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      Prologue: Winter in the Capital

      Winters in the kingdom were fairly mild. The temperature never got too low, and there wasn’t much snowfall either. But that didn’t mean it stayed warm enough that people could welcome winters without any preparation. It was a common sight to see citizens on the bustling streets of the capital reach for another layer of clothes to shield themselves from the cold. Many were also looking to stock up on food, which would become harder to come by during the winter season.

      Even if one had the luxury of a heater within their residence, they still had to prepare for winter. In the Eimoor manor, the rooms were fully equipped with heaters, but they required wood to serve as fuel for the warmth. After purchasing the wood from Camilo, household staff needed to chop it up into manageable pieces and store it. Indeed, there was much to be done.

      Catalina was tasked with special jobs within the manor. She wasn’t often responsible for the work of a normal servant, but winter proved to be the exception to this rule—she was essential when it came to chopping up firewood and storing it away. She quite enjoyed this period between seasons.

      “It’s not too cold just yet,” she said.

      Still, early morning temperatures were dipping. It wasn’t enough to make teeth chatter or to give people the shivers, but recently, Catalina had been waking up with cold toes, fingers, and other extremities. Well, perhaps she was partially to blame for this—she tossed and turned in bed so much that her coworkers would sometimes complain, and she’d often stick her arms and a leg out while she was asleep.

      She made sure to do some warmup exercises before she started. Catalina would roll her shoulders and do some squats, exercising just enough to work up a bit of a sweat before she headed out to chop some wood. 

      Within the Eimoor residence, there was a garden. This was where the Eimoor siblings had played as kids, and it’d become a place to practice their swordplay as they’d grown older.

      Marius currently had his hands full as the lord of his household, and Diana had left. Julie, Marius’s wife—otherwise known as Countess Eimoor—rarely set foot in the garden, which was sparsely decorated with flowers. Catalina recalled that they would usually plant flowers here at the end of winter. Flowerbeds would be prepared to create a space of serenity for the household, but more importantly, it was most unwise to leave a large, abandoned plot of land within the manor. That would create a massive hole within the defense of the residence. A renovation of the garden would make the area less empty. 

      Recently, nobles in the capital had taken to building hedge mazes in their gardens. Perhaps the Eimoor garden would soon follow suit; Catalina wasn’t sure if Marius was trying to hide the embarrassment of a poorly kept garden.

      “Hup!”

      Cataline raised the ax high in the air and brought it down to chop the firewood—a lovely thunk echoed throughout the garden. Just like that, there was another piece of wood to add to the pile. Speaking of, Catalina thought, one of my lord’s friends is a blacksmith who lives in the Black Forest. Surely, a residence in the forest requires some sort of heating fixture.I wonder how they prepare the firewood.

      Cutting down trees was quite the dangerous task, but she could imagine the blacksmith’s family easily making short work of that task while casually humming. Catalina gazed up to see the clear, azure skies above. No doubt her acquaintances were busily preparing for winter at their cabin under the same sky.

      A smile stretched across her lips.



      “I think we’ve got enough food stockpiled,” Bowman, the head of the servants, remarked. He stood in a dimly lit warehouse.

      “Agreed,” Marius replied. “Preparations were finished rather quickly this year.”

      “Due in no small part to Sir Camilo’s assistance, my lord.”

      The count nodded, grateful for the help. He received gracious accommodations both in the city and in the capital, and he handsomely rewarded those who helped him. And this year, Camilo had managed to gather far more supplies than anyone could imagine—he’d routed all of it to Marius. Naturally, the household didn’t want to prepare toomuch too quickly since the food was perishable, but if the count was forced to hole up in his manor, he could safely do so until the spring. Indeed, he was very well prepared.

      “You’ve already done with the winter fabric preps too, aren’t you?” Marius asked.

      Bowman smiled. “Of course, my lord.”

      The count internally breathed a sigh of relief. Even people who lived in manors with heaters knew the benefits of wearing multiple layers of clothes for warmth. Doing so would cause some wear and tear of garments, and having fabric to quickly repair any holes was quite literally a matter of life or death.
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