What was I doing? I laughed. I could only laugh.


  【Are you alright?】


  An unexpected greeting made me turn my head. I saw a small figure in a black suit standing in the snow.


  【Corleone-san……?】


  【Looks like you didn’t hit your head.】


  I pushed myself up with my right hand, and I felt a pain from my elbow to the back of my head. I barely stifled a groan.


  【Do you remember me?】


  【So you did hit your head…?】


  He stroked his jaw.


  【You are Yuu. A shopkeeper in a Cafe. This is the southwest zone of the dark alley. Do you remember?】


  I relaxed and laid back down.


  【That’s great… Looks like I was mistaken.】


  He still remembered me.


  【I’m glad to have put you at ease, but why are you here? It’s a rare sight seeing you here.】


  【I have some business here. Some minor things.】


  I could only answer like this again. A long explanation was needed for each of the problems.


  With my mind on the pain, I carefully stood up. My field of vision widened, and saw the wolf faced Mota-san standing behind Corleone-san as his bodyguard. He was looking warily at me with sharp eyes.


  【Corleone-san, do you visit here often?】


  【I’m just taking a stroll and doing some patrol on the side. The closer Nightless day is, the more trouble there are.】


  【That sounds really busy…】


  【It’s a hobby of mine, I guess.】


  Corleone-san then continued:


  【Are you going to host something in your shop for Nightless day?】


  He seemed to be expecting something. Corleone-san liked my shop and the dishes I made.


  【I plan to gather the regulars and throw a small party…】


  I didn’t know how long I would be here. Even if I was still around, I wouldn’t be in the mood to host a party. I wondered whether I should call the whole thing off.


  Corleone-san was silent, and his round eyes looked at me, as if he wanted to say something.


  【Well…】


  【…】


  His round eyes didn’t say a word.


  【… If possible, could you join us, Corleone-san? It would be great if your schedule is open.】


  【Of course, I will join.】


  He answered immediately, and I smiled.


  How troubling. I was thinking about calling it off, but ended up inviting another person.


  But I felt happy too. From Corleone-san’s perspective, he should have numerous invitations to high class restaurants and hotels. My chest felt warm since he prioritized my shop.


  【Can you sign this?】


  【Sign?】


  【To confirm the numbers, I asked everyone who is coming to sign.;】


  I was still wearing an apron under my coat, and the folded paper was still in my apron pocket. I handed it over with a pen, but Corleone-san just took the paper.


  【That pen is too big for me.】


  He unfolded the paper, took out a tiny pen from his pocket, and swiftly signed before handing it back to me.


  【Are you just starting to invite the regulars?】


  【Huh?】


  【The blank space is quite glaring.】


  I thought that shouldn’t be so, then took the paper and looked. There should be a lot of signatures, given the large number of attendees.


  But now…


  【… The blank space is really prominent.】


  The signatures were gone. There should have been more, but they had disappeared. There were just a few left.


  【What’s wrong?】


  【No, it’s nothing. I’m just starting the invitation.】


  I put on my practiced smile. I suppressed my emotions to protect myself.


  【Please look forward to it.】


  I left without waiting for an answer. I heard something behind me, but pretended not to hear. However, I still heard what Mota-san said.


  【Boss, is that kid an acquaintance of yours?】


  I started running again. I needed to get away from here. I grabbed the piece of paper hard. I already knew that wasn’t my misunderstanding.


  I was being forgotten.


  I was disappearing from the memories of the people in this world.


  With the ending in sight, I understood this point perfectly.


  ~


  Realizing that I had nowhere to escape to, I felt stupid for rushing so much. I was tired, and walked while leaning against the wall. After moving towards the noise, I walked to the road outside the market. This was a different road from the way I came, but I knew where my shop was now.


  Right now, I just want to sleep.


  Without thinking about anything, I just wanted to cover myself with a blanket and stay quietly in the dark and warm cocoon.


  The snow was getting stronger, and I couldn’t stave off the cold with just my coat. I was getting colder and snow was piling up on my shoulders. I kept walking without thinking about anything.


  I finally saw my shop. It didn’t feel like I was going home at all. The only thing on my mind was that I wanted to sleep.


  There was a snowman in front of the shop. It had been days since I made it, but it had been snowing everyday, so it still looked fine. The snowman smiled at me. It had a warm expression like Linaria. The ribbon around its neck had turned white from the snow.


  I still remember that day we made the snowman. It was a perfect and special morning. We laughed together and drank soup shoulder to shoulder. Would she forget about it? That I existed here, that such a shop existed, that I was in this world?


  The swelling emotions made me close my eyes, and I took in a deep breath. I held it, then exhaled. I couldn’t think about that now. If I let my feelings lead me astray, my heart might fall into the abyss.


  I pulled my eyes away from the snowman and opened the door. The warm air flowed out from the shop.


  【… What are you doing?】


  I didn’t expect the scene before me.


  【… I can’t?】


  【No, I was planning to throw it away, so it’s fine.】


  【I see, that’s great.】


  Levi-san forked the apple pie she had cut, and shoved it into her mouth. Half of the apple pie on the table was already gone.


  【… Isn’t it bitter? It’s burnt.】


  【This much is fine. It really brings out the sweetness.】


  I didn’t think it was possible, but Levi-san still chewed it calmly. I sat on the chair opposite her.


  【Why are you here today? My shop is closed right now.】


  Levi-san pushed the apple pie aside. She swallowed, then sat up straight.


  【Because there have been signs of a Labyrinth Shift. I was thinking if you were affected.】


  【So you came to check on me? To monitor whether I was throwing a tantrum? Or to take down observation records?】


  She looked at me with furrowed brows.


  【… Sorry for venting my temper at you.】


  【I’m fine. You are obviously suffering more than me.】


  I took a deep breath, even though there wasn’t much point to that.


  I took out the paper in my pocket. I shoved it in, so it was crumpled. I opened it and showed it to Levi-san.


  【The signatures of my regulars disappeared. I also ran into people who had forgotten me.】


  Levi-san took the paper and observed it quietly. She then folded it nicely and placed it on the table. She didn’t seem fazed.


  【So you knew?】


  【… There aren’t many records of otherworlders. And they aren’t all accurate.】


  【Because they were forgotten, right?】


  【Yes.】 Levi-san nodded. 【With the incoming Labyrinth Shift, your connection to this world is disappearing. We are linked to this world with mana. But you don’t have mana, so the connection is very unstable. That’s why you can go back to your old world.】


  【… Should I be happy about this?】


  I could only force out a bitter smile.


  【The connection you have with this world is the memories of the people you met and conversed with… So the closer the time for you to leave this world, the more their memories of you will fade.】


  【Then, Levi-san too?】


  I asked as a joke, but she looked at me with a serious face.


  【I don’t know when, but I will become like that too. There are already gaps in my logs of you.】


  【Gaps?】


  【I recorded down everything that happened in this shop. Be it the people who came or what kind of conversation you had. The papers noting down these logs are turning blank too.】


  Levi-san put the thick book on her lap onto the table and opened it. That was the book she was always reading.


  【Is that a record about me?】


  【For this inevitable day, I had read and memorized everything. The records might be gone from the pages, but strong memories would still linger.】


  【You said this is inevitable, then why… Why are you doing this? So you can monitor me as long as possible?】


  She shook her head.


  【So I could witness your presence until the last moment. It’s too pitiful if everyone forgets you when you disappear from this world.】


  Her voice faded towards the end, but I understood even without her saying that. That would definitely be very lonely.


  【Thank you very much.】


  【Yes.】


  She nodded, and there was a short silence.


  【… Is there a way for me to stay?】


  【Do you want to stay?】


  【No, how do I put this… I don’t really know myself.】


  Did I want to stay, or return? The line separating the two emotions blurred, and started to mix.


  【I don’t think that’s possible.】


  She said with a firm tone.


  【If you want to stay, you will need a connection stronger than the Labyrinth Shift. And we haven’t found a way to do that yet.】


  【Is that… so.】


  Well, that was to be expected. I didn’t understand the link to the world either. I didn’t know what to do.


  This had nothing to do with my will, but a certainty now. I had to go back. Back to the world I grew up in.


  Clank. I looked, and Levi-san had picked up her knife and fork.


  【… Sorry. I’m hungry.】


  What poor acting. She said her lines too stiffly. But I felt grateful for her consideration to change the depressed mood.


  【Please eat it. I’m glad I don’t have to throw it away. I will prepare a warm beverage for you.】


  Someone was willing to pick up something that had failed, and I couldn’t save it. For some reason, I felt like I was saved.


  My mother would look at us eating the apple pie desperately too. She knew we were having a hard time, but she was always smiling. I understand the meaning behind her smile now.


  I didn’t have much time left. The ending wouldn’t change, so it was pointless to be troubled by it.


  I should do the things I could still do. Even if everyone forgot me, I might leave something behind. To prove that I did exist in this world, and then return with my chest held high. Finally, was there still something else?


  Something only I could do.


  Chapter 6: The Day The Stars Aligned, And The Kindling Left In The Heart


  【To be safe, let’s hear your explanation first.】


  Aina came in the evening, and sat at the counter very calmly.


  【Although the fact that you will be dead socially will not be changed.】


  【Then the explanation is meaningless, right?】


  【I’m kidding.】


  【You’re kidding about killing me off socially, right?】


  【No, I mean about hearing your explanation.】


  【So you’ll kill me off regardless?】


  I found a seat and sat down. I wanted to wrap myself in my blanket and sleep, but realized that I needed to wait for Aina to come over.


  【Speaking of which, you have already seen Linaria?】


  【Yes, at the academy. She said with a perfect fake smile that the party today was cancelled. What happened this time?】


  How should I put this?


  【Anyway, the reason lies with me.】


  【That’s what I thought.】


  【I think I hurt Linaria.】


  【I guessed as much.】


  【But I didn’t mean to.】


  【How did it turn out that way?】


  【I can’t accept Linaria’s feelings properly.】


  【Is there a reason?】


  【She didn’t believe what I said.】


  【She think it’s an excuse.】


  【I think it’s preposterous myself.】


  【But it’s true, right?】


  【It sounds like a joke.】


  【Can you think of a way to make her believe?】


  【Even if she believed, the results will still be the same.】


  【Are you giving up?】


  【It can’t be helped. I can’t do anything about it.】


  Aina leaned forward, and there was a smacking sound. I felt an impact, followed by pain.
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  【Did that wake you up?】


  Aina cocked her head and asked me after swinging her right hand. I realized that she had slapped me.


  【… Ehh, why did you hit me?】


  【Because that is easier to make you understand.】


  Aina put her hands on her knees.


  【You taught me to not give up.】


  She told me to listen up, and that she wouldn’t repeat herself, and then:


  【You equate giving up to being mature. I couldn’t choose my way of life because I was a noble, so you kicked me, slapped me, then pushed me forward. And now, you are sitting on that chair with a wilted face, and saying it can’t be helped? I won’t permit that.】


  Her eyes and words shook my heart more intensely than her slap.


  【You changed my life, and twisted it. So please take responsibility.】


  She continued:


  【It’s fine even if I fail, and I should resist anyway. You taught me that, so don’t give up before the final battle.】


  That was true. I told Aina all that with an arrogant face, but I was acting so wimpy right now. Of course she would slap me.


  Even if I was losing, and the ending was inevitable, I couldn’t just stay idle.


  That was what I told Aina.


  I locked myself up in this shop all this while. When I just came to this world and didn’t know left from right, I opened this shop to protect myself. But I’m different now. I met many people, gained many experiences, and could step out of the shop confidently.


  Like Aina said, I should choose to fight. Even if I lose, I will struggle until my time here ends.


  【Thank you, Aina. I still don’t know what to do, but I will work hard and perk myself up.】


  【I see. That’s great.】


  She coughed, then lowered her gaze. She looked up at me.


  【… Erm, did that hurt? I’m sorry, I can’t control my strength.】


  【Well, just a little.】


  My face was still numb, and felt like it was swollen.


  【Is your hand fine, Aina? Let me get you something to ice it.】


  Aina raised her right hand. Her palm was red, and looked more painful than my face.


  【… Because I have never slapped someone before.】


  The door chimed while we were looking at each other with awkward smiles. A man in black with a large build appeared with the setting sun behind him.


  【Welcome back. Where did you go?】


  Falluba-san walked over and grabbed my shoulders.


  【Yuu.】


  【What is it?】


  【Can you host a wedding with me.】


  【— What?】


  Kya, she wailed lewdly. Aina covered her mouth, then looked at me and Falluba-san while shaking her red face.


  【Is that the reason why you can’t answer Linaria-san’s feelings?】


  【You are absolutely wrong.】


  ~


  As if he had traded places with Aina, Falluba-san was sitting opposite me. The problematic phrasing excited Aina, but she realized we would be talking about something confidential, and chose to leave.


  【It’s unbecoming for a noble lady to eavesdrop on gentlemen.】 That was how Aina put it.


  【So, a wedding ceremony?】


  【Yes.】


  Falluba-san nodded firmly.


  【I’m thinking about a method to solve the problem those two humans are facing.】


  【The matter about sacrificing Sophia for the dragon ritual, huh. I heard they won’t be able to meet for two decades.】


  【I had to return to the village for that matter.】


  【Oh, I see.】


  【I brought it up in the elder’s meeting as an agenda, but they said any actions that involve humans won’t be permitted. That was what I expected.】


  【Involved humans…?】


  I was curious about that. Since I was a human.


  【There has been unhappiness about me heading to the cities for a while now. Dragons think humans aren’t worthy enough for us to be close to. And the dragon bride issue is treated as hypocritical actions to curry favor with us. There are rumors of humans still offering brides to the dragons due to my actions, which harms my position.】


  【How did it come to that?】


  He scratched his jaw.


  【It’s almost time for the appointment of the new village chief. I’m also a candidate, and they probably can’t stand me becoming the chief.】


  【How do I put this, dragons has a very human side to them too.】


  They were treated as holy beings, but a power struggle and political play still happened between them. That made me speechless.


  Falluba-san laughed.


  【That’s right, dragons and humans have similar nature. Dragons are cocky even though they lock themselves inside a small world, which makes them more hilarious than humans. I understood that after visiting a human city.】


  It was rare seeing Falluba-san being sarcastic.


  【Erm, do you dislike the dragon village?】


  【I don’t fit in at all.】 He said flatly. 【My father told me to see the world with an open mind. If we are trapped in a small world, then we can only live a cramped life. I feel the same way.】


  Hey Yuu, Falluba-san continued.


  【What about your hometown? Is it more developed than this city?】


  I nodded a little troublingly.


  【This world will become like yours eventually. Humans have short lives, but you can keep building up experience. You have made amazing progress even now. Our village hasn't changed for centuries. It’s still fine now, but sooner or later, we will pay the price for being behind the times. The humans will walk into the mountains and find us. And then, we will need to choose. We either accept them, or flee somewhere else again. Dragons will be like a fantasy, while humans will be part of reality, and drive away all fantasy. And one day, we will be wiped out.】


  This wasn’t something I could do anything about. A problem of this world and the dragon's future. Even so, I could understand how seriously Falluba-san thought about the dragons’ future.


  【I think this is a good chance. Dragons will connect with humans again, and correct the archaic traditions. But I couldn’t convince them, and they even warned me against getting involved with humans.】


  【… Then, why the wedding ceremony?】


  【I considered it seriously. No matter how I get involved with humans, there won’t be any dragons in this city to fault me. The elder lectured me about this, but it will be fine if the news didn’t leak.】


  【What a flexible way of thinking. Has Falluba-san always been like this?】


  He grinned at me in a human-like manner.


  【I learned this after getting to know you, Yuu. Rules are important, but sometimes, there is value in breaking it. There is no point for a tradition that brings unhappiness to couples in love.】


  Was the person before me really a dragon? He knew humans too well. Amazing.


  【I can’t reveal my identity as a dragon here, so I will convince them by saying I’m the representative of the dragons. I will use the wedding ceremony to bound their souls, connecting them to the world in the name of the dragon’s blessings. They can then overcome any hardships together. If necessary, I can infiltrate their village. Weddings are important for humans, right? It’s fine, I already studied that.】


  He puffed out his chest proudly. It’s great that he learned that, but I’m worried about him being affected by some strange culture.


  【Is there a need for me to be there?】


  【A wedding needs a witness, and things to prepare. I’m still not used to buying things at the market.】


  【I see, I get it.】


  I had to take care of the miscellaneous chores, huh. Piece of cake.


  【Let’s hurry up with the preparations and call them over.】


  Yesterday, they told me where they were lodging, so I could contact them right away.


  【Oh, but…】


  I suddenly remembered. Falluba-san was chased out by his wife because of the dragon bride. That should be the main problem.


  【Are things fine with your wife?】


  Falluba-san looked embarrassed.


  【Erm, well, that matter is settled. I told her everything when I returned to the village. She told me to solve the issue properly and go back quickly.】


  This was my first time hearing about the conversation between a dragon couple. That was great, I felt happy for him.


  I hope things will go well.


  ~


  The next day, I gathered the items requested by Falluba-san. I went to a shop dealing with wedding goods, and got everything there. When the shop attendee congratulated me with a smile, I could only smile awkwardly. But I didn’t deny it.


  In the meantime, Falluba-san went to the couple to propose this matter, and got the okay on the spot. They didn’t hesitate and decided to be each other’s life partner.


  The venue was, of course, this shop. It would be held tonight, and we swiftly got the place ready. Falluba-san used magic to shove the tables and chairs to a corner, opening up an open space. There was just one table covered in white cloth deep inside. I had used this cloth a few times, which made me feel nostalgic. I wondered about the couple who ate dinner with this tablecloth. Were they doing well? Maybe they had forgotten about me.


  There was a silver candle stand in the center of the table, with a candle lit there. There was also a small bottle, two small cups, and a silver tray with a black and white ribbon on it.


  【What’s this ribbon for?】


  I put on the loose cape as I asked Falluba-san.


  【These are important items for the ceremony. The man will give the white ribbon to the woman, which means he is proposing. The woman will return a black ribbon to the man to accept.】


  【… Is that true?】


  I couldn’t help asking.


  【What are you asking about?】


  【Erm, well, is gifting a ribbon equivalent to proposing?】


  【I know what you mean. I don’t understand how trading items will deepen their love.】


  No, that wasn’t what I meant… Well, forget it.


  This was my second time at a wedding. This first time was at a relative's wedding during elementary school. I had not been involved much with weddings.


  But it was different today. I needed to fulfill the role of a witness. I didn’t need to do anything in particular, but I still felt nervous since a wedding was an important landmark in life.


  When we almost got ready, the door chimed. It was Aluff-san and Sophia-san.


  【Welcome, we have been waiting.】


  I welcomed them with a smile, but their reactions weren’t good. Aluff walked forward to shield Sophia behind him.


  【And you are?】


  He probed with his eyes, as if this was the first time he had seen me.


  I immediately understood. They had forgotten me.


  That made me wavered, but I had gotten used to hiding my emotions with a smile.


  【I’m the Shopkeeper, and will also serve as the witness.】


  【Pardon me, we will be in your care.】


  Sophia-san, who was wearing a hood, suddenly walked up.


  【This fragrance, could it be Coffee?】


  【Yes. This is a shop that serves Coffee.】


  【A shop that serves Coffee?】 She said with a cheerful tone. 【That’s wonderful.】


  You drank Coffee in this shop before. And this wasn’t our first meeting. I knew your names and your circumstances too. It would be great if I could say all that, but of course, I wouldn’t do that.


  There wasn’t any topic to converse about. We reverted to strangers meeting for the first time, and I didn’t know how to react, or had any reason to deepen our relationship.


  When the awkward air was pressing on my shoulders, Falluba-san walked out from the deep end of the shop.


  【Yuu, these clothes are too small for me.】


  He then realized that Aluff-san and Sophia-san were here.


  【Oh, you are here. Let’s get started. Have you prepared your clothes?】


  They nodded.


  【Then change in the room over here.】


  Falluba-san said before going back.


  The two looked at each other. Aluff-san then pushed Sophia-san’s back and said: 【I will change here.】 Sophia-san followed Falluba-san alone.


  Aluff-san went to the counter, put down his backpack and took off his coat. It would be weird for me to walk away, but I couldn’t just stare at him, so I went to the windows and looked outside. I could hear Aluff-san changing his clothes.


  【Are you managing this shop alone?】


  【Yes, just me.】


  【It must be tough managing a shop when you’re so young.】


  【There are times when it gets depressing.】


  There was silence again. I thought I should ask something.


  【The two of you went on this journey to meet the dragons, right?】


  【Yes, it’s actually not too different from eloping. Or rather, I’m the one who dragged her here.】


  That was the first time I heard about that. Even his actions were so manly.


  【However, that isn’t just the place she grew up in, her family is there too. If her freedom can be guaranteed, it might be better for us to go back. In order to do so, we need to rely on the dragon’s existence. That is the only way to convince the people in our village.】


  He seemed to have changed, as the sound of fabric was gone.


  【For her sake, I’m fine with leaving my hometown…】


  【So you were planning to leave your hometown.】


  I turned back, and Aluff-san was leaning against the counter in his white clothes.


  【I took away the next dragon bride. I will be sentenced to death if I go back.】


  He said with a smile.


  【Death sentence is…】


  If Falluba-san did something, could Aluff-san still return to the village?


  【This is fine for me.】 He smiled as he continued: 【As long as Sophia can live on freely, I will be fine with it. If she wants to return to the village, then I will accompany her.】


  His words were too direct. And because of that, I could tell how firm his resolve was.


  【Why are you going so far?】


  【So far?】


  【You abandoned your home, risked your life, and you can still smile?】


  Aluff-san looked at me directly with a warm expression.


  【You should understand by this point.】 He answered: 【Instead of my home or my life, there is someone more important to me. You will meet such a person one day. That will only happen once in a lifetime. So I’m just doing something that is only natural. As long as I have her, that will be good enough for me.】


  This was just like what Corleone-san said. You could encounter a woman who would be the star of your life only once.


  How would I find out?


  【How would I know that person is my once in a lifetime partner?】


  I wanted to know the answer. There must be thoughts and feelings I didn’t know about.


  However, Aluff-san just shook his head.


  【I don’t know either.】


  【But…】


  【It’s not like the feeling of a lightning strike or getting hit by a spell. You won’t feel it through instincts nor feel it in your heart. There might be someone more ideal for you somewhere. Maybe that’s how the world is.】


  This sounded different from what he was saying, which confused me.


  Aluff-san scratched his face bashfully.


  【But that doesn't matter. She is by my side. And I decided that she will be my once in a lifetime partner. That’s all.】


  【You decided, huh.】


  【It’s not decided by anyone. You will resolve yourself to do so and take action. Isn’t that what it means to love someone?】


  What a simple and unexpected answer. I thought such a person was decided by fate. Someone that would hit it off right from the bat, understand each other, and have a bond from the very start.


  【That’s why people hold weddings. It lets me declare that I chose that person. And if she feels the same way, what else will I need?】


  Aluff-san suddenly straightened his posture and looked behind me. I turned back, and Sophia-san was standing there. She wore a black dress with a long train, and she had light makeup on.


  【… You are beautiful.】


  Aluff-san said.


  【… Thank you.】


  Their gazes met. The sight of them smiling at each other looked more blissful than anyone in this world.


  ~


  The wedding ceremony was really simple. There were no attendees, no beautiful cake nor food, and this wasn’t a grand church with a grandiose stained glass art.


  I was the witness, and the priest was Falluba-san. And this was a Cafe. We were the only ones who knew that the couple before us was getting married. It was a really plain wedding. Despite that, the couple looked really happy.


  【Do you, vow to stay with her for the rest of your life, til death do you part, to care for each other, cherish her, laugh with her and love her?】


  A solemn voice rang out in the shop. After a pause, Aluff-san nodded.


  【I vow on my name and my life.】


  Falluba-san handed the white ribbon to him, then turned to Sophia-san.


  【Do you, vow to stay with him for the rest of your life, til death do you part, to care for each other, cherish him, laugh with him and love him?】


  Sophia-san said with a smile.


  【I do. I vow on my name and life.】


  She was handed a black ribbon. Falluba-san turned to the front. His movements were filled with majesty. Because of the atmosphere created by Falluba-san, the shop was now a holy site.


  【Then please exchange the band of life.】


  The couple faced each other. They stared at each other and smiled.


  Aluff-san proffered the white ribbon. Sophia-san accepted it, then gave the black ribbon in return.


  Falluba-san looked my way.


  【Witness, have you confirmed their vows, and their exchange of the bands of life?】


  I didn’t expect that question, so I couldn’t react in time. I coughed, got myself in order, then nodded.


  【Yes, I have witnessed it.】


  【Good. Now, from this moment on, I will announce to this world about the matrimony of this couple. On the life and name of the black dragon Falluba—】


  At this moment, Falluba-san looked at me for some reason. He immediately averted his gaze.


  【— I bestow the blessing of the ancient dragon on everyone present with my words of vow. If you don’t betray your words and your vow, and keep each other in your hearts, your bonds shall be engraved onto this world.】


  His announcement echoed in the shop. I felt goosebumps on my body. I couldn’t see anything, but I felt a major change. With the power of Falluba-san, a couple was wedded with the blessings of the dragons.


  Falluba-san picked up the cups from the table, and offered one to each of them. He poured the Coffee I brewed from the bottle beside them.


  【This is…】


  Sophia-san looked troubled.


  【Usually, this should be holy water or alcohol. However, it is more appropriate to use this here. This is a Cafe after all.】


  Falluba-san said with a smile.


  【Now then, this will be the first water you will drink after your marriage. Please have a toast.】


  【Oh.】


  【Yes,】


  The couple looked at each other and clinked their glasses. They then drank it all, then flinged the glass onto the floor. The glasses shattered easily, and spread everywhere.


  Aluff-san wasn’t used to the bitterness, and scrowled his face because of the Coffee. Seeing that, Sophia-san laughed out loud. Tears came out of the corner of her eyes as she kept laughing.


  The four of us held this wedding ceremony In this Cafe. There weren’t many participants, glamorous decorations, or beautiful bouquets. Some might think this was an empty and deserted ceremony.


  But if they saw this scene and their smiles, they wouldn’t think this way. They were the happiest couple in the world right now.


  I felt pride that I could witness this moment.


  ~


  I shook the hand that was extended towards me.


  【I’m very grateful for today. This is the best wedding ever.】


  【No, I should be thanking you. I made great memories.】


  I sent the two of them off in the snow.


  【Are you going back to your village?】


  【No, the snow is too strong. Nightless day is right around the corner, so we will spend the new year here, and wait for spring.】


  【Oh, I see.】


  I said something on reflex, then shut my mouth.


  【You were saying?】


  【… My place is holding a party on Nightless day.】


  【Oh, that sounds wonderful.】


  Sophia-san said happily as she pulled on Aluff-san’s wrist.


  【As you can see, Sophia is excited about it. If possible, can you invite us.】


  There was no reason to reject them. I reached into my apron pocket, and took the paper out. Might as well get over it. Everyone would forget after I disappear anyway.


  【Can you sign here?】


  【Of course.】


  Aluff-san signed on the paper, then passed it to Sophia-san. After she signed, she cocked her head.


  【What is it?】


  【Nothing, I just signed in the corner for some reason, despite there being so much space.】


  The signatures of my regulars were vanishing. Even so, they signed at the corner as if to not overlap with the top.


  【Did you become humble and discreet after marriage?】


  【Oh, you mean that’s not how I always have been?】


  【Ah, I misspoke.】


  【Really now.】


  After making an angry face, Sophia-san returned the pen and paper to me.


  【I’m looking forward to Nightless day. Thank you for your help, I will never forget about today.】


  【Neither will I. I’m looking towards our next meeting.】


  I watched the couple leaving side by side. Even after they disappeared down the end of the road, I was still standing there.


  The door chimed, and Falluba-san walked out of the shop.


  【Yuu, you will catch a cold.】


  I didn’t respond. I was already chilled to the bone.


  Falluba-san stood beside me, and we stared blankly at the road as the snow fell.


  【You followed my whim for today, and you have my thanks for that. It will be great if there is anyway for me to return the favor.】


  【I didn’t do anything though.】


  【That’s incorrect.】


  I was strongly refuted.


  【Listen, Yuu. Everything in this world is connected. Even if you think you aren’t doing anything, there are changes just because you are here.】


  I looked over. Falluba-san looked at me with gentle eyes.


  【After I found this shop and met you, I have been going to and fro to this city. I chatted with the regulars and got into contact with humans. These times only existed because of you. That’s why I’m here now. If not for you, that wedding wouldn’t have happened.】


  Listen well, he said as he put his hand on my shoulder.


  【You might be in this world for no reason at all. However, there is meaning to the life and action of the human named Yuu. Even if the connection is gone, and your existence forgotten, the results would remain. For the people you have helped, whose lives have been changed, your impact will linger like the light from a lantern. I can promise you this. Even if Yuu disappears from this world, I swear on my name and life that I won’t forget you.】


  I felt something welling up my throat.


  I couldn’t breathe properly.


  I closed my eyes and grit my teeth.


  【It must be lonely living in this world without any connections. No one understood your hardship. I can’t imagine how hard it is that you will be forgotten again.】


  I couldn’t stop the tears gushing out now. Tears rolled down my cheeks nonstop.


  【Puff out your chest, you can take pride in this. No one can endure solitude like you, and live on strongly everyday. Everything you did in this world is wonderful.】


  【— Yes.】


  The snow was falling. It was white everywhere, and the chilly wind had gotten stronger, as if to obscure the field of vision of the pedestrians. So I could scrowl my face and cry. I let out everything I had been hiding in my heart.


  Ahh, it would be ending soon.


  I needed to work hard. Before going back, I needed to settle the matter with Linaria, and the shop. I had resolved all the matters in front of me so far.


  I remembered that I had always been working hard for someone else. If I did that, I could find value in myself. This was necessary for me, an outsider to this world, to exist here. That was why I worked so desperately. I sprinted for the sake of others. But in fact, it was all for myself.


  Even so, everything was linked.


  There were people who became a wedded couple, those who didn’t form a family, those pursuing their dreams, and many more.


  I would disappear, but they would still stay in this world. I was connected to them at some point of their lives, and my life changed because of that. And that was enough. There was meaning to my time in this world, enough for me to be proud of.


  So, this was enough.


  I didn’t have to stay in the shop with a fake smile anymore.


  I wasn’t the Cafe Master. I was here as Kurosawa Yuu.


  The snow was getting stronger. It would probably pile up high. The same for tomorrow. However, the snow would be gone one day, and when spring comes, no one would remember the snow. The seasons would keep changing, that was all there was to it.


  

  Chapter 7: Like The Snow, And Courage


  After rolling around in bed to my heart’s content, I looked out the window. The sky was gray, blocking the sun and making the streets dim. It should be the afternoon now, but I couldn’t tell the time.


  The shop had stayed closed for a few days. The snow kept falling.


  I sat on my bed, then laid down. I stuffed my head into my pillow. I felt something under me. I reached for it, and found the paper with everyone’s signatures. I checked it from time to time, then folded it before setting it aside.


  The blank part of the crumpled paper was prominent, but there were still a few names left. They would disappear soon, but after checking it for an entire day, nothing happened.


  The signs of the Labyrinth Shift was probably the catalyst. It was coming soon. The paper would turn blank, and no one would remember me.


  The snow peltered the windows. The curtains were drawn, but there wasn’t any sunlight, and the room was dim and stable.


  I opened my hands, and the paper fell by my bed like some wilted leaf. I grabbed the blanket by my feet and covered my eyes. There was still some remnant warmth. I didn’t care about the cold wind and sound, and protected myself in the darkness.


  I closed my eyes. I wasn’t sleepy. All kinds of emotions were mixing in my head. I could just let it all mix, and then disappear quietly. There was no need for me to feel troubled.


  I hugged my knees and curled my body. It was dark and warm inside the blanket. It was quiet enough for me to hear my heartbeat.


  I emptied my mind and counted my breathing.


  Breath in, one. Breath out, two. One, two, one, two, one, two…


  My mind kept spinning in the same place. The numbers kept rolling.


  At this moment, a foreign sound barged in. I woke up. I felt sleepy from the waves of numbers.


  I took a deep breath. My head felt heavy.


  Splat. There was a dull thud. I thought it was my imagination, but there was another splat.


  Someone was making that noise. Something was hitting the window.


  I pulled down the blanket and showed my face. The icy air pricked my skin. Another thud came from the window. The frame was shaking.


  I got out of bed and approached the window, but the visibility was terrible because of the snow. I opened the window, and wind mixed with snow blew in. I felt an impact on my face.


  【That hurts.】


  My face was cold and covered in snow. I wiped my face and looked down. Linaria was there. Our gazes met, and she put a snowball she made by her feet, and pointed to the shop.


  【Hey, open up.】


  【Why—】


  【You want me to turn into a snowman?】


  She was smiling, but her voice was serious. From the snow covering Linaria’s head and shoulders, she had been throwing snowballs all this while.


  【Yes, right away.】


  I dashed down the stairs. Why was Linaria here? She should be mad at me. Ahh, I hadn’t washed up.


  There were many things I wanted to say. Put simply, I was getting anxious.


  I turned on the lights and heater on the first floor. After opening the door with a key, I saw Linaria before me. I wasn’t dreaming. She stopped dusting the snow off and looked at me. A while later, after we had gauged the distance between us:


  【… May I go in?】


  【Yes, of course.】


  I held the door open and made space for her. Linaria entered the shop. I closed the door, and the chime rang quietly.


  Linaria hugged herself with her coat still on. She must be cold.


  【Come this way. I will light the hearth.】


  There was still unburnt firewood in the hearth. I took some bark for starting a fire and set it up in the hearth, then lit it with a match. It caught on fire immediately, then I added small firewood. When the fire had stabilized, I put in big firewood. It will be warm soon.


  【Nice technique.】


  【I have been doing this everyday, and have gotten used to it.】


  I went to the counter, and added water into a kettle. After putting in tea leaves, I picked up two cups, adding sufficient sugar into one of the cups. I went back to my seat, and saw Linaria sitting on her coat before the hearth.


  I went to the hearth and squatted down, then hooked the kettle and hung it over the fire.


  I turned back and felt troubled. The coat was laid out wide. Linaria was seated on the left side, and left an empty space.


  Linaria averted her face while hugging her knees. She looked up unhappily at me:


  【Aren’t you sitting?】


  She would punch me if I asked if I could sit. I applauded myself for seeing through that, and sat carefully beside Linaria.


  We sat shoulder to shoulder with our hands around our knees, and stared at the fire in the hearth. The flame licked the silver kettle. I could see the yellow fire near the overlapping wood that was swaying like a living being.


  Linaria and I were silent. A while later, steam came out from the mouth of the kettle.


  I got closer to the hearth and crossed my legs. I used the hook to move the kettle away from the fire, careful not to spill anything. I put it on the floor, pulled my sleeve down as a makeshift glove, then poured water out from the kettle into the cups. Tea with a faint brown color warmed the cups. I put down the kettle, then proffered the cup with sugar to her.


  【Careful, it’s hot.】


  【Yes, thank you.】


  Linaria took the cup with both hands and looked into it.


  【… It’s not Café au lait.】


  There wasn’t much Coffee beans left, so I drank it all with Falluba-san who was going back to his village. More accurately speaking, Falluba-san drank it all.


  【What is this?】


  【I don’t remember the name. I got it from a regular who said the tea leaves came from the west.】


  Linaria looked unhappy.


  【It’s fine. I drank it before, and it was good.】


  【But you don’t even know the name?】


  【A rose by any other name would smell as sweet.】


  【What’s a rose?】


  【……】


  I fudged it over by blowing the steam from my cup. I took a sip from the refreshing Oolong tea. Linaria looked at me uneasily, then carefully took a sip.


  【… Hmm, it’s so so.】


  【I added sugar, does it taste good with that?】


  【You never tried it, and you served it to me?】


  Her gaze was sharp, and I averted my eyes.


  【It’s fine. I know a country where people add sugar into their tea.】


  【Is that— something that happened in your world?】


  My heart thumped strongly. I turned my head slowly. Linaria was looking at me with serious eyes.


  【Don’t lie. I want you to tell me yourself, Yuu.】 She said, 【Are you really not from this world?】


  Linaria stared right at me. I could see the flickering fire in her pupils. I held my cup tightly, and nodded a little.


  Is that so, she said softly, and then continued:


  【… I said something mean back then. I’m sorry.】


  【It’s fine. I don’t think anyone will believe me.】


  【It’s not fine.】 Linaria shook her head. 【I’m just being wilful. I got nervous on my end, lost sight of things, got depressed and mad… I didn’t consider Yuu’s feelings.】


  【So, I’m sorry.】


  She muttered quietly. Linaria covered her face with her knees.


  I couldn’t suppress the feelings in my heart. Linaria was with me, and she was trying to understand my feelings, and covered her face as she apologized clumsily. I felt a mixture of emotions, but my feelings could be summed by these words:


  【You are so cute.】


  【I’m talking about something serious here. I’m going to hit you, you know?】


  【I’m very sorry.】


  It seemed I had misspoke. But I didn’t regret it.


  I heard a sigh, and Linaria facepalmed herself.


  【Really now. You messed up my rhythm. I came here to apologize.】


  【Like I said, I forgive you.】


  【No, I can’t accept it.】


  【Yes you can. I’m glad you came to clear things up with me. Thank you for coming.】


  I expressed it honestly with my words. There wasn’t a fake smile, nor was I joking or speaking niceties.


  Linaria frowned, then grumbled.


  【… You are too sly.】


  【Sly?】


  【Yes, sly. If you say that, then I can’t say anything.】


  【That’s how I am, it can’t be helped.】


  【Ahh—, I can’t hear you.】


  Linaria cupped her ears and averted her face. Her exposed ear tips were red. I couldn’t help smiling.


  【You laughed just now, right?】


  【I didn’t laugh.】


  【Stop lying.】


  【Why don’t you check for yourself?】


  【Absolutely not.】


  Ohh, it’s really Linaria. She was sitting right here, covering her ears and looking at the wall.


  【Why are you here then?】


  I thought we would part just like this. Because I hurt Linaria deeply.


  【… Among your acquaintances, there is a nosey student who likes berets, an Elf woman who has a thick book, and a buff man with a tight apron, right?】


  【That’s right.】


  They were Aina, Levi-san and Falluba-san. So he was still wearing that apron. Did he wear that everywhere he went?


  【Those three asked me to meet you. I didn’t know how they got into the academy, telling me they are from the Coven, the top regular, or things like that. But thanks to them, I can apologize to you properly. I need to thank them if we meet again.】


  My chest felt stuffy. Aina, Levi-san and Falluba-san were all worried about me til the very end.


  【I need to thank them too. They will come here on Nightless day, right?】


  【Isn’t that tomorrow?】


  She said exasperatedly.


  【Huh, it’s so soon?】


  My sense of time was a mess, because I kept staying in my blanket.


  【You even forgot about that.】


  【… Sigh, how embarrassing.】


  Since I would disappear before the party, I set aside all my troubles.


  Linaria kept her face between her knees, and spoke after a short hesitation.


  【Hey, are you really going back?】


  That was a difficult question to answer.


  Even so, there was only one way I could answer.


  【There doesn’t seem to be a way for me to stay.】


  Linaria replied: 【Is that so.】 An uncomfortable silence fell. Just like the sun setting in the sky, I couldn’t do anything about it.


  【Hey, want to go for a stroll?】


  I didn’t want to spend my time with Linaria in that gloomy mood. Even if this was the end, I wanted my time with her to be spent in our usual style.


  My sudden proposal made Linaria open her eyes wide.


  【A stroll, in this snow?】


  【It will be fun.】


  I stood up and saw Linaria making an exasperated face, but she then smiled in resignation.


  【Well, that is so like you.】


  I extended my hand. And Linaria held it. I pulled her up, and she was unexpectedly light. She had basically pushed herself up.


  【Why the grumpy face?】


  【… Because I didn’t show my manly side.】


  【Then work hard in other aspects.】


  I picked up the coat that had been laid down, then remembered I was still in my pajamas.


  【Let me change real quick.】


  【Want to put on some makeup?】


  【I will try. I have a great lipstick.】


  After cracking some jokes, I went to my room and changed into warm clothes. I picked up the paper on my bed, thought about it, then put it into my coat pocket.


  I went downstairs, and saw Linaria all ready in her coat and scarf.


  【Sorry for the wait.】


  【You are dressed so lightly? It’s really cold.】


  【It will be fine.】


  I put on a strong front, but when I walked out the shop, the chilly wind brushed against my neck and stomach. It was cold, and I was shivering.


  【Really now, I already told you.】


  Linaria looked at the snowman. It’s body was completely covered by the snow. She reached for its neck, then took off the black ribbon she tied on it.


  【Let me borrow this.】


  She brought the ribbon to her mouth, then focused as she muttered something quietly. There was a faint glow in her hand.


  【Put this on.】


  【It’s my turn to be a snowman, huh?】


  【You want to be decorated beside this kid?】


  【Allow me to kindly refuse.】


  I took the ribbon she gave me. It was from the snowman, but it was warm for some reason. When I coiled it around my neck, I could feel a warmth negating the cold.


  【This is heating magic and wind breaker magic. I won’t last long, but it’s enough for a stroll.】


  【You’re a big help. Being a snowman isn’t too bad.】


  【Dummy.】


  ~


  Finally, the wind calmed down. The snow floated down slowly. We walked side by side in the snow.


  【We strolled like this before.】


  【You still remember?】


  【I won’t ever forget.】


  Back then, we walked down the street in the rain. I learned about the dream Linaria was chasing. She wanted to be a Medical Mage, and I told her 【You can do it.】 My words were baseless, I just thought that way. And now, my words were coming true. Linaria passed the tough enrolment test into that specialist school, and would be leaving this city soon.


  Back then, I already thought that this day would come. I would stay in the shop, while she would step into the wide and bright world. So I knew the day of parting would arrive sooner or later. It just came a bit earlier than I expected.


  I was distracted by my thoughts, and slipped on the frozen ground. My butt hit the ground, but it only hurt a little since the snow cushioned my fall.


  【Are you alright?】


  【Sigh, I keep falling down these days.】


  【Okay, grab my hand.】


  I grabbed Linaria’s hand. I used my legs to push myself up, but it felt too easy.


  【… It hurts my pride as a man a little.】


  【Instead of how much strength you have, it’s more important how you use it. But you are a bit scrawny.】


  【I will train myself…】


  【That’s great. Let’s go.】


  She held my hand again, and she led me on.


  She was still holding my hands. I couldn’t avert my eyes. Was she unaware?


  I looked at Linaria. Her ears were completely red. That wasn’t just from the cold. I squeezed her hand, and Linaria’s slender fingers squeezed back.


  A lady passing by looked at us with warm eyes. How did other people see us? Being dragged along like this made us look like a lost child and his guardian. I suddenly sped up and walked beside Linaria. I glanced sideways, and she was silent with a blushed face. She just strengthened her grip.


  My face must be red too, and not because of the cold.


  We walked and looked around the streets, but my attention was on the warmth in my hand. I was sweating from nervousness. That was true for Linaria too, but I didn’t mind it.


  We didn’t talk about where we were going, and went straight down the street. When we neared the city center, the crowd grew denser. We could see a few groups of students in uniform.


  I gently let go of her hand, thinking that people might gossip about Linaria in the academy. But she grabbed my hand right away.


  【What? You don’t like it?】


  【… That’s not true.】


  【Then don’t act up.】


  Linaria walked forth boldly. The students we passed by were stunned. After we went by, they started discussing something.


  【Is it fine? We were really prominent.】


  【Let them say what they want, they have lots of free time anyway.】


  That made me really happy for some reason.


  【This way.】


  She led me to a side street. She urged me as we walked, and we climbed up a flight of stairs. We turned the corner to another stairs. The path was cramped. Finally, we saw a clock tower. The path was winding and obscured by the buildings. We climbed up the stairs and made another turn. The clock tower was closer now. After repeating for a few times, we finally reached it.


  【… This is my first time here.】


  The top of the stone clock tower looked really tall. It was the tallest structure in the city, but I never had the chance to visit.


  Linaria pulled my hand and went to the back of the tower. There was an old wooden door there, with a large padlock. Linaria wasn’t fazed as she approached the door and took out a dark gray key. After inserting the key, there was a clicking sound.


  【Why do you have the key?】


  【That’s a secret.】


  【I didn’t know you have such a side.】


  【Don’t you know? I’m a woman filled with mysteries.】


  The heavy door was opened slightly, and we slipped right in.


  It was dark inside, and smelled like dust. It wasn’t spacious, with crates and gears piled haphazardly together. A spiral staircase was hugging the wall.


  【Could it be…】


  【You guessed right.】


  【At least let me finish.】


  【I saved you the trouble. We are going to climb it.】


  I was confident in grumbling nonstop, but Linaria pulled me before I could say anything, and started climbing the stairs. I had no choice but to follow.


  So we started going round and round up the spiraling staircase. I was losing my breath. My legs were heavy, and the hand holding her was stretched out.


  【You are slow.】


  【I don’t really exercise, you know?】


  【It’s great that you can take pride in that. Alright now, let’s work hard.】


  I couldn’t rest properly, and kept climbing the stairs. Linaria encouraged me a few times along the way, and we finally reached the top.


  In the center of the room were gears turning in a machine. There were some taller than me, and some that were palm sized. Numerous gears turned together, and the sound of the metal was irritating. I looked up, and there was an open ceiling as well as a large bell hanging from a beam.


  I lightly pounded my shoulders, and Linaria pointed to one end of the room. There was a narrow path. We went around the gear assembly, and our field of vision suddenly widened.


  【Amazing.】


  I heard a cocky grunt, but my gaze had been drawn, and I didn’t turn back.


  I looked down at the city.


  There was a hole in the wall, large enough for the both of us to pass through side by side. A clock face covered the hole, and we could see the city below through the numbers and lines on the glass.


  The city spread out below us. I could see the walls around the city, the open plains beyond it, and the mountain range in the distance. Everything was covered in white.


  【This, is my secret hideout.】


  Linaria who was beside me said.


  【When I first came to this city and enrolled into the academy, nothing went smoothly. All the students were nobles, so I couldn’t even make friends. People looked at me from afar, and didn’t even talk to me, there wasn’t any place for me to go.】


  She smiled bashfully.


  【One day, I couldn’t take it anymore. I wanted to go back to the village. When I fled out of the academy and wandered the streets, I found this clock tower and sneaked in, then watched the city like this. I stayed until the sun set, and the houses in the city started turning their lights on, illuminating the night… In this city, the number of lights is equal to the number of people living here. When I saw that, I gave up on that thought. I felt there would be a way, and would try harder tomorrow.】


  She touched the clock face and looked down at the city, smiling as if she was reminiscing her past.


  【The old man managing the clock tower found me, and gave me a stern lecture.】


  She looked at me with a smile. She was fudging things over with those jokes, but it was clear how important that moment was to Linaria. When baring your heart to others, it would be embarrassing if you didn’t do that.


  There was no way I could imagine how tough it was for her. And I was really glad that she was sharing all this with me.


  【Then, we will get scolded again if we got found out.】


  【I have the key, you know. I got permission for this.】


  【How did you get it?】


  Linaria stuck out her tongue.


  【The manager was exasperated because I came too often. So he lend me the spare key on the condition that I help out with patrols and cleaning.】


  【Those terms aren’t bad.】


  【He said he can’t take it if he had to climb the stairs every day.】


  【… I know how he feels.】


  We sat down side by side. The sight of the snowy city drew us in. We didn’t speak, but our hearts were one. We were looking at the same scene, enjoying the same time, and thinking about the same thing.


  I could feel it really clearly.


  【Hey.】


  I said.


  【Ahmm.】


  Linaria answered.


  【All this while, I wanted to go back.】


  【Ahmm.】


  【Since no one knew me, and my family isn’t here.】


  【Ahmm.】


  【I didn’t get the culture, there’re also nobles, and no entertainment.】


  【Ahmm.】


  【I felt sad and lonely everyday, crying as I thought why I had to suffer like this. I really hate my time here.】


  【Ahmm.】


  【But, if it is now.】


  I looked towards Linaria.


  【Ahmm.】


  She looked back at me.


  【I don’t want to go back anymore, after all…】


  My memories were glittering. I had a normal life, without any adventurers in the Labyrinth, going on journeys, or making money with great inventions. I just opened a Cafe, lament the lack of customers, and chat with the occasional queer patrons— that was how I spent my life, and those times were sparkling in my mind.


  After all,


  【You are here.】


  I still remember the first time we met. Your eyes were as blue as the ocean, and your hair was like the sun in the sky.


  My hesitation was gone. I didn’t have any doubts that the girl sitting beside me, with her hand in mine, was my only star.


  【I, love you.】


  The world didn’t change even if I said that.


  Even so, I still want to believe that there was meaning in my words.


  There was value in expressing my feelings.


  Linaria looked back at me. Tears welled up from the corner of her unchanging blue eyes.


  【I, love Yuu too.】


  As expected.


  As expected, we were looking at the same scene, enjoying the same time, and thinking about the same thing.


  【Hey, why are you smiling?】


  【Because I’m happy.】


  It was amazing that something like that happened.


  I confessed my love, and she said she loved me too. She wasn’t me, but we shared the same feelings. This was a miracle.


  【Hey.】


  【What.】


  【Let’s get married.】


  【Huh?】


  Linaria opened her eyes wide, and her mouth opened and closed silently.


  【Actually, I was a witness during the wedding of an acquaintance. I think it is wonderful.】


  【What do you mean wonderful…】 Linaria facepalmed. 【The reason is too whimsical.】


  【It’s fine. I have decided.】


  The important thing was to resolve oneself. And I understood that feeling just now.


  Light suddenly shone in.


  It started slowly from a corner of the room, and moved like the shadow of a door opening. The snow had stopped, and the thick clouds in the sky had parted. The crimson rays extended from that gap. The snow covered city was sparkling under the sunlight. The sun was setting between the mountains.


  Linaria stood up, and touched the glass clock face. I stood up too.


  【Even though you’re going back.】


  She said,


  【Ahmm.】


  I answered.


  【Even though you will be gone.】


  【Ahmm.】


  【I hate that we can’t talk again.】


  【Me too.】


  【I want to hear your voice more, go out together more, and taste more of Yuu’s cookings.】


  【I’m sorry.】


  【Will you remember me?】


  【I will never forget you.】


  【Really?】


  【Absolutely.】


  【In that case.】


  Linaria turned around. A crimson light came from behind her, and she was all smiles. That was a really beautiful smile.


  【I won’t ever forget you too. Even when Yuu is gone, I will keep liking you.】


  When the last light from the sun faded, tears rolled down her cheeks.


  【Let’s get married.】


  I hugged Linaria. I felt I should do that, and so I did. She wrapped her arms around my back. She rested her face on my shoulder and sobbed softly. I felt useless that I could only make her cry.


  Ahh, why did I…


  With the end looming, why didn’t I notice? She was here all this while.


  I held back my tears. I hugged Linaria’s slender body tightly.


  The sun set behind the mountains. The last light from it narrowed into a slit, and finally disappeared. Night was upon us.


  It would all end soon.
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  ~


  We had a clash of opinions, but I insisted on doing things my way, and we parted ways in front of the shop.


  【Hey, I should…】


  I shook my head at Linaria who was making a bitter face.


  【It’s fine, let's part ways here.】


  We wanted to be together until the last moment. But what if she forgot about me because of the Labyrinth Shift?


  My heart started aching when I imagined Linaria looking at me as if I was a stranger.


  So, this was fine.


  【Let’s do it like usual. Linaria will go back, and I will watch you go. Please.】


  Linaria pouted, then glared at me frustratedly.


  【… How sly.】


  【This is my last request.】


  【You think you can be forgiven for anything if you say that?】


  【You got me there.】


  We were reluctant to part, so we kept standing in the cold night sky. However, time continued moving, and we couldn’t stop it. The time would come sooner or later.


  【— Well then, I’m going.】


  【Yes. Achieve your dreams. I’m sure Linaria can do it.】


  【Thank you. Take care of yourself, Yuu.】


  We searched for the things we should say. We realized this was the final moment.


  There were so many things I wanted to say, but nothing to bid farewell forever.


  So we held hands and looked at each other’s faces. As if to engrave the face we promise to never forget into each other’s mind.


  【Goodbye then.】


  I said, and Linaria frowned.


  【At times like this, you should say ‘see you.’】


  Even the last thing she said was so like Linaria.


  【I see. Let’s try this again— See you.】


  【Yes— See you.】


  Linaria backed away step by step. We kept holding hands, until just our fingers were touching, before we separated.


  She was backing away, but she suddenly turned around and walked away. A while later, Linaria’s figure disappeared into the crowd.


  I opened the door of the shop, and heard the familiar chime.


  I took off my coat and hung it over a chair. I went to the counter and put on the apron. This was the place I had always stood at. I then looked around the shop.


  I met all kinds of people here, and learned many things. I got to have a variety of conversations. Everything I owned in this world was right here in this shop.


  So I chose to meet my end here.


  At the start, there wasn’t anyone in this shop. My customers grew before I knew it, but now, they were all gone. Everything had reverted back to the start. However, I still had her. And that was enough.


  I searched for a bottle in the kitchen rack. There was a handful of Coffee beans there. I kept this Coffee blend right for the end.


  I took out the Coffee maker with practiced movements, then added water into the beaker. I wiped away the water droplets before putting it back and turning on the heat.


  My body remembered the movements after countless repetition. I carefully confirmed each step and executed it.


  I poured the Coffee bean into the grinder and turned the handle. There was resistance, followed by the sound of the beans being grounded. When I opened the grinder, the fragrance of the Coffee spread out. This aroma called up the memories I had so far.


  The beaker was boiling. I added Coffee powder to the flask on top, and inserted the funnel. The hot water rose up with the pressure to the flask. I then used a wooden spoon to stir the Coffee powder with the water.


  The bubbles in the beaker increased, the steam and aroma of Coffee spread out from the flask. After all the water rose up, I waited for a moment. I really like this time.


  Seeing that all the Coffee had been extracted, I turned off the heat. I stuck in the wooden spoon again and stirred slowly. When I took out the spoon, the water in the flask had flowed back into the beaker. Slowly and carefully.


  After a big bubble popped, the extraction was complete.


  I took out the beaker with the handle, and poured the Coffee into a cup. The color was great. I picked up the cup to enjoy the fragrance, then took a sip.


  【——Perfect.】


  Ahh, good times.


  I thought about the past, and this shop was filled with happy memories.


  There was a tremor with a clattering sound. The lights were swaying, and the shaking grew in intensity.


  I put down the Coffee.


  I surveyed the empty shop, and closed my eyes.


  Then, the world shook hard.


  Epilogue


  Life needed to be comfortable.


  Comfortable meant not needing to be worried about others, being bothered by others, a time for you to indulge.


  An example of such a comfortable time was wiping the glasses like this.


  The freshly washed glass was still wet. I used a clean cloth to pick up the glass, and wiped it. I cleaned the brim of the glasses, paying more attention to the part where the customers’ lips would touch. After wiping all of them, a clean art piece without any fingerprints was born.


  I looked at it under the light. It was mesmerizing. And this was what being comfortable meant.


  I placed some of the cleaned glasses into the cupboard, then carefully arranged them. When I was done with that, I shifted my attention to the next chore.


  I picked up the black folded apron on the counter, then tied it around my waist. I was ready to open the shop.


  I walked out of the counter, then walked around the shop once more to check for any garbage, the arrangement of the chairs, and the cleanliness of the tables.


  This place used to be a tavern, and was quite spacious. There were ten counter seats, four sets of four-people tables, and three sets of two-people tables. There were still empty spaces despite of that. I was the only worker. And this was manageable for me. And the reason was, there weren’t many patrons.


  After making my rounds, I walked outside.


  Clouds were drifting freely in the incredibly clear sky. In contrast with the snowy weather yesterday, the sun was very warm. The snow was melting on the streets, and water was flowing down the roof. The snowman in front of the shop was about to crumble.


  【Is this a restaurant?】


  I heard a greeting, which made my shoulders jump. A girl was standing beside me without me noticing. The eyes looking at me were a vibrant blue. She had a high ponytail, tying up her vermillion hair that was as bright as the sun.


  【— Of course, but this isn’t a normal restaurant.】


  She was blinking away her tears, but she was smiling. I also smiled at her.


  【This is the only Café in the world.】


  It happened on a clear day. I met her in front of this shop. We were repeating the lines from our memories.


  【Hi, Linaria. We meet again.】


  She walked over and pounded on my left chest.


  【Why are you still here?】


  【I wonder why. I don’t know either.】


  【You are really strange.】


  【But it’s not my fault this time.】


  【That doesn’t matter, instead of that…】


  Linaria came closer, and rested her forehead against my chest.


  【Anything is fine, as long as you are here.】


  I completely agree with her.


  ~


  【Why are you still here?】


  Levi-san looked at me with a serious face.


  【I want to know that too.】


  Linaria, who was sitting beside me, glanced at me sideways with a dubious face.


  Just now, Levi-san who was holding a book appeared in a panic. She said the blank pages of her book had returned to normal.


  【Did the Labyrinth Shift really happened?】


  【Without a doubt.】 Levi-san nodded. 【The Labyrinth Shift happened last night. We have confirmed the mana tremors. It is strange that you didn’t disappear.】


  【Sorry about that.】


  【Ah, that was rude of me, I apologize. This is an abnormally.】


  【It is that rare for otherworlders to stay?】


  In response to Linaria’s question, Levi-san answered.


  【Without any connections to the world, disappearing with the Labyrinth Shift is the norm. There had been no records of otherworlders staying before.】


  【So this guy not disappearing is because of his connection with the world?】


  【Logically speaking, that should be the case, but it’s impossible.】


  【Impossible?】


  【Such a way is impossible for humans. According to legends, only dragons have the power to connect an individual to this world, but it’s just a legend that can’t be verified.】


  【Erm, sorry, but what is this power of a dragon…?】


  I said hesitantly. Levi-san cocked her head and explained.


  【There was an archaic custom known as the dragon bride. The Gaishyu clan once offered a bride to the dragon. If the bride was accepted and received blessings, then the wedding will be linked to the world, and they will be happy even in their next lives. The dragons have vanished for centuries, so now, the Gaishyu clan is just worshiping the dragons as their tradition dictates.】


  What she said deviated from Falluba-san’s explanation. Was it a difference of perspective between dragons and humans? Or the story was changed with the passage of time? I couldn’t tell.


  But, why was I still here? I already thought of a reason.


  【You have any clues?】


  Levi-san asked.


  I glanced at Linaria, and she was looking at me with eyes that said 【So you really did something.】


  【No, I have absolutely no idea.】


  I answered with a smile. I was confident in my business smile.


  Linaria sighed heavily.


  ~


  I’m tired, I want to sleep.


  After saying that, Linaria climbed up the stairs. She didn’t sleep last night. The reason was me, so I felt sorry about that.


  Levi-san was sitting in her usual seat, and reading a book as always. Her face was serious. I was the reason for that, so I felt really sorry.


  No, it’s because of Falluba-san, or rather, it’s all thanks to him.


  I was about to rest my cheek on my palm at the counter when the door chimed. I looked over, and Arbel-san walked in with ragged breath.


  【Sorry, Cafe Master, I completely forgot.】


  【It’s fine.】


  【Why did I forget? I don’t understand either.】


  My cheeks softened when I saw Arbel-san desperately trying to explain herself. They finally remembered me. That alone was enough to make me glad.


  【It’s really fine. I understand.】


  I consoled her repeatedly, but Arbel-san was still panicking. She suddenly lowered her head, then looked up at me like a child that was being scolded.


  【… Will you, really forgive me?】


  【Of course.】


  【Well… I heard there will be a party today…】


  【Oh.】


  Now that she mentioned it, that was true. I didn’t pay it much mind since I was going to disappear. I was supposed to host a party for Nightless day, and I had not invited Arbel-san yet.


  【Sorry, I didn’t get the chance to see you. If possible, can you join the party?】


  Arbel-san nodded with a girlish smile.


  【This is a problem though, I haven’t prepared the ingredients and beverages yet.】


  What could I do about this? It would be great if there were still food available in the market.


  While I was thinking about that, my shirt was tugged.


  【… Actually, I have ingredients from the Labyrinth as souvenirs. I hope it will be of help.】


  【Really? That’s a big help.】


  Arbel-san kept taking ingredients out of her bag of holding and put them on the table. There were a lot, but considering the number of participants, I felt uneasy about the quantity.


  The door chimed again. 【Yooh.】 A silly greeting came. It was Gramps Goru. He had a lot of paper bags in his arms.


  【Oh, long time no see, Yuu-kun. For some reason, I completely forgot about today. I rushed here in a hurry.】


  【My apologies, I forgot about it too.】


  He was followed by Ms Secretary, whose face was covered by the things she was carrying. They were all ingredients.


  【It’s fine, I’m glad that you can come. And you brought so many things too.】


  【Bringing food as gifts when invited to a Nightless day party is a tradition. So I brought a lot of it here.】


  【I see, that’s why…】


  At this moment, the door chimed again.


  【Good morning, Yuu-san! I’m really grateful for your invitation!】


  The fastest courier in the city, Shilulu, barged in. When she saw Gramps Goru and the others, she greeted loudly 【Hello!】


  As if a fuse had been lit, my regulars came in one after another. Everyone brought a gift and called out my name. The tables were piled up with things in no time.


  【… What an amazing quantity.】


  I crossed my arms before the pile of ingredients. I wasn’t worried about the lack of quantity anymore, and wondered whether we could finish it.


  【Looks like it’s almost the finale.】


  【Uwah.】


  【What, that was rude.】


  Aina was standing beside me before I knew it.


  【Can you not scare me?】


  【You frightened yourself for nothing, Yuu-san.】


  She then surveyed the shop.


  【Well, it’s not strange for you not to notice me in this situation.】


  Everyone was picking up the food and drinks and enjoying themselves. It was so noisy that I suspected that people had brought in wine too, and I couldn’t even hear the door chime.


  【So, how are things with Linaria-san?】


  【We made up.】


  【That’s great.】


  【You talked to Linaria about it, right? Thank you, you are a big help.】


  Aina averted her face.


  【Really now, it’s all because you two are so worrisome. It’s about time for you two to calm down.】


  【I’m ashamed.】


  Aina already helped me a lot. If not for her, I wouldn’t be able to pull myself together.


  【We can finally celebrate Linaria-san’s enrolment!】


  【—Oh, right.】


  Linaria would be going to a far away city. That fact weighed down on me again, but it wasn’t as unbearable as before.


  【Will you be lonely?】


  【Of course. But, it’s just a little far.】


  【Not a little, it’s really far.】


  I smiled at Aina’s exasperated tone.


  【It’s much closer than going to another world.】


  She looked stunned, then suddenly relaxed and showed a gentle gaze.


  【It hasn’t been long, but you have become more reliable.】


  【I’m a man too, so I have to show my reliable side.】


  【Yes, I already noticed.】


  Aina left before I could say anything.


  With a chime that drowned out the noise, a tall man walked in.


  【Skipper!】


  【Hoy.】


  The Skipper surveyed the shop.


  【Hmm, this is a big crowd.】


  【Yes, this is great.】


  【It proves that your shop is beloved. I feel foolish about coming here to convince you.】


  【Convince me?】


  【I’m retracting my retirement announcement. I used the funds I raised to buy a new ship. After lecturing you about all that, I decided to show you how a man should live.】


  He patted my back.


  【That seems unnecessary now. Your keel is strong now. It seems you have influenced me more than I influenced you.】


  I concurred with a nod.


  【This is thanks to everyone.】


  【Then you have to properly repay them for the favor. And you can leave your beans to me.】


  He laughed heartily, which gathered the eyes of everyone in the shop. The gazes soon fell elsewhere. A carriage arrived at the shop, Momon and Corleone-san were there. Food was almost spilling out from the back of the carriage, and a cheer rose from the crowd.


  

  ~


  In the evening, the number of Indecents gradually increased. They were regulars who visited when this shop operated late night hours. Nortri came with her mother, and Granny Bonnie was seated in a chair before I realized it.


  By the time that person came, the sun had completely set.


  【Falluba-san!】


  I went up to him immediately, and pulled him behind the counter.


  【Hmm, yes?】


  Falluba-san bent his huge body and looked at me.


  【Why are you so late?】


  【Sorry. I heard it’s tradition to bring a gift, so I went to the mountains to hunt. It was tough.】


  I wondered if I should ask him what he had hunted. If even Falluba-san felt it was tough, then it would be impossible for me.


  【… I will ask you later. Instead of that, Falluba-san, you gave me your blessing, right?】


  After hearing what Levi-san said, I had been thinking. I could stay in this world because I had the blessing of the dragon.


  【You said during the wedding ceremony, right? You will bless everyone present, and that includes me, right?】


  I looked right at him, and Falluba-san grinned.


  【Yes, you are right.】


  【So you knew back then that I won’t have to go back?】


  【No, that’s wrong.】 He shook his head. 【I just gave words of blessings to you. That isn’t enough to connect to the world.】


  【But, I’m still here.】


  【That is a choice you made. I will respect your decision to stay or go, and give you my blessing. Dragons can’t decide the future of humans. Dragons can just give humans a push on the back.】


  【So, it’s a strong emotions, huh?】


  【It’s a string that won’t be broken even when the world shakes. Your thoughts towards another, a vow to never forget, and the feelings to wish happiness on another even when they have gone far away— That’s what you call love, right?】


  I suddenly remembered Granny Bonnie’s profile. That night, with Phyllis-san by her side, she talked about that important person who had vanished. That should be a person who came from my world.


  Yes, I still remember. Be it Granny Bonnie, or Phyllis-san, they didn’t forget about that person who vanished.


  I looked back at Falluba-san with a smile. I felt something well up from my chest.


  【That might be true.】


  【It’s great that Yuu can stay in this world. I can drink Coffee again.】


  【That’s what you’re more concerned about, right?】


  【… Cough cough.】


  He fudged it over with a cough. 【But you really stayed. You exchanged ribbons with that female and become mates huh.】


  【Calling us mates is a little… Well, you aren’t wrong…】


  【This calls for a celebration. You are truly a man after marriage.】


  Well, I was just going with the flow, but I did propose to Linaria, and she accepted it. So we are a married couple now.


  【Amazing. It doesn’t feel real at all.】


  【It’s like that in the beginning, but you will understand it with time.】


  Falluba-san was really afraid of his wife, I could understand without asking him.


  【There’s something bothering me. Is the exchange of ribbons mandatory?】


  【Yes. It means giving your string of fate to the other party. By exchanging them, you are tied together. By accumulating such experiences repeatedly, people are connected to the world.】


  【Hah… I see.】


  Linaria took off the black ribbon from the snowman, then handed it to me. That was the crucial moment. I never thought that would be proof of me receiving Linaria’s reply.


  I suddenly realized something. It was common sense what gifting a black ribbon meant. Linaria definitely knew about it. In that case, back then…?


  At this moment, the door chimed. I cranked my neck and looked from the counter, and saw it was Aluff-san and Sophia-san. They entered the shop, and were surprised by how crowded it was.


  【Oh, Falluba-san, they are here.】


  【Is that so? Go greet them then.】


  As I was standing up, Gramps Goru’s loud voice rang out.


  【What, isn’t that a white ribbon? Congratulations on your marriage!】


  Cheers, whistles and words of blessing rang out. I couldn’t tell what was being said, but the couple smiled brightly.


  【What’s that.】


  I asked quietly, and Aina replied.


  【A newly wed lady will tie her hair up with a white ribbon for a month. It serves as proof of her first step onto a new stage of life, and everyone will congratulate her, it’s…】


  Before she could finish, she looked somewhere with her mouth agape.


  I was wondering what it was, and understood when I followed her gaze.


  We weren’t the only ones who noticed. The sounds of congratulations quieted down, and people looked over one by one.


  The one who came out of the corridor leading inside was Linaria. She probably just woke up from her nap, and she was still wearing her usual uniform.


  【L-Linaria, san… T-That’s…】


  Aina pointed at Linaria with her trembling finger. Something was tied on Linaria’s hair. It was a familiar looking white ribbon.


  She looked uncomfortable with all the gazes in the shop focusing on her. She looked in a random direction with her cheeks blushed.


  There was an explosion the next moment.


  There were the cheers of girls, wails of the boys, voices of congratulations and questions about her partner. And then, Aina tugged on my collar.


  【Hey, wait.】


  Aina glared at me with tears in her eyes. I knew what she wanted to say, but I didn’t listen. I was surrounded by men, and couldn’t breath.


  【You finally did it, Shopkeeper!】【You dare lay your hands on our Linaria!?】【Damn it, congrats!】【It’s a cause of celebration, but that’s so blissful that I want to beat him up!】


  Everyone was smacking my back. Were they congratulating me or venting their frustration? Probably the latter.


  【That hurts that hurts! It hurts!】


  【Huh, what are you saying, you blessed dude!】


  Someone was tapping my shoulder.


  I moved the hands shielding my head away, and looked up timidly.


  The familiar faces were all smiling at me. Aina was biting a handkerchief. Nortri was groaning in her mother’s arms, and the annoying Gramps Goru was being restrained by Ms Secretary.


  I looked at everyone. This place where everyone had gathered, was the bond I received in this world.


  And there was a girl who was watching me with eyes more gentle than anyone. She was smiling wryly at the awkward position I was in. She probably knew what I was going to say, and mouthed out the word 【dummy.】 So I showed a cocky face to the boys around me:


  【Aren’t you envious?】


  After a short pause, the howls and wails of the boys rang out, and I accepted their blessings in a panic.


  This was a wonderful night.


  ~


  It was completely dark when I left the shop. However, there were still sounds of people making merry everywhere.


  It was really hot inside the shop, so the winter air outside felt comfortable.


  I took out the paper in my pocket. It was really crumpled. I opened it along the folded edges, and found it filled with the signatures of my regulars. There weren't much blank spaces on the paper. It had reverted back to normal. I carefully folded the paper and put it back in my pocket.


  Laughter was echoing inside the shop. I looked up at the sky with my back towards it. The full moon was high above, with countless stars spread out around it.


  Would there be a day when I regret my choice?


  Would I regret not returning to my family in my old world?


  I didn’t know. But it would be great if I could inform them that I was fine here. I opened a shop in a new place, with many patrons, and met the person I loved. I decided to make this place my home. If I told them that, would they give me their blessing?


  The door behind me opened. The noise became louder for an instant, before quieting down. Linaria then came to my side.


  【Thinking about something?】


  【Yes, I want to introduce Linaria to my family.】


  【… It will be fine. I think they will lash out at me, saying how I managed to con Yuu away.】


  【Don’t worry, my mother will dote on Linaria. She probably will say that she wanted a daughter or something.】


  The winter night sky was very beautiful. The air I breathe out turned into white mist, then faded away.


  【Do you feel lonely?】


  Linaria looked at me.


  【Yes. But I have you with me, Linaria.】


  Laughter erupted from the shop again, followed by the sound of something falling. What were they doing?


  【… We have cheerful patrons here too, so it will be fine.】


  【Is that so.】


  Linaria nodded, and the moonlight reflected off her glimmering white ribbon.


  【You put it on.】


  She touched her ribbon as if to hide it, then brushed her hair to hide her embarrassment.


  【Well, things already turned out this way.】


  【I thought you didn’t like it, and was really troubled.】


  【I can’t put it on so casually.】


  I gifted Linaria this white ribbon, when I first celebrated her birthday.


  【You gave it to me without knowing the meaning back then anyway.】


  【What will you do if I told you I did it knowing what it meant?】


  【Huh?】


  Linaria’s face turned red immediately and she opened her eyes wide. Realizing she was being teased, she turned and glared at me.


  【You are really…】


  She then grabbed my right hand and turned back.


  【Enough, let’s go back.】


  I still remember what Gramps Goru said that day.


  The place you belonged wasn’t just your home.


  I wanted to make this shop a place that anyone could come home to.


  This was a different world. It had magic, Labyrinth, beastman and other humans. I had decided to live here. But this shop wasn’t the place I belonged to. A sense of belonging didn’t have a tangible form, it was an immovable pillar in our heart.


  I might feel nostalgic about my old world one day. There might be a day when my homesickness crushed my heart, and when I questioned myself why I was still here.


  But it would be fine. I could live on fine in this world.


  I held the warmth in my hand.


  Linaria turned back and smiled at me.


  If I had this warmth, I could overcome any obstacles. The warmth I was feeling in my hand was where I belonged.


  Linaria opened the door. An astounding cheer rang out in the shop.


  Afterword


  In all guide books about writing novels, there is one thing that will always be included. Please decide on the ending before you begin. It’s the same logic as setting off being impossible without a destination.


  But it’s different for a web novel.


  You can write as you wish, and read however you like, which is the good point of web novels. Writing an ending is optional. A novel you enjoy might just disappear one day too.


  The status 【Update never】 is called axed (エタる - etaru), which sounded like eternal.


  【Have a Cup of Coffee after School in the Fantasy World Café】, started out as a web novel. I started ten years ago, and went on hiatus a few times. Getting to revive it and publishing it as a book was like a miracle to me.


  After stopping the web serialization, I restarted a few years later, and received such a comment.


  【You came back because real life was hard, right?】


  I shook my head when I read that.


  The problem with Japanese language education can be seen here. Like, please write down how the writer feels based on these passages. Because of that, we have people with keen insight. You are right. The readers are sharp.


  There are occasional painful remarks at times, but when I feel down, I feel encouraged by this story and the comments of the readers. So I thought about not ending it. When the progress reaches a comfortable pace, there will be a reluctance to end it and keep going. This story has become something akin to a home in my heart.


  When I received a special prize in a competition held by Kadokawa, this story was revived in the form of a book. The other prize winners also published successfully, but my work was the slowest one. As for the reason, it’s because I haven’t found the way to end this story, or the resolve to conclude it.


  Even so, I still wrote it one volume after the next, and here we are. Yuu’s story has finally concluded.


  For me, I wanted to continue with this comfortable status quo, but then, Yuu’s days without an answer would continue too. He started on this endless journey on the whim of the author, so I have the obligation to guide him to the ending.


  I decided on an ending when I finished the first volume. I didn’t know how many volumes I would write, but I felt that the last scene should end in a particular way. By the time I finished up volume 6, my plan had already changed.


  Many changes happened when I reached this moment. And the new conclusion arose because of Yuu’s choice. Thanks to the patrons who accompany me from the web novels days and the first volume.


  My memory isn’t good, so even last night’s dinner is a blur to me (It’s probably mashed radish chicken stew), but there are things I still remember clearly for some reason. Ten years ago, when I was reading a web novel, I thought about writing one myself. It happened when I was washing my hair in the showers.


  The protagonist is wiping glasses at a bar counter. There’s a strange regular, and they engaged in idle chatter. The regular is a weirdo who has a hard time fitting into normal society, but the protagonist didn’t mind at all. The reason is, he is from a different world, and doesn't know the common sense of this world.


  The story started from there.


  Ten years after the story started from a stroke of inspiration, it’s published now and reaches the hands of everyone, which is an incredible feeling.


  I want to thank everyone who read and commented in a corner of the internet, and enjoyed this world together with me. And the people in Kadokawa who helped me.


  My editor who had been taking care of me after the publishing of this series, Arima-san.


  The illustrator who gave form to this wonderful world, U-suke-san.


  Tsutaya Sora-san, who visualized this world with the novelty of manga.


  I have also been in the care of everyone from the editorial, design, and publishing department. I will use this chance to give my heartfelt thanks.


  Most importantly, I want to thank the many readers who enjoyed and supported this story. Without everyone, I wouldn’t have reached this point.


  And finally, the manga version of 【Have a Cup of Coffee after School in the Fantasy World Café】 will be on sale by autumn of this year. There will be special extra content included in the four chapters published in Comp Ace(コンプエース). Please look forward to it!


  Alright, operating hours is almost over. I will feel lonely, but I hope we can meet somewhere again. When that time comes, feel free to say hello to me.


  I’m really grateful that you can accompany me to the end. Please walk this way to go back. Do watch your footing.


  2019 May, Kazamidori
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