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  Chapter 1 : Prologue of Arc 3


  It’s been quite a while since I finished dealing with Yok Baal.


  Actually, not only did I receive money from Master for the tons of Ice Fang Bats’ fangs I sent her, but I also received a lot of materials.


  Thanks to that, I can finally focus on completing the Encyclopedia of Alchemy.


  「Store Owner-dono, is that artifact also from the encyclopedia?」(Iris)


  Iris-san, Kate-san and Lorea-chan were looking at me curiously while I was making a new artifact.


  「Yup. It’s called a “Voice Box”. Thanks to Leonora-san and my master who provided me with the materials needed, I can finally make it.」(Sarasa)


  「Voice Box, huh? How do you use it?」(Iris)


  「Wait a sec. It’s almost complete…… Alright, it’s done!」(Sarasa)


  I put the artifact, which looked like a palm-sized cube made of wood, on the table.


  「First, put your hand on it like this. And… Ahem!」(Sarasa)


  『Test, test. Leonora-san, can you hear me?』(Sarasa)


  『Yeah, I can hear you. Looks like you successfully finished it.』(Leonora)


  Suddenly, Leonora-san’s voice was heard from the box.


  Iris-san, Kate-san and Lorea-chan were looking at the box with amazed faces.


  『Yes. It’s thanks to you.』(Sarasa)


  『Fufu. Don’t mention it. We can contact each other anytime from now on. You can always call me if you need something.』(Leonora)


  『Thank you very much, Leonora-san. I will call you later then.』(Sarasa)


  After that, I let go of the artifact to end the call.


  「Whoa… You can talk with someone in a different town with this?」(Iris)


  「Yup. However, it consumes a lot of magical power, so it’s difficult to call someone who is very far away for a long time.」(Sarasa)


  While I was explaining, Iris-san took the artifact.


  The three then observed it curiously.


  「This is quite light.」(Iris)


  「Hee… I can’t believe this small box can do such a thing. I wonder why such a useful artifact is not popular.」(Kate)


  「Even though it looks like an ordinary wooden box, this artifact is incredible…」(Lorea)


  While observing the artifact, they passed it to each other. Iris-san passed it to Kate-san, and Kate-san passed it to Lorea-chan.


  「Well, it’s not popular because it’s exceptionally expensive. Its standard selling price is around 500,000 reas.」(Sarasa)


  「EEEHH!? ーーAwawawa!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who was currently holding the artifact, was flabbergasted after hearing its price. Her hand trembled, and then the artifact slipped from her hand.


  「Careful!」(Iris)


  Fortunately, Iris-san reacted immediately. She quickly slid on the floor facing up and caught the artifact with her body.


  「I-I’m sorry!」(Lorea)


  「I managed to catch it, so don’t worry.」(Iris)


  Lorea-chan crouched and looked at Iris-san apologetically, but Iris-san smiled at her and stood up.


  「…Umm, I don’t think it will break from just falling onto the floor. Well, unless you’re very unlucky, I guess.」(Sarasa)


  「That means, if you’re unlucky, you will break it, right? Store Owner-san, I think you need to be more thoughtful in treating expensive items…」(Kate)


  「Ahaha… You’re may be right.」(Sarasa)


  Honestly, it has become like a habit. If I handled expensive items excessively carefully, I wouldn’t be able to work at Master’s store. After all, it might be dangerous if I got nervous while handling expensive items.


  「Anyway, the other reason why this artifact is not popular is because it’s difficult for ordinary people to use.」(Sarasa)


  Voice Boxes don’t consume as much magical power as Transfer Devices, but still, ordinary people who can’t use magical power have to use a lot of magic stones. Even people who can use magical power will find it difficult when they call someone far away.


  In other words, if you want to use a Voice Box, you need either money to buy magic stones or someone with a lot of magical power to help you.


  「I see… By the way, Store Owner-dono, there’s something I want to ask you…」(Iris)


  「What is it?」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san looked a little hesitant, so I smiled at her to encourage her.


  She then spoke up after thinking for a moment.


  「Umm… We can’t hunt Ice Fang Bats for a while until their population returns to normal, right? So I’m wondering if there is any good material we can collect for the time being.」(Iris)


  「We haven’t fully paid our debt to you, so we’d like to know if there’s material we can collect to make money more efficiently. Or, if you need some certain materials, we can collect them for you like usual. I’m sorry that we always rely on you, Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


  「I told you that you could always rely on me, so don’t worry about it. Let’s see… Hmmm…..」(Sarasa)


  They don’t have to hurry to pay their debt with me, but I understand their desire to pay as quickly as possible. After all, you won’t feel at ease while you’re in debt.


  「There are various materials in the Great Sea of Trees, so I’m sure there are some extremely rare materials that you can sell at a ridiculously high price, but…」(Sarasa)


  「There is a high possibility that we won’t be able to return in one piece?」(Kate)


  「Exactly…」(Sarasa)


  「Ugh, I don’t know about that.」(Iris)


  「Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea. It would be bad if we got seriously injured and ended up having more debt.」(Kate)


  「Of course, I know. Let me think for a moment… Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  Spit Worms are easy to find but they’re not that valuable.


  Flame Stones are materials that will increase in demand in winter, and their purchase price is high. However, since they can only be found in Hellfire Grizzlies’ habitat, it will be too dangerous. I don’t want this village to be attacked by those bears again.


  Joffe fruits should be growing in this season, and each fruit is worth more than ten thousand reas, but the thing is, they are suuuper rare. You are very lucky if you find one.


  The only material I can think of with taking Iris-san and Kate-san’s ability into account is…


  「How about honey from Rotten Fruit Bees? It’s raw material for making high-class honey, so you can sell it at a fairly high price. You need some preparation before you can collect it though.」(Sarasa)


  「Rotten Fruit Bees…? That’s such a weird name… Kate, do you know about them?」(Iris)


  「Nope. Never heard of that kind of bees. Store Owner-san, can you tell us more about them?」(Kate)


  「Well, as the name suggests, their favorite food is rotten fruits. Normally, they are active around the end of autumn, but in areas where there are Ice Fang Bats’ caves, they are active around summer. The reason is that those bees usually aim for the frozen fruits inside Ice Fang Bats’ caves. Because they only eat the rotten ones, Ice Fang Bats don’t attack them, instead, the bats are grateful to the bees because the bees sometimes eliminate enemies who invade their cave, so you can say that they are in a symbiotic relationship. The honey produced from the bees that eat Ice Fang Bats’ frozen fruits is special, so it’s more expensive than the normal variety. Ah, by the way, you can find their nests near the cave.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… That means, if we enter the cave to hunt Ice Fang Bats now, we might be attacked by those bees?」(Iris)


  「Possibly. Well, you will be fine if you have Insect Repellent. Oh, but when you collect their honey, you should use an Insect Repellent Veil instead of an ordinary Insect Repellent.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? We can’t use the normal Insect Repellent? It’s more expensive than the veil one, right?」(Iris)


  「Yes, but we can’t use it. Insect Repellent is an artifact that repels insects in the small area around you. Do you think those bees will run away when their nest is being attacked?」(Sarasa)


  「I see… What else do we need?」(Iris)


  「You will need some antidotes for their venom. In the worst case scenario, you might die after they sting you, so be careful.」(Sarasa)


  When I told them so while emphasizing that this was important, Kate-san was surprised.


  「Eh!? Those bees can kill humans!?」(Kate)


  「Well, their honey wouldn’t be expensive if anyone could collect it without any risks.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, you have a point…」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. I know how excellent you two are as Collectors. I don’t think mere bees can kill you.」(Sarasa)


  「Ahaha… We’re not as strong as you though… Can we invite Andre-san and his party members?」(Kate)


  「It’s up to you. If you’re prioritizing safety, you may want to invite them, but if you want to prioritize making more money, you can go without them.」(Sarasa)


  Although the Rotten Fruit Bees themselves are not so threatening, there are other monsters in the forest.


  I’m a bit worried that Iris-san and Kate-san will end up going too deep into the forest and encounter dangerous monsters while they are looking for the bees’ nests, but I think they are the one who should decide.


  They may be young girls but they are professional Collectors.


  「Thank you, Store Owner-dono. We will think carefully about what to do before going.」(Iris)


  「I can’t help much so please be careful, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「We will.」(Kate)


  
  Chapter 2 : Days Of Making Artifacts


  「Alright. I wonder what I should make today~」


  I have almost completed volume four of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy. I only have to make a few more artifacts.


  According to Master, the most difficult part of the fourth volume is right before you’ve completed it. However, you can practice and study more to improve your skills, so I think that financial aspect is the main problem.


  In order to complete the encyclopedia, you have to make various artifacts and potions, and most of them are hard to sell. Therefore, it will be difficult if you don’t have much money because you won’t be able to get your money back most of the time.


  In my case, I could make progress thanks to Master who sent me various valuable materials.


  However, I’m starting to run out of those materials now, so from now on, I have to earn money and get materials by myself.


  「But, hmm… I don’t think I have a problem completing volume four with the materials I currently have.」


  All I have to do now is make the remaining artifacts one by one.


  「Let’s see… Umm… I think I will make a Floating Tent today.」


  As the name suggests, this artifact is a camping tent that floats in the air.


  It sounds amazing, but actually, it only floats about ten centimeters from the ground. Also, its appearance is kind of bland.


  Still, this is a great artifact. You don’t have to worry about the unevenness of the ground, humidity and cold anymore. You can sleep comfortably in it for sure.


  For Collectors who often go on long-term expeditions, this is a very useful artifact without a doubt.


  「I guess I will make it large enough for four or five people.」


  I’m planning to make it to complete the encyclopedia, so I only have to make a small one, but I want to make it big because I may use it with Iris-san, Kate-san and Lorea-chan in the future.


  Well, I don’t know if I will have the chance to spend the night outside with them though, but I’m sure that will be fun.


  「Alright, let’s get started. First, I need to cut the leather…」


  The first thing to do to make a Floating Tent is of course, making a tent.


  There’s no alchemy related work needed in this task. All I have to do is just cut the leather and sew it to make a tent.


  It sounds simple, but actually, it’s quite difficult to do. After all, sewing leather is not as easy as sewing fabric.


  This task will take a lot of time because I want to make a large tent that can accommodate four or five people.


  I would like to ask a leather craftsman to make me a tent, but unfortunately, we don’t have one in this village.


  「Hahh… I wonder if there’s an artifact that can help me sew leather…」


  While complaining, I continued cutting and sewing the leather, and a few days later, I finally completed the tent.


  All I have to do now is to draw a magic circuit on the floor part of the tent and put another layer of thick leather on it.


  「But, umm… Since I won’t sell it, perhaps I should modify it a little before I complete it.」


  I will use this tent myself, so I think it will be a waste if it can only float in the air.


  「I think an air conditioning function and an anti-insect function will be great. The other functions will be..…」


  Now that I’ve decided to add some additional functions to the tent, naturally, it will be more difficult to make than the normal one.


  However, I think it’s good for my training. Besides, this tent will definitely be more handy than an ordinary Floating Tent


  Well, it will require a lot more magical power or magic stones to use, but it won’t be a problem since I will use it myself.


  「…Okay. I think this is good enough.」


  After drawing a complicated magic circuit on the floor of the tent, I pasted a layer of thick leather on it to hide the circuit, and then I folded the tent and put it in my big alchemy pot.


  Then I poured water along with various materials into the pot, started the fire and began to stir it while pouring my magical power little by little.


  「Stir stir~♪ Mix mix~♪ …This big alchemy pot really is useful when making large artifacts~」


  You can use a small alchemy pot to make small artifacts, but if you want to make a large amount of potions or a large artifact, you have to use a big alchemy pot like mine.


  Big alchemy pots are way more expensive than the small ones, by the way.


  I’m really grateful to the alchemist who previously owned this store for leaving this big alchemy pot here.


  「I think this is enough.」


  After stirring for a while, I put out the fire, took out the tent from the alchemy pot, washed it with clean water and dried it with magic.


  「It’s finally complete! Now, I should check if it works properly.」


  I folded the tent neatly and carried it, heading toward the entrance.


  When I was in the store area, I saw Lorea-chan spacing out at the counter.


  It’s afternoon now, and customers don’t usually come during this time, so Lorea-chan must be bored.


  「Ah, Sarasa-san, have you finished making another new artifact?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. But I still need to check if it works or not.」(Sarasa)
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  I showed Lorea-chan the folded tent in my arms as I said that.


  Lorea-chan then stood up and stared at the tent with interest.


  「What kind of artifact did you make this time?」(Lorea)


  「Come. I will show you.」(Sarasa)


  We both came out of the store and stood in the front yard.


  I spread the Floating Tent on the ground and put my magical power in it. Right after, the tent slowly began to take shape by itself, and then started floating about ten centimeters above the ground.


  「Whoa! So it’s a tent, and it’s floating! Moreover, you don’t need any sticks or ropes to support it!」(Lorea)


  「Yup. That’s why you can carry it around easily. It’s convenient, isn’t it?」(Sarasa)


  「It is! What an amazing item!」(Lorea)


  You can carry it around but actually, it’s a bit heavy because it’s large and made from durable leather.


  「Lorea-chan, wanna go inside?」(Sarasa)


  「Can I?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. Tell me what you think.」(Sarasa)


  「Okay….. Whoaa, the air inside is cool, and the floor feels fluffy somehow!」(Lorea)


  「Fufufu. Looks like it’s a success. Lorea-chan, try to lie down.」(Sarasa)


  「….MmmMmm~~~ It’s a hundred times more comfortable than my bed at home. Ahh… This is bad… I’m getting sleepy…」(Lorea)


  「Hey, you still have to watch over my store, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe, I know. But Sarasa-san, this tent is really amazing! Ahahaha!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan started rolling around while laughing happily, having fun with the tent.


  Well, I can understand her feelings. After all, you will feel like you are floating in the air when you lie down in this tent. In fact, you are actually floating in the air.


  Moreover, I added an air conditioning function, so you will surely be able to sleep comfortably in it.


  「By the way, how much does this tent cost? Will you sell it at the store?」(Lorea)


  「It depends on the size. I think this one is about… 100,000 reas, I guess. Floating Tents are expensive after all, so I don’t think they will sell in this village.」(Sarasa)


  The villagers don’t need tents, and the Collectors here don’t usually buy expensive items, so I think it will be hard to sell Floating Tents in this village.


  However, Lorea-chan shook her head after thinking for a moment.


  「I knew it would be expensive… but Sarasa-san, many Collectors in this village have money thanks to the Ice Fang Bats. Also, I think they don’t usually order artifacts because they don’t know the functions of the artifacts, so if you advertise this tent, I think some of them will be interested in ordering.」(Lorea)


  「Now that you mentioned it, you’re probably right.」(Sarasa)


  Collectors normally don’t have knowledge about artifacts. Moreover, the number of Collectors who actually buy expensive tools to improve their work efficiency is surprisingly low.


  It’s been almost half a year since I set up a store here, but I never got any orders to make artifacts from Collectors so far even though I placed a sign saying『We Are Accepting Orders』in my store.


  「I have a lot of free time when I’m watching over the store, so I can help you sew the leather if you want to produce more tents.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan clasped her hands and looked at me with motivated eyes as she said that.


  「But sewing leather is very hard, you know? I even had to use body strengthening magic when I made this tent. I can’t let you do such hard work.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so…? I’m free most of the time, so please tell me if there is any other work I can do.」(Lorea)


  「You cook for us, so I think you are helpful enough though… Well, I won’t stop you if you want to help more. I will ask for your help if there’s anything you can help with, then.」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, please …Ah, you can go back to your workshop if you want. I will keep an eye on this tent.」(Lorea)


  「Haha, thank you, but you don’t have to worry about that. It has a security function, so no one can steal it.」(Sarasa)


  I added the security function that can prevent any attackers from stealing or entering the tent.


  「That’s so cool! Sarasa-san, you surely can make incredible artifacts!」(Lorea)


  「Hehehe…」(Sarasa)


  I felt a little embarrassed when Lorea-chan looked at me with sparkling eyes.


  
  Chapter 3 : The Results Of Collecting Honey Ⅰ


  The day after I showed the Floating Tent to Lorea-chan, I made a sign board with an explanation about the Floating Tent and displayed the tent in the front yard so that people could see it. After that, I started working in my workshop.


  By the way, I also added a warning saying, “This tent has a security function, so you will get hurt if you try to steal it”, on the sign board.


  According to Lorea-chan, she had already received several inquiries about the tent by noon, but because the price is very high, no one has placed an order yet.


  However, there were many people who said that the tent was very convenient. Although they didn’t want to buy it now, they seemed to be interested in buying it someday, so I think if I continue displaying the tent like that, some people may come to order.


  Among the Collectors in this village, Andre-san and his party members seem to be the people most likely to buy it, but they don’t seem to want to spend much money even though they are probably the Collectors who make most money in this village.


  Well, there aren’t many places to spend money in this village, so they probably spend their money in another town without me knowing.


  「Sarasa-san, by the way, this morning Iris-san and Kate-san said they were going to collect honey from Rotten Fruit Bees starting today.」(Lorea)


  「I know. I heard they finally found a nest yesterday.」(Sarasa)


  Rotten Fruit Bees themselves can easily be found around the Ice Fang Bats’ cave, but it seems that it’s quite difficult to find their nest. After all, you have to track the bees who return from the cave in order to find their nest. Moreover, they fly quite fast, and they are really active. They usually fly around the forest for several hours before they return to their nest.


  Therefore, Iris-san and Kate-san had a very difficult time tracking those bees in a forest that has no smooth roads. They asked Andre-san and his friends to help them figure out the route that was usually used by the bees to go back and forth between their nest and the cave, and several days later, they finally found the nest.


  「They said that the nest was very large, so I think it’s worth their hard work.」(Sarasa)


  「By the way, Sarasa-san, are there any monsters who usually eat their honey? I’m worried that Iris-san and the others will be attacked by monsters again…」(Lorea)


  「Ah, you don’t have to worry about it because their honey isー」(Sarasa)


  「ーWe’re home!」(Kate)


  When I was about to explain the reason to Lorea-chan, Kate-san entered the store in a hurry.


  「Ah, welcome hoー」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, I’m sorry, I need to use the toilet ASAP!」(Kate)


  「O-Okay, go ahead.」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san then rushed to the back of the store while holding her stomach.


  Does she have a stomach ache?


  Right after, Iris-san came in with a bitter smile on her face.


  「Iris-san, welcome home.」(Sarasa)


  「Welcome home. Have you collected the honey?」(Lorea)


  「I’m home. Yep. Look at this.」(Iris)


  Iris-san put the leather bag she was carrying on the counter, opened it and showed the contents to me and Lorea-chan.


  Lorea-chan looked at the pile of honeycomb inside the bag with interest.


  「Whoa… It’s pretty big…」(Lorea)


  「Even so, this is only half of the entire nest, you know? Store Owner-dono advised us not to take the entire nest.」(Iris)


  「Yup. After all, Rotten Fruit Bees will disappear from the forest if they lose their nest. It will be a problem if they are gone, right?」(Sarasa)


  You can get more honey if you collect the entire nest but if you keep doing that, the bees will disappear, and it will surely inconvenience other Collectors.


  Conserving resources in the forest is important after all.


  「You want to sell this to me, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, please.」(Iris)


  「By the way, where are Andre-san and his friends?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, just like Kate, they got a stomach ache so they went straight to the inn. I’m fine but it looks like the food we brought was the cause.」(Iris)


  「Hee… They got food poisoning, huh? Food easily gets spoiled in summer after all……… Wait a minute…」(Sarasa)


  They got a stomach ache? ….Don’t tell me…..


  「Iris-san… Did they lick the honey?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, we ate a little bit of the honey. It was very delicious!」(Iris)


  Iris-san put her hands on her cheeks with a happy face, recalling the sweet taste of the honey at that time.


  「We!? You ate it too!?」(Sarasa)


  「Y, Yes… What’s wrong with it? Indeed I still have a debt to pay, but it’s not that I ate all of it, right?」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked at me with a confused face. I then stood up and shouted.


  「Forget about debt! You shouldn’t eat Rotten Fruit Bees’ honey as it is because it’s poisonous!」(Sarasa)


  That is the reason why there are no monsters who want to eat their honey.


  「Eeehh!? But you said that it was high-class honey, right?」(Iris)


  「No, I said it was raw material for making high-class honey! Aah! I’m also at fault for not telling you about the poison, I’m sorry! Anyway, how much did you eat?」(Sarasa)


  「E-Everyone ate about a spoonful of it… No, I think Andre-san and his friends eat a bit more than that…」(Iris)


  「I see… I don’t think they will die from it. However, they will be living on the toilet for a while… But, Iris-san, are you really okay? You didn’t feel weird after eating that honey?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, fortunately. Looks like I have… a strong…… stomach…….」(Iris)


  Iris-san said that with a calm face at first, but then she wrinkled her eyebrows and tightened her face all of a sudden.


  And thenー


  KuuUuuUuuーー


  The sound of a stomach growling was heard.


  「S-Store Owner-dono… I suddenly have urgent business I need to take care of, so if you will excuse me…」(Iris)


  Iris-san kept talking politely to me, but I could tell what business that was just by looking at her sweaty face.


  「…But Kate-san is stillー」(Sarasa)


  「ーーKhh!」(Iris)


  Before I could remind her that Kate-san was still in the toilet, Iris-san dashed to the back of the store.


  Soon after, the sound of a door being hit was heard along with Iris-san’s shout.


  Bam! Bam! Bam!


  「Kate, please get out! I wanna use the toilet too!」(Iris)


  「No way! I won’t come out for a while!」(Kate)


  「Please! I can feel it! It’s coming! I can’t hold it any longer!」(Iris)


  Lorea-chan and I went to the back to check the situation and saw Iris-san holding her stomach with one hand while hitting the toilet door with the other hand.


  「I’m sorry but you have to wait!」(Kate)


  「No! I can’t wait!」(Iris)


  「I can’t go out either! I can’t even move my legs now! Urrghhh…!」(Kate)


  「Please! You don’t want to come out even after I’m begging you this much!?」(Iris)


  「Iris, when we left home, you said that we are equal and we should always treat each other with respect, didn’t you!? So I want you to respect me since I was the first to use this toilet!」(Kate)


  「Alright, alright! How about we use the toilet together? Sharing everything with your best friend is a natural thing to do, right!?」(Iris)


  「You’re right, but NO! That’s disgusting! How do we even do that!? I won’t share a toilet with anyone, even my best friend!」(Kate)


  「UuUuuUuu…!」(Iris)


  It looks like Iris-san is about to reach her limit. She wasn’t hitting the door as hard as before, and her legs started shaking.


  「Sarasa-san, I feel sorry for Iris-san… I wonder if there’s anything we can do to help her…」(Lorea)


  「Me too but I can’t suddenly build a toilet now… I can’t ask Kate-san to get out either because she is suffering as well… Umm…」(Sarasa)


  Still, in order to protect Iris-san’s honor and keep this house hygienic, I can’t leave her alone.


  I went to the warehouse, grabbed ‘a certain item’ and gave it to Iris-san who didn’t even have the energy to hit the door anymore.


  「Store Owner-dono…」(Iris)


  I smiled at Iris-san who looked at me with teary eyes and opened the door leading to the backyard for her.


  「Please do it in the corner over there and keep it clean, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Uuu…. Kate! I won’t forget this!」(Iris)


  After yelling at Kate-san, Iris-san walked out to the backyard in a hurry with shaky legs.
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  I showed my respect for Iris-san by not looking at her miserable state. I closed my eyes and silently closed the back door.


  Iris-san yelled at Kate-san, but Kate-san is not at fault here. I hope they will make up with each other after this…


  Chapter 4 : The Results Of Collecting Honey Ⅱ


  「Phew… What a disaster…」(Sarasa)


  「Are they gonna be alright?」(Lorea)


  「If we don’t do something for them, they will probably die…」(Sarasa)


  「Eh!? Didn’t you say they wouldn’t die from just eating a little bit of the honey?」(Lorea)


  「Well, Actually, there’s a slim possibility that they will die. If we ignore them, they will continue suffering like that for about two weeks. They will probably be fine as long as they drink water and eat enough food, but they might die if they can no longer stand the pain. 」(Sarasa)


  「We have to help them, then!」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I’m worried about Andre-san and his friends too. I bet they’re now suffering in the inn’s bathrooms. Anyway, I will try to make a special potion for them.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! Potions! But why do you have to make any?」(Lorea)


  「Actually, I have potions that can cure them at once, but they are sooo pricey. Iris-san and the others may be saved from the pain but then they will be suffering from huge debt.」(Sarasa)


  Because there are five of them, they will need five of those pricey potions. Even though they will make money from selling the honey, I don’t think it will be enough to pay for the potions.


  You would probably buy that potion without hesitation if you would one hundred percent die if you didn’t drink it, but in their cases, the chances of them dying are very slim, so I don’t think buying those pricey potions is a good idea.


  「Therefore, I will try to make a special potion that is way cheaper than that pricey one. Anyway, I should go get the ingredients first. Lorea-chan, can you help me?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, of course!」(Lorea)


  Un. What a good girl.


  We went to the warehouse to grab some tools for collecting materials and then went to the forest through the back door.


  By the way, to show consideration for Iris-san, who was suffering in a corner of the backyard, we closed our ears and tried to avoid looking at her as much as possible when we passed through the backyard.


  「Alright. Lorea-chan, can you dig up the ground around these rotten leaves? You will find……」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I looked around the ground and found a larva. I took it and showed it to Lorea-chan.


  「You will find larvae like this. This one is small though. I want you to collect them.」(Sarasa)


  After that, I put the larva, which was about one centimeter long, in the insect box I brought from home.


  They are fairly easy to find but I need a lot of them since I have to make potions for five people.


  「Okay. How many do you need?」(Lorea)


  「To make a potion for one person I need at least ten of them, so for five people, I need fiftyー No, I think I will need more. Sixty will be enough, I think.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood. But… Are these larvae really the materials to make potions…?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan asked while observing the larva she just found. She then put it in the insect box.


  「It’s hard to believe, but yes, they are. This potion is cheap, but it takes more time and effort to make than the pricey one. Hmm… Perhaps I can cut corners to make it even cheaper.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Will it reduce the potion’s effectiveness?」(Lorea)


  「Of course not. As an alchemist, I don’t want to sacrifice their effectiveness. Well, I think they will taste way worse than the original though.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, so it originally tastes bad, huh? It’s made from larvae after all. If that’s the case, I don’t think that’s a problem. Iris-san and the others are suffering because of their own actions, so I don’t think they will complain.」(Lorea)


  「Uhh… I think I’m at fault too for not telling them not to eat the honey in advance. Well, I do also think that it’s because of their lack of knowledge as Collectors.」(Sarasa)


  I feel a bit responsible for what happened to them. That’s why I want to help them as much as I can.


   


  ***


   


  It took about thirty minutes for me and Lorea-chan to collect the larvae.


  We went home, and then I started making the potions.


  I prepared a box with a sieve on the top, took out the larvae from the insect box and put them on the sieve carefully one by one. After that, I leave them for a while until they drop their manure.


  While waiting, I asked Lorea-chan to prepare the additional ingredients. It’s an easy job because you only have to grind the ingredients with a mortar, so even Lorea-chan can do it. It’s more of a pharmacist’s task than an alchemist’s.


  「Well then, I leave the other ingredients to you. I’m going to check on Iris-san and Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, you can count on me.」(Lorea)


  After telling Lorea-chan what to do, I went to check on the two dying people.


  First, I went to the back room to check on Kate-san who was in the toilet.


  「Kate-san, how are you doing?」(Sarasa)


  「S, Store Owner-san… I think I’m dying… Ughh… How long will this pain last…?」(Kate)


  「It depends on how strong your stomach is and how much honey you ate, but normally it takes about two weeks.」(Sarasa)


  「Two weeks!? No way… I can’t….. I’m gonna die…..」(Kate)


  「I’m making a potion for you, so please hang in there. Anyway, can you open the door a little? I brought you some water.」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san opened the door a little and stretched out her hand.


  Her hand was shaking. She must be in unbearable pain now.


  She then took the bottle of water I had prepared and closed the door.


  「Thank you, Store Owner-san… Can you check on Iris too? I’m worried about her…」(Kate)


  「Yeah, that’s my plan. Well, I don’t think she wants me to see her miserable state though.」(Sarasa)


  「Then you can tell her that you have already seen her stomach so she doesn’t have to feel embarrassed.」(Kate)


  「Certainly I saw her stomach when I treated her injuries, but now it’s different. I will not only see her stomach but I will also see her… Uhh… Anyway, Kate-san, please make sure you drink enough water, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「O, Okay. Thank you.」(Kate)


  I left Kate-san alone and opened the door leading to the backyard.


  Iris-san is now crouching in a corner of the backyard.


  I’m sorry, but to protect her honor, I won’t describe her state in detail here.


  「Iris-san, how are you feeling?」(Sarasa)


  「S-Store Owner-dono!? P-Please stay away from me! Don’t look at me!」(Iris)


  Iris-san panicked when I approached her.


  She told me to stay away but I can’t give her water if I don’t approach her, right?


  「It’s okay. You don’t have to feel embarrassed. I brought water for you, so please make sure you stay hydrated.」(Sarasa)


  「Th… Thank you… Uuu… I can’t believe I’m showing Store Owner-dono my most miserable appearance…」(Iris)


  「D, Don’t worry about it. I won’t hate you just because I saw you pooーー A-Anyway, I’m currently making a potion for you, so please bear with the pain a little longer.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!? Thank yーー Urrghhh! Oh, no! It’s coming again! Store Owner-dono, I’m sorry butー」(Iris)


  「Okay, okay. I’m leaving. Please get inside and wash yourself if you feel better.」(Sarasa)


  「Understuuurrgghhh!!!」(Iris)


  I’d feel bad if Iris-san had to hold it longer, so I hurriedly ran back into my house and went to my workshop.


  「Sarasa-san, welcome back. How are those two?」(Lorea)


  「They’re suffering but I think they will be fine. I wonder if the main ingredient is ready. Let’s see…」(Sarasa)


  After confirming that the larvae were ready, I washed them with water, put them together into a druggist’ mortar and started grinding them.


  It sounds kinda gross when I’m grinding them. Even Lorea-chan is looking at them with a disgusted face.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, they are going to be processed into potions, right?」(Lorea)


  「Yup.」(Sarasa)


  「And Iris-san and the others are going to drink them, right?」(Lorea)


  「That’s right~」(Sarasa)


  「………..」(Lorea)


  After I grinded the larvae for a while, they turned into a dark brown liquid.


  「By the way, if I wasn’t cutting corners, i would have to cut them open and take only the necessary parts.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… These larvae are small and there are sixty of them. That would be very troublesome.」(Lorea)


  「Right?」(Sarasa)


  I put a little bit of water into the mortar and mixed it with the dark brown liquid. After that, I put the liquid into my small alchemy pot, added the other ingredients that had been processed by Lorea-chan, and started stirring slowly while pouring my magical power little by little.


  After a while of stirring, the potion is finally complete.


  「Alright, the potion is ready! It tastes super bad but I can guarantee its effectiveness! Lorea-chan, you look so curious about this potion. Do you want to have a taste?」(Sarasa)


  「No, thanks…」(Lorea)


  TL : poor Iris…


  
  Chapter 5 : The Results Of Collecting Honey Ⅲ


  By the time I completed the potion, Kate-san came out of the toilet, and Iris-san returned from the backyard for lunch.


  Iris-san didn’t complain when she saw Kate-san probably because she didn’t have the energy to do that. She was only looking at Kate-san with spiteful eyes while resting her chin on the table.


  The same goes for Kate-san. She was resting her head while looking away from Iris-san.


  「You guys seem to have become thinner in this short amount of time.」(Sarasa)


  「Uhh, it’s more like they have become haggard than thinner…」(Lorea)


  They looked so weak, probably because their bodies lacked water.


  「Here. I have completed the potion.」(Sarasa)


  I took out the potion with my left hand and put it on the table as I said that.


  「Thank you, Store Owner-dono…」(Iris)


  「But.」(Sarasa)


  I then pulled the potion away from Iris-san when she tried to reach it.


  「Eh…?」(Iris)


  When Iris-san looked at me confusedly, I put a different potion on the table while holding it with my right hand.


  「Listen. The potion on the right can relieve your pain and completely cure your stomach in no time. However, this one is very expensive, so your debt will increase if you choose this one.」(Sarasa)


  「I, I see…」(Iris)


  「And the one on the left is not as good as the other one but it’s way cheaper. So, which one do you want?」(Sarasa)


  「Hmmm…..」(Iris)


  I will make a lot of profit if Iris-san chooses the expensive one, but I hope she will choose the cheap one because Lorea-chan and I have worked hard to make it. Besides, I don’t want Iris-san to have more debt.


  「The… The cheaper one please!」(Iris)


  She finally decided after thinking hard for a while. Perhaps she wasn’t sure to prioritize her stomach or her wallet.


  「Here you go.」(Sarasa)


  I handed Iris-san the potion in my left hand.


  「Kate-san, how about you?」(Sarasa)


  「…Well, I can’t choose the expensive one after Iris chose the cheap one…」(Kate)


  「Alright then.」(Sarasa)


  I took out another bottle of the cheaper potion and handed it to Kate-san, and then she reluctantly took it. I could tell somehow that Kate-san actually wanted the expensive one.


  「Lorea-chan, can you bring water for them?」(Sarasa)


  「O-Okay!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan knew how I made this potion, so she understood how important water was. She stood up and quickly brought two large cups of water.


  「Alright. Iris-san, you can drink the potion now.」(Sarasa)


  「O, Okay… ーーUgghh!! What the hell is this!? Store Owner-dono, is this really a potion!?」(Iris)


  As soon as Iris-san opened the bottle of the potion, the bad smell that drifted from it stung Iris-san’s nose.


  「Potions are like medicines. They taste bad sometimes. Don’t think. Just drink it all at once. 」(Sarasa)


  「But… Healing potions don’t taste bad at all, right?」(Iris)


  「Well, there are many kinds of potions, so it’s only natural that some will taste bad. Kate-san, you should drink it too.」(Sarasa)


  「U, Ughh…. This potion is effective, right? I won’t regret it after I drink it, right? Right!?」(Kate)


  「Of course, of course. I made it myself, so I can guarantee it. Drink it now before your stomach urges you to go to the toilet again. I wonder who will be in the backyard next.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course, it will be Kate!」(Iris)


  「Huh!? No! We will decide with rock-paper-scissors!」(Kate)


  「No, the toilet will be mine next! Alright, enough with this! I’m drinking it now!」(Iris)


  Iris-san stood up and stared at the potion in her hand with determined eyes. She then pinched her nose and drank the potion.


  「S-She’s really drinking that thing…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan’s face was saying, “I can’t believe it!” when she saw Iris-san drink the potion.


  Well, I can understand. After all, we both know that it’s made from larvae.


  「Hngghh!! Bweehhh!! *cough cough* Urrghh!!」(Iris)


  After drinking the entire potion, Iris-san slammed the empty bottle on the table while trying her best not to puke. She then immediately grabbed the cup of water in front of her and drank it quickly. However, it wasn’t enough. She also grabbed Kate-san’s water and drank it.


  「I did it! It tastes like hell but I managed to drink it!」(Iris)


  「「Whoaa…」」


  When Iris-san raised the empty cup with an expression as if she had accomplished something in life, Lorea-chan and I spontaneously applauded.


  Well, she was merely drinking a potion though…


  「Kate-san, you’re next.」(Sarasa)


  「O, Okay… But before that, I need threeーNo. Four cups of water. Lorea-chan, can you bring them for me?」(Kate)


  After seeing Iris-san drink the potion, Kate-san asked Lorea-chan to bring more water, and then she opened the bottle of potion in her hand and stared at it nervously.


  「You won’t die just from drinking it, so don’t worry. It just tastes a little bad. That’s it.」(Sarasa)


  「She’s right. Actually it wasn’t that bad.」(Iris)


  「You’re lying! You almost puked and said it tasted like hell, didn’t you!?」(Kate)


  「A-Anyway, you’ll be fine. Perhaps, it’s only my imagination, but I’m actually feeling better now.」(Iris)


  「Really…?」(Kate)


  Nope. It was just Iris-san’s imagination. After all you have to wait for at least thirty minutes before you can feel the effect of the potion.


  「Yes, so drink it.」(Iris)


  「A, Alright, alright…」(Kate)


  Kate-san stared at the potion in her hand nervously and swallowed her saliva.


  「B-By the way, Store Owner-san, after we drink this, how long will it take until we fully recover?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… Normally, it will take a week or so, but because you both have trained bodies, I think it will only take a few days.」(Sarasa)


  「A few days, huh…? So we still need someone to take care of us, right? Iris, I have a good idea. How about I drink the expensive one and get recovered quickly so that I can take care of you?」(Kate)


  「Huh? What are you talking about? We’re not going to buy that expensive potion!」(Iris)


  「Butー」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry, Kate-san. I can take care of both of you. It will be just a few days anyway, so it won’t be a problem.」(Sarasa)


  「I’m used to taking care of my great-grandma, so I can help too.」(Lorea)


  Apparently, Kate-san is trying to escape, but Lorea-chan and I blocked her escape route.


  「But Iris prefers to be taken care of by me. Right, Iris? Right?」(Kate)


  When Kate-san desperately asked Iris-san for consent, Iris-san smiled at her.


  Seeing Iris-san smiling, Kate-san let out a sigh of relief, but then Iris-san stood up and grabbed Kate-san’s hand.


  「I drank the cheap one and you want to drink the expensive one? No, that’s not gonna happen. Just give up and drink it already! Do you want to waste Store Owner-dono’s kindness?」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris-san took the potion from Kate-san’s hand and brought it closer to her mouth, forcing her to drink it.


  Kate-san was trying to resist but because Iris-san’s hands were stronger since she is a swordswoman, Iris-san clearly was at an advantage.


  「Ho, Hold on! I’m not ready!」(Kate)


  「Your time is running out! Now open your mouth!」(Iris)


  Iris-san forced Kate-san to open her mouth with her hand while pushing the potion to Kate-san’s mouth with the other hand.


  「Hnngghhー!!! *gulp gulp* Ghweeeekh!! *cough cough* Nngg! Nnnggg!!」(Kate)


  It looked like Kate-san was choking on the potion, probably because Iris-san forcefully made her drink.


  「Ngghh!! Nggghh!!!」(Kate)


  「What? You want water, huh? You greedy woman.」(Iris)


  While smiling a bit cruelly, Iris-san let go of Kate-san’s hand.


  Kate-san then quickly drank all four cups of water on the table at once.


  「Pwaaahhー! …Hey, Iris, are you still angry with me?」(Kate)


  「Hm? What are you talking about? I was just helping you, who was acting like a kid, drink the potion.」(Iris)


  「Helping, you say!?」(Kate)


  「Hahaha! …Ha….」(Iris)


  Iris-san, who was laughing as if she was satisfied with her revenge, suddenly turned pale. She then held her stomach and looked at me.


  「Lo, Looks like my time has come. I shall take my leave now.」(Iris)


  After saying that with a serious face, Iris-san rushed to the back room.


  「Iris, wait! ーーUghh!」(Kate)


  When Kate-san tried to get up, she suddenly held her stomach and sat back on her chair.


  Soon after, the sound of a door slamming shut was heard.


  Looks like Iris-san is now taking control of the toilet.


  「Kate-san, I think the potion will take effect in thirty minutes, so please be patient.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Thank you, Store Owner-san… But, this potion tasted so terrible. What did you make it from?」(Kate)


  「Well it tastes bad because it’s made from….. N-Never mind. It’s better if you don’t know.」(Sarasa)


  「Hm?」(Kate)


  Kate-san tilted her head. She then turned her curious gaze on Lorea-chan, but then immediately Lorea-chan looked away awkwardly.


  「A, Alright… If you say so… Whatever it is, I feel like I will vomit the entire potion I drank if I know it…」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. It takes time but it will surely cure you.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, I trust your alchemy skills. You managed to save Iris’ life after all.」(Kate)


  「But was it thanks to you as well who brought her to my store even though you were also injured.」(Sarasa)


  If Kate-san didn’t take Iris-san quickly to my store that time, Iris-san would have lost a lot of blood and perhaps I wouldn’t have been able to save her life.


  「Well, you’re probably right.」(Kate)


  「Anyway, I’m going to the inn to give Andre-san and his friends the potions. Lorea-chan, can you make something that is easy to digest for these two?」(Sarasa)


  「No problem.」(Lorea)


  「I’m sorry we’re always bothering you…」(Kate)


  「Please don’t mind it.」(Lorea)


  「We’re here to help each other. You and Iris-san also took care of me when I was bedridden for three days after fighting Hellfire Grizzlies, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Lorea, Store Owner-san, thank you…」(Kate)


  I smiled at Kate-san who looked somewhat apologetic, and then I went to my workshop to grab some potions for Andre-san and his friends and left for the inn.


  By the way, I also brought the expensive potions just in case they don’t want to drink the cheap ones.


  
  Chapter 6 : The Results Of Collecting Honey Ⅳ


  It only took four days for Iris-san and Kate-san to fully recover. It was surprisingly fast. It could be because they didn’t eat too much of that poisonous honey or thanks to their high physical strength. Either way, I’m glad that they have recovered.


  「Mmm~! This is so good! Lorea, you really are good at cooking!」(Iris)


  Because she hadn’t had a decent meal for a while, Iris-san started devouring the dishes lined up on the table as soon as she saw them.


  「Hey, Iris! We should thank Store Owner-san and Lorea-chan before we eat! *munch munch* Mmm! So good!」(Kate)


  「Look who’s talking! Anyway, I’ve showed you a lot of my pitiful side, but thank you, Store Owner-dono, Lorea.」(Iris)


  「I also felt miserable, but thank you for taking care of us.」(Kate)


  「You’re welcome. You two were sick, so don’t worry about it. Right, Lorea-chan?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. When I get sick, I always get spoiled by my mom.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan replied to me with a nod and smiled at Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「Lorea, you’re still very young, so I think it’s normal if you depend on your mom, but we’re adults. Moreover, we got sick because of our own actions… I wonder what would have happened to us if we lived in an inn…」(Iris)


  「That would be disastrous for sure… I wonder if Andre-san and the others are okay.」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry about them. Gray-san recovered immediately after he drank the expensive potion, and after that, he started taking care of Andre-san and Gil-san.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Gray-san is the most reliable person among those three, so I think they will be fine then.」(Kate)


  I didn’t explain in detail, but they were actually in a dreadful situation when I went to deliver the potions.


  Because they didn’t have a person to take care of them, I suggested that one of them should drink the expensive potion and take care of the other two, and after a while of a fierce battle between the three, it was decided that Gray-san would be the one to drink the expensive potion.


  Andre-san and Gil-san ended up drinking the potion with horrible taste that I made, but I think they will recover soon.


  「So, Iris-san, Kate-san, I hope you guys learn something from this. You shouldn’t eat raw alchemy materials without knowing what exactly they are. Indeed, some of them are edible, but some others can be life-threatening if you eat them. Please keep that in mind!」(Sarasa)


  I raised my index finger and looked at them with a face as if saying, “Bad girl!”


  The two then lowered their heads awkwardly.


  「We will… We’re sorry. That honey looked delicious, so…」(Iris)


  「We thought we could eat it since it was honey. We never thought that it would be poisonous…」(Kate)


  「Ah, I can understand! After all, girls can’t resist the charm of sweet things in front of them!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan nodded deeply multiple times at their words.


  「Oh? Looks like there’s one more person who needs my lecture. Lorea-chan, listen, this is a serious problem. If there are Collectors who sell edible-looking materials, please don’t eat or lick them! Also, don’t forget to always clean your hands after handling materials. Got it?」(Sarasa)


  「U, Understood. I’m sorry… hehe…」(Lorea)


  I tightened my expression and warned her firmly.


  Some alchemy materials are dangerous and I don’t want Lorea-chan to be harmed just because she handles them carelessly.


  「Anyway, from now on, we will ask you first before we eat something we find in the forest no matter how delicious it looks.」(Iris)


  「Yeah, I don’t want to suffer in pain while crouching without pants in a corner of the backyard again… That was truly a horrible experience…」(Kate)


  「Good. Seems like you’ve learned your lesson.」(Sarasa)


  Yup. Kate-san also experienced it too.


  Because there’s only one toilet in this house, the two decided to stop fighting over the toilet and take turns using it.


  I’m glad they made up, but… I’m also a bit sad that my beautiful backyard became a bit smelly…


  「But, Kate-san, Iris-san, you sometimes take a dump in the forest, don’t you? Then doing it in the backyard shouldn’t be a problem, right?」(Lorea)


  「Well, yeah… But doing it in the forest and in the backyard are two different things!」(Kate)


  「Just imagine you’re taking a dump in the backyard for more than five hours! Aaahh, I’m glad that our backyard is surrounded by walls…」(Iris)


  「I see…」(Lorea)


  I bet Iris-san and Kate-san would be doomed if this house didn’t have walls in the backyard and were located in the middle of the village.


  「I wish I could complete the Portable Toilet sooner, but..」(Sarasa)


  「Eh!? You made a portable toilet? Is that an artifact?」(Iris)


  「Yes. I started making it when you two got sick.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. If only you could complete it in one day…」(Iris)


  「I’m sorry but I don’t think that’s possible.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, why didn’t you make such a life-saving artifact way sooner?」(Kate)


  「Well, I never thought we would need it until you got sick.」(Sarasa)


  This artifact is one of the few artifacts in volume four of Encyclopedia of Alchemy that I need to make before I can proceed to volume five.


  I was actually planning to make another artifact after I completed the Floating Tent the other day, but then I decided to make the Portable Toilet first when Iris-san and Kate-san got sick. However, I couldn’t make it quickly because I needed to prepare the materials since I used up the materials to make the Flying Tent. Besides, this is not an artifact that can be made in just a couple of days.


  「Mumumu… Kate, should we buy a Portable Toilet just in case…?」(Iris)


  「Hmm… I agree but Iris, I think we should decide after we see the item. Store Owner-san, can you show us the toilet later?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, of course. I think I will display it next to the Floating Tent later.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, the tent in the front yard, right? That tent is so comfortable! I feel like I can sleep in it all day.」(Iris)


  「I know, right? It’s quite popular.」(Sarasa)


  Since I started displaying the tent in my front yard, there have been two people who ordered it.


  Currently, Lorea-chan is working hard sewing the tents according to the orders.


  「If we have that tent, we won’t have a problem when we have to spend the night outside! Kate, I think weーー」(Iris)


  「ーーdon’t need it. We rarely camp out in the forest after all.」(Kate)


  「A.. Ahh… Y, You’re right… Since we started living in this house, we’ve stopped camping unless necessary…」(Iris)


  「I think doing your job without needing to camp is a good thing. The Great Sea of Trees is a dangerous place after all.」(Sarasa)


  The huge forest at the foot of Mt. Gerva Loch is not called “The Great Sea of Trees” for nothing. If you’re unlucky, you will encounter dangerous monsters and get seriously injured like Iris-san a while ago. In the worst-case scenario, you can die if you’re not careful enough.


  Therefore, I think Iris-san and Kate-san made a good decision to stop camping if not needed.


  「By the way, are you two going to start working again tomorrow?」(Lorea)


  When Lorea-chan asked, the two looked at each other with somewhat troubled faces for some reason.


  「Well, it will be bad if we stop making money, but…」(Iris)


  「We’re thinking of rehabilitating for a few days before we start working again just to be safe. Even though we’ve recovered, our strength has dropped.」(Kate)


  「I see. Now that you mentioned it, you two look thinner than before.」(Lorea)


  They had hardly eaten anything these past four days, so it was like a forced diet for them.


  That’s why they’re now voraciously eating the meals Lorea-chan made for them. However, I doubt they will recover in just one night and be ready to work again tomorrow.


  「Store Owner-dono, if you have time, would you like to help me with my training?」(Iris)


  「I don’t mind. After all, I have to train my body as well. I can’t do it for too long though since I have to do my job.」(Sarasa)


  I’ve been training whenever I have free time in order not to waste the expensive sword I received from Master.


  Because I’m busy with my job most of the time, I sometimes skip my training, but I think training with Iris-san will be fun, so I may spare some time for her.


  「Really? Thank you! Then can we start tomorrow morning?」(Iris)


  「Alright. I can continue my progress making a new artifact at noon then.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, come to think of it, Sarasa-san, you’re now making another artifact, right? What artifact are you making this time?」(Lorea)


  「I’m now making a Floating Board. The way you make it is similar to the Floating Tent, so honestly, it’s kinda boring for me.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… What kind of artifact is that?」(Lorea)


  「As the name suggests, it’s a board that floats in the air. Its purpose is to transport objects. However, it’s not that convenient because it uses a lot of magical power. For people who don’t have magical power, transporting a heavy object with it will be very costly because they need to prepare a lot of magical stones.」(Sarasa)


  「So using a carriage is cheaper?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. That’s why it’s only useful when you need to carry a huge but light object.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. But still, I’m curious.」(Lorea)


  「Fufu. Alright, I will show you when it’s done.」(Sarasa)


  
  Chapter 7 : Recovery And Request Ⅰ


  「Ah, I just remembered. Sarasa-san, Erin-san said she wanted to talk with you when things have settled down.」(Lorea)


  「Erin-san? I wonder what she wants to talk to me about.」(Sarasa)


  Apparently, Lorea-chan came across Erin-san when she was walking in the village a few days ago.


  Unlike me, who always works in my workshop, Lorea-chan sometimes walks around the village to buy food ingredients and do other stuff, so it’s natural that people often ask her to pass their messages to me.


  Erin-san is the village mayor’s daughter, so I feel like this is going to be somewhat troublesome.


  「Sh, She probably just wanted to thank you again because you made this village more prosperous with your Cooling Hat idea.」(Lorea)


  Perhaps Lorea-chan noticed my gloomy expression when I was thinking, so she said that to me, but…


  「If she just wanted to thank me, she didn’t have to wait until things had settled down, right? My store is always open even though I’d been busy taking care of Iris-san and Kate-san these past few days, so she could have visited anytime.」(Sarasa)


  「Now that you mentioned it…」(Lorea)


  「Erin-san is a very capable person especially when it comes to managing things and making good decisions. I will say she is way more capable than the village mayor. I even feel like she has the capability to run a larger villageー No, a large town.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. You know, the head of this village is her father, but in reality, Erin-san is the one in charge of managing this village.」(Lorea)


  「I knew it. Hahh… I hope it won’t be a big deal…」(Sarasa)


  「Well, she will probably come soon. You can think again after you hear what she wants.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan’s right. I can’t enjoy her delicious meal if I think too much.


  I took a deep breath and started eating my lunch before Iris-san and Kate-san devoured all of the food on the table.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「Ha! Sei!」(Sarasa)


  「Haa! Hyaa!」(Iris)


  In the early morning of the next day, Iris-san and I were practicing sword fighting in the front yard.


  I would say I’m better than Iris-san in terms of sword techniques but her physical strength is greater than mine. However, I have a great advantage when it comes to actual fights because I can use body strengthening. Moreover, I have the high-quality sword I got from Master and I can use magic whenever I want, but of course I’m not using magic now because we’re just practicing.


  「You’re wide open!」(Sarasa)


  「Ghh!」(Iris)


  I swung my sword upward but Iris-san didn’t block it firmly. As a result, her sword slipped out of her hand and fell to the ground.


  Iris-san then stopped moving for a moment and let out a sigh.


  「Hahh… Looks like I will never beat you.」(Iris)


  「Hmm, your muscle strength has really weakened. Your movements were not that quick either. If you were in perfect condition, I don’t think your sword would have slipped out of your hand.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, Iris-san’s swordsmanship is not bad at all. However, I was the number one student in the swordsmanship class at the alchemist school, so I think it will take her years before she can beat me.


  Still, even though I’m quite strong, let alone my master, I couldn’t beat my swordsmanship teacher who was a knight.


  I can definitely defeat bandits and thieves easily but I guess I can’t defeat a knight who trains hard every day.


  When I was at school, there was a fighting tournament that was held in the royal capital from time to time, but I had never joined that competition even though the prize money was very attractive. The reason was because a lot of knights joined the competition. I didn’t want to risk my health and ended up taking a break from school.


  After all, there’s no point in saving money if I can’t graduate and become an alchemist.


  「I hope I can get back to work in a few days…」(Iris)


  「You’re still young, you’re gonna be fine. But I have a potion to recover weakened muscle if you want.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, but… no. I don’t want to spend any more money. More importantly, Kate, how are you feeling?」(Iris)


  Iris-san asked Kate-san who was running around the front yard while shooting arrows at a tree as target practice.


  「Not so good. I can’t pull my bow as quickly as usual…」(Kate)


  They had been having a hard time sleeping and hardly eating for a few days, so it’s only natural if they became weak.


  However, I’m surprised that they can start training right after recovering.


  「I think it’s better if you don’t train too hard today.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re right. Mock-fighting against me may not be a practice for you, but…」(Iris)


  「You don’t have to worry about that. In the first place, I’m an alchemist, so I don’t need to be good at sword-fighting.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, but I can’t win against you even though I’m a swordswoman.」(Iris)


  「W-Well… Do your best! I know you can surpass me one day. I’m cheering for you!」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, I’m not that depressed, okay? Anyway, I’m counting on you as my swordsmanship instructor for a while.」(Iris)


  「I don’t think I’m good enough to become an instructor, but… Oh, well. Come!」(Sarasa)


  「Hyaa!」(Iris)


  After that, we practiced for a couple of hours and went to have breakfast together.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  As expected, Erin-san came to visit in the afternoon.


  Because there was no drawing room in my house, I suggested having a talk in the dining hall while having lunch together.


  Since I haven’t had many guests, only customers, I don’t have any plans to build a drawing room.


  By the way, Erin-san asked Iris-san and Kate-san to come along, so the only one who stayed to watch over the store was Lorea-chan.


  There’s no doubt that Erin-san was aiming for the day after Iris-san and Kate-san recovered because not only did she want to talk with me but she wanted to talk with them as well.


  「Sarasa-san, Iris-san, Kate-san, thank you for sparing your time for me.」(Erin)


  「We don’t mind. So, what do you want to talk about?」(Sarasa)


  「Actually, it’s a little hard for me to say, but… I have a job for the three of you.」(Erin)


  「A job…? Since Iris-san and Kate-san are also included, this job is not related to alchemy, is it?」(Sarasa)


  「No, it’s not. Actually, I have asked Andre-san and his party members, and they said they would accept it if you guys accept it.」(Erin)


  So she also asked Andre-san, Gil-san and Gray-san who are the most capable Collectors in this village.


  I have a feeling that this is gonna be a troublesome job…


  「Honestly, I have a bad feeling about this…」(Sarasa)


  「Oh, please don’t say that. Can you at least listen to my explanation first?」(Erin)


  I feel like it would be more difficult for me to refuse if I listen to her about the job, but…


  「Store Owner-san, Erin-san is the village mayor’s daughter, right? This is probably an important job that can affect the lives of the villagers here.」(Kate)


  Kate-san cut in when I made a reluctant look.


  「Eh? Is that so…?」(Sarasa)


  I changed my expression and looked at Erin-san with a serious face.


  「Actually, yes…」(Erin)


  Erin-san nodded with a troubled face.


  I see. Looks like this is more serious than I thought…


  「Alright then. I’m listening.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you.」(Erin)


  According to Erin-san, her father, the village mayor, has received a letter from the feudal lord as a response regarding the Hellfire Grizzly Frenzy that happened a while ago.


  Thanks to the cooperation of the villagers and Collectors, we managed to survive without major damage, but we still don’t know the exact reason why the bears went on a rampage.


  I said that it was most likely because they didn’t eat enough flame stones, but that was just an assumption. Therefore, we still need to do an investigation to find out the cause as a measure to prevent it from happening again in the future.


  After the incident, the village mayor reported the situation to the feudal lord and asked him to send his soldiers to at least do the investigation since they did nothing when this village was attacked.


  However, the feudal lord’s response was very disappointing.


  In the letter he sent to the village mayor, he said, “We’re not going to do the stupid investigation. More importantly, since no one died, you have to pay the full amount for your taxes as usual.”


  Let alone giving money as a token of sympathy, he doesn’t even want to dispatch his soldiers to do the investigation.


  Moreover, he also said, “I heard your villagers made a lot of profit from selling Hellfire Grizzly materials. If that’s true, I will increase your village tax!”


  BAMー!


  When Erin-san was done talking, Iris-san slammed her hands to the table.


  「Screw that lord! Store Owner-dono fought bravely and ended up bedridden for a few days for this village’s sake!」(Iris)


  「I, Iris-san, actually, it was my fault. I lacked stamina, that’s whyー」(Sarasa)


  「But still! That lord, the one who was supposed to protect this village, didn’t even give a damn! Moreover, he demands more tax money! What the hell is he thinking!?」(Iris)


  While Iris-san expressed her anger, Erin-san sighed with a face that showed her resignation.


  「There’s only one thing that person is enthusiastic about… and that is money… Hahhh… I wish we had a better feudal lord…」(Erin)


  「Come to think of it, I don’t know anything about this region’s feudal lord.」(Sarasa)


  「Yok Village, The town of South Strugg, and the other villages and towns in this region are ruled by Baronet Kirk. I heard that he’s good at making money. 」(Erin)


  「Hah! But he’s never used his money for his own people, right!? There’s no point in being a wealthy ruler then!」(Iris)


  「You’re right.」(Erin)


  Baronet Kirk, huh?


  If Erin-san is true, then he probably only cares about the big towns that can bring him a big income like South Strugg. Therefore, he doesn’t care about our village because it’s only a small village.


  He didn’t think that sending his precious soldiers to the Great Sea of Trees to do the investigation for the sake of this village was worth the risk. That forest is dangerous after all.


  「Alright. Now I understand that Baronet Kirk is a useless lord who doesn’t care about this village. So, what do you want us to do? Well, I already have a guess though.」(Sarasa)


  「That means I don’t have to say this but… I want you to do the investigation.」(Erin)


  「I knew it…」(Sarasa)


  
  Chapter 8 : Recovery And Request Ⅱ


  「Alright. Now I understand that Baronet Kirk is a useless lord who doesn’t care about this village. So, what do you want us to do? Well, I already have a guess though.」(Sarasa)


  「That means I don’t have to say this but… I want you to do the investigation.」(Erin)


  「I knew it…」(Sarasa)


  Erin-san looks troubled, but this is definitely not an alchemist job. At least, investigating monsters wasn’t included in the alchemy school’s curriculum, and Master never did that either.


  Basically, alchemists in small villages like this have roles similar to doctors and pharmacists. I don’t want to end up becoming like a jack-of-all-trades or something, but…


  When I was thinking, Erin-san turned her gaze to Iris-san.


  「Iris-san, how about you?」(Erin)


  「Hmm… I honestly want to help, but…」(Iris)


  As she replied to Erin-san, Iris-san stared at Kate-san.


  After noticing Iris-san’s gaze, Kate-san nodded and asked Erin-san the most important question.


  「There will be a reward for this request, right?」(Kate)


  「Yes, of course. It depends on how long you take to fulfill the request, but I will pay you daily, and it will be twice the amount you usually earn in a day.」(Erin)


  At first, I thought the reward was quite appealing, but considering the risk, it might be a little cheap.


  However, Iris-san, Kate-san, Andre-san’s and the others are the Collectors who earn the most money in this village, so you need a lot of money to pay them, and considering the economic situation of this village, I think there’s a limit on how much money the village mayor can pay them.


  「But… Since we don’t have much money, I would appreciate it if you could finish it within a week.」(Erin)


  I knew it…


  「I see… I don’t mind taking the request. How about you, Kate?」(Iris)


  「I don’t mind either. However, we will accept it if only Store Owner-san accepts it. Hellfire Grizzlies have left their territory after the incident, right? That means, there’s the possibility that their territory is occupied by stronger monsters. If we encounter them, let alone fighting, I don’t think you and I alone are strong enough to run away.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. We may be able to run away if we encounter one, but we will definitely die if they attack in a group.」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris-san folded her arms and looked at Erin-san.


  「We have no complaints about our reward, but Erin-san, how about Store Owner-dono’s reward? Have you thought about it? To put it bluntly, I don’t think you can pay her even with all the money the village mayor has right now.」(Iris)


  When Erin-san glanced at me while listening to Iris-san, I smiled bitterly.


  Honestly, money is not very attractive to me as a reward. Besides, I don’t think it will be much.


  If she wants to persuade me to accept the job, she has to ask Lorea-chan to beg me in a cute manner with a cute gesture and a cute gaze instead of giving me money.


  「Of course, I have thought about it. I won’t pay Sarasa-san with money but a herb field with the people who will take care of it.」(Erin)


  「A herb field…?」(Sarasa)


  Hee… I see… That was unexpected.


  「Yes. It will be as large as vegetable fields the farmers in this village generally have, and it will be built next to your house.」(Erin)


  「Hmm… Interesting…」(Sarasa)


  My little herb field in the backyard has not been completely restored after the Hellfire Grizzly attack, so this offer is very appealing to me.


  When Erin-san saw me thinking while smiling, she raised two fingers in front of me and saidー


  「But there are two points you should pay attention to. Firstly, I would like you to teach the villagers who will take care of the field how to grow herbs since they don’t have knowledge about herbal plants. Secondly, I would like you to share twenty percent of the harvests with those people. So, what do you think?」(Erin)


  Hee… Not only does she think about the benefits of the herb field to me but she also thinks about its benefits to the villagers.


  She’s truly a strategist… I expect nothing less from her.


  Kate-san was also a little surprised. She spoke with an impressed voice.


  「Erin-san, you’re really smart.」(Kate)


  「What do you mean?」(Erin)


  「If Store Owner-san teaches the villagers how to grow herbs, they can make their own herb fields in the future.」(Kate)


  Since the price of herbs is quite high, selling herbs from this village to other towns is highly profitable even though the transportation cost won’t be cheap.


  However, there are several reasons why growing herbs is not common in the farmer community, and one of them is the environment and climatic issues, but fortunately, the environment of this village is fit to grow herbs because it’s surrounded by forests.


  But of course, there are still a lot of other issues. Growing herbs is not easy after all.


  「Erin-san, do you know that herbs normally cannot be stored for a long time without pretreatment? I can’t just devote myself to do that all day since I have a lot of work, and when I’m no longer in this village and there is no alchemist who wants to replace me, you will no longer be able to produce herbs in large quantities since only alchemists can do the pretreatment.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course, I’ve thought about that as well. Therefore, I have no plans to make herbs the main crops of this village. We will sell herbs in the future but not in large quantities.」(Erin)


  Hmm… If she says so, I don’t think there’s a problem then…


  We’re going to start from my field anyway, so I can fully control the production.


  Even if it’s not going well, I think I can still make more than enough money to pay the salary of the villagers who take care of the field.


  Anyway, this is a very tempting offer, so I think I should take it for now.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, I know this is too much, but… Can you teach the villagers how to do the pretreatment?」(Erin)


  「Well, I don’t think anyone can do it unless they are alchemists, but… Hmm… Perhaps I can teach the basics. However, I will only teach the people who seriously want to learn. I don’t want to teach unmotivated people.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I can understand. I will make sure that the villagers who will help you with the herb field are motivated people. So… Are you going to accept this job?」(Erin)


  「I guess… Yes…」(Sarasa)


  「Really!? Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Erin)


  When I nodded, Erin-san held my hands and thanked me with a smile.


  「But! Since Iris-san and Kate-san, also, Andre-san and his party members have not been fully recovered, I will be the one to decide when we will go.」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, of course. Alright then, I’m counting on you!」(Erin)


  Erin-san smiled and bowed deeply to me while saying that.


  After that, we had lunch together and went home.


  
  Chapter 9 : Investigation Ⅰ


  On the morning of the fifth day after I accepted Erin-san’s request, Iris-san, Kate-san, Andre-san, Gil-san, Gray-san and I were walking through the Great Sea of Trees, heading for the habitat of the Hellfire Grizzlies to do the investigation.


  「Sarasa-chan, are you sure we’re heading the right way?」(Andre)


  「Yes… Probably…」(Sarasa)


  It had been quite a while since the Hellfire Grizzlies attacked the village, so their traces were long gone. Moreover, we didn’t have enough people to cover the entire forest.


  Therefore, a few days before we went, I decided to collect information while waiting for Iris-san and the others to completely recover.


  I borrowed a book that has information about Hellfire Grizzlies from Master’s acquaintance who knows a lot of books. I’ve learned about their habitat from the book, and thanks to that I could figure out the place where Hellfire Grizzlies seem to have lived in this Great Sea of Trees.


  After gathering more information from the Collectors in the village, I got a rough picture of the location, but still… This is the Great Sea of Trees we’re talking about, the most confusing and misleading forest in the entire region, so there’s a high possibility that we will end up in the wrong place.


  「By the way, how far do you usually go when you collect materials in this forest?」(Sarasa)


  「Kate and I don’t usually go too deep. Since we’re currently living in your place, we don’t want to stay too long in this forest.」(Iris)


  「I see. So that’s why you rarely come home late at night. How about you, Andre-san?」(Sarasa)


  「We usually go way deeper than both of them and often stay overnight in the forest. We’re professionals after all. Right, guys?」(Andre)


  When Andre-san asked his friends for agreement, Gil-san and Gray-san shook their heads.


  「What are you talking about? We rarely stay overnight in the forest.」(Gil)


  「Andre, are you trying to act cool in front of these ladies?」(Gray)


  「Dang it, guys! I thought we were a team! What’s wrong with acting cool in front of ladies!?」(Andre)


  Andre-san yelled at both of his friends as if he was feeling betrayed.


  「Ahaha… But still, it doesn’t deny the fact that you guys are professional Collectors, right? I’m counting on you.」(Sarasa)


  I only camped in the forest once when I was training at school, so even though Andre-san and his friends rarely camp in the forest, they still have more experience than me in terms of camping.


  「Y-Yeah, you can count on us, but to be honest we’re not as good as professional Collectors in other towns.」(Andre)


  Andre-san and his friends are indeed the best Collectors in this village, but the variety of materials they collect is a bit repetitive. They don’t have much knowledge about alchemy materials either, and because of that, they ended up eating that poisonous honey.


  Well, I understand. Most of the Collectors here don’t know much about alchemy materials because they don’t want to risk their lives to go deep into the Great Sea of Trees just to collect materials they don’t even know will sell or not.


  Now that I’m walking around the forest with them, I think it’s a great opportunity to tell them more about alchemy materials.


  「Guys, since I’m here with you, I will tell you if I find any materials you can sell. If you know about more alchemy materials, you may be able to increase your income.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? That will be nice.」(Andre)


  「Leave it to me.」(Sarasa)


  I gave a thumbs up and nodded to Andre-san and the others.


   


  ***


   


  It’s been a few hours since we left the village, and we still haven’t arrived at our destination.


  The reason is…


  「Th, This is! A Nalsnach!? It’s a very rare material! We’re lucky we found one here!」(Sarasa)


  I carefully took off the bright yellow mold on a stone on the ground and put it in a small bottle little by little.


  「Moss…?」(Andre)


  「Yes, it’s a valuable alchemy material. Aa! Look, there’s a group of Tyneeltuck! If you’re not careful, you will overlook this one.」(Sarasa)


  Right after, I found a group of small pale-yellow mushrooms on a fallen tree.


  I took them carefully with tweezers and put them in a small container one by one.


  「You don’t want to take all of these mushrooms. You must leave some in one group, or else they won’t grow anymore. They’re very small, most of them are only about one centimeter, moreover, their value will drop drastically if you damage them, so you need to be careful when you collect them. I recommend you to use tweezers like this.」(Sarasa)


  「I see, I see.」(Iris)


  「And the blue moss over there is called Blue Powder. They are normally green but only in this season they will turn blue and begin to produce a blue powder. By the way, they are not that valuable when they are green, so keep that in mind.」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I approached the blue moss under a big tree nearby. I held my breath so as not to breathe their powder, carefully peeled them off with a knife and put them in my leather bag.


  「Aaahh~ This Great Sea of Trees is truly full of treasures!」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Sarasa-chan. We’ve learned a lot, but… I think we should focus on our mission now…」(Andre)


  「Aa… I forgot about our goal for a second…」(Sarasa)


  「Oi, oi…」(Andre)


  「Ahaha… I’m sorry. There are so many good materials, so…」(Sarasa)


  I smiled awkwardly as I remembered our mission.


  But really, this forest has so many alchemy materials. No wonder Master sent me here.


  Perhaps I should go here and collect materials myself sometimes.


  「No need to apologize. You taught us a lot, and we’re grateful for that. I’ve seen a lot of the materials you told us about but I always ignore them because I thought they were worthless… Ahh… What a shame…」(Andre)


  「It can’t be helped. We never studied alchemy materials before.」(Gil)


  「Neither did we… Iris, looks like we have to start studying.」(Kate)


  「You’re right. Store Owner-dono, is the information about alchemy materials written in the book that you borrowed from your Master the other day?」(Iris)


  「Yes. That’s why I could spot these materials.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, in addition to the book about Hellfire Grizzlies, I also borrowed a book about alchemy materials.


  「Store Owner-san, do you mind if I read it?」(Kate)


  「I don’t mind. I’ll be happy if you can sell me more types of alchemy materials. If possible, I want the other Collectors to study too, but it seems to be difficult…」(Sarasa)


  「Well, books are very expensive after all, and we can’t just lend them your master’s book, right?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. That book is indeed expensive but actually, the information written in that book is incomplete.」(Sarasa)


  「What do you mean?」(Kate)


  「Most of the time, the writer didn’t write about the materials’ features and some important points that we need to know about the materials. Therefore, it’s kinda meaningless if you don’t already have general knowledge about alchemy materials.」(Sarasa)


  For example, even though the location of a specific material is written in the book, you won’t be able to find the material unless you know what it looks like.


  Iris-san and Kate-san can ask me anytime about that, but other Collectors can’t.


  In other words, in order to teach other Collectors about alchemy materials, I need to teach them a lot of information that is not written in the book, and I think it will be very troublesome.


  Simply put, I need to teach them as if they were students of the alchemist school, and that’s most likely not possible.


  


  「I advise you not to be blinded by money and carelessly go too deep into the forest to look for rare materials with half-assed knowledge.」(Sarasa)


  「Well, forests are dangerous after all, especially the Great Sea of Trees.」(Kate)


  「Yup. Not only do you need to have knowledge but you also need to be cautious all the time because the forest always tries to attack you… like thisー!」(Sarasa)


  I quickly pulled out my sword and swung it vertically right next to Kate-san’s face.


  ーSLASH!


  Soon after, a snake that was a bit thinner than my arm fell to the ground with its body separated into two parts.


  「Uwa!! I didn’t notice it…」(Kate)


  「They’re small but venomous. Normally, they won’t attack unless you disturb them, but in this case, Kate-san was too close to its tree, so it probably thought that you would attack it. They also contain alchemy materials but collecting them is very risky because their venom is lethal.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Anyway, thank you, Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


  「No problem.」(Sarasa)


  When I put the corpse of the snake in my leather bag, Andre-san asked me with a confused face.


  「Sarasa-chan, you talked like it was nothing serious, but do those snakes usually live around here?」(Andre)


  「Oh right, none of you guys have ever gone this deep. Yeah, probably. But they are animals, not monsters, so as long as you don’t disturb them or go near their trees, they won’t attack you. 」(Sarasa)


  These snakes indeed contain alchemy materials but they are rarely needed for making potions and artifacts, so I don’t think hunting them is worth the risk.


  「What if I was bitten…? Is there anything I can do to save myself?」(Iris)


  「Nope. All you can do is regret your bad luck and wait until you die.」(Sarasa)


  When I answered Iris-san’s question, Gil-san made a wry face.


  「We seriously can’t underestimate the Great Sea of Trees, huh…」(Gil)


  「But don’t worry, folks! If you buy the antivenoms I make, your life will be saved!」(Sarasa)


  「Advertising at a time like this… That’s Sarasa-chan for you.」(Gil)


  「Haha. However, there are many kinds of snake venom, so you need to use the right antivenom. It will be useless if you use the wrong one. Therefore, you have to know what kind of snake that bites you.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So that’s why we can’t move carelessly in the forest with half-assed knowledge.」(Gil)


  「Exactly. By the way, snake fangs can’t penetrate Flexible Gloves, so I recommend you to wear them if you want to collect something on the trees.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Oi, Andre, let’s wear the gloves just in case!」(Gil)


  「Ou!」(Andre)


  Andre-san immediately put his large backpack on the ground, took out three pairs of Flexible Gloves and handed two of them to Gil-san and Gray-san.


  By the way, Iris-san and Kate-san usually wear them before going to the forest.


  「The venom comes from the fangs on their upper jaw. If you notice they will attack you, it’s best to grab their heads before you get bitten.」(Sarasa)


  「Grab their heads, huh? That’ll be tricky. Is there any other way to deal with them? Or is there an artifact that can drive away snakes?」(Andre)


  「Honestly, I’m not sure, but I think wearing equipment that doesn’t allow snake fangs to pass through like those Flexible Gloves is enough.」(Sarasa)


   


  ***


   


  After I gave them lectures about alchemy materials and the danger of the forest, we continued walking until the sun started to tilt, and then we decided to find a place to set up a camp.


  There are two artifacts that I prepared for camping: a small magic stove and the Floating Tent I made the other day.


  Andre-san has an insect repellent artifact, so I didn’t bring any of those. Besides, my Floating Tent has the feature to repel insects, so I don’t think I need insect repellent.


  As for lighting, I can just use magic to create a light source. It’s more convenient and safer than using fire.


  「Hoo~ So this is the rumored Floating Tent, huh? It has become a hot topic among Collectors, you know?」(Andre)


  「It’s floating… Interesting.」(Gil)


  「Ah, this is the first time the three of you have seen this tent, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, we haven’t been in your store since we got sick after eating that cursed honey.」(Gray)


  「Haha… By the way, I’m currently receiving orders to make this tent, so you can tell me if you want one.」(Sarasa)


  「Be careful, Andre-san, it will be hard for you to refrain from buying it once you lie down in this tent.」(Iris)


  「Yeah, it’s super comfortable after all.」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san warned Andre-san but it looks like it just made him and his friends more curious about the tent.


  「Hee… Is that so…? Sarasa-chan, can we go in?」(Andre)


  「Yes, go ahead.」(Sarasa)


  When I opened the entrance, Andre-san and his friends slowly went inside the tent and laid down.


  「Whoaa! This is amazing!」(Andre)


  「This is so comfortable! I can sleep like a log in this!」(Gil)


  「It’s way more comfortable than our beds in the inn. Moreover, the air here feels cool…」(Gray)


  「Right? Right~? So, do you want to order one, sir?」(Sarasa)


  I switched into my merchant mode and once again offered them Floating Tents.


  「Uhh… This is expensive, right…?」(Andre)


  「Well, it depends on the size and the additional functions, so it can be cheaper.」(Sarasa)


  My Floating Tent has insect repellent and air conditioning functions, but there are other functions like an alarm that will warn you when there are dangerous creatures approaching or a switch that can pop out a light source for people who can’t use magic.


  After enjoying the tent for a while, the three of them came out.


  They were thinking while folding their arms after I told them the price for a Floating Tent that can fit three men.


  「Hmm… It’s not that we can’t afford it with our current savings.」(Andre)


  「Yeah. It’s not as expensive as I thought.」(Gil)


  「We can collect more materials if we have this… Hm? Wait a minute… We rarely camp in the forest, don’t we?」(Gray)


  「「Aa…」」(Andre & Gil)


  When they realized that, they looked at me.


  「How could we not realize it? We just told her about that this afternoon when Andre tried to act cool.」(Gil)


  「Oi, forget about that already!」(Andre)


  「Ahaha… Well, that’s too bad.」(Sarasa)


  Because the Great Sea of Trees is a dangerous place, not many Collectors in this village usually camp there, meaning not many Collectors need a Floating Tent in this village.


  I think Gretz-san, who is traveling from place to place while selling his goods, is the one who needs a Floating Tent the most in this village. However, I don’t think he can afford it because he just spent a lot of money to order a Harvester from me as a gift to his parents (ch 2-19).


  「Umm… Actually, I’m starting to think about educating the other Collectors in this village.」(Sarasa)


  It’s a matter of course that the Great Sea of Trees is a place full of dangers. However, if the Collectors in this village have enough knowledge and know how to deal with those dangers, I think the number of Collectors who camp in the forest will increase, as a result, some of them will buy my Floating Tents. Not only that. Their income will greatly increase as well, so it’s a win-win situation for all of us.


  「But it will be really hard, right?」(Iris)


  「You can teach Iris and me anytime since we’re living together, but how about the other Collectors? Do you seriously want to give them lectures?」(Kate)


  Senior Collectors teach new Collectors about everything they know. That’s the standard practice among Collectors and that’s how you gain knowledge as a new Collector.


  「No, not me. I can’t teach so many Collectors.」(Sarasa)


  「Oi, oi… Don’t tell me…」(Andre)


  「Andre-san, Gil-san, Gray-san… I will need your help for this.」(Sarasa)


  「I knew it… It’s not like we don’t want to help but as you know, we don’t have much knowledge.」(Andre)


  「Our seniors taught us various things a long time ago but it wasn’t much because they were not brave enough to go too deep into the forest.」(Gil)


  So in other words, even veterans like these three don’t have much experience and knowledge. I see…


  「Don’t worry. I will teach you everything I know, and then you can share your knowledge with the other Collectors. How about that?」(Sarasa)


  「Hmm, I see… I think it’s worth a try. We’re now seniors here, so we better learn new things. 」(Andre)


  「Nice. I’m counting on you.」(Sarasa)


  Since we are deep in the Great Sea of Trees, I hope Andre-san and the others can learn a lot before we complete Erin-san’s request and go home.


  
  Chapter 10 : Investigation Ⅱ


  For dinner tonight, we’re going to eat dried meat, hard-baked bread, and stew made from dried vegetables.


  I prepared my portable magic stove, poured water in a pot with magic, and started cooking.


  This simple meal is not that delicious but it’s not difficult to make so it’s perfect as a camping meal.


  「It’s been a long time since the last time I had a meal like this.」(Sarasa)


  When I murmured like that while eating, Gil-san raised his eyebrows and looked at me.


  「Hee… So Sarasa-chan has eaten a meal like this, huh?」(Gil)


  「Of course.」(Sarasa)


  「I’m a bit surprised too. I have the impression that Store Owner-dono always eats delicious food.」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked strangely at me.


  「When I first came here, Diral-san’s dining hall was often full of customers, so I had no choice but to make simple meals like this. Well, the bread I ate at that time was ordinary bread unlike this hard-baked kind though.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So it was long before Kate and I came to your house.」(Iris)


  「Yup. Lorea-chan sometimes brought food for me back then. She probably couldn’t stand seeing me eating this kind of meal.」(Sarasa)


  Before I have a kitchen, Lorea-chan sometimes brought me food from her home.


  I began to eat delicious meals regularly after I made the kitchen and fixed my walls and windows that were damaged by Hellfire Grizzlies. At that time, Iris-san and Kate-san started living in my house, and Lorea-chan started cooking for us regularly.


  「Sarasa-chan, were you not good at cooking back then?」(Gil)


  「No, no. I can always cook, but cooking is not my forte. It’s just, I don’t have time to cook.」(Sarasa)


  「Because you use most of your time to work in your workshop?」(Gil)


  「Well, something like that…」(Sarasa)


  I gave a slightly vague answer but Gil-san nodded as if he was convinced.


  「By the way, how are we going to decide who will be on the lookout tonight? Shall we take turns?」(Andre)


  After we finished eating, Andre-san reminded us about the lookout.


  「Ah, I can use Alert Magic that will notify me if there are monsters or beasts coming this way, so I don’t think we need people to be on the lookout.」(Sarasa)


  「Alert Magic…? Hmm… It’s not that I don’t trust your magic ability, but…」(Andre)


  「Well, if you’re worried, I won’t object if we have to take turns to be on the lookout.」(Sarasa)


  It’s only natural that a veteran Collector like Andre-san is cautious, but it looks like Iris-san is different.


  She looked at me and shook her head.


  「No, I trust Store Owner-dono! We don’t need a lookout!」(Iris)


  「Iris, you say that just because you don’t want to be on the lookout, don’t you?」(Kate)


  「Absolutely!」(Iris)


  「Hahh… Why are you super honest only at a time like this…?」(Kate)


  Kate-san face-palmed and sighed.


  「No, seriously. I think Store Owner-dono’s magic is more trustworthy than us being on the lookout.」(Iris)


  「Well, yeah. I think so too. Andre-san, what do you think?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… We, the male team, will take turns being on the lookout. You girls can sleep. How about that?」(Andre)


  「Fantastic!」(Iris)


  「We absolutely have no complaints at all, but… are you sure?」(Kate)


  「We don’t mind. Right, guys?」(Andre)


  「W, Well…」(Gil)


  「Of course we don’t mind. Right, Gil?」(Gray)


  「Y-Yeah, sure…」(Gil)


  「It’s decided then. Sarasa-chan, can you make a dim light ball with your magic for us?」(Andre)


  「No problem. Well then, I’m counting on you guys.」(Sarasa)


  I created a dim light ball for Andre-san and the others, activated my Alert Magic, and went into my Floating Tent with Iris-san and Kate-san.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  It’s been three days since we left the village.


  We are getting closer and closer to our destination without encountering any major problems on the way.


  My Alert Magic caught a monster’s presence last night but fortunately, it wasn’t a strong monster, so I decided to let Andre-san take care of it and went back to sleep.


  I woke up once because of that but thanks to the Floating Tent, I could fall asleep again immediately.


  「Look. I think that mountain is our destination.」(Sarasa)


  「So that’s the Hellfire Grizzlies’ habitat, huh?」(Andre)


  「To be exact, it ‘was’ their habitat. They might have found another one somewhere else though.」(Sarasa)


  Andre-san asked while looking up at the mountain in the northwest of the forest.


  The bottom half of the mountain was covered by trees, but there were not many trees on the upper half.


  According to the book I borrowed from Master’s acquaintance, that mountain is a volcano and a Hellfire Grizzly habitat. Of course, there are places like this somewhere else where Hellfire Grizzlies can live, but this is the closest one to our village.


  The flame stones lying on that mountain are the staple food of Hellfire Grizzlies, so as long as there are enough flame stones there, Hellfire Grizzlies won’t leave that place.


  The reason why Hellfire Grizzlies go into a frenzy normally is because they lack flame stones. However, it doesn’t mean that there are no other reasons. That’s why we went here to investigate.


  「Hmm… There’s no sign that this mountain will collapse soon…」(Andre)


  「The smoke is a bit thick but it doesn’t look like the volcano is going to erupt soon either… Anyway, let’s go deeper and look around but please remain vigilant.」(Sarasa)


  


  「Say Sarasa-chan… This volcano won’t erupt all of a sudden, right…?」(Andre)


  「I think we’re gonna be fine. Unless we’re very, very unlucky…」(Sarasa)


  According to the village mayor, he had never seen this volcano erupt in his life, but it was probably because this volcano is quite far away from the village. It might have erupted several times but on a small scale so the village mayor never realized it. Therefore, I can’t say that we’re one hundred percent safe. Our safety depends on our luck.


  「So we’re depending on luck, huh…? Ugh… I’m not very confident when it comes to luck…」(Iris)


  「Well, you almost died once but in the end, you were saved, right? So I don’t think your luck is that bad.」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. We have our Lady Luck here.」(Andre)


  While saying that, Andre-san looked at me.


  「Eh? Me?」(Sarasa)


  I looked back at Andre-san and tilted my head.


  Do I have good luck? Hmm… Let’s see…


  My parents were killed by bandits… That was totally a misfortune, but luckily, the orphanage I had lived in was not a bad place.


  I was lucky to be able to work at a master-class alchemist’s shop. At that time, I happened to stroll around the city and found the “Help Wanted” sign on Master’s shop window.


  I graduated from the alchemist school and became an alchemist also becauseーー No, no, no. I think I was able to graduate thanks to my own ability, not my luck.


  After that, I came to Yok Village and made friends with Lorea-chan, and met good people.


  「Now that I think about it, my luck is not bad at all.」(Sarasa)


  When I said that, Andre-san smiled bitterly and shook his head.


  「No, I didn’t call you Lady Luck because your luck is good, but because you bring us luck.」(Andre)


  「He’s right. Since Sarasa-chan came to our village, our job has become way easier.」(Gil)


  「On top of that, thanks to you, we were able to survive the Hellfire Grizzly attack without anyone dying.」(Gray)


  「You also saved my life. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. Store Owned-dono, you’re truly our Lady Luck!」(Iris)


  「Ahaha… Stop it, guys. You flatter me too much…」(Sarasa)


  I spontaneously scratched my cheek with my index finger, unable to hide my embarrassment.


  I felt so anxious when I came to Yok Village, but now I’m glad I came.


  「Alright then, let’s climb that volcano!」(Andre)


  「Okay, but let’s be really careful. We don’t know what kind of danger awaits us there.」(Sarasa)


  After I warned them, they nodded, and then we started climbing the volcano.


  The mountain path was rough but it wasn’t very steep, so we managed to climb about halfway up after climbing through the trees for only about half a day.


  Trees were pretty sparse around here. The ground was slightly warmer than the lower part of the volcano, and there were places where steam was rising from the ground.


  「Normally you can find flame stones from this area to the top of the volcano. If you find one, please let me know. I’ll pay you for each one of them.」(Sarasa)


  We’re not at the summit yet, so the flame stones around here are quite small. However, they are still valuable alchemy materials no matter how small they are.


  「Since we’re here, it will be a shame if we don’t collect them」(Sarasa)


  When I said that, Iris-san looked at me with a slightly troubled face.


  「Store Owner-dono, I have never seen a flame stone before, so…」(Iris)


  I looked at the others. They shrugged their shoulders at the same time.


  I see… None of them have ever seen a flame stone. Well, they have never been in this part of the Great Sea of Trees, after all.


  「Hold on…」(Sarasa)


  I asked them to wait and walked around, looking for a flame stone.


  「Aa, found one…. This is a flame stone.」(Sarasa)


  I picked up the red-black glossy stone I found on the ground and showed it to the others.


  It was small but it felt slightly hot on my palm.


  「I see, so this is a flame stone… It looks kinda pretty to be honest.」(Iris)


  These stones are not so noticeable that they can be easily found from a distance, but if you observe them carefully, you can distinguish them from other stones even if you’re an amateur.


  Flame stones are quite hard. You will need a big mallet and you have to hit them several times before you can crush them.


  However, Hellfire Grizzlies can easily crush those stones with their teeth, chewing them like biscuits or something. That’s how the bears usually eat flame stones.


  I wonder if the Hellfire Grizzlies in this area went on a rampage and attacked our village because they got older and could no longer eat flame stones with their weakened teeth…


  No, there’s no way… There must be other reasons…


  「Usually, it’s easier to find them in hot places.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Then I’ll go check that steamy place!」(Gil)


  「Gil-san, wait!」(Sarasa)


  When Gil-san tried to run toward a steamy place, I immediately stopped him.


  「Before you do anything, please wait until I’m done explaining!」(Sarasa)


  「You idiot! Did you not learn from what happened in the Ice Fang Bats cave a while ago!?」(Andre)


  Andre-san hit Gil-san’s head and yelled at him.


  「Ouch! ….I-I’m sorry…」(Gil)


  「Jeez…」(Andre)


  「Ahem! Anyway, the steamy places around here are indeed hot, but there may be poisonous gas that can make you lose consciousness in just one breath, or it may suddenly spout out ultra-high temperature steam.」(Sarasa)


  I think most of this place is safe, but I’m not an expert when it comes to volcanoes, so honestly, I’m not sure which places are safe and which are not.


  「Alright, I’m done explaining. Now go ahead if you still want to go.」(Sarasa)


  I looked at Gil-san and pointed to the steamy place he tried to go to.


  「No matter how stupid I am, there’s no way I will go after hearing such an explanation!」(Gil)


  「I’m just kidding.」(Sarasa)


  Looks like we’re not going to collect many flame stones here.


  「Store Owner-san, are there any artifacts that can deal with such dangers?」(Kate)


  「Actually, I have made a gas mask artifact that can protect me from poisonous gas but I only made one. There is an artifact called a “Heat Resistant Suit” that can protect you from hot steam, but I haven’t made it yet.」(Sarasa)


  The gas mask was easy to make, so I made one already. I haven’t made a Heat Resistant Suit because I need leather clothing that covers the entire body. Normally, alchemists will ask specialized craftsmen to make this kind of thing for them, but unfortunately, there are not many craftsmen in the countryside. Besides, I don’t think anyone needs a Heat Resistant Suit in the village.


  「In other words, we don’t have enough equipment to safely collect flame stones near those steamy places, huh…」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, you don’t need many flame stones right now, right?」(Kate)


  「Well, I don’t.」(Sarasa)


  「For now, I think we should just look for flame stones within the safe area. We can come back again fully geared-up when you need a lot of them. What do you think?」(Kate)


  「Yes, I agree. Certainly, I’m going to buy all materials you collect along the way when we get home, but please prioritize your own safety.」(Sarasa)


  Unlike me, who will be paid with a herb field, the other members will be paid with money. The amount of money Erin-san offered them was quite a lot but I didn’t think it was worth the risk, so I decided to buy any materials they collect during this mission.


  It’s good for me because I can stock various types of materials, but I don’t want them to risk their lives just to collect them.


  「Alright. Then all we have to do is look for flame stones while avoiding the steamy places, right?」(Andre)


  「Yes… Ah, hold on. My detection magic caught something in that area over there. Let’s go there first!」(Sarasa)


  
  Chapter 11 : Investigation Ⅲ


  After we climbed the volcano for another hour while avoiding places where steam is rising, we found a huge reddish-brown lizard about one and a half meters from its head to the tip of its tail. Its torso was bigger than a human adult’s, and its body was covered with rugged, hard scales.


  It doesn’t notice us because we are observing it from a distance, and from its slow movements, I don’t think it’s watchful of its surroundings.


  「That’s a freaking big lizard… Sarasa-chan, do you know what that is?」(Andre)


  「That’s a Lava Lizard. They’re also called “Pseudo Salamanders”. It is said that they can swim in lava, but…」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Andre)


  「No, no. They’re indeed called Lava Lizards but they don’t swim in lava. It’s just something people like to believe… Probably.」(Sarasa)


  I shook my head when Andre-san looked at me with a surprised face.


  There are some ponds with reddish hot water in a volcanic area like this, so my expectation is that people saw it wrong. They thought that the lizards were swimming in lava, but actually, they were swimming in those ponds.


  Still, they have a strong resistance to heat. They can swim in boiling water like it’s nothing, and they’re also quite resistant to fire magic.


  On the contrary, they are extremely weak against the cold. They can’t even move at the temperature of early spring. In other words, only a place where the ground is warm all year round like this is a suitable environment for them to live in.


  「Store Owner-dono, I think the Hellfire Grizzlies who lived here were chased out by those lizards.」(Iris)


  「Hmm… Their staple food is flame stones just like Hellfire Grizzlies, so yeah, that’s possible.」(Sarasa)


  「Are those lizards very strong?」(Kate)


  「Actually, they’re not that strong but they have hard scales that even Hellfire Grizzlies’ claws can’t scratch. On top of that, they can spit fire and have stronger heat resistance than Hellfire Grizzlies. Also, they can swim in hot water ponds and eat flame stones in the ponds unlike Hellfire Grizzlies.」(Sarasa)


  「In other words, the lizards can eat flame stones from both the ground and the ponds while the bears can only eat the ones on the ground, right?」(Iris)


  「Exactly.」(Sarasa)


  「So the bears lost the competition for food and went on a frenzy?」(Kate)


  「Yes. Maybe that’s what happened.」(Sarasa)


  The small number of flame stones we found along the way strengthened my guess.


  Perhaps the population of Lava Lizards here has increased drastically for some reason, and that’s why the Hellfire Grizzlies lost.


  「So… Is our investigation finished?」(Gil)


  When Gil-san asked that, Andre-san replied with a nod.


  「In conclusion, the reason why the Hellfire Grizzlies went into a frenzy is because they lost the competition for food against the Lava Lizards.」(Andre)


  「Yes, and the chance that they will attack the village again is quite low since they are gone. We haven’t found a single Hellfire Grizzly here. Looks like I won’t be able to get any more Hellfire Grizzly materials, but that’s okay.」(Sarasa)


  This Great Sea of Trees is enormous, so there might be another Hellfire Grizzly habitat somewhere, but I don’t think I will go look for it just to get materials from them.


  「So our job is over? But, Store Owner-dono, we haven’t gone to the summit yet.」(Iris)


  「No, we better not go there.」(Sarasa)


  「Why not?」(Iris)


  「Do you know why Lava Lizards are also called “Pseudo Salamander”?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Because they are resistant to heat and can spit flame just like Salamanders?」(Iris)


  「Not only that. It’s also because they have a similar habitat.」(Sarasa)


  Whether they are in a complementary relationship or it’s just a coincidence, Lava Lizards and Salamanders are often spotted in the same area.


  「So, if we go higher, we might encounter a Salamander?」(Iris)


  「Yeah.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. But, Store Owner-dono, you’re strong. You can defeat them, right?」(Iris)


  「I don’t think so. At least, it’s impossible without any preparation.」(Sarasa)


  Perhaps I can defeat them if I wear armor that can withstand their fire breath and bring some disposable artifacts that can help me fight them, but… I don’t know. I’m not sure.


  The book I read only said that Salamanders are strong monsters, but it didn’t say exactly how strong they are, so I can’t just say that I can kill them easily.


  「I’ve never fought a Salamander before and I don’t know much about them. I might ask my master about them later.」(Sarasa)


  When I said that, Iris-san waved her hands a little flusteredly.


  「I-It’s not that I want you to kill them. I’m just curious if a strong person like you can beat them or not…」(Iris)


  「By the way, Store Owner-san, is there a possibility that they will attack our village just like the Hellfire Grizzlies?」(Kate)


  「I don’t think so. Salamanders don’t usually leave their territory. Unless this volcano has a huge eruption and the lava flows all the way to our village, they will never come to our village.」(Sarasa)


  「If that happens, the lava will swallow our village before we can even do something about the Salamanders! Hahaha!」(Andre)


  「Oi, Andre, that’s not a laughing matter.」(Gray)


  Gray-san frowned at Andre-san who made too dark of a joke.


  「I’m sorry, but there’s no point in worrying about that. Sarasa-chan, you can use detection magic, right? Can you tell if there are Salamanders up there?」(Andre)


  「I feel a strong reaction, but I’m not sure if it’s a Salamander or not. Even if it’s not, there’s no doubt that it is a strong monster. That’s why we better not go any higher.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Well, we can’t risk our lives here, so I think we should go back. Any objections?」(Andre)


  「Nope.」(Gil)


  「No. How about you girls?」(Gray)


  When Gray-san asked Iris-san and Kate-san, Iris-san thought for a moment.


  「Umm, we have no objection either, but… Since we’ve come this far, at least I want to hunt some Lava Lizards before we go down.」(Iris)


  「She’s right. It took us a long time to climb up to this point but all we have found so far are just some small flame stones.」(Kate)


  「Come to think of it, you’re right… Sarasa-chan, do you mind if we stay a bit longer to hunt the lizards?」(Andre)


  We didn’t find many flame stones along the way, so I understand their feeling. Besides, I might need materials from Lava Lizards in the future.


  「I don’t mind, but the problem is whether you can hunt them safely or not. None of you guys have ever hunted Lava Lizards, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course. This is the first time we have seen such a big lizard. Right, Kate?」(Iris)


  「Yeah.」(Kate)


  「Same. We have never been on this volcano before.」(Andre)


  「Alright. I will show you how to kill them, so please pay attention.」(Sarasa)


  I pointed to the Lava Lizard that we have been observing for a while.


  「First of all, you need to be careful with their fire breath and tail attack.」(Sarasa)


  Even though their tails look weak and squirmy, their tail attack is as dangerous as their fire breath. One swing of their tails is powerful enough to break an adult’s leg, so attacking them from behind is quite risky.


  「Their claws are very sharp and can even tear Hellfire Grizzlies’ thick skin easily. However, they will only use their claws when their enemies are not able to move, for example, when they broke your legs with their tail attack. They have a habit of luring their enemies to muddy places so that their enemies have difficulty moving, so please remember not to chase them too far and always pay attention to your footing.」(Sarasa)


  The safest way to kill them is to use a long-range magic attack or a long weapon such as a spear, but unfortunately, we all use swords as our main weapon except Kate-san.


  There’s nothing wrong with swords. You can still kill them with a sword. It’s just that swords are not suitable to be used for fighting Lava Lizards.


  I can use my spells, but I want to demonstrate to the others how to kill them with a sword.


  「One thing that you should know before you fight them is that the scales on their back are hard but the ones on the stomach are not. You can aim for the stomach from the side, or you can find a way to flip them over and stab their stomach from above.」(Sarasa)


  「That sounds hard to do… Are their scales really that hard?」(Andre)


  「Yes, you won’t be able to cut them through the hard scales with a sword.」(Sarasa)


  As I said that, I looked at the Lava Lizard and prepared my sword.


  「Alright, first, I will attack its hard scales to show you how hard they are. After that, I will show you how to properly kill it.」(Sarasa)


  Right after I said that, I dashed toward the lizard.


  The Lava Lizard noticed my presence and turned its head toward me, but when it was about to release a fire breath, I jumped into the air and swung my sword vertically at its neck that was covered with hard scales.


  ーSLASH!


  「………….Eh?」(Sarasa)


  Before I realized it, I ‘accidentally’ cut its head off…
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  Chapter 12 : Hunting For A Bit


  「Hold on! You said you can’t cut it through the hard scales but you just cut off its freaking head quite easily!」(Gil)


  「Ahaha… This is weird…」(Sarasa)


  「Oi!」(Gil)


  I wanted to show them how hard the scales are but I ended up cutting off the lizard’s head.


  The headless body was still moving for a moment, but it eventually stopped.


  I was able to cut its head off was probably because the sword I got from Master was exceptionally sharp.


  Come to think of it, I could cut through Hellfire Grizzlies’ thick skin with this sword when they attacked the village.


  「Ahem! Anyway, this usually doesn’t happen. However, even if you can cut through their hard scales, you better not cut their bodies in two like I did because it will decrease the value of the materials, especially the hard scales.」(Sarasa)


  Other than being used as alchemy materials, Lava Lizards’ hard scales are often used to make armor.


  「Sarasa-chan, do you mind if we use this severed head to test our swords?」(Andre)


  Andre-san pointed at the lizard’s head. Looks like they want to try to cut it.


  I can still use the head for other things, but I guess I’ll let them do it if it can help them fight Lava Lizards later.


  「I don’t mind, but please be careful not to hit it too hard or you will break your sword.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you. Alright then…」(Andre)


  Andre-san, Gil-san, and Gray-san started taking turns to hit the severed head of the lizard with their swords but none of them managed to even scratch it.


  「These scales are harder than I thought!」(Andre)


  「Dammit! They’re as hard as rock!」(Gil)


  「Even so, Sarasa-chan, whose arms are thinner than ours, could cut it off quite easily…」(Gray)


  「I could do it because my sword is just exceptionally sharp, okay!?」(Sarasa)


  I hurriedly explained when Gray-san said that with a face as if he lost confidence.


  Although I have trained my arms to some extent, I don’t think I can cut through the hard scales with a normal sword.


  After the men tested their swords, Iris-san stepped forward and did the same.


  「Ha! …I see… These scales are indeed very hard…」(Iris)


  「Hey, Iris! You just bought that sword. It’ll be bad if you break it.」(Kate)


  「I know! I just want to try it once.」(Iris)


  Iris-san replied to Kate-san who frowned at her.


  Because Iris-san broke her sword when we fought Hellfire Grizzlies at the village a while ago, she bought a new one.


  Her current sword was made by Jizdo-san, the only blacksmith in our village. However, because Jizdo-san is not a craftsman specialized in making swords, the quality of the swords he makes are not as good as the ones made by sword blacksmiths in the royal capital.


  Considering the low price, I think the sword Jizdo-san made for Iris-san is good enough, but I think it could be better if Iris-san paid more.


  Well, I understand why she didn’t want to use too much money, but honestly, I don’t want her to be worried too much about her debt to me and use her money as freely as possible.


  「Alright, now we try the other side.」(Andre)


  While saying that, Andre-san turned the severed head over, and then they started hitting it again in turns.


  「Uhh… These scales are not as hard as the ones on the upper side, but still, they’re not easy to cut…」(Andre)


  「Hngghー! …Ughh, I managed to stab it but it’s not easy…」(Gil)


  「I’m starting to doubt that we can defeat these lizards…」(Gray)


  The scales on the underside are softer than the ones on the upper side, but Andre-san and the others still had a hard time cutting them.


  Apparently, the swords used by the three of them are not very sharp and are not suitable for fighting this kind of monster.


  「Hmm… I think the most suitable person to fight these lizards is Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Me?」(Kate)


  Kate-san looked at me with a surprised face.


  「Yes. You can aim for their eyes from a distance, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, as long as they don’t notice me. Let’s see… The moment this lizard noticed your presence, you were around there, right? I think I can do it with this distance.」(Kate)


  After thinking for a moment, Kate-san nodded.


  When we fought Hellfire Grizzlies, Kate-san could shoot their eyes precisely even though they were moving around, so shooting a Lava Lizard that is not moving in the eye is a piece of cake for her.


  「The question isー is one arrow enough to kill them?」(Kate)


  「Well, we don’t know unless we try. Let’s go find another Lava Lizard.」(Sarasa)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After dismantling the Lava Lizard I killed and putting the necessary materials in our bags, we went to find another one.


  「Aa, there’s one over there.」(Sarasa)


  There was a Lava Lizard chilling near a steamy place. As I thought. They like warm places.


  The Lava Lizard looked so defenseless. It didn’t notice us at all.


  That lizard probably thought that it was safe because it had hard scales that protected it.


  「Alright, I’m going to shoot its eye.」(Kate)


  「Kate, show them your archery skill!」(Iris)


  「I’ll try my best but don’t expect too much, okay?」(Kate)


  Saying that, Kate-san drew her bow and released it.


  The arrow flew straight toward the right eye of the Lava Lizard and pierced deeply into it.


  「Good shot!」(Gil)


  At the same time as Gil-san raised his voice, the Lava Lizard started rampaging.


  Come to think of it, these lizards are quite tough. Even after I cut off the head of the first lizard, it still could move for a moment.


  Even though the damage from Kate-san’s arrow is fatal, I don’t think it will stop moving soon.


  It might die soon, but the lizard didn’t wait for it.


  The lizard was just rampaging on the spot for a short time, and then it started to run in the opposite direction from us. It moved way faster than we expected.


  「Aa! It’s running away!」(Iris)


  「It’s moving so freaking fast!」(Gray)


  Seeing the lizard run away, Iris-san and Gray-san raised their voices.


  Iris-san then immediately ran after it.


  「Iris-san, waitー!」(Sarasa)


  


  Seeing the lizard run away, Iris-san immediately tried to chase after it.


  「Iris-san, waitー!」(Sarasa)


  I hurriedly grabbed Iris-san’s collar when she was about to dash.


  「Gugghh! ー*cough cough* …S-Store Owner-dono, you almost killed me!」(Iris)


  「Woops, I’m sorry, but do you remember what I told you about chasing down Lava Lizards?」(Sarasa)


  「Aa…」(Iris)


  It seemed like she just remembered when I asked her that. She replied to me while looking away.


  「Umm… You shouldn’t carelessly chase after them because they may lure you to a muddy place to slow you down and attack you…?」(Iris)


  「It’s good that you remember. Basically, the places where Lava Lizards lure their enemies are places that are dangerous for humans, so it’s strictly forbidden to chase after them.」(Sarasa)


  「I, I see… I’m sorry…」(Iris)


  They usually lure their enemies to a place where the ground looks flat at first glance but it is actually a deep quicksand, moreover, it’s very hot, it can even melt human skin.


  Lava Lizards can move swiftly on that kind of soil, but humans and Hellfire Grizzlies can’t obviously.


  「Well, we can’t let that lizard escape anyway, so let’s track it down. Please be really careful and keep paying attention to your surroundings, especially your footing. That lizard is quite weakened, though, so I believe it can’t go too far.」(Sarasa)


  We started walking carefully, following the trail that the lizard left behind, and after walking for a while, we found the lizard in the mud about ten meters away. It wasn’t moving. Its torso was immersed in the mud, so we could only see its head and tail.


  「I think that lizard is not moving not because it’s relieved that it successfully moved to a safe place, but because it’s weakened and no longer able to move.」(Sarasa)


  After all, more than half of Kate-san’s arrow was stuck deeply in that lizard’s head. It’s very painful for sure.


  「Is that so? I think it’s already dead… I will shoot another arrow to make sure.」(Kate)


  「Alright, I’m counting on you.」(Sarasa)


  「Leave it to me.」(Kate)


  Kate-san pulled another arrow and shot it at the other eye of the Lava Lizard precisely.


  The body of the lizard shook slightly due to the impact, but it didn’t seem to start rampaging again.


  「Oh, you’re right. it’s already dead. I guess it’s not as tough as I thought.」(Sarasa)


  「Kate-san, nice shot as always! Alright, I will go collect the body!」(Gil)


  Gil-san raised a thumbs up at Kate-san and walked slowly toward the dead Lava Lizard while paying attention to his footing.


  The ground where boiling water is flowing is quite hot, but Gil-san is wearing thick boots, so I think he will be fine as long as he doesn’t stick his feet into the mud.


  As expected from a veteran Collector. Gil-san was moving nimbly while avoiding the places that seemed dangerous.


  However, no matter how good he is as a veteran Collector, Gil-san is still Gil-san.


  「Aa, Gil-san, hold on! Don’t grab it like thaーー」(Sarasa)


  「ーーZwachhaaaaaー!!!!」(Gil)


  I saw this coming, but I was too late to warn him.


  The moment he grabbed the tail of the Lava Lizard, Gil-san screamed with a weird voice and quickly let go of the tail.


  He then turned around and ran back with tremendous speed.


  「Sarasa-chaaan! My hands! My hands are burning!」(Gil)


  「Alright, alright. Please calm down and show me your hands.」(Sarasa)


  Gil-san took off his gloves and showed me his bright red hands. Looks like he just got light burns on his hands. I don’t think I have to use a potion to heal it.


  I put my hands on Gil-san’s hands and produced cold water with magic to cool them while applying healing magic.


  After a few seconds, the reddish burned skin on his hands started to heal.


  Now that his hands had been healed, Gil-san took a breath of relief, but then Andre-san hit his head.


  「Ouch!」(Gil)


  「You idiot! Why do you always act so carelessly!? …I’m sorry, Sarasa-chan. Can I pay for his treatment later?」(Andre)


  「No, no. I didn’t use a potion so you don’t need to pay.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure? Well, thank you then.」(Andre)


  「Thank you, Sarasa-chan. I’m sorry for always acting carelessly, but… Damn! That was painfully hot!」(Gil)


  「Of course it is. It’s almost as if that lizard is being simmered in a hot pot.」(Sarasa)


  The muddy ground was as hot as boiling water, and that lizard was immersed in such a place, so it’s obviously pretty hot.


  「I thought I’d be fine as long as I wore Flexible Gloves…」(Gil)


  「Those gloves are indeed durable and can protect you from sharp and pointy objects but they cannot protect you from heat, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「I see…」(Gil)


  Of course, there are artifacts that can protect your hands from extreme heat, but unless you want to move your fingers freely, you can just use thick leather gloves that are usually used by blacksmiths.


  「Alright, I will go this time.」(Gray)


  Gray-san suddenly volunteered himself to collect the lizard.


  In terms of experience as a Collector, I think he is on the same level as Gil-san, but unlike Gil-san, he is quite reliable and trustworthy although he rarely speaks.


  In their team, Andre-san is the leader, Gil-san is the mood maker, and Gray-san is the man who supports them both.


  Now that Gray-san has learned from Gil-san’s mistake, besides his Flexible Gloves, he also put on two pairs of leather gloves as extra layers, so he is now wearing three pairs of gloves.


  After that, he carefully approached the dead lizard, grabbed its tail, and dragged it toward us.


  「Gray, are you okay?」(Andre)


  「My palms feel a little hot, but it’s not a problem. Sarasa-chan, this lizard will cool down if we leave it for a while, right?」(Gray)


  「Yes, I think it will cool down soon. The heat can’t pass through its skin, so the inside of its body is not that hot.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Let’s wait then.」(Gray)


  We waited for a while for the corpse to cool down, after that, we dismantled it and collected the necessary materials.


  「They’re not easy to kill but as long as we have Kate, we can hunt them easily!」(Iris)


  「Hey, are you planning to keep relying on me? Well, I don’t mind though.」(Kate)


  「Shooting an arrow at them from a distance is a good strategy but only when they’re alone. It will be a bad idea if they are in a group because if you shoot one of them, the rest will come after you. You don’t wanna be roasted by them, do you?」(Sarasa)


  It is quite dangerous to hunt them when they are in a group. They can surround you and release fire breath at you simultaneously, turning you into a delicious roasted human for them to eat.


  After I warned them, Iris-san and Kate-san’s faces turned pale. Perhaps they were imagining themselves being roasted by the lizards.


  「I, I see…」(Iris)


  「I’ll carefully watch the surroundings before shooting then…」(Kate)


  「Well, we can just hunt Lava Lizards who are alone, right? I think we should try on our own without Sarasa-chan next time. For now, we should go back before it gets too dark.」(Andre)


  After Andre-san said that, everyone nodded to him.


  Because the Lava Lizard are quite big, our bags are almost packed with only materials from two Lava Lizards we killed so far.


  We decided to end the hunt and go down the volcano after we hunted two more Lava Lizards.


  
  Chapter 13 : Herb Field Ⅰ


  When I got home, I saw a newly built enclosure next to my house.


  「Hm? What is that for…?」(Sarasa)


  Because I wanted to see Lorea-chan as soon as possible, I asked Andre-san and the others to go to Erin-san’s house to report to her, so I went home alone.


  Unlike me, they will be rewarded with money so I think it’s better if they see Erin-san directly.


  「Speaking of rewards… Could it be… This enclosure was built to make an herb field for me?」(Sarasa)


  Erin-san promised to give me an herb field with people who will take care of it as my reward.


  The enclosure looked very nice, and the fences used to make it were a bit taller than me and looked very sturdy. When I peeked through the gap between the fences, I saw three men were cultivating the ground.


  「Sarasa-san?」(Lorea)


  「Ah, Lorea-chan!」(Sarasa)


  When I heard someone calling me from behind, I looked back and saw Lorea-chan approaching me.


  「Welcome home!」(Lorea)


  「Un! I’m home!」(Sarasa)


  「I’m glad you came back safely without any problem, but… Where are the others?」(Lorea)


  「They went to Erin-san’s place. By the way, do you know what is this?」(Sarasa)


  「It’s your field. Erin-san said this is your reward.」(Lorea)


  「I knew it… But… Why did they make the fences so high?」(Sarasa)


  People in this village usually built fences around their fields to protect the fields from animals, but normally fences are not very high and are made of wood.


  However, the fences on this field looked as sturdy as the fences surrounding the village that were built after the Hellfire Grizzly attack.


  「Other than protecting the field from wild animals, I think these high fences were built to protect the field from humans… You know, some Collectors may come to steal your herbs.」(Lorea)


  While explaining, Lorea-chan folded her arms and nodded.


  「Hmm… Is that so…? No, no. In the first place, why would you steal herbs from the field next to an alchemist’s house? Unless you’re crazy, you would never do that.」(Sarasa)


  「The Collectors who are currently staying in this village are mostly good people, but you know, there were some cases where Collectors stole the villagers’ crops back in the old days when this village was crowded with Collectors.」(Lorea)


  「Re, Really…?」(Sarasa)


  Did those thieves even think about the risk of stealing in a small village like this?


  「Yeah. In the end, those thieves were beaten to a pulp by the villagers and the other Collectors.」(Lorea)


  「Ah, just as I though…」(Sarasa)


  The fields in this village are small, so it’s hard to steal without anyone spotting you. Moreover, because the population is small, people can easily find thieves by asking around.


  「It doesn’t happen very often nowadays, but since your house is at the edge of the village, thieves can just escape to South Strugg right after stealing your herbs. With that in mind, they built high fences for you.」(Lorea)


  「I see. I really appreciate it.」(Sarasa)


  Now that I think about it, it will be bad if someone steals my herbs, especially the rare and the precious ones.


  Perhaps I should consider installing some kind of crime prevention artifacts just in case.


  「I think Erin-san will come later to explain the details…. Michael-sanー can you come here for a momentー?」(Lorea)


  When Lorea-chan called out one of the three men who were working in the field, the three of them turned around and approached us.


  Aa, I thought they were all men, but one of them is a woman. I couldn’t tell because she was wearing pants and a big straw hat that was blocking her face.


  「Sarasa-san, this is Michael-san and his wife, Izu-san, and this is Michael-san’s older brother, Gatt-san.」(Lorea)


  Gatt-san is a farmer. He has a muscular physique and tanned skin.


  Before Lorea-chan began to cook for me every day, sometimes I bought vegetables from his field.


  On the other hand, his younger brother, Michael-san, has a slender physique. He doesn’t look like a farmer at all.


  Unlike most women in this village who have somewhat muscular bodies, Izu-san has a slender physique just like her husband.


  「I’ve seen Gatt-san before, but this is the first time I’ve seen Michael-san and Izu-san. Anyway, I’m Sarasa, nice to meet you.」(Sarasa)


  This village is not very large, so I thought I had met all the people who live here.


  「Nice to meet you. I returned to this village with my wife recently, so we had never met before.」(Michael)


  「Ah, I see. So… Are you… N, Never mind…」(Sarasa)


  Normally, the reason for a man to leave a small village like this. Just like Gretz-san, he probably didn’t want to take over his family business and decided to go to a big town to search for a better job.


  I wonder why he came back to this village with his wife…


  I’m curious but I feel like I shouldn’t ask him about that…


  However, Lorea-chan, who was looking at my curious face, suddenly started explaining to me without asking Michael-san for permission.


  「A couple of years ago Michael-san left the village and went to South Strugg. He met with Izu-san there and they got married. However, he couldn’t find a job with a salary that was enough to support his family, so he returned to this village.」(Lorea)


  「Lo, Lorea-chan…」(Michael)


  After Lorea-chan said that, Michael-san looked like he was going to cry while Izu-san who was standing next to him could only smile bitterly.


  Seeing his little brother’s pitiful expression, Gatt-san slapped Michael-san’s back.


  「Ouch!」(Michael)


  「Why are you crying? What Lorea-chan said is all true! I’m happy that you found the love of your life, but why the hell did you get married when you didn’t even have a proper job!? It’s good that Erin-san had a job for you, but what would you do if she didn’t!?」(Gatt)


  「Uhh… That’s… Y, You’re right… I’m grateful to Erin-san… Of course, I’m grateful to you as well, Sarasa-san. Without you, I wouldn’t have had a job.」(Michael)


  「I’m glad I can be of help…」(Sarasa)


  After that, Gatt-san told me about his little brother’s circumstances.


  Apparently, Gatt-san went to South Strugg after he heard that Michael-san got married. He wanted to celebrate his younger brother’s marriage, but then he found that Michael-san and his wife were living in a poor condition.


  Michael-san was working in the town, but his salary was barely enough to buy food and pay the house rent.


  Gatt-san wanted to help them but he is just a small farmer in this village, so there wasn’t much he could do for them.


  「I see… I’m sorry if I’m being rude, but Izu-san, why did you want to marry Michael-san?」(Sarasa)


  「Well… This person can’t live properly without me supporting him, so…」(Izu)


  「「Uwaahh…..」」


  When Izu-san said that with an embarrassed yet happy face, Lorea-chan and I looked at Michael-san with somewhat disgusted faces.


  I’m still wondering why Izu-san wanted to marry him… Is it because of love? Is it because of the power of love!?


  「He’s a good-for-nothing little brother but I can’t just leave him alone, so I asked Erin-san if she can give my brother a job, and here he is now.」(Gatt)


  「Ahaha… I-I’m sorry…」(Michael)


  Apparently, after Gatt-san returned from celebrating Michael-san’s marriage, he heard that Erin-san was looking for people to work in my herb field. He then hurriedly went to Erin-san’s place and asked Erin-san to let his little brother get the job.


  「Hee~ Gatt-san, you’re truly a kind big brother.」(Sarasa)


  「H, Huh!? It’s not like that!」(Gatt)


  「I know, right? He even came to help me after he’s done taking care of his vegetable field.」(Michael)


  「You, shut up!」(Gatt)


  「I’m sorry…」(Michael)


  Gatt-san yelled at Michael-san but somehow I could tell that he did that just to cover up his shyness.


  「Hee~ I see. You sure are working hard on a hot day like this.」(Sarasa)


  「W-Well, it’s summer, so of course it’s hot. But you know what, thanks to your Cooling Hats, I feel like this year’s summer is cooler than ever! This guy would have already collapsed if he wasn’t wearing one.」(Gatt)


  While saying that, Gatt-san slapped Michael-san’s back again.


  「Aww… H, He’s right. This awesome hat really helps me.」(Michael)


  「This hat is wonderful! I like it a lot! At first, I was surprised that people in a remote village like this have artifactsーー Aa, I-I’m sorry…」(Izu)


  Realizing that she shouldn’t have said that, Izu-san covered her mouth with her hands and apologized immediately.


  However, Lorea-chan and Gatt-san didn’t seem to mind it.


  「Don’t worry. It’s true that this is a remote village, but it has become more prosperous since Sarasa-san came.」(Lorea)


  「That’s right. We can have Cooling Hats thanks to Sarasa-chan. Both of you, you should be grateful to her.」(Gatt)


  「Of course, I’m grateful to her!」(Michael)


  「Umm, Sarasa-san, I heard from the other women in this village that you can make us Cooling Hats if we bring you hats as the base material.」(Izu)


  「Yes, you can bring me hats of any design you want and I will turn them into Cooling Hats.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Yay, I can get a fashionable Cooling Hat!」(Izu)


  The Cooling Hat Izu-san is wearing right now is the straw-hat type one. This type is commonly used by farmers in this village.


  Izu-san grew up in a big town, so I can understand why she wants the one with a more fashionable design.


  I’ll be happy if she can bring me good-looking hats because the variety of my products will increase.


  Even though cute and fashionable Cooling Hats won’t sell in this village, I can ask Gretz-san to sell them in other towns when he comes back.


  
  Chapter 14 : Herb Field Ⅱ


  「By the way, the ones who will take care of this field are Michael-san and Izu-san, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. My brother is here just to help us for a while. There’s still a lot I need to learn but I’ll do my best!」(Michael)


  「Me too. I’ve never worked in a field before but I’ll try my best!」(Izu)


  Michael-san bowed at me while Izu-san held her hands tightly to her chest.


  From her appearance, somehow I could tell that Izu-san had never worked in the fields, but…


  「Izu-san, you were not born in an agricultural village, were you?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, I was born and raised in South Strugg. This will be my first time living in a rural village like this.」(Izu)


  「I see. Michael-san, unlike Izu-san, you used to work in the fields, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Actually…」(Michael)


  Michael-san is Gatt-san’s young brother, so he must have helped his brother with field work at least while he was in this village.


  However, he doesn’t have a tan and doesn’t have a physique like a farmer.


  I don’t know what his job was when he was in South Strugg, but it doesn’t seem to be a job that requires physical strength.


  Honestly, I’m a little worried.


  Although I can teach them how to cultivate a herb field, I’m not an expert at agricultural work, so I might not be able to teach them much.


  When I was thinking, Gatt-san talked to me. Perhaps he noticed that I was worried.


  「Actually, this guy didn’t help me much with my work while he was in this village. He left right after he became an adult after all. Neither my brother nor his wife have much experience working in the fields, but don’t worry. I will teach them what they need to know. They may not have much knowledge about agriculture but they’re not lazy. I promise you they will be useful, so can you let them work here?」(Gatt)


  「I see. Yes, of course.」(Sarasa)


  I like people who want to learn, so I have no reason to drive them away, but now I’m worried about them…


  Even though I will spend money to buy seeds and other necessities for the field, I won’t be in trouble even if the harvest fails because I make money from my store, but… How about Michael-san and Izu-san…?


  「Michael-san, if the harvest fails, can you still buy food and pay the rent somehow…?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, we don’t have to pay rent because my wife and I are now living in my brother’s house. As for living expenses, we will receive a salary from Erin-san for a couple of months, so we won’t have a problem with money at least for a while.」(Michael)


  「In other words, they are freeloaders in my house, but they will need their own house when they have a child. I hope they will have enough money to build one in the future. I think building a house around here is a good idea because it’s close to the field.」(Gatt)


  While saying that, Gatt-san looked at the empty area on the other side of the field.


  Erin-san said that if this herb field is going well, she may make more herb fields in this village, and it will surely make this village more prosperous.


  「I see… Taking care of the family is a big responsibility after all. Alright, I will also help then.」(Sarasa)


  「No, no. You don’t have to. It’s their job after all. Even if the harvest fails, it will be their responsibility… Oi, Michael, I want you to refrain from making a child until your income is stable. You understand?」(Gatt)


  Saying that, Gatt-san grinned at Michael-san and slapped his back.


  「Aww! I know but, Nii-san, you don’t have to say that here!」(Michael)


  Michael-san replied in panic while Izu-san smiled bitterly with a slightly blushed face.


  What Gatt-san said is true. They better have a stable income before they have children.


  But… I kinda feel sorry for them…


  「Ahaha… But Gatt-san, I can’t just leave the field to them completely without doing anything. I will help them.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. You’re so kind.」(Gatt)


  「Sarasa-san… Thank you!」(Michael)


  I will gladly help if it can speed up the progress even for a bit.


  The sooner this field is completed, the sooner I get the income and the sooner Michael-san and Izu-san can live happily together in a new house.


  「Alright, I will remove the remaining weeds and shrubs and soften the soil for you so that you can work way easier.」(Sarasa)


  「That will help us a lot but… How will you do it?」(Gatt)


  「Like thisーー」(Sarasa)


  When I stretched out my arms, trying to use magic, Lorea-chan stopped me.


  「Wait, Sarasa-san, are you trying to blow away the bushes with magic at once? You may destroy the soil and make it harder to be cultivated!」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, what do you think I am…? I won’t make such a mistake.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Remember when you destroyed the ground in the forest behind your house?」(Lorea)


  While saying that, Lorea-chan pointed to the open space at the back of my house.


  That area used to be a forest with a lot of trees until a while ago, but now it’s an open space where Iris-san and Kate-san usually do their combat training.


  As I recalled the cause, I turned my eyes away from Lorea-chan.


  「W-Well, that’s… I was practicing my offensive magic at that time, so…」(Sarasa)


  「So you want to say the result will be different this time?」(Lorea)


  「Y-Yes, of course. Anyway, watch thisーー」(Sarasa)


  Gatt-san, Michael-san and Izu-san were looking at me with worried faces after Lorea-chan brought that up, but I turned my back to them and stretched out my hands again.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「So, did you do it properly, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  After she returned from Erin-san’s place, Iris-san asked me that.


  「Of course I did! I won’t fail at magic!」(Sarasa)


  …Well, at least recently…


  When I was working at Master’s store, I failed at using magic almost all the time and caused trouble for other people.


  However, I keep practicing magic every day, so it’s only natural that I’ve gotten better.


  「Gatt-san even praised me. He said that I can make a living by cultivating people’s fields. I won’t do that though.」(Sarasa)


  「Hee…」(Iris)


  「Expanding agricultural land is the best way to provide people with food in many regions after all. So, yeah, you surely can make money from that kind of job.」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san were looking at me with impressed faces.


  「But, Sarasa-san, what kind of spell was that? Is that a spell specifically for cultivating land?」(Lorea)


  「No, no. It’s an offensive spell called “Earth Spear”, but when I used it on the field earlier, I used less magical power, so I didn’t destroy the ground.」(Sarasa)


  It was actually an offensive spell where you solidify the soil and turn it into many spears that pierce your enemies from the ground.


  However, I modified it a little so that I could soften the ground instead of solidifying it. I also made the impact less powerful so that I could blow away bushes and weeds without destroying the ground.


  「I see. That spell is amazing! You can finish the work that takes farmers a couple of days to complete in an instant!」(Lorea)


  「Hee… If you can learn that spell, you can work as a magician specializing in cultivating lands and make a lot of money, huh…? Store Owner-dono, is it a difficult spell to learn?」(Iris)


  Iris-san asked me with a serious face.


  Don’t tell me… Does she seriously want to become that kind of magician…?


  「Well, it’s quite hard to learn, and it will be even harder if you want to modify it like I did because you need to be able to control your magical power precisely, otherwise, you will blow up the whole field.」(Sarasa)


  If you can control your magical power, you better aim to become an alchemist rather than a magician, but of course, you need to learn a lot more other things before you can become an alchemist.


  「I see… It’s not easy, huh…?」(Iris)


  「I’ve never heard of magicians who specialized in cultivating lands though.」(Kate)


  「There may be some somewhere. Perhaps you’ve never heard of it because such magicians are not popular.」(Sarasa)


  「Speaking of magicians, the ones who can use powerful offensive spells are more popular after all. Ahh… I remember I used to want to be that kind of magician when I was little…」(Iris)


  When Iris-san said that while looking at the distance, Kate-san sighed and shook her head.


  Honestly, I understand Iris-san’s feelings. I also remember I was pretending to be a magician when I was a kid.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, do you think I will be able to use that spell if I focus only on practicing that?」(Lorea)


  「You mean the spell I used on the field earlier?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes.」(Lorea)


  「Hmm… I can teach you but it depends on how hard you work as to whether you can use it or not. But why do you want to be able to use it? I can teach you other cool spells like fireball and wind blade if you want.」(Sarasa)


  「No. The thing is… I think it will be wonderful if I can help the villagers with magic, so…」(Lorea)


  「Whoa… You’re so mature… Alright. I don’t mind teaching you that spell, but prepare yourself because it won’t be easy to learn.」(Sarasa)


  「Un. I understand.」(Lorea)


  
  Chapter 15 : Do You Want To Learn Magic?


  「By the way, Store Owner-san, do you think I can learn that spell too?」(Kate)


  「Eh? You want to learn it too?」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san, who was listening to the conversation between me and Lorea-chan, suddenly asked me with a serious face.


  「Kate-san, are you going to abandon Iris-san?」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, what do you mean?」(Kate)


  「Ah, I thought you wanted to be a magician specializing in cultivating lands and quit your job as a Collector. You said that kind of job will make a lot of money, so…」(Lorea)


  「Is that so, Kate!?」(Iris)


  「No, no! I’m not gonna abandon you nor quit my job! How many years do you think we have been together?」(Kate)


  「Phew… I knew you would never abandon mー」(Iris)


  「ーAt least for now. There are so many things I want to complain about you, you know?」(Kate)


  「Eh!? Then please tell me! If there’s something you don’t like about me, then I’ll do my best to fix it!」(Iris)


  「Really~?」(Kate)


  After grinning at Iris-san, Kate-san began to rapid fire spit out her complaints to her.


  Most of them were about Iris-san’s lifestyle in her everyday life and Iris-san’s behavior when they were working together.


  Kate-san looked like a wife who was complaining to her husband somehow…


  「Kate-san, don’t you have complaints about your debt to Sarasa-san too? If it wasn’t for Iris-san, you wouldn’t be in debt.」(Lorea)


  When Lorea-chan asked curiously, Kate-san immediately shook her head.


  「No, I don’t have any complaints about that at all. I was the one who asked Store Owner-san to save Iris after all. Now that her life has been saved, I will gladly bear this debt with her.」(Kate)


  「Kate…」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked so down after hearing all the complaints from Kate-san, but then she looked as if she was touched by Kate-san’s words.


  Is this what people call “using the carrot and the stick”?


  「Besides, it’s normal to get injured when you are working as a Collector. Well, I’d never thought Iris’ injury would be that bad though.」(Kate)


  「Hahh… When I left home, I didn’t expect I would nearly die either because I was confident in my abilities.」(Iris)


  「You see, our job is very risky and given that this job requires a lot of physical strength, I don’t think we can continue doing this job forever. That’s why I think we better learn magic so that we can earn money somehow when we retire someday.」(Kate)


  「I see… Yeah, you’re right.」(Iris)


  「By the way, Kate-san, how is your aptitude for magic?」(Sarasa)


  「I think I will be able to use magic better than Iris and Lorea-chan. I’m half black elf after all.」(Kate)


  I was a bit surprised when she said that. I had a feeling but I never asked her because I thought it would be rude if I asked about her race.


  「I knew it…」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, so you have noticed it, huh?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, from your brown skin and your slightly long ears.」(Sarasa)


  There are quite many people of different races in the royal capital, so people there don’t have a particular prejudice against different races, but people in the countryside do sometimes.


  However, Kate-san doesn’t seem to care about it.


  「Whoaa! Really!? Kate-san is an elf!? That’s amazing!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked so excited. She looked at Kate-san with sparkling eyes. It seems like she doesn’t have a prejudice against other races at all.


  「Not entirely. I’m half human, half black elf, okay? Look. My ears aren’t as long as an average elf’s ears.」(Kate)
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  Saying that, Kate-san lifted her long hair and showed Lorea-chan her right ear.


  Certainly, it looks like a human ear. It’s just a bit long. Her skin is not as dark as the skin of black elves either.


  「Kate’s father is a human, and her mother is a black elf. Her appearance is mostly inherited from her father, so she looks more like a human than a black elf. By the way, her father is a handsome man, and her mother is a beauty, that’s why she looks quite pretty.」(Iris)


  「S-Stop it…! You’re embarrassing me…」(Kate)


  For some reason, Iris-san said that proudly as if they were her own parents.


  「Half black elf, huh… Is that the reason why you’re so good at archery?」(Sarasa)


  In general, elves are good at archery and magic. In that term, there’s no difference between black elves and white elves.


  By the way, it seems that black elves were called “dark elves” a long time ago.


  In this kingdom, “dark” has a negative meaning, that’s why people changed the way they call dark elves. However, in other countries, some people still call them dark elves.


  「Probably. But my mother is quite good at magic. Unlike her, I’ve never learned it properly.」(Kate)


  「It’s because you always practice archery.」(Iris)


  When Iris-san said that, Kate-san smiled bitterly at her.


  「Yeah, right. Actually, my mother once taught me magic, but I ended up learning nothing because she is bad at teaching people…」(Kate)


  「Ahh… Your mother probably learns things with feeling, not with theory. That’s why the way she teaches people is kinda confusing.」(Iris)


  「You’re probably right. You can learn how to swing a sword or shoot an arrow from someone else by imitating them, but learning how to use magic from someone else is totally different, especially if you have an instructor like my mother… When she taught me magic, she always said, “Feel it! Feel the magical power!” but I don’t know how to feel it…」(Kate)


  「Ahh, I see… Indeed you have to be able to feel your magical power in order to use magic but it’s not that simple.」(Sarasa)


  Well, being able to do something doesn’t mean that you can teach other people how to do it, especially in terms of using magic.


  When I learned magic in the alchemy school, my teachers taught me very systematically and theoretically unlike Kate-san’s mother. Well, they are teachers after all. Their job is to teach people so it’s only natural that they are good at it.


  「Anyway, if you guys really want to learn magic, I’ll teach you in my spare time. However, I cannot guarantee that you will be able to use magic. It all depends on your hard work, so do your best.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course! I’m so excited thinking that Sarasa-san will be my magic instructor!」(Lorea)


  「Thank you, Store Owner-san, but… How much should I pay you?」(Kate)


  「Eh? No, no. You don’t need to pay. In exchange, I want you to learn seriously.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood!」(Kate)


  Originally, their income would not be enough to hire an alchemist to teach them magic, but they’re my family. There’s no way I can take their money. Well, except when we’re doing business, of course.


  Besides, teaching magic is not alchemists’ main job. Master will definitely scold me if I make money from it.


  
  Chapter 16 : Preparation Time


  The next day, Erin-san visited my store and bowed deeply to me.


  「Sarasa-san, I’m sorry!」(Erin)


  「E, Eh? What are you apologizing for?」(Sarasa)


  「I’m sorry that you had to take the trouble to help Michael-san and the others cultivate the herb field yesterday…」(Erin)


  「Ahh… I did it voluntarily so you don’t have to apologize for that.」(Sarasa)


  I was surprised that she apologized to me all of a sudden but I’m glad it wasn’t something serious.


  However, she seemed to be concerned by that.


  「But that herb field is the reward I gave to you so I kinda feel bad that you took the trouble to help. 」(Erin)


  「Erin-san, you’re too serious. You need to relax a little more.」(Sarasa)


  「But I couldn’t gather enough people to work at your herb field, so it’s my fault to begin with.」(Erin)


  If the one who gave me the herb field was the village mayor instead of Erin-san, he would likely say, “Hohoho, I’m sorry I can’t gather enough people”, while smiling at me.


  However, Erin-san was different. She was more dutiful than her father, the village mayor himself.


  「Ah, come to think of it, only Michael-san and his wife, Izu-san, are currently working at the herb field. It seems like his big brother, Gatt-san, comes to help sometimes, but he has his own field to take care of.」(Sarasa)


  「I was planning to recruit more people but most of the villagers who were unemployed are now working at the dining hall and the blacksmith.」(Erin)


  Currently, the number of Collectors staying in this village has significantly increased for some reason, and because of that, Diral-san’s inn/dining hall and Jizdo-san’s blacksmith shop have become busier than usual. Therefore, they recruited the villagers to help them.


  「I see… Well, that can’t be helped. You don’t need to worry about it, really. I helped Michael-san because I heard about his circumstances. He and his wife are now in a rough situation, so… You know, I can’t just leave them alone. Besides, I used magic to help them cultivate the field, so it’s not tiring at all.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, you’re so kind… And because you’re a kind person, would you like to accept my request again in the future? Of course, I will prepare another herb field as a reward.」(Erin)


  While saying that, Erin-san smiled at me.


  What a clever person. She doesn’t miss a single opportunity. As expected from the ‘acting village mayor’.


  「Ahaha… Well, as long as I have time to do that.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Sarasa-san. If we successfully develop more herb fields, I’m sure this village will become even more prosperous, but… Sarasa-san, do you think that’s possible?」(Erin)


  「Hmm… I’m not sure, honestly. I have a small herb field in my backyard, so I can teach Michael-san and Izu-san what I know about growing herbs but I can’t guarantee they will be successful at it.」(Sarasa)


  The herb field in my backyard is small, so it doesn’t require much effort to cultivate, but the herb field that Michael-san and Izu-san are taking care of is way bigger.


  Other than that, I need to think about what kind of herbs we will grow in that field.


  There are a wide variety of herbs, from those that grow even if they are left unattended to those that won’t grow unless you expend considerable effort to take care of them.


  Of course, the price of the herbs that are easy to grow is low, so you won’t make a lot of profit from only selling those kinds of herbs.


  On the contrary, the ones that are difficult to grow are quite expensive. However, you will suffer a great loss if you fail to grow them. Their seeds are also expensive after all.


  By the way, the herbs that I grow in the backyard are the type that is rather easy to grow but needs to be treated immediately after they are collected. This type is quite expensive and rare. Collectors rarely sell herbs of this type to me, that’s why I grow them myself.


  Because they are quite valuable, I lost my mind when two Hellfire Grizzlies came and destroyed my little herb field. I killed them in a blink of an eye without thinking.


  「I think easy-to-grow herbs are a safe choice for the beginning. However, we can’t only grow those kinds of herbs in the future, especially after we increase the number of herb fields.」(Sarasa)


  Those kinds of herbs are already cheap. If we grow a huge number of them, their value will definitely drop even more, and they will become worthless eventually. We don’t want that to happen.


  「I see. I understand. By the way, if the harvest fails because of Michael-san’s negligence, please tell me. I will scold him thoroughly!」(Erin)


  Erin-san clenched her hand into a fist as she said that.


  「Ahaha… I’ll do my best teaching them so that it won’t happen…」(Sarasa)


  It will be bad if that strong-looking fist of Erin-san’s destroys Michael-san’s and Izu-san’s newlywed life…
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  Even though I helped Michael-san cultivate the field, it will still take some time before we can grow herbs there because there is still a lot to prepare.


  In the meantime, I was doing my job as usual while taking care of my little herb field in the backyard.


  By the way, I asked Master to send me some herb seeds from the royal capital that I can grow in the new field.


  I have been quite busy lately because my work accumulated while I was going out doing the investigation on the volcano.


  Actually, several days before I left to do the investigation, I was planning to tell Lorea-chan to decline the Collectors who want to sell the materials she couldn’t appraise because I was sure I would be absent for a couple of days, but then I thought that it would be a waste. Besides, I would feel sorry for the Collectors, so in the end, I decided to tell her to put aside those kinds of materials so that I could appraise them when I got home.


  As a result, my warehouse and my refrigerator are full of materials now, and I have to appraise most of them.


  Because the air is kinda hot in this season, I need to appraise them and prepare money to pay the Collectors who brought them as soon as possible before they begin to rot.


  This is gonna be a long day…


  


  After hours of appraising the materials, I prepared the money and made a list of payees based on the list of Collectors who brought the materials that Lorea-chan made, and then I went to the counter.


  「Lorea-chan, this is the list of the payees and this is the money. Please pay them the next time they visit the store. You can see how much you should pay each person on that list.」(Sarasa)


  I put the bag of money and the list on the counter.


  「Understood… but… This is a lot of money…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan then carefully put the bag of money behind the counter and checked the list.


  Unlike a while ago, she has been accustomed to dealing with a good amount of money, but still, she couldn’t hide her nervousness.


  「Well, it’s about a week’s worth of materials while I was gone after all… Thanks to that though, now I’m out of money.」(Sarasa)


  「I, Is that so…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. Moreover, recently I only made artifacts that don’t sell to make progress on the Encyclopedia of Alchemy.」(Sarasa)


  I only have to make five more artifacts to be able to proceed to volume 5, but now that I don’t have much money, I think I should stop and focus on making money for now.


  「Lorea-chan, before I left to do the investigation, you said we got some Floating Tent orders, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. The aunties in the neighborhood are helping me make tents but it takes longer than I expected because they’re not used to sewing leather. Moreover, we lack manpower because many women in the village are now working at Diral-san’s inn. I’m doing my best but… I’m sorry, Sarasa-san…」(Lorea)


  「No, no, no. Don’t worry about it! It can’t be helped. Erin-san also told me that most of the villagers are working at the inn because the number of the Collectors who are staying in this village increased.」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I waved my hands at Lorea-chan who looked apologetic to cheer her up.


  I feel bad for the Collectors who ordered Floating Tents because they have to wait for a bit longer. The making of tents is slow because we don’t have any craftsmen who specialize in leather products in this village, so it can’t be helped.


  If I remember correctly, at Master’s store, I saw a special potion that can stick leather together so you don’t have to sew it. However, it wasn’t in volume 1 to 4 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, so I can’t make it.


  It’s more like “fusing” pieces of leather together than “sticking” them together, so they will look like one piece of leather rather than several pieces that are glued together. Therefore, making that potion is difficult, and because of that, the price is quite expensive.


  「Umm… Actually, we got some more orders while you were gone…」(Lorea)


  「…Seriously…?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. It seems that the Collectors who already got their Floating Tents told their friends how good the tents are. Moreover, the number of people who camp outside due to lack of accommodation is increasing lately. I heard that Geberg ojii-san also recruited some people to help him build another rental house for the Collectors.」(Lorea)


  「He has finished repairing the rental house that was destroyed during the Hellfire Grizzly attack, right? I think that rental house is quite big.」(Sarasa)


  「Still, it’s not enough, so Geberg ojii-san decided to make another one. Furthermore, he’s still expanding Diral-san’s inn. You’re the one who paid for it, right?」(Lorea)


  「I did. It’s been a while but it’s still not completely finished, huh…?」(Sarasa)


  Well, the only carpenter in this village is Geberg-san. Moreover, it seems like this village is lacking in building materials.


  Geberg-san usually orders building materials from South Strugg, and it takes a while.


  Therefore, no matter how fast Geberg-san is at building something, completing Diral-san’s inn and building a new rental house will take some time.


  「Looks like everyone in this village is busy… But, is the number of Collectors really increasing? I haven’t seen many Collectors lately though…」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, you haven’t been walking around the village lately, right? And since you’re always working in your workshop most of the time, you might not notice it but the number of Collectors who visit this store has increased, you know?」(Lorea)


  「Really? …Now that you mentioned it, when I went to the dining hall to hear Erin-san’s request, it was kinda packed with people.」(Sarasa)


  I rarely went to the dining hall because Lorea-chan always cooks us food, and because of that, she is the one who always walks around the village to gather food ingredients.


  Lorea-chan is also the person who stands by the counter most of the time, so she knows really well how many Collectors visit the store.


  「Hmm, maybe I should stroll around the village once in a while… I don’t have any particular business but I think I’ll just say hi to people.」(Sarasa)


  Sometimes I exchange greetings with Ells-san and Jasper-san since they live next door but I haven’t seen the villagers who live at the center of the village for a while.


  I actually haven’t seen Diral-san for a while either. When I went there to talk with Erin-san, the one who served us was another villager.


  「I think that’s a good idea. Locking yourself in the workshop all the time is not good for your mental health.」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, I’m not a shut-in, okay? Sometimes I go out to practice with my sword and take care of my herb field, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「Fufu. I know.」(Lorea)


  「Besides, I will be more busy because I have to teach Michael-san and Izu-san how to grow herbs soon.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. You sure are busy. You need to make Floating Tents, teach Michael-san, and make a portable refrigerator.」(Lorea)


  「Wait… Why do I need to make a portable refrigerator too?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, someone ordered one the other day.」(Lorea)


  「A villager?」(Sarasa)


  「Nope. A Collector. He said after he drank cold beer at the dining hall, he wanted a portable refrigerator for himself so that he could drink cold beer anytime.」(Lorea)


  The weather is hot in this season, so I can understand why he wants a refrigerator.


  According to Andre-san, drinking cold beer after working in the muggy forest is the best thing for Collectors.


  「I wrote it in the notebook I gave you though… You haven’t checked it, have you…?」(Lorea)


  「A, Ahaha… I’ve been busy appraising those materials, so…」(Sarasa)


  When Lorea-chan asked me while looking straight into my eyes, I looked away and made an excuse.


  Lorea-chan always recorded the number of sales and orders from customers properly in a notebook. She’s really a diligent worker.


  「I-I’ll check it later.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. By the way, I put a memo by each item in the notebook so that you can find out which order has to be dealt first.」(Lorea)


  「Thank you, Lorea-chan. I know I can count on you. I’m really glad I hired you to work in my store.」(Sarasa)


  「Th, Thank you…」(Lorea)


  It seemed like my honest compliment made her embarrassed. What a cute girl.


  She is still young but she is very reliable and can work really well. Moreover, she is good at math unlike most people who live in the countryside. I can leave my store to her without worry.


  
  Chapter 17 : Cultivation Lesson


  It’s been a week since Michael-san and Izu-san started working in the herb field, and now that the field is ready for planting, it’s time to teach them how to grow herbs.


  「I bought several kinds of herb seeds, but for the beginning, I’ll give you two kinds. This one can grow as long as the environment is good, and you don’t need to take care of it very often, but this one needs to be treated well or it won’t grow properly. The good thing is that both of these herbs can be sold at quite a high price.」(Sarasa)


  Michael-san and his wife, Izu-san, were listening to me seriously.


  One thing I notice about Izu-san is that her skin got darker than the first time I met her. It proves that she has been doing her best cultivating the field in the past week.


  「Sarasa-san, this one is easy to grow, right? But why do you say we can sell both of them at a high price? Aren’t the herbs that are easy to grow cheap?」(Izu)


  「Izu-san, good question. Not all the herbs that are easy to grow are cheap. Most of them are. However, the one I have here is very rare. You won’t be able to find this kind of herb anywhere in the forest because animals and insects will eat them as soon as they grow. Fortunately, we have sturdy fences surrounding this field so we don’t need to worry about animals.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, I got these seeds from Master. They are quite rare, so I’m really grateful to her.


  「I see. So we only have to deal with insects, then.」(Izu)


  「Yup.」(Sarasa)


  In terms of environment, I don’t think we have a problem here. All we have to do is keep an eye on the field from time to time to make sure there’s no pest around.


  「Then, why don’t we only use this one? It’s easy to grow and can be sold at a high price, right? We can ignore the other one that needs to be treated well.」(Michael)


  When Michael-san asked that curiously, Izu-san glared at him.


  「Michael! This is Sarasa-san’s field and we’re here to take care of it, so stop complaining!」(Izu)


  「I’m not complaining though… N-Never mind. I’m sorry.」(Michael)


  Being scolded by Izu-san, Michael-san bowed to me and apologized.


  「No, no. Don’t worry about it.」(Sarasa)


  This field is indeed mine but for some reason, I don’t feel like I own it. Perhaps it’s because I was thinking that there was nothing else Erin-san could offer.


  I couldn’t refuse her request but I couldn’t work for free either after all… Maintaining relationships in the neighborhood is difficult no matter where you live…


  「Actually, I’m not recommending growing just one type of herbs at the same time. There are two reasons why. Firstly, there’s a symptom when you grow one type of herb in large quantities in one field, some of them may not grow properly, or even if they grow, their medical effectiveness will be poor.」(Sarasa)


  Unlike vegetables or fruits, what people seek from herbs is their medical efficacy. If herbs don’t have any medical effect, then they have no value at all.


  Honestly, I don’t know why that kind of symptom sometimes occurs. Herbs that grow in the wild can naturally grow well in colonies, but not with herbs that grow in the fields cultivated by humans.


  Regarding herb cultivation, there are still many things that I don’t understand.


  「Secondly, if you only grow one type of herb, you won’t be able to make money if you fail at growing them. Therefore, it’s better if you grow more than one type of herb just in case.」(Sarasa)


  I make money mostly from my store, so I won’t be troubled even if the harvest fails, but Michael-san and Izu-san’s lives depend on the income from this field.


  「I see… Thank you for your concern, Sarasa-san. We receive a salary from Erin-san until autumn but from there on we have to make our own money. Seems like we have to do our best so as not to starve in the winter. Hahahaha!」(Michael)


  「It’s not a laughing matter! Our future depends on this field, you know!」(Izu)


  While saying that, Izu-san swelled her cheeks and slapped Michael-san’s back.


  「Aww! …I know. You don’t have to hit me… By the way, Sarasa-san, about the other herbs, I mean the ones that need to be treated well. Do you know how hard it is to grow them? I don’t know much about agriculture, so…」(Michael)


  「Well, it’s quite hard, I think. You need to water them often, you need to provide shade from the sun, you need special fertilizer, and many other things. All you need is your diligence instead of technique, meaning as long as you work hard to grow them, the harvest won’t fail…. Probably.」(Sarasa)


  「Probably, huh…?」(Michael)


  I nodded to Michael-san who looked a little anxious.


  「Well, it’s also a battle against nature after all. The fate of this field depends on the weather.」(Sarasa)


  For example, if there’s a sudden storm one day, there won’t be much we can do to save the field.


  「Ughh… For me it sounds like, “The fate of our lives depends on the weather”… But anyway, I’ll do as best as I can. I may not have much experience and skills but I have confidence when it comes to diligence!」(Michael)


  Michael-san put his hands on his waist and puffed his chest as he said that as if he was proud of himself.


  Seeing his attitude, Izu-san put her palm on her forehead and shook her head.


  「That’s not how you brag about yourself… Excuse him, Sarasa-san. He’s a little stupid but when it comes to work, he will do anything he is told.」(Izu)


  「Hey, “stupid” is too much.」(Michael)


  「Ahaha… But I think being able to do anything you’re told is a talent. You should be proud of it. Anyway, let’s plant the herbs that are easy to grow first.」(Sarasa)


  「「Yes, Ma’am!」」


  I don’t know what kind of job Michael-san had in South Strugg, but as long as he doesn’t slack off, I’m happy as the person hiring him.


  I carefully explained as I demonstrated how to plant the seeds while hoping that Michael-san and Izu-san could grasp what I was teaching.
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  「Phew… Finally I can start processing the Lava Lizard materials.」(Sarasa)


  Other than teaching Michael-san and Izu-san, I was also busy completing the Floating Tents and a mini refrigerator that some Collectors ordered a while ago.


  After a few days, I finally completed all the orders and could move on to my next task which is processing the Lava Lizard materials I got from the volcano.


  Actually, I got quite a lot of Floating Tent orders but thanks to Lorea-chan and some aunties in the village who helped make leather tents, I was able to complete them sooner.


  I was running out of money after paying Collectors for the materials they brought while I was gone, but now I have some money after completing the Floating Tent orders.


  However, in order to make more money, I have to sell some new items. Therefore, I’m now processing Lava Lizard materials to make something new.


  「The best material you can get from Lava Lizards is definitely their skin. It’s resistant to fire and heat.」(Sarasa)


  I currently have four Lava Lizard skins.


  I don’t know if I’ll be able to get this kind of material from Collectors in the future, so I’m quite happy that I have some of them now.


  This skin can withstand boiling water and high-temperature steam but if I process it properly, it can even stand Lava Lizards’ fire breath. However, I need a lot of flame-based materials to do it.


  I have Flame Stones we got from the volcano, but that’s not what I need to process Lava Lizard skin.


  Looks like I have no choice but to buy some flame-based materials from Master or Leonora-san…


  「Hahh… I just got some money but it seems like I have to spend it again…」(Sarasa)


  Well, I’ll be able to make some money again if I succeed in processing this Lava Lizard skin.


  What if I fail, you ask?


  That will be bad for sure, but I won’t fail! ….Probably.


  「Anyway, first, I should process this skin so it won’t decay easily.」(Sarasa)


  I can just process the four Lava Lizard skins at once, but because I’m afraid of damaging them, I decided to do it one by one.


  First, I wash the skin until clean and put it into the alchemy pot. Then I added one Talboo Root, a spoonful of Branda Ash and three drops of Persie extract.


  Sometimes, you can damage the material if you add the wrong amount of ingredients, so I’m doing it very carefully so as not to make a mistake.
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  「By the way, Store Owner-dono, how’s Kate and Lorea’s magic practice so far? Are they doing good? I’ve never seen them using magic since they started practicing.」(Iris)


  Iris-san asked me while we’re putting plates on the dining table in the kitchen, preparing for breakfast.


  She wanted to practice magic too at first, but then she changed her mind, saying that she wanted to focus on forging her swordsmanship.


  「Well, you can’t see the result right away. Practicing magic is not easy. It needs time and effort. Otherwise, this world would be filled with magicians.」(Sarasa)


  「Hmm, you have a point.」(Iris)


  While we were talking, Lorea-chan and Kate-san came into the kitchen and nodded right away as if they heard our conversation.


  「She’s right. The practice is so hard. Right, Lorea-chan?」(Kate)


  「Yeah. I still can’t feel magical power…」(Lorea)


  「It’s difficult, especially at the beginning, but the longer you practice, the more you can feel it.」(Sarasa)


  While having breakfast together, we were talking about magic.


  The first step you have to do to be able to use magic is to feel your magical power. Perhaps this is the most difficult step when you start practicing magic because you have to feel or sense something you have never sensed in your life.


  However, since I installed a magical stone in this house (ch. 1-5), magical power will always flow within this house, so I think Kate-san and Lorea-chan can grasp how to feel it soon.


  「Once you can feel magical power, the next step is to manipulate it, and lastly, perform spells. So I think it will take a while before you can actually use magic.」(Sarasa)


  「So it’s gonna take some time until Kate can use magic in battle, huh?」(Iris)


  「Iris, I’m not learning offensive magic, you know? It’s more difficult to learn… Isn’t it, Store Owner-san?」(Kate)


  「Well, not really. It depends on many factors, but if you have the talent you can learn offensive spells more easily than other spells.」(Sarasa)


  For alchemists, the most important thing is how well you manipulate magical power, but for magicians who use offensive spells, the amount of magical power is more important.


  You can get better at manipulating magical power as long as you practice, but in terms of the amount of magical power you have, it greatly depends on the nature of your body and your talent.


  If you are good at manipulating magical power, you can use powerful offensive spells with only a little amount of magical power, but of course, the spells can be even more powerful if you have a lot of magical power.


  Even if you are not good at manipulating magical power, you still can use powerful spells as long as you have a lot of magical power, and such people mostly choose to become magicians rather than alchemists.


  「I don’t think there is a problem with the amount of magical power you have, so as long as you both do your best at practice, you will be able to use magic eventually. Well, if you want to use offensive magic, you have to practice harder though.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Offensive magic is indeed useful in battles, but… I’m not sure if I want to learn it…」(Kate)


  Unlike Kate-san who was thinking about it, Lorea-chan shook her head without hesitation.


  「No, I don’t think I want to learn offensive magic because I don’t think there will be a reason for me to use it. Besides, I’m kinda clumsy, so I might destroy my surroundings if I’m not careful. My priority of using magic is to help the villagers, so first, I’m going to focus on learning earth spells that can help people cultivate fields.」(Lorea)


  「Un. I think that suits you better. But I don’t think you’re clumsy though.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. You are good at cooking and can work really well as the shopkeeper.」(Sarasa)


  「Ehehe. I’m happy you think so.」(Lorea)


  ーーClang, clangーー!


  When we were chatting while enjoying our breakfast, suddenly, the sound of the doorbell was heard from the entrance.


  I made that doorbell a while ago to let me know if someone enters the store when I worked in the workshop, but I haven’t heard that sound in a long time since Lorea-chan started working as the storekeeper.


  「I wonder who it is. We are not even open yet.」(Sarasa)


  「Probably a new Collector who doesn’t know when we are open?」(Lorea)


  「It could be…」(Sarasa)


  The villagers and the Collectors who are staying in this village know when my store is open and when it’s close, so don’t think it’s them.


  Perhaps Lorea-chan is right. It’s a new Collector or someone from outside the village.


  「Store Owner-dono, it’s probably an injured person who needs emergency treatment.」(Iris)


  「Aa! You may be right!」(Sarasa)


  If a village doesn’t have a doctor, an alchemist who opens a store there will act as one.


  I, who totally forgot about that, got up from my chair in a hurry, but then Kate-san grabbed my hand.


  「Store Owner-san, wait. If they needed emergency treatment, they would have panickedly shouted, “Help! Please help!” or something.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right… Anyway, I need to go check.」(Sarasa)


  「I’ll go with you. There may be something I can help with.」(Lorea)


  「Alright, let’s go.」(Sarasa)


  Even if it’s not an injured person, there’s no doubt that they have business with me.


  Lorea-chan and I then headed to the store area.


  Clang, clangー!


  「Yesー I’m comingー」(Sarasa)


  When I heard the bell again, I shouted and walked faster.


  I opened the front door and saw a man who seemed to have passed middle age and a young-looking black elf woman.


  They’re definitely not from this village and they don’t look like Collectors either.


  Merchants sometimes come to this village, but it’s pretty rare. Besides, they don’t look like merchants either.


  「Umm… Can I help you…?」(Sarasa)


  When I asked while wondering who they were, the men stepped forward and bowed to me once.


  「I’m sorry for disturbing you in the morning like this. Is this Sarasa-dono’s store?」(man)


  “Dono”? He sounds like Iris-san…


  「Yes it is, and I’m Sarasa, the owner of this store.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, so… you are Sarasa-dono…?」(man)


  For some reason, they both were surprised.


  They looked at each other, and then stared at me.


  「Yes, I am… Umm…」(Sarasa)


  I don’t have a plan to meet anyone today, right?


  When I was wondering, Iris-san and Kate-san came. It looks like they are curious and decided to follow me, and as soon as they saw the two strangers by the entrance, they shouted at the same time.


  「Fa, Father!?」(Iris)


  「Mama!?!?」(Kate)


  「「………..Eh?」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  


  「Fa, Father!?」(Iris)


  「Mama!?!?」(Kate)


  「「………..Eh?」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  Lorea-chan and I were surprised.


  Father…? Mama…?


  Are they Iris-san and Kate-san’s parents?


  They’re not married, right? Iris-san and Kate-san never told me that they were siblings and Iris-san doesn’t look like half human/half black elf either.


  Actually, there’s another thing that surprises me… Kate-san’s mother looks so young!


  Is it because she’s an elf? No matter how I look at her, she looks more like Kate-san’s sister than mother.


  「Iris, Kate, I knew you were here!」(Iris’ father)


  「Why did you guys come here…?」(Iris)


  The man looked relieved as soon as he saw Iris-san.


  Iris-san, on the other hand, was in confusion.


  Seems like she and Kate-san didn’t know that their parents would come.


  I never asked where Iris-san and Kate-san’s hometown is, but it’s probably far away from here.


  「Of course we came because we have something to do here.」(Iris’ father)


  「Something you have to do…? A-Ah, Store Owner-dono, this is my father. Would you let us talk inside?」(Iris)


  「Yes, of course. My house is a bit small but please come in.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Sarasa-dono.」(Iris’ father)


  「We’re sorry for bothering you.」(Kate’s mother)


  「Please don’t mind it.」(Sarasa)


  I let them enter my house, but since I don’t have a living room, I guided them to the dining table in the kitchen where we were having breakfast.


  I feel like the number of guests visiting my house is increasing recently. I think I should make a living room soon…


  I have two spare chairs so the six of us can sit together but my kitchen is kinda small for all of us.


  「Ah, so you guys are eating? I’m sorry for disturbing your breakfast…」(Iris’ father)


  After seeing the plates and the remaining food on the table, Iris-san’s father bowed to me and apologized.


  「No, we just finished our breakfast, so it’s okay.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, we haven’t finished eating yet, but it’s not the time to eat.


  I cleaned up the table quickly and prepared two chairs for both of them.


  「I’m sorry, but I don’t have a living room. Please take a seat.」(Sarasa)


  「It was we who suddenly visited, so don’t worry about it. 」(Iris’ father)


  「We’re grateful enough for letting us in.」(Kate’s mother)


  When they both nervously sat on the chairs, Lorea-chan served them tea and then whispered to me.


  「Sarasa-san, I’m going to open the store.」(Lorea)


  After I replied to her with a nod, she bowed once at Iris-san and Kate-san’s parents and left the kitchen.


  Now there are only the five of us sitting at the dining table.


  「Let me introduce myself. My name is Adelbert Lotze, Iris’ father, and she isー」(Adelbert)


  「I’m Katerina Starven, Kate-chan’s mother. I serve the Lotze Family.」(Katerina)


  I see. So she works for Iris-san’s father, huh?


  Iris-san’s father, Adelbert-san, looks like a gentleman with a mustache who has the atmosphere of a kind uncle. He looks a bit old, perhaps he is around forty.


  On the other hand, Katerina-san looks very young. She really looks like Kate-san’s sister but instead of being half human half black elf like Kate-san, she is completely a black elf.


  Kate-san looks just like a human unless she shows her ears that are a bit long, but Katerina-san looks completely like a black elf because of her dark skin and obviously long ears.


  Although she looks young, considering that she is an elf, a race who has a long lifespan, she is probably around forty just like Adelbert-san.


  「As you know, I’m Sarasa, an alchemist and the owner of this store.」(Sarasa)


  「We heard that you are taking care of our daughters, so we came to show our gratitude. Thank you, Sarasa-dono.」(Adelbert)


  While saying that, Adelbert-san stood up, put his right hand on his chest, and bowed elegantly.


  「N-No, no. It’s not a big deal. Besides, they’re my friends, so it’s only natural that I help them. 」(Sarasa)


  「I see… I’m glad you said that. You’re such a kind lady.」(Adelbert)


  From his behavior, somehow I can tell that Adelbert-san is a noble.


  Iris-san never told me that she was from a noble family but somehow I had a feeling that it was the case.


  When I glanced at Iris-san curiously, she waved her hand and shook her head in panic for some reason.


  「I-It’s not that I don’t want to tell you! It’s just… I don’t want you to be polite toward me, so…」(Iris)


  I didn’t say anything though…


  In the first place, I don’t think I will behave politely toward her just because she is a daughter of a noble.


  Back when I was working at Master’s store, I often saw people who seemed to be nobles being kicked out of the store by Master.


  As expected from a master-class alchemist. She is not afraid of anyone.


  「In the first place, although my father is a noble, he’s not a person with great power or anything. He’s just a knight who governs two small villages! He’s an unimportant noble who governs an unimportant region!」(Iris)


  I know she doesn’t want me to think of her as a daughter of a noble, but that’s too much!


  I kinda feel bad for her father…


  「Oi, Iris. I won’t deny it, but… It hurts my feelings, you know…?」(Adelbert)


  「I-I’m sorry, Father! I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just don’t want Store Owner-dono to be polite to me just because my father is a noble…」(Iris)


  This time, Iris-san anxiously waved her hands at her father and made an excuse.


  Seeing her daughter’s behavior, Adelbert-san couldn’t help but giggle.


  「I know, I know. Just don’t say it and embarrass your own father in public, okay? Otherwise, I will completely lose respect from other people, and you may make other knights angry.」(Adelbert)


  He has a point. If Iris-san said that in public, it’s the same as telling people that knights are not important in this country.


  Realizing her mistake, Iris-san looked at her father with an apologetic face.


  「I’m sorry… I’ll be careful…」(Iris)


  「Good.」(Adelbert)


  Kate-san, who was giggling next to Iris-san, straightened her posture and looked at Adelbert-san.


  「So, Adelbert-sama, would you like to tell us the reason why you came here?」(Kate)


  「Oh, right. I haven’t told you. Actually…」(Adelbert)


  Before answering, Adelbert-san looked at Katerina-san, and then they nodded at each other. He then turned his gaze toward Iris-san and for some reason, looked her in the eyes with a serious face.


  「Iris, I came to take you back home.」(Adelbert)


  
  Chapter 19 : Unexpected Visitors Ⅱ


  「Taking me back home…? Are you kidding me…?」(Iris)


  Iris-san was confused when she heard that but Kate-san’s reaction was more fierce. She stood up and banged her hands on the table.


  「What do you mean by taking Iris back!? We talked about this before we left, right!?」(Kate)


  「Kate-chan, calm down.」(Katerina)


  「But, Mama!」(Kate)


  Katerina-san put her hand on Kate-san’s hand and tried to calm Kate-san down with a gentle voice.


  「You’re being rude to Adelbert-sama.」(Katerina)


  「Uu… I-I’m sorry…」(Kate)


  Kate-san bowed to Adelbert-san and sat back on her chair.


  「No, it’s okay. It’s only natural that you’re mad at me, but… I want both of you to know that things have changed…」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san said that with a bitter expression.


  Katerina-san, who was sitting next to him, had a similar expression.


  Apparently, they’re in a bad situation right now.


  「Umm, it seems like you guys are talking about your family situation, so I will step out for a while.」(Sarasa)


  I felt like I shouldn’t be joining this private conversation, so I was thinking of stepping out, but then Iris-san stopped me.


  「No, Store Owner-dono, please stay. I still owe you a debt, so I want you to know what is going on.」(Iris)


  「…Alright, if you say so.」(Sarasa)


  Now that she mentioned it… Although I trust her and told her that she could pay her debt to me anytime, it will be difficult for her to pay if she leaves.


  「So, Father, what the hell is going on? I left home with Kate to make money so that we can pay the debt, but we haven’t made enough money, so why do you want to take me back home all of a sudden?」(Iris)


  Hm? She’s not talking about her debt to me, right…?


  「Wait a minute. I’m sorry for interrupting… Iris-san, do you have a debt to someone other than me?」(Sarasa)


  「Aa… A-Actually… Yes… I’m sorry I never told you!」(Iris)


  「To be exact, it’s not Iris who is in debt, but the Lotze Family.」(Kate)


  I see now…


  So the reason why Iris-san left her home with Kate-san and became a Collector is to pay her family’s debt.


  「Just like Kate said, my family is in debt. As the head of the family, I feel ashamed…」(Adelbert)


  「But there was a great famine in our region at that time, so it can’t be helpeー」(Iris)


  「ーStill, it’s my fault! It was because I wasn’t competent enough as a lord and let my people starve!」(Adelbert)


  「Father…」(Iris)


  Adelbert-san shook his head with a regretful face.


  But, famine, huh…


  The way each lord responds to famine is different from each other.


  Evil lords will keep mercilessly collecting the usual amount of taxes even if their people are starving, while good lords will reduce taxes or not even collect taxes at all during famine. There are even good lords who sacrifice their private property to provide food for their people.


  As far as I heard, Adelbert-san is without a doubt a good lord.


  However, no matter how small a noble house is, I don’t think they have to borrow money from someone else.


  I might be rude if I said this but I guess the Lotze Family is so poor that they had no choice but to borrow money.


  「So, you guys became Collectors to make money and pay the debt little by little?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. At that time, we were inexperienced as Collectors, but since we can fight, we thought we could do this job well.」(Iris)


  「If we don’t do something, we won’t be able to pay the debt after all.」(Kate)


  「I see…」(Sarasa)


  Aristocrats mainly have two incomes: the annuity paid by the government and tax revenue from the people in their territories.


  The amount of annuity paid is determined by the nobility rank. However, it’s rarely paid to knights, especially, the knights who have lands like Adelbert-san.


  The tax revenue will increase as your territory grows, but since Adelbert-san only governs two small villages, I don’t think he makes much money from taxes.


  Aside from those two main sources of income, you can also earn money from side businesses. However, there are only a few aristocrats who earn money in this way because it requires talent and knowledge. Without them, you won’t be able to succeed in business.


  「Umm… Do you mind if I ask how much money your family owes?」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, I owe you money, so you have the right to ask… If I remember correctly, it’s about… 65,000,000 reas. Am I right, Father?」(Iris)


  「You’re right.」(Adelbert)


  「I see… Thank you for telling me, but… Why did you borrow that much money? I don’t think you need that much to only provide food for people in two small villages.」(Sarasa)


  Normally, for commoners with a family of six people, you only need about 100,000 reas or less to survive for a year.


  This is just my calculation but with 65,000,000 reas, you can support about 650 households, and I don’t think two small villages have that many households.


  Even if it includes interest, that amount of debt is just too much for a lord who only governs two small villages.


  「Actually, I didn’t need to borrow money at first, but the thing is… The rumor about me providing food for my people spread very quickly and reached the neighboring territories. Because of that, many migrants came to my territory and the population grew dramatically. That’s why I needed to borrow a lot of money…」(Adelbert)


  「I see…」(Sarasa)


  If you live in a territory that is in a state of turmoil, it’s only natural if you want to move to Adelbert-san’s territory where people were provided with generous protection.


  Because the number of people living in his territory has increased, not only did Adelbert-san need to provide them with food but also places for them to live in.


  「We also need to pay the interest that keeps growing… Because it’s been quite a while since we borrowed the money, we have to pay much more than the amount we borrowed.」(Katerina)


  「Yeah… That’s right…」(Adelbert)


  When Katerina-san added an explanation, Adelbert-san sighed heavily.


  「A few years after I borrowed the money, we finally overcame the famine, and I could make money from taxes again. However, the interest keeps swelling and increases the amount of money I need to pay, and it’s hard for me to pay it off from my income alone. Thanks to Iris and Kate sending us the money they made, we could reduce the debt little by little, but…」(Adelbert)


  「Ever since you saved me, I stopped sending money to my father.」(Iris)


  「Eh?」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san’s words shocked me a bit.


  So… Iris-san decided to prioritize paying her debt to me over helping her father pay their family’s debt?


  「Iris-san, I told you you could pay me anytime. Why didn’t you send money to your father first? You can pay me after paying off your family’s debt.」(Sarasa)


  「No, I can’t do that! It’s my family’s precept to always pay back the people who help you, so it’s only natural that I prioritize you! Isn’t that right, Father?」(Iris)


  「That’s right! You’ve grown, my daughter. I’m proud of you!」(Adelbert)


  「Thank you, Father!」(Iris)


  Ughh… It seems that there’s no point in persuading this stubborn father and daughter…


  When I was stuck on words, Kate-san looked at Adelbert-san with a frowning face.


  「Adelbert-sama, then why do you want to take her back home? We still haven’t paid off our debt to Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


  「…I know, but the situation has changed.」(Adelbert)


  「Kate-chan, Adelbert-sama was told to pay off his debt at once.」(Katerina)


  「Wha…!?」(Kate)


  「That’s ridiculous!」(Iris)


  Iris-san and Kate-san were shocked by Katerina-san’s words.


  But… What kind of person can tell an aristocrat to pay at once? Could it be…


  「Adelbert-san, did you borrow the money from another aristocrat?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. He is the lord of this region. He governs the town of South Strugg, this village, and many other towns and villages around here. His name is Baronet Yorke Kirk.」(Adelbert)


  Baronet Kirk? I see…


  Iris-san knows him, that’s why she looked kinda angry the moment she heard that name when we were discussing the investigation mission with Erin-san a while ago (chp 3-7).


  「The territory my father governs is close to this territory, so he didn’t have a choice but to borrow money from that jerk… He took advantage of us by charging us high interest on the loan! And he told us to pay at once? Screw him!」(Iris)


  「Iris, that’s enough.」(Adelbert)


  When Iris-san shouted angrily, Adelbert-san calmed her down with a calm voice and shook his head.


  「The repayment deadline has long passed, so we can’t complain. I tried my best to borrow money from somewhere else to pay off the debt, but because the scale of my territory is small, no one believed that I would be able to pay them back…」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san only governs two small villages, so his income isn’t much compared to other aristocrats who have large lands. It’s only natural that no one wanted to lend him 65 million reas.


  「Fortunately, we finally found someone who is willing to lend us money not long ago, but… There’s a condition…」(Katerina)


  While saying that, for some reason, Katerina-san turned her gaze to Iris-san.
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  「Fortunately, we finally found someone who is willing to lend us money not long ago, but… There’s a condition…」(Katerina)


  While saying that, for some reason, Katerina-san turned her gaze to Iris-san.


  「I see… The condition is… I have to marry him, right…?」(Iris)


  Iris-san talked as if she knew what was coming. After she said that, Adelbert-san and Katerina-san nodded silently.


  「Iris has to marry him…? Are you kidding me!? Did Madam even agree with that!?」(Kate)


  「No, Madam is against it. She said, “I can’t sell my daughter for money!” Of course, I’m also against it, but…」(Katerina)


  「We are aristocrats. The first thing we need to think about is the welfare of the people in our territory. We must leave personal considerations aside if necessary.」(Adelbert)


  When Adelbert-san said that to Iris-san with a stern look, Iris-san nodded as if she had given up.


  「You’re right, Father… I knew that you would marry me to someone sooner or later. Besides, it’s for the sake of our people, so it can’t be helped…」(Iris)


  「Iris, do you really mean it!? You’re going to marry someone you don’t know! Are you okay with that!?」(Kate)


  「I’m a daughter of a noble. Marrying someone you don’t love is a common thing in aristocratic society.」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris-san smiled at Kate-san, but her expression looked somewhat painful.


  「But!! Iris, I…! I don’t want you toー」(Kate)


  「Kate, you know I don’t want to marry either. But this is my duty as a daughter.」(Iris)


  「Iris…」(Kate)


  「But, Father. I haven’t paid off my debt to Store Owner-dono, so I’m afraid I have to stay here for a while before I can go with you.」(Iris)


  「Y-Yeah! That’s right! Adelbert-sama, we can’t leave before we pay off our debt!」(Kate)


  「You don’t need to worry about that. I’ve heard that you owe money to Sarasa-dono, so before we left home, I collected as much money as I could get. I’m sure this is enough to pay off your debt.」(Adelbert)


  Saying that, Adelbert-san took out a leather pouch from his pocket and put it on the table.


  Kate-san picked up the pouch, opened it, and held it upside down, pouring all the coins inside on the table.


  After she counted the money, she looked at Adelbert-san with a smirk.


  「Adelbert-sama, this is not even enough to pay half of our debt.」(Kate)


  「Wh, What!? No way! What kind of medical treatment costs so much money!? Don’t tell me… Sarasa-dono, you…!」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san glared at me. Does he think that I scammed them?


  「U, Umm… Actually…」(Sarasa)


  「Father, it’s not like what you think! It’s all my fault, so stop glaring at Store Owner-dono like that! You’re being rude!」(Iris)


  Iris-san stood up from her chair and yelled at her father to defend me.


  「Iris… I don’t know what kind of medical treatment she gave you, but it’s just too expensive!」(Adelbert)


  「No, it’s not expensive at all. I even think that it’s too cheap.」(Iris)


  「H, Huhh? How can you say that…?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san looked very confused while Iris-san looked hesitant to explain, but after thinking for a moment, she gave up and explained why the treatment cost was very expensive.


  「Father, actually… A while ago, I almost died while I was working in the forest. My stomach was torn open, my right arm was ripped off, and I had poison running through my body…」(Iris)


  「Y, You almost died!? Why didn’t you tell me!!?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san stood up and yelled at Iris-san. His voice was so loud that it made Katerina-san who was sitting next to him startled.


  Iris-san exhaled to keep herself calm and continued talking.


  「I didn’t want to make you worry, so I didn’t say anything about it in the letter. Besides, I had recovered when I sent you the letter, so I didn’t think explaining it was necessary.」(Iris)


  「….You said that your arm was ripped off, but how can you move your arm normally now?」(Adelbert)


  「It’s all thanks to Store Owner-dono. She healed my arm completely. Not only that, she also healed my injured stomach and removed the poison from my body. If she didn’t come to this village, I would have died at that time. Even if someone else saved me and I managed to survive, I wouldn’t have my right arm now.」(Iris)


  「Seeing Iris’ terrible condition, I almost gave up at that time, but as soon as I brought her here, Store Owner-san immediately treated her without thinking twice even though she would use some very precious potions.」(Kate)


  After listening to them, Adelbert-san’s harsh expression began to loosen.


  He then looked at Iris-san’s right arm and exhaled in relief.


  「Store Owner-dono used ridiculously expensive potions to save me, a stranger, without hesitation, so please don’t think bad of her.」(Iris)


  「I see… Certainly, potions that can save you from such a terrible condition must be very expensive…」(Adelbert)


  While saying that, Adelbert-san touched Iris-san’s arm with an impressed face. He then looked at me and lowered his head.


  「Sarasa-dono, forgive me for my rudeness.」(Adelbert)


  「No, it’s okay. Please raise your head. It’s only natural that you thought that the cost was ridiculous.」(Sarasa)


  Commoners wouldn’t be able to pay for it even if it took them their whole life. If you were told that it was a medical treatment fee without knowing the details, then it’s not weird that you would suspect that you were being fooled.


  「Sarasa-dono, thank you for saving my daughter’s life.」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san raised his head but then lowered it again and thanked me.


  「Iris-san was saved also because of Kate-san. If she didn’t bring her here, Iris-san would have died in the forest.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Kate, thank you.」(Adelbert)


  「Adelbert-sama, it was the obvious thing for me to do, so you don’t need to thank me.」(Kate)


  Despite saying that, Kate-san smirked a little, looking proud of herself.


  Seeing her daughter, Katerina-san smiled at Kate-san as if saying, “That’s my daughter!”


  「But… Hahh… I thought this would be enough… Since I’m currently in debt, it’s difficult for me to collect more money…」(Adelbert)


  Apparently, the money Adelbert-san brought is all he currently has.


  It seems difficult for him to collect more money.


  「Then, that meansー」(Kate)


  For some reason, Kate-san looked somewhat happy that Adelbert-san couldn’t pay off Iris-san’s debt to me.


  However, Adelbert-san then looked at me with an apologetic face and asked me.


  「Sarasa-dono, I’m sorry if I’m asking too much, but… Can you let Iris go with me? I promise I will pay off her debt to you in the future. Of course, you can charge me interest if you want.」(Adelbert)


  「Umm…」(Sarasa)


  I want to answer him but Kate-san’s sharp gaze is bugging me. She is glaring at me as if forcing me to say no to Adelbert-san.


  I understand her feelings. Honestly, I don’t want Iris-san to leave either, but I’m sorry, Kate-san. I’m not Iris-san’s parent, so I have no right to decide her future.


  「I told Iris-san that she could pay me anytime so I don’t mind, but…」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Thank you, Sarasa-dono!」(Adelbert)


  「……..」(Kate)


  Now Kate-san is glaring at me with sharp eyes as if saying, “You traitor!”


  Ughh… I’m sorry but I can’t just tell him, “If you can’t pay with money, pay with your daughter instead!” or “Your daughter will work for me until she can pay off her debt!”


  Even though I’m an alchemist, I’m not a master-class alchemist like my master, so I can’t be rude to an aristocrat.


  「Adelbert-sama, are you sure you want to marry Iris to someone she doesn’t love? She is your beloved daughter, right? Besides, Iris is the heir of the Lotze Family, so if you marry her to someone, that means you will give the inheritance of the family to that person!」(Kate)


  Thinking that I couldn’t do anything about it, Kate-san tried to persuade Adelbert-san herself.


  「Of course, I’m aware of it. However, my family is just a weak aristocratic family who has a lot of debt. My family almost has no power in this kingdom. I don’t mind giving the inheritance of my family to him. Besides, I don’t think he is a bad person.」(Adelbert)


  After Adelbert-san said that with a weak voice, Iris-san looked at Kate-san and smiled with a lonely face.


  「Kate, I’m thinking of taking the offer. If I marry a rich person, we won’t need to borrow money if famine occurs again in our territory in the future.」(Iris)


  「Iris, but…!」(Kate)


  「Kate, I’m sorry…」(Iris)


  「……!!」(Kate)


  Seeing Iris-san’s determined eyes, Kate-san gave up and started crying silently. It seems like she really doesn’t want to be separated from Iris-san.


  Ahh… Now I feel bad for Kate-san…


  「So, Father, what kind of person will I marry?」(Iris)


  「He is a young merchant who succeeded his father who died suddenly recently. He is currently running a big business in South Strugg. I’ve met him and I think he is an honest young man. His name is Hou Baal.」(Adelbert)


  Eh…? Wait a minute…


  “Baal”…?


  I believe I’ve heard that name before…
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  “Baal”…?


  I believe I’ve heard that name before…


  「I’m sorry for interrupting. Adelbert-san, do you mind if I leave my seat for a minute? I’m sorry for asking suddenly.」(Sarasa)


  When I raised my hand and interrupted the conversation, everyone turned their gazes to me.


  「Ah, do you have something you need to do now? Of course, I don’t mind.」(Adelbert)


  「Thank you.」(Sarasa)


  I bowed to Adelbert-san, who looked somewhat confused, and stood up.


  「Kate-san, I’m sure we still have some cookies made by Lorea-chan, so can you fill-up the teapot and serve the cookies?」(Sarasa)


  「A, Alright.」(Kate)


  The atmosphere is a bit tense because they are talking about a serious topic, so I hope cookies can lighten the atmosphere a little.


  After asking Kate-san so, I left the kitchen.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  When I returned, the atmosphere in the kitchen wasn’t as tense as before.


  It’s probably thanks to Lorea-chan’s homemade cookies.


  「I’m back.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, Store Owner-san, welcome back.」(Kate)


  「Store Owner-dono, where did you go?」(Iris)


  「There was something I wanted to find out. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.」(Sarasa)


  I bowed to Adelbert-san and sat on my chair.


  「No, it’s okay. I heard a lot about you from Iris and Kate while you were gone and found out that you are truly a kind-hearted person. Let me thank you again for saving Iris’ life.」(Adelbert)


  「Thank you.」(Katerina)


  Adelbert-san and Katerina-san bowed deeply toward me at the same time.


  「P-Please raise your heads! I did nothing special, really!」(Sarasa)


  Uhh, I feel somewhat uncomfortable if older people bow to me like this.


  「Sarasa-dono, you’re so humble… I feel so guilty for suspecting you earlier… I’m sorry.」(Adelbert)


  Saying that Adelbert-san bowed to me again. Katerina-san then followed him.


  「No, no, it’s okay, it’s okay!」(Sarasa)


  While waving my hands at Adelbert-san, I glanced at Iris-san and Kate-san, hoping that they would help me.


  Noticing my troubled face, Iris-san and Kate-san warned the two adults.


  「F-Father, stop it! You’re making Store Owner-dono feel awkward!」(Iris)


  「Mama, you too! Stop bowing like that!」(Kate)


  「A, Ahh, pardon me. Alright, I won’t bow anymore but, Sarasa-dono, please tell me if there’s anything I can do for you. I want to repay your kindness.」(Adelbert)


  「Me too. I have no power like Adelbert-sama, but if there’s anything I can help you with, please let me know.」(Katerina)


  「A-Alright. I will let you know when I need help. Thank you.」(Sarasa)


  Adelbert-san might be a low-ranked aristocrat, but I’ll be happy if he can lend me a hand when I need help in the future.


  「So, Store Owner-dono, can you tell us what you found out while you were gone? Does it have anything to do with my family?」(Iris)


  「Actually, yes. I’ve heard the name “Baal” before, so I went to call Leonora-san and asked her about him.」(Sarasa)


  「Leonora?」(Adelbert)


  「Father, Leonora-dono is an alchemist in the town of South Strugg. She is Store Owner-dono’s friend.」(Iris)


  「I see. But, Sarasa-dono, how did you manage to go to South Strugg and come back in just a few minutes?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san nodded to Iris, but then he looked at me and asked with a confused face.


  「Adelbert-san, do you know an artifact called a “Voice Box”?」(Sarasa)


  「Voice Box…? I’ve heard that some rich aristocrats have them, but… Do you have one?」(Adelbert)


  「Yup. Leonora-san and I have them, so we can call each other anytime.」(Sarasa)


  「But aren’t they extremely expensive?」(Adelbert)


  「Yes, but I can reduce the cost since I made it myself.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah! I forgot for a moment that you’re an alchemist. You look very young, so…」(Adelbert)


  「Ahaha, don’t worry about it.」(Sarasa)


  Like Adelbert-san said, Voice Boxes are very expensive. Moreover, depending on the distance between the two devices, it will cost you even more.


  Therefore, only a small number of rich people have them.


  *TL : Sarasa made a Voice Box in Chapter 1


  「So, what did Leonora-dono tell you?」(Adelbert)


  「Before that, I need to tell you about an evil merchant named Yok Baalーー」(Sarasa)


  First, I told Adelbert-san about Yok Baal, the merchant who tricked many novice alchemists into owing him big debts.


  He came to this village a while ago and tried to trick me into having a big debt by hoarding Ice Fang Bats’ fangs and trying to sell them at a high price to me. However, Leonora-san and I were able to outplay him and stop his evil deeds.


  According to Leonora-san, after losing almost all of his fortune because of us, Yok Baal made a contract with another criminal group and ended up being killed by them because he couldn’t pay off his debt.


  I’m still curious where Leonora-san got all that information… It seems like she is not just a normal alchemist…


  Anyway, although Yok Baal’s “Baal Trading Company” has gone bankrupt because of us, Leonora-san said that it’s still operating in South Strugg.


  Apparently, Yok Baal’s son, Hou Baal, the man who wanted to marry Iris-san, succeeded his father’s business.


  It is said that Baal Trading Company is doing really well in South Strugg. However, according to Leonora-san, they just looked like their business was doing well, but in reality, they were currently in a very critical situation.


  「My friend said it’s impossible for Hou Baal to lend you 65 million reas with his company’s current condition. This is just my guess but I think he is trying to trick you. 」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure about that? When I met him, he looked like a nice young man though…」(Adelbert)


  「Adelbert-san, there is no scammer who looks like a bad person at first glance.」(Sarasa)


  「…You may be right…」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san sighed with a regretful expression as if he was feeling betrayed.


  I can understand his feelings. After all, he must have put a lot of consideration before deciding to sacrifice his own daughter to marry a man, but it turns out that man is a bad person.


  「But why is that person aiming for my family? My father is just a weak aristocrat, and we barely have money.」(Iris)


  Iris-san, who looked confused, asked me while tilting her head.


  「Still, your family is an aristocratic family no matter how weak it is and no matter how small the region your family governs, so I think he still can make use of it somehow. I’m sorry to say this, but I think he is aiming for your family also because you are in need of money.」(Sarasa)


  「So you mean my family is easy prey for him, huh…?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san looked so regretful. He clenched his fist as he said that.


  「One more thing. I can’t say it for sure, but I think Baronet Kirk has a connection with Hou Baal. He probably gave out information to Hou Baal that your family has a big debt with him.」(Sarasa)


  Somehow, I have a strong feeling that Baronet Kirk has a connection with Baal Trading Company. However, I don’t have much information about that. Even if I ask Leonora-san to investigate, I don’t think she can do much since Baronet Kirk is the lord of this region.


  「I see… In any case, even if Hou Baal has money to lend us, I can’t marry my beloved daughter and leave the future of the Lotze Family to that scum!」(Adelbert)


  「Well said, Adelbert-sama!」(Kate)


  Kate-san looked very happy when Adelbert-san said that.


  Iris-san and Katerina-san also looked somewhat relieved.


  「But, Father, what are we gonna do to pay off the debt?」(Iris)


  「Hmm… I don’t know… But after listening to Sarasa-dono, I don’t think accepting Hou Baal’s offer is a good idea. I don’t want to risk my family and my people.」(Adelbert)


  Certainly, it will be bad if a man like him marries Iris-san and becomes the lord of the Lotze Family. He will definitely become an evil lord who doesn’t care at all about the people in the region.


  「I feel like I’m also responsible for this matter…」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Sarasa-dono, you have nothing to do with this matter. It was my family who borrowed money from Baronet Kirk, and it was my own fault that I couldn’t pay off the debt.」(Adelbert)


  「But Baal Trading Company went bankrupt because of me.」(Sarasa)


  If Baronet Kirk really has a connection with Baal Trading Company, then I can’t say that I’m not related at all.


  But there’s one thing I don’t understand… Why did Baronet Kirk suddenly ask Adelbert-san to pay off his debt at once?


  If he didn’t ask that, he could make more profit in the future from the interest that keeps accumulating, right?


  Is Baronet Kirk running out of money? Or… does he suddenly need a lot of money for some reason?


  「Store Owner-dono, even if you really are related to this matter, you didn’t do anything wrong. 」(Iris)


  「She’s right. You punished an evil merchant and saved many novice alchemists that were tricked by him.」(Kate)


  Seeing my troubled face, Iris-san and Kate-san tried to cheer me up.


  「You guys may be right… Thank you.」(Sarasa)


  「Regardless of whether Sarasa-dono is related to this matter or not, I still have to prepare the money as soon as possible…」(Adelbert)


  「I wish I could help, but…」(Sarasa)


  「It’s okay. I appreciate your kindness.」(Adelbert)


  I currently don’t have much money since I just spent it to buy materials. Even if I didn’t spend it, the amount was far from enough to pay off the Lotze Family’s debt.


  If I sell all the artifacts, materials, and potions in my store at once, I will probably have enough money to help them, but I don’t think it’s possible to find people who want to buy them in a very limited amount of time. Besides, if I sell all the goods in my store and give the money to Adelbert-san, I won’t be able to continue running my store. Well, I don’t think Adelbert-san will accept such money though.


  Iris-san is already like my family. I really want to help her, but… I wonder what I can do…


  Hmm….. Oh, right. Before I can do anything, there’s something I need to confirm…


  After thinking for a while, I turned my gaze to Adelbert-san and asked.


  「Adebert-san, can I see the debt contract you signed with Baronet Kirk?」(Sarasa)
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  「Adebert-san, can I see the debt contract you signed with Baronet Kirk?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I didn’t bring it but I remember the content.」(Adelbert)


  「There’s something I want to confirm, so can you tell me the content of the contract?」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. First, the amount of money I borrowed from Baronet Kirk isーー」(Adelbert)


  After that, Adelbert-san told me the content of the contract.


  I was impressed that he remembered all the details and was able to answer my questions.


  After listening to him, I nodded and looked at him.


  「I see… Adelbert-san, this could be illegal…」(Sarasa)


  「Illegal…? What do you mean?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san was surprised. Looks like he didn’t expect at all that the contract would be illegal.


  「I mean some of the conditions in the contract are probably against the law. Did you know that there are some regulations on lending and borrowing money between fellow aristocrats?」(Sarasa)


  「Regulations? I had no idea… Katerina, how about you?」(Adelbert)


  「I didn’t know either… As you know, I’m not originally from this country.」(Katerina)


  Katerina-san shook her head apologetically at Adelbert-san.


  「Ah, I forgot about that. I’m sorry.」(Adelbert)


  「Please don’t apologize to me. I’m able to live in this country thanks to you, Adelbert-sama.」(Katerina)


  So Katerina-san is not from this country…


  I don’t know anything about Katerina-san’s circumstances, but I don’t think it has anything to do with the matter we’re talking about right now.


  「Store Owner-dono, I don’t know about those regulations either. Can you tell us in detail?」(Iris)


  「Basically, there are some restrictions when an aristocrat lends money to another aristocrat. It’s not well known because it’s not related to commoners at all, so not many people know about it.」(Sarasa)


  In this country, when an aristocrat lends money to another aristocrat, there’s a limit on how much interest you can charge to the borrower.


  In addition, there are some other restrictions such as what kind of things you can use as collateral and how long the repayment deadline is.


  The reason why this rule exists is that the king doesn’t want any aristocrats to act superior to other aristocrats just because they lend them money because it will damage the authority of the king.


  Of course, there are factions and hierarchical relationships among aristocrats but the king wants to reduce it as much as possible.


  「I see… This is Walter’s fault for not knowing. Adelbert-sama, let me apologize to you on his behalf.」(Katerina)


  「No, you don’t have to. Even I, an aristocrat myself, had no idea about such regulations.」(Adelbert)


  Katerina-san bowed apologetically at Adelbert-san, but then Adelbert-san shook his head.


  「Umm… It’s not my place to ask but may I know who Walter is?」(Sarasa)


  「Walter is my husband and Kate-chan’s father. We are working for the Lotze Family. He is currently helping Iris’ mother, Diana-sama, manage our territory while Adelbert-sama and I are gone. Managing the Lotze Family’s debt is also his job but he doesn’t seem to know about the regulations.」(Katerina)


  「I see. Normally, servants of aristocratic families don’t have the opportunity to learn about it, so it can’t be helped.」(Sarasa)


  「But, Store Owner-dono, where did you learn about the regulations? Even my father didn’t know that.」(Iris)


  「I learned it at the alchemist training school. That school is run by the country, so we learned various things other than alchemy.」(Sarasa)


  「Hee… It must be hard to learn a lot of things in a limited amount of time.」(Iris)


  「Well, yeah. However, many students forget about things that have nothing to do with alchemy the moment they pass the test. Therefore, not all alchemists have this knowledge. They learned it, but they barely remember it.」(Sarasa)


  I’m pretty sure there are many people who forget what they learned at school after they graduated.


  「I see… Let’s get back to the topic. What happens if you find out that the contract is not in accordance with the regulations?」(Iris)


  「Then, we will recalculate everything. For example, if the interest that is charged to you is higher than the regulation, then depending on how much you paid for the interest, there are three different possibilities: your debt will be reduced, your debt will be considered paid off, or you can even get your money back if you paid too much without knowing.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked so happy, but then I raised my hand, telling her not to be happy just yet.


  「Adelbert-san, as far as I’ve heard from you, the contract is likely against the regulation. However, I’m not an expert in this matter. Besides, Baronet Kirk might have thought of something so that he could avoid the law.」(Sarasa)


  Adelbert-san only told me the information about what he was aware of regarding the contract, and I don’t think it’s reliable enough because there are sometimes traps set by the other party in this kind of fraud.


  Therefore, we need an expert who specializes in debt-related matters and illegal debt settlement.


  「An expert, huh…? Do you think we can find one in the royal capital?」(Adelbert)


  「I heard from my master that many people make money from settling aristocrats’ debt-related matters in the royal capital. They visit aristocrats who seem to be troubled because of debt and offer their services. However, it’s very hard to find them nowadays…」(Sarasa)


  「Is it because it’s the kind of job that incurs grudges from evil aristocrats?」(Kate)


  Kate-san is sharp as always.


  「Yup. For evil aristocrats, who want to make money by taking advantage of other aristocrats, those experts are a nuisance. However, there are still experts who handle mediation between aristocrats comprehensively. I think those people can also handle debt-related matters. Well, I don’t know if they will be willing to do it or not though.」(Sarasa)


  It depends on those people and the content of the contract, so I’m not sure if they will help.


  「But, Sarasa-dono, I don’t think we have time to find an expert who can help us. Even if we can find one, we still need to wait before the mediation results come out, right?」(Adelbert)


  「Yeah, you’re right…」(Sarasa)


  Until the results come out, the contract between Baronet Kirk and Adelbert-san is valid, and based on the contract, Baronet Kirk can take action to punish Adelbert-san for not paying off his debt even if Adelbert-san can pay it off in the future.


  「So whether we can find an expert or not, we still need money to pay off the debt, huh…?」(Iris)


  「At first, I was thinking that if all the people in our family work together to earn money, perhaps we can pay off the debt, but it seems impossible…」(Katerina)


  Iris-san and Katerina-san sighed at the same time.


  Well, sixty-five million reas is not a small number after all. Moreover, they also have to pay the interest.


  「By the way, Iris-san, how many people are in your family?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm….」(Iris)


  When I asked that, not only Iris-san, but Adelbert-san and the other members also awkwardly turned their gaze away for some reason.


  「The only family that serves us is the Starven Family, right…?」(Iris)


  「Yes, and the only adults in my family are me, my wife, and Iris, while the only adults in the Starven Family are Katerina, her husband, and Kate… We don’t have many people who can work.」(Adelbert)


  「I, I see…」(Sarasa)


  In other words, there are only six adults in the Lotze Family?


  No matter how hard they try, I don’t think they can earn enough money to pay the debt with ordinary jobs.


  「Kate and I have siblings. I have two little sisters and Kate has a little brother, but they are still too young to work.」(Iris)


  「Hee… You never told me you have siblings.」(Sarasa)


  「Ahaha… I’m sorry I rarely talk about myself.」(Iris)


  「It’s okay. So… Adelbert-san, do you know someone other than Hou Baal who can lend you money?」(Sarasa)


  「No… Moreover, the money I showed you earlier is all I have right now…」(Adelbert)


  Saying that, Adelbert-san looked down. He looked confused and frustrated at the same time.


  「Perhaps, I should return my lordship…」(Adelbert)


  「Father, why are you saying that…!?」(Iris)


  Adelbert-san slowly shook his head at Iris-san.


  「Iris, we’re in debt because of my incompetence as a lord. As long as I’m not able to pay off the debt, I have no other choice.」(Adelbert)


  「Father…」(Iris)


  「「Adelbert-sama…」」(Kate & Katerina)


  Umm… Are we at a funeral or something…? They look so gloomy…


  「Adelbert-san, that’s not a good ideaー No, that’s a very, very bad idea. Even if you return your lordship, you’ll still have to pay off the debt. Moreover, if you lose your lordship, it will be harder for you to solve this problem. 」(Sarasa)


  If he is no longer a lord, he will not be able to solve this problem with mediation since the regulation applies only to aristocrats.


  「Y, You’re right… Why did I even think about that…? I’m sorry, I’m not thinking straight. But… I don’t know what I should do…」(Adelbert)


  Seeing her father’s desperate face, Iris-san frowned and turned her gaze to me.


  「Store Owner-dono… Umm… It’s hard for me to ask, but… Do you think your master will lend us money…?」(Iris)
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  Seeing her father’s desperate face, Iris-san frowned and turned her gaze to me.


  「Store Owner-dono… Umm… It’s hard for me to ask, but… Do you think your master will lend us money…?」(Iris)


  「My master…? Umm…」(Sarasa)


  When I folded my arms and thought, Adelbert-san and Katerina-san gave me strange looks.


  「Sarasa-dono, even though your master is also an alchemist, I don’t think she will easily lend us that amount of money.」(Adelbert)


  「Father, actually, Store Owner-dono’s master is a master-class alchemist.」(Iris)


  「Master-class, you say!?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san looked so surprised.


  Certainly, Master has a lot of money. I’m pretty sure 65 million reas is not a large amount of money for her.


  Well, even if you’re not a master-class alchemist, you can still make that amount of money as an ordinary alchemist if you work hard enough.


  Unfortunately, it’s impossible for me right now.


  「If I ask her, she will probably lend me money, but…」(Sarasa)


  For some reason, I have a feeling that she will take me back to the royal capital and force me to work for free at her store until I can return her money…


  No. It’s my master we’re talking about. She will definitely do that for sure.


  「It’s not my place to say this since I still have a debt to you but I promise we will return the money! So please, Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, please!」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san bowed, putting their foreheads on the table.


  Next to them, Adelbert-san and Katerina-san looked confused. They didn’t know what to say. Both of them just met me today, so I can understand that it’s hard for them to ask me to lend them money.


  After thinking for a moment, Adelbert-san shook his head and looked at Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「Iris, Kate, raise your heads. We can’t trouble Sarasa-dono.」(Adelbert)


  「But, Father, we don’t have anyone else to rely on…」(Iris)


  「Hmm…」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san glanced at Katerina-san. Katerina-san then replied to him by shaking her head as if she knew what he was trying to ask.


  「I don’t have any acquaintances who have a lot of money. I’m sorry, Adelbert-sama.」(Katerina)


  「I see…」(Adelbert)


  This is bad…


  Should I ask Master…? But… I can’t just ask her to lend me money. Besides, I don’t want to leave this village.


  Aahh! What should I do?


  I wonder if there’s a way to make money like when we hunted Ice Fang Bats… Hmm…


  Hold on… There IS a way!


  「I don’t think we have to borrow money from my master.」(Sarasa)


  「But…」(Iris)


  「I know a way for us to make money without borrowing from anyone.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!? Do you have a good plan?」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked happy.


  I nodded to her and started explaining.


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, you are Collectors. What do you do to make money?」(Sarasa)


  I think making money by doing your job is better than doing something you are not used to, like borrowing money from someone else. After all, doing your job is the best way to make money in my opinion.


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked at each other and answered me.


  「Umm… Collecting materials?」(Iris)


  「Yup!」(Sarasa)


  「But 65 million reas is not an amount of money that we can make just from collecting materials like usual.」(Iris)


  「If Mama, Papa, and Adelbert-sama join us, maybeー」(Kate)


  「No, even if they join, as Iris-san said, you can’t make enough money to pay the debt by only collecting materials like usual.」(Sarasa)


  「So…」(Iris)


  I smirked and looked at Iris-san.


  「We’re going to collect rare, precious, uncommon materials that not many people can get!」(Sarasa)


  「Rare materials, huh…? Aa! Don’t tell me…」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, do mean Salamanders!?」(Kate)


  「Correct! If we can sell materials from Salamanders, perhaps we can get enough money to pay the debt. The problem is we have to find a buyer, but I will ask my master later. Maybe she knows people who want to buy them.」(Sarasa)


  It’s easier to ask Master, “Do you know people who want to buy Salamander materials?” than ask her, “Can you lend me 65 million reas?”


  In the first place, the reason why Master sent me to this village is so that I can sell her rare materials.


  「But, Store Owner-san, you said that they were very strong and dangerous. Can we really defeat them?」(Kate)


  「She’s right. I heard that those monsters were hard to defeat even by professional Collectors. I’m sorry, but I can’t allow Iris to hunt such dangerous monsters.」(Adelbert)


  「I can’t allow Kate-chan either…」(Katerina)


  Adelbert-san and Katerina-san shook their heads at the same time with uneasy faces.


  「Don’t worry. Of course, I won’t ask them to fight Salamanders. It will be a suicide after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Store Owner-dono, are you planning to fight by yourself? But… No, I know how strong you are. I think you can defeat a Salamander in an instant easily.」(Iris)


  「I’m not that strong, you know? I can’t defeat a Salamander easily. However, if there are people who support me and if I use my ‘trump card’, I probably can defeat one. But before that, I need to ask my master first.」(Sarasa)


  If Master says it’s possible, then it’s worth trying.


  I’m relieved that Adelbert-san no longer seems to want to marry Iris-san to Hou Baal but I don’t want their house to be ruined because of that.


  I want to help them as much as I can.


  「I’m grateful that you want to help us, but are you sure you are going to be okay fighting such dangerous monsters?」(Adelbert)


  「Don’t worry. As long as I have people to support me, I think I’ll be fine. I probably won’t be able to move after using my ‘trump card’, so I need someone to carry me. I also need someone to help in the fight. I may be able to fight alone but I think it’ll be safer if I have someone helping me.」(Sarasa)


  「You won’t be able to move…? It reminds me that you couldn’t move after fighting the Hellfire Grizzlies… Store Owner-san, don’t tell me…」(Kate)


  Kate-san looked anxious. She probably remembered when I was bedridden for several days after I killed the Hellfire Grizzlies that tried to break into my house.


  At that time I was desperate and worried about Lorea-chan’s well-being, so I unconsciously used too much power.


  「No, I won’t let that happen again. I just won’t be able to move my body for a few minutes, so I’ll be fine as long as I have someone who can protect me in the meantime.」(Sarasa)


  It was very hard for me to do anything when I was bedridden. I couldn’t even go to the bathroom by myself.


  I don’t want that to happen again, so I’ll be careful next time.


  「If so, let me do it for you. I can protect you while you’re resting.」(Adelbert)


  「If Adelbert-sama is joining, I’ll join as well. Besides, this is our problem in the first place. We will feel bad if Sarasa-san does everything alone.」(Katerina)


  Adelbert-san and Katerina-san offered their help, but…


  「Umm… Actually, I want to ask Iris-san and Kate-san if possible…」(Sarasa)


  「Of course, I’ll gladly help!」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, you don’t need to ask us. We don’t know how much we can help but we’ll do our best!」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san responded energetically, but Adelbert-san and Katerina-san looked a little dissatisfied somehow. Perhaps they were worried about their daughters.


  「Why does it have to be them? I may be a little old, but my swordsmanship is way better than Iris’.」(Adelbert)


  「Me too. Not only am I good at archery but I’m also good at magic. I’m more reliable than Kate-chan.」(Katerina)


  「Is that so?」(Sarasa)


  「It’s true. My father is a strong knight after all. My swordsmanship is nothing compared to his.」(Iris)


  「It frustrates me a bit but Mama can use a bow better than me. On top of that, she can also use magic…」(Kate)


  Hoo… Somehow I can tell that Adelbert-san is better at using a sword than Iris-san, but Katerina-san can use a bow better than Kate-san? Isn’t that amazing?


  Kate-san’s archery skill is impressive enough for me. I can’t imagine how good Katerina-san is at archery…


  Adelbert-san and Katerina-san remained calm when I looked at them with an impressed face but they couldn’t hide the smirks on the edge of their mouths.


  
  Chapter 24 : Raising Money Ⅱ


  「But… Even though both of you are far stronger than Iris-san and Kate-san, I still want these two to go with me and support me while I’m fighting Salamanders.」(Sarasa)


  Adelbert-san looked disappointed that I didn’t change my mind while Iris-san sighed in relief.


  「Father, you know how strong the relationship of trust between people who have fought together, right? Store Owner-dono and I trust each other, so that’s why she chose me instead of you. I’m sorry.」(Iris)


  「I see… You’re right. I just met Sarasa-dono today, so it’s only natural that she chose you.」(Adelbert)


  Iris-san smiled at her father who seemed to be convinced by her words.


  Ugh… This is awkward… but I need to tell them the real reason why I chose Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「Umm, Iris-san…? That’s not actually the case…」(Sarasa)


  When I said that, Iris-san looked at me in confusion.


  「Eh….? What do you mean? I thought you trusted me…」(Iris)


  「O-Of course, I trust you! But that’s not the reason why I chose you instead of your father.」(Sarasa)


  I waved my hands in panic and explained why Adelbert-san can’t be the one to support me in battle.


  「We need heat-resistant armor to fight Salamanders because their Fire Breath is extremely hot. One of the main materials to make the armor is Lava Lizard skins but as you guys know, we didn’t hunt many Lava Lizards during the investigation on the volcano a while ago.」(Sarasa)


  「Aahh… Now that you mention it. So, we have limited materials, huh?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. A set of heat-resistant armor consists of a coat, gloves, and boots. I think I can barely make three sets for you, Kate-san, and myself. However, I don’t think I have enough Lava Lizard skins to make one for an adult, so that’s why I didn’t choose Adelbert-san. Besides, we don’t have time to hunt Lava Lizards just to make more heat-resistant armor, right?」(Sarasa)


  「I see… I understand now.」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san nodded at me. He seemed to be completely convinced.


  「That said, Adelbert-san, there’s something you can do to help.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Then, please tell me. I’ll do anything within my capabilities.」(Adelbert)


  「Salamanders have large bodies. I don’t think Iris-san, Kate-san and me alone will be able to carry them home, so…」(Sarasa)


  「You want me to help carry their bodies? No problem. I may look old but I have confidence in my strength.」(Adelbert)


  「Thank you. We have the option to hire a Collector to do that but we will need to pay them and I don’t think it’s a good idea if we want to make as much money as possible. Honest, I feel bad to ask an honorable aristocratic man like you to do such a job, but…」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry. I don’t mind at all. Besides, if you see me as an honorable man, why don’t you see Iris that way too? She may look like this but she is a lady of an aristocratic family.」(Adelbert)


  「You’re right.」(Sarasa)


  「Hey, Father! What do you mean by, “She may look like this”?」(Iris)


  「You’re an aristocratic lady but all you do is practice swordsmanship instead of learning etiquette as a lady.」(Adelbert)


  When Adelbert-san said that, Katerina-san, who had been listening to the conversation, sighed and shook her head for some reason.


  「Adelbert-sama, did you forget that you were the reason why Iris started practicing swordsmanship? When she was little, she said to you, “I will be a strong swordsman like Father!”. You were so happy that you started teaching her swordsmanship.」(Katerina)


  「I… Is that really what happened…? I don’t remember…」(Adelbert)


  While saying that, Adelbert-sama looked away from Katerina-san. It was obvious that he was playing dumb.


  「I know you remember. At that time, you couldn’t stop smiling while you were teaching her how to swing a wooden sword.」(Katerina)


  「Aa, I think I remember that too! When I was little I often saw Iris swinging a wooden sword with Adelbert-sama in the backyard, and that is what motivated me to ask Mama to teach me how to use a bow.」(Kate)


  「Is that so? I don’t remember though…」(Iris)


  「Eehh…」(Kate)


  Kate-san is a bit older than Iris-san, so that’s probably why she remembers it while Iris-san doesn’t.


  「Kate-chan, I taught you how to use a bow because you would protect Iris in the future. If at that time Iris learned etiquette properly, I planned to teach you that too, but unfortunately, Iris didn’t have interest in learning etiquette at all.」(Katerina)


  While saying that, Katerina-san looked at Iris-san and sighed.


  「I, Is that true…? Well, Kate… I’m sorry.」(Iris)


  「Haha! Why are you apologizing? It’s not that I wanted to learn etiquette, you know? I would rather use my time to practice archery than learn to behave like a noble lady.」(Kate)


  Kate replied to Iris-san, who looked apologetic, with a cheerful laugh.


  Meanwhile, Adelbert-san looked awkward somehow. Perhaps he thought that it would be bad for him if this conversation kept going.


  「Ahem! Let’s get back to the topic. Sarasa-dono, when will we go hunt Salamanders?」(Adelbert)


  「Let’s see… I need to make the armor and prepare other equipment, so… I think we will go next month.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. I will return to my home for now to inform my wife and Walter, and then I will ask Baronet Kirk to give me more time. After that, I will come here again.」(Adelbert)


  「Adelbert-sama, if you tell my husband, I bet he will want to come along for sure.」(Katerina)


  「Yeah, you may be right. But I can’t let Walter go with me. He needs to stand by in my office.」(Adelbert)


  Katerina-san’s husband, Walter-san, is currently taking care of the territory so that
 Adelbert-sama can come here to take Iris-san back home.


  However, now that it’s been decided that he won’t marry Iris-san to Hou Baal, there’s no reason for him to come here again for a second time, right?


  He can stay at his home after reporting to his wife and Walter-san.


  「Adelbert-san, why don’t you ask Walter-san to go on your behalf? He can help me carry Salamanders’ bodies in your stead. I think it’ll be better if you stay in your home and leave the tough job to your subordinate.」(Sarasa)


  Carrying heavy alchemy materials is not a job for a lord after all.


  When I thought he would agree with my idea, he awkwardly looked away from me for some reason.


  「Well… That’s…」(Adelbert)


  「Hm?」(Sarasa)


  When I tilted my head in confusion, Iris-san looked at me with an awkward smile.


  「S, Store Owner-dono, the thing is… My father doesn’t like paperwork, so he always leaves his office work to Walter.」(Iris)


  「Eh…?」(Sarasa)


  Adelbert-san glared at Iris-san as if saying, “You talk too much!”


  When I glanced at him, he closed his eyes, frowned, and folded his arms. Looks like he’s embarrassed.


  Well, Iris-san doesn’t look like the type of person who likes paperwork either. Like father, like daughter.


  「A-Ahem! A, alright. Let’s make a plan, shall we?」(Sarasa)


  I forcibly changed the topic so as not to make the atmosphere even more awkward.


  
  Chapter 25 : Aiming For The Volcano Ⅰ


  After seeing off Adelbert-san and Katerina-san, I used the Transfer Device to send a note to Master, asking her if I’m able to defeat a Salamander. She then answered, “If that Salamander is not exceptionally strong, then you should be able to defeat it with your abilities”.


  I feel a bit relieved but still, I’m a bit nervous because I’m not a fighting expert. I’m an alchemist, and fighting is not my main job.


  That’s why, rather than practicing swordsmanship, I decided to do my best in making the Heatproof Coats, the heat-resistant armor that can stand Salamanders’ Fire Breath.


  To make a Heatproof Coat, you need processed Lava Lizard leather for the surface and processed Hellfire Grizzly leather for the backing layer. Other than that, you need any materials that can be used as the heat insulator and place it under the Hellfire Grizzly leather, and lastly, you can use any kind of leather for the innermost layer.


  The most important part is of course the surface which is made from Lava Lizard leather.


  Actually, you don’t have to use Hellfire Grizzly leather for the backing layer. You can use any kind of leather depending on your budget. However, I choose Hellfire Grizzly leather because I think this one can reduce the heat more than any other type of leather. Besides, I still have some Hellfire Grizzly skins in my storage.


  As for the material to be used as the heat insulator, I think I will use the same one as when I made a magic stove a while ago, and I think I will add a cooling function, that is similar to a Cooling Hat, on the backing layer.


  Now that I have planned everything, all I need to do is to make the coat. However… I don’t know how to…


  Actually, even though I know the materials needed, I don’t know how to put them together because the Heatproof Coat is in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 5.


  Therefore, I’ve been doing my best these few days to make the remaining artifacts in volume 4 so that I can read volume 5.


  I have all the materials needed, so I just need to give it my all!


  However, it wasn’t as easy as I thought…


  I even had to sacrifice my sleep time to work in my workshop.


  Because of that, Lorea-chan started to get worried about me.


  「Sarasa-san, are you okay? You look very tired…」(Lorea)


  Because I work in my workshop most of the time, I left the shop completely to Lorea-chan.


  When she came to my workshop to tell me to have lunch, she looked into my face worriedly.


  I’ve been working for three days without any sleep at all, so I probably have dark circles around my eyes now.


  I feel bad for making Lorea-chan worry, but I need to complete volume 4 as soon as possible.


  「Don’t worry, I’m fine. I can still work like this for a while.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure…? If there’s anything I can help with, please tell me.」(Lorea)


  「Umm, but you’re already helpful enough with your cooking. If you didn’t cook for me, I would have pushed myself even harder.」(Sarasa)


  Alchemists often forget to eat when they are absorbed in their research but that won’t last for days at a time. Alchemists are humans after all. They also need to eat.


  Luckily, I have Lorea-chan who always cooks delicious food for me. That’s why I can do my best in my work without fainting even though I haven’t slept for a while.


  「Is that so? But promise me you will go to sleep as soon as you feel tired. I will make something nutritious for you. Please wait.」(Lorea)


  「Okay~ Thank you, Lorea-chan. Your delicious food always gives me strength!」(Sarasa)


  When I smiled and thanked her, she blushed shyly and left for the kitchen.


  After Adelbert-san and Katerina-san left, we told Lorea-chan everything, so she knows about Iris-san’s family’s circumstances.


  She promised to cooperate as much as she could. That’s probably why she didn’t force me to take a rest.


  Soon after Lorea-chan left, Iris-san and Kate-san came into my workshop.


  「Store Owner-dono, is there anything we can do to help? We can’t cook like Lorea though…」(Iris)


  「We can’t help you with alchemy stuff either but we want to help.」(Kate)


  「Hmm… Then, can you hunt some deers for me?」(Sarasa)


  To be honest, I’d feel sorry for them if I said, “There’s nothing you can help me with”, so I came up with this.


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked at each other and tilted their heads.


  「Deers? The normal ones?」(Iris)


  「Not deer-type monsters or something?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, the normal ones. I need their skins.」(Sarasa)


  I want to use them to make the innermost layer of the Heatproof Coat.


  You don’t need special leather for this part but it’s better to use a kind that is comfortable for your skin, and I think deer leather is a good choice.


  Actually, I was planning to buy processed leather for this part, but now that I’m going to process it myself, I can make it with better quality than the ones that are sold in the shop.


  「I see. If it can make your job easier, then we’ll gladly do it for you.」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry, I’m really good at hunting.」(Kate)


  「She’s right. Back when we were living in my father’s mansion, we always ate the meat that Kate and her mom hunted.」(Iris)


  「We didn’t have much money after all, so we couldn’t eat if we didn’t hunt something.」(Kate)


  Apparently, when Kate-san was in the Lotze Family’s territory, she sometimes went hunting for animals to practice archery and secure food at the same time.


  I’m sure she can easily hunt deers without problems.


  「Hee, I see. Well then, I’m counting on you!」(Sarasa)


  「Ou, leave it to us!」(Iris)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  By the time I finished making the last artifact in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 4, Iris-san and Kate-san returned.


  Actually, they went to the neighboring territory, which is Iris-san’s family’s territory, because they couldn’t find any normal deers in the Great Sea of Trees. Therefore, it took a few days for them to return.


  They brought five deer skins and five kilograms of venison.


  「Store Owner-dono, here’s your deer skins.」(Iris)


  「Thank you!」(Sarasa)


  「And this is the venison. Lorea-chan, can you put it in the refrigerator?」(Kate)


  「Okay! I will use it to make today’s dinner!」(Lorea)


  Because all I need is the skins, it seems that they left most of the venison and the horns, that they couldn’t carry, at Adelbert-san’s mansion.


  「Now I can start making the coat, and then we can go to the volcano in two weeks. By the way, how are your parents doing?」(Sarasa)


  「They’re doing good as always. My mother is a little worried that I might get hurt during our mission but she didn’t stop me.」(Iris)


  「On the other hand, my papa encouraged me. He told me to be useful.」(Kate)


  「I see. How about Adelbert-san?」(Sarasa)


  「He’s good. He said he would be here with Katerina when the time comes.」(Iris)


  Looks like everything is going as planned.


  「Great. Alright, now can you two line up? I need to measure your body before I can make you a Heatproof Coat.」(Sarasa)


  「「Okay~」」(Iris & Kate)


  Just like that, the preparation is going smoothly.


  Now all we can do is wait for Adelbert-san and Katerina-san and then go to the volcano together.


  


  A couple of weeks later, Adelbert-san and Katerina-san came, and after confirming that the preparations were completed, we aimed for the volcano by following the path that we had walked with Andre-san and his party members last time.


  Our goal is to find a Salamander, kill it, and collect the materials from it.


  Unlike last time, we didn’t walk around to look for materials on our way because we didn’t have much time.


  We have encountered several monsters along the way but we haven’t had any problems with them so far. The reason is…


  「Actually, I was a little worried because I heard that The Great Sea of Trees is a very dangerous place, but it’s not as dangerous as rumored.」(Adelbert)


  「You’re right. The monsters are not that strong. I can even kill them easily.」(Katerina)


  While talking with each other like that, Adelbert-san and Katerina-san killed the monsters that came out of nowhere and tried to attack us.


  Apparently, it’s true that they are way stronger than their daughters…


  Katerina-san is a talented person and Adelbert-san is a trained knight, so it’s only natural that they are stronger than Kate-san and Iris-san who only practice archery and swordsmanship by themselves.


  「I’m starting to think that I may be able to make money as a Collector when I retire as a lord.」(Adelbert)


  「Father, no matter how strong you are now, you won’t have the same physical strength by the time you get old and retire. Besides, working as a Collector is not easy, you know?」(Iris)


  「I know, I know. It’s not that I underestimate that job, okay?」(Adelbert)


  Adelbert-san smiled bitterly at Iris-san who looked a bit unhappy probably because she thought that her father made light of her occupation.


  Of course, Collectors’ main job is not fighting monsters but collecting materials. They have to know which materials can be sold, how to collect them, and where to sell them.


  If Andre-san and Adelbert-san fought each other, Adelbert-san would most likely win, but if they were to compete for which one could make more money as a Collector, Andre-san would definitely win.


  「Honestly, I was worried when both of you left to work as Collectors but I’m a little relieved now.」(Adelbert)


  「The level of danger in this forest is not that high, so…」(Katerina)


  While talking, Katerina-san glanced at Iris-san.


  「…So normally, you should be fine… Normally.」(Katerina)


  「Uuu… I’m ashamed of myself for getting hurt so badly back then…」(Iris)


  「I’m sorry. If only I was more careful at that time, I might have been able to save you…」(Kate)


  「Wait, why are you apologizing? It’s not your fault. Well, rather than being too weak to work in this forest, we were just unlucky back then. Who would have thought we would encounter a Hellfire Grizzly in that place?」(Iris)


  Iris-san almost died that time because the two male novice Collectors who joined Iris-san and Kate-san were fooling around during work, and the Hellfire Grizzly that appeared out of nowhere. It’s completely not because Iris-san and Kate-san are weak.


  However, it was their fault for not being able to choose their companions wisely.


  「Sarasa-dono, do you think Iris and Kate have been doing well as Collectors?」(Adelbert)


  When Adelbert-san asked me that, Iris-san and Kate-san quietly glanced at me.


  「Hmm… I can’t deny that they still lack experience, but they always do their best and I think they have been working really well as Collectors so far.」(Sarasa)


  I complimented them not because they were pressuring me with their gazes. I was just telling what I really thought about them.


  They always ask for my advice regarding materials and learn various things from Andre-san and other seniors.


  Iris-san and Kate-san smiled at each other after I answered Adelbert-san that, but for some reason, Adelbert-san looked like he didn’t believe it.


  「Is that really so…?」(Adelbert)


  He glanced at Iris-san and Kate-san with doubtful eyes.


  「Adelbert-sama, I think what Sarasa-san said is true. In fact, they sent us a lot of money, right?」(Katerina)


  「But I don’t think they made that money by themselves. I think they could make money because of the help of the people around them. Iris, am I right?」(Adelbert)


  「Y-Yes. You’re right, Father. It was all thanks to Store Owner-dono and my seniors…」(Iris)


  Iris-san answered while looking down. She thought that her father was disappointed in her for not being able to make money with her own power.


  However, Adelbert-san nodded and smiled. He looked happy with Iris-san’s answer.


  「Look. It’s not that I blame you or anything, okay? It’s a good thing that you have people you can rely on. You should keep learning from them. Sarasa-dono, I’m sorry if I ask too much but I hope you can continue to support Iris and Kate.」(Adelbert)


  「Of course! They’re already like family to me.」(Sarasa)


  I replied to Adelbert-san, who was bowing to me, without hesitation.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After a few days of walking through the forest, we reached the area where Lava Lizards live.


  It took us a few days but it was actually faster than the last time when we went with Andre-san.


  This place hasn’t changed at all from the last time we were here. There was no sign that Hellfire Grizzlies had returned either. The only monsters we have seen in this place so far are Lava Lizards.


  After all, it hasn’t been long since we visited this place.


  The difference from the last time is that this time we came with Adelbert-san and Katerina-san, and unlike last time, we are currently in the middle of summer.


  「It’s pretty hot and humid here.」(Adelbert)


  「The weather today is hot in the first place. Moreover, the heat coming from the ground makes the air even hotter.」(Katerina)


  In addition, the air around here is humid and hot due to the heat from the ground and the steam from the hot water blowing out here and there.


  You would feel like you were inside a steamer or something if you were here.


  This environment is harsh for humans like us, but for Lava Lizards, this is a comfortable environment. They were actively moving around and swimming in the puddles of hot water.


  Bluntly put, humans shouldn’t come to this place in the summer.


  If we come in the winter, this hot air may feel comfortable for us. However, the fate of the Lotze Family is at stake, so we can’t wait until winter.


  「Thanks to these hats, we can withstand this environment but I can still feel the heat coming from the ground.」(Katerina)


  「Without them, we might have collapsed from the heat. Thank you for lending us these hats, Sarasa-dono.」(Adelbert)


  「No, no. You should thank Iris-san and Kate-san. Those are their hats. They bought them with their own money.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, is that so? Iris, thank you.」(Adelbert)


  「Thank you, Kate-chan~」(Katerina)


  Iris-san and Kate-san responded to them by smiling at them.


  Adelbert-san is wearing Iris-san’s Cooling Hat while Katerina-san is wearing Kate-san’s.


  The hat looks good on Katerina-san but it looks weird on Adelbert-san because the design is kind of girly.


  Well, the function is more important than the design. Besides, Adelbert-san didn’t complain, so I don’t think there’s a problem.


  By the way, Iris-san, Kate-san and I are wearing Heatproof Coats, so we don’t need Cooling Hats.


  Wearing such a thick coat in this hot environment might seem odd but this coat repels the heat and has a cooling effect.


  This coat has a hood, so we don’t even sweat in this hot place.


  
  Chapter 26 : Aiming For The Volcano Ⅱ


  「So, Store Owner-dono, do you know where the Salamanders are?」(Iris)


  「I don’t know exactly where they are but I know a place where we may find them.」(Sarasa)


  Before leaving, I did an investigation to gather information about this volcano.


  No, it wasn’t an investigation though. I just asked Master and Leonora-san if they knew anything about this volcano.


  As a result, Master sent me a map showing the topography of this area. It seemed like she got the map from her acquaintance. Thanks to this map and the information I got from her, I know where we have to go.


  Unlike Master, Leonora-san didn’t have any information about this volcano at all but she sent me artifacts that can help me subdue Salamanders along with a message saying, “Good luck!”. By the way, she asked Daruna-san, Lorea-chan’s father, who visited South Strugg a few days ago, to bring me all those things.


  If we successfully complete this mission, perhaps I will share some Salamander materials with them as gratitude.


  「So we are heading to that place now?」(Iris)


  「Yup. But that place is way hotter than this area since it’s near the crater, so… Adelbert-san, Katerina-san, please don’t push yourself too hard. You two are not wearing Heatproof Coats like us.」(Sarasa)


  It will become hotter and hotter the further we climb.


  I warned Adelbert-san but he shook his head. He looked confident that he would be able to withstand the heat.


  「Sarasa-dono, I may be old but I still train my body every day, so you don’t need to worry about me.」(Adelbert)


  Umm… Heat is not something you can withstand with a trained body though…


  But he looks as stubborn as Iris, so convincing him may be a waste of time.


  When I turned my gaze to Katerina-san, she smiled awkwardly and then nodded to me. Looks like she will stop him if it’s getting too dangerous.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  The temperature was extremely high, but thanks to the Heatproof Coats and the Cooling Hats, we were able to proceed smoothly.


  Sometimes we encountered Lava Lizards but normally they won’t attack unless they see us as a threat, so most of them ignored us.


  Katerina-san, who had heard that Kate-san brilliantly hunted Lava Lizards the last time we were here, was eager to hunt them too but we stopped her.


  Iris-san convinced her by saying, “We will hunt them if we still have room in our bags after we hunt the Salamanders.” However, I don’t think we will have room in our bags because they will definitely be packed with Salamander materials.


  Well, if I manage to kill them, of course. Honestly, I’m still not sure if I can defeat a Salamander or not since I’ve never fought them.


  「Store Owner-dono, it’s getting hotter now. Are we getting closer to the destination?」(Iris)


  We don’t feel the heat because we are wearing Heatproof Coats, so Iris-san shouldn’t be able to tell that the temperature is rising.


  She probably could tell from Adelbert-san’s expression.


  Katerina-san looked like she was having a hard time as well but not as bad as Adelbert-san. She wasn’t sure if she should stop Adelbert-san or not.


  If they were not wearing Cooling Hats, they would have passed out long ago.


  Actually, I have a disposable artifact that can reduce the heat for a short amount of time but I planned to use it when we return while carrying the heavy Salamander materials.


  There’s no point in using it now.


  「I think we are close, but… Adelbert-san, Katerina-san, I think you should stop following us here.」(Sarasa)


  「But…!」(Adelbert)


  「Adelbert-sama, Sarasa-san is right. We shouldn’t go any further. We may die from the heat.」(Katerina)


  Adelbert-san looked down when Katerina-san tried to convince him.


  「Adelbert-san please understand. Besides, there’s something I want you to do.」(Sarasa)


  「…What is it?」(Adelbert)


  「I want you to go down with Katerina-san and look for a place where we can set up a camp.」(Sarasa)


  I don’t think we can go back to the forest after the battle, so we have no choice but to camp on this volcano. However, at least I want to sleep in a place where the ground is not hot.


  Even though my Floating Tent can float and has an air conditioning function, we can’t just set it up in an extremely hot place like this area. Therefore, I want Adelbert-san and Katerina-san to go down and find a good place.


  「Hmm… Looks like I have to stop being stubborn here. Alright, you can leave it to us.」(Adelbert)


  Now that I entrusted him with something, he gave up and nodded to me.


  He then turned to Iris-san with a strict face and put his hands on her shoulders.


  「Iris, help Sarasa-dono as much as you can, will you? And be careful!」(Adelbert)


  「Of course, Father! Don’t worry about me!」(Iris)


  Seeing those two, Katerina-san turned to Kate-san and encouraged her with a smile mixed with a slightly worried expression.


  「Kate-chan, don’t push yourself too hard, okay? Good luck!」(Katerina)


  「Okay! Thank you, Mama!」(Kate)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「This cave is the nearest one but… Unfortunately, there’s no sign that a Salamander lives here…」(Sarasa)


  Based on the map and the information I got from Master, there are three caves in this volcano where Salamanders are likely to live.


  If they were to live on the surface, I could just use my sensing magic to find their locations, but unfortunately, they normally live deep inside caves, so it’s not easy to find them.


  「It’s not going as smoothly as we thought, huh…」(Iris)


  「Why are you complaining already? We still have two places to check.」(Kate)


  「But this one is the closest to the bottom, right? Thinking that we will have to carry heavy luggage later, it would be best if this cave was the one we were looking for.」(Iris)


  Kate-san shrugged and sighed in response to Iris-san’s words.


  「I see your point but there’s nothing we can do about it.」(Kate)


  「Fortunately, based on the information I got, it’s almost certain that there’s at least a Salamander in this volcano, so let’s keep going!」(Sarasa)


  
  Chapter 27 : Salamander Ⅰ


  「Look. That’s the second cave and I think that’s the place we’re looking for. I can tell even from here.」(Sarasa)


  I pointed to the cave about ten meters ahead.


  I feel the magical power flowing from that cave, so most likely a Salamander lives there.


  The third cave is a little farther away, so I’m glad that we don’t have to climb this volcano any further.


  「Is that so? I don’t see any difference with the first cave though. Kate, how about you?」(Iris)


  Kate-san nodded to Iris-san who asked while tilting her head.


  「I can tell somehow… Is it because I’ve been practicing magic lately?」(Kate)


  「I think so. It looks like your ability to sense magical power has become stronger.」(Sarasa)


  Being able to sense magical power is important in using magic, so I can say that Kate-san’s training has been going well.


  If she keeps practicing, I think she will be able to use magic soon.


  At some point, you will have to overcome some difficulties when you’re just beginning to use magic but as long as you put effort into your practice, you will be fine.


  「If you two say so, then there’s no mistake… It’s about time to confront a Salamander, huh?」(Iris)


  Iris-san’s expression looked a bit tense and her clenched hands were trembling a little.


  I could feel a tense atmosphere from Kate-san as well, but she didn’t look as nervous as Iris-san.


  I’d be lying if I say I’m not nervous at all but we have to keep our cool. After all, your movements will become stiff when you are nervous.


  「Iris-san, are you afraid?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, a little… We’re going to fight an extremely dangerous monster after all. This is probably the first time I’ve been this nervous.」(Iris)


  Iris-san replied to me while holding the handle of the sword on her waist tightly.


  「No, no! You don’t need to fight it, okay? You’re here to support me and help to buy me some time if necessary. If you fight it in close combat, you will most likely be killed!」(Sarasa)


  These Heatproof Coats can withstand heat to some extent but they’re not that dependable in terms of defense against physical attacks.


  The first layer was indeed made of Lava Lizard skin but it wasn’t as hard as when it was on a living Lava Lizard. It will break after receiving Salamander’s physical attack several times.


  In the first place, Iris-san’s sword is just an ordinary sword that can’t withstand a Salamander’s Fire Breath.


  I really don’t want her to fight if at all possible…


  「Ugh… I understand, but…」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris-san took her hand off the handle of her sword and looked at me worriedly.


  I put my fist on my chest and smiled at her.


  「Don’t worry! I don’t think I’ll have a hard time fighting it.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure…? I know that you’re strong but you once said that you’re not that good at offensive spells, didn’t you?」(Iris)


  「I did but not being good at it doesn’t mean that I can’t do it, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, you have a point.」(Iris)


  According to Master, I have too much magical power.


  Normally, your magical power will gradually grow as you train. If you train magic properly, your ability to control your magical power will grow along with the amount of your magical power.


  However, in my case, it seems that I had too much magical power from the beginning.


  Although it’s an advantageous thing as an alchemist, there’s no point if I can’t control it.


  Using magic without good control is as hard as pouring wine directly from a huge barrel into a small glass without spilling it.


  Therefore, I trained hard to control my magical power when I worked at Master’s shop.


  「I remember I caused a lot of trouble because I can’t control my magical power when I worked at Master’s shop…」(Sarasa)


  「Hee… Store Owner-san caused trouble, huh? You have the image of a person who never makes mistakes though.」(Kate)


  I shook my head and smiled bitterly at Kate-san who didn’t expect it.


  「Everyone makes mistakes, you know? But because I’ve been recognized as a full-fledged alchemist and have a qualification for it, I’ve been trying my best not to make mistakes.」(Sarasa)


  As an alchemist who has a store, I can’t afford to make a mistake, especially when processing materials because I will lose a lot of money.


  It rarely happens but actually, sometimes I make mistakes when I try to make new artifacts. I never talk about it, so they both have no idea.


  「Fortunately, thanks to this artifact I got from my master, I can control my magical power way easier.」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I showed Iris-san and Kate-san the necklace that I was wearing.


  They looked closely at the artifact that looked just like a normal necklace on my neck.


  「What kind of artifact is it?」(Iris)


  「This artifact helps me suppress the amount of magical power I use, so I can control it easier.」(Sarasa)


  Back to the wine barrel analogy from earlier. Using magic without good control is as hard as pouring wine directly from a huge barrel into a small glass without spilling it. However, you can control your magical power easier with this artifact as if there’s a lid on the barrel that limits how much wine you can pour so it won’t overflow.


  I don’t usually use this artifact to do normal work such as making potions and artifacts but this time is different.


  I may have to use offensive spells that require a lot of magical power, and when I do that, sometimes I use too much magical power without realizing it.


  Normal people will just give it all when using offensive spells, but I’m different… My magical power may get out of control if I give my all when using magic…


  Honestly, I’m a little envious of the people who have the right amount of magical power.


  After I explained about it, Iris-san and Kate-san nodded.


  「I see… But, that means without that necklace, you can release a very powerful offensive spell, right?」(Iris)


  「Yup. A very, very powerful one. However, my magical power will go out of control.」(Sarasa)


  「You said you’re not good at offensive spells but you can release a very powerful one, huh?」(Iris)


  「I’m not good at it because my magical power may get out of control. Do you know what I mean? Well, it’s probably because I don’t practice enough though.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… What happens if it gets out of control?」(Iris)


  「I won’t be able to move my body for a while.」(Sarasa)


  When I killed two Hellfire Grizzlies who attacked my house a while ago, I lost my cool in anger and used too much magical power without realizing it. My magical power got out of control and because of that, I ended up being bedridden for several days.


  「That’s why you two are here to support me. It’ll be great if I can defeat our target easily. The worst-case scenario is if I can’t defeat it and my magical power gets out of control. If that happens, you have to carry me and run away but if you don’t think that’s possible, well, you will have no choice but to leave me.」(Sarasa)


  「H, Huh!? There’s no way we’ll leave you alone! You’re doing all this for my family. I’m not a heartless person who will run away and leave my benefactor alone with a dangerous monster! I will take you back home safely no matter what!」(Iris)


  「She’s right! How can we leave you? Iris, if such a scenario happens, I will try to lure the Salamander so that you can pick up Store Owner-san and carry her to safety.」(Kate)


  「Ou!」(Iris)


  Uwahh… They’re getting serious…


  「Umm, guys? Don’t worry. I don’t think it will likely happen. Besides, I don’t think that monster will stay unwounded after receiving my attacks, so even if I fail to kill it, I think you two will have a chance to pick me up and run away.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure…?」(Iris)


  「Y-Yes, of course. Wait a sec…」(Sarasa)


  Saying that, I took out some Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows from my bag. They are the artifacts that Leonora-san sent me.


  Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows are disposable artifacts that are made from Ice Fang Bats’ fangs.


  I think these artifacts are perfect for Iris-san and Kate-san who will have difficulties attacking the Salamander.


  「Here, take them. If it gets too dangerous, please use these artifacts to distract the Salamander.」(Sarasa)


  I handed the Freezing Stones to Iris-san and the Freezing Arrows to Kate-san.


  「Freezing Stones, huh…? If I’m not mistaken, each of these stones cost over three thousand reas, right?」(Iris)


  「To be exact, it’s three thousand and five hundred reas each, and Kate-san’s Freezing Arrows are four thousand reas each.」(Sarasa)


  「They’re quite expensive, and we have this many… I’m amazed…」(Kate)


  Kate-san was taken aback when she saw so many Freezing Arrows in the quiver I gave her and the Freezing Stones in the leather bag on Iris-san’s waist.


  「I think these weapons are too extravagant for us…」(Iris)


  「Well, ordinary Collectors like us don’t usually use expensive weapons after all.」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked even more nervous for some reason…


  
  Chapter 28 : Salamander Ⅱ


  「Alright, let’s keep going.」(Sarasa)


  I nodded at Iris-san and Kate-san, they then nodded back at me, and then we continued walking toward our destination.
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  「I, It’s about time, huh…」(Iris)


  「This is kinda nerve-wracking…」(Kate)


  Iris-san kept holding the leather bag that was filled with Freezing Stones on her waist while Kate-san was holding her bow.


  We arrived at the large open space surrounding the cave where a Salamander most likely lives.


  The river of lava spreading from inside the cave released strong heat.


  Fortunately, we have enough room in this open space to fight when our target came out of the cave.


  「So, is the Salamander inside that caー」(Iris)


  「ーBe careful! It’s coming!」(Sarasa)


  When we were looking at the cave, I could feel something coming from the inside of the lava river that was flowing from the cave.


  Immediately after, the surface of the lava river swelled and a huge lizard-like shadow popped out, making the lava splatter to the surroundings. It made a heavy noise when it landed on the ground.


  It was a Salamander.


  Just like Lava Lizards, it was a lizard-type monster but it was much bigger and looked much more terrifying than Lava Lizards.


  It was as tall as an adult human and had a body length of 5-6 meters.


  The air around its body was shimmering, showing that its body generates heat that might burn our skin if we approach it without Heatproof Coats.


  This is bad…! This monster is more dangerous than I thought! I can tell somehow even without fighting it!


  Thinking that I won’t be able to defeat it unless I go all out, I decided to take off my necklace right away and put it in my pocket.


  「Th, This is a Salamander!? What a terrifying monster!」(Iris)


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, plan B! I’m taking off my necklace! Please be careful and let’s do it according to our plan!」(Sarasa)


  「「Understood!」」(Iris & Kate)


  We were taken aback upon seeing the Salamander’s horrifying appearance. However, Iris-san and Kate-san could keep their cool. They began to move after I shouted.


  Iris-san ran to the left and Kate-san ran to the right.


  「Take this!」(Iris)


  At first, the Salamander looked at me who didn’t move, but after Iris-san threw a Freezing Stone at its head, it turned its gaze toward Iris-san.


  Alright, now this is my chance!


  I started concentrating and casting my spell.


  『ーーThe freezing wind gushing out from the earthー』(Sarasa)


  While I was casting my spell, Iris-san threw another Freezing Stone at the Salamander’s head, trying to divert its attention as much as possible.


  The Freezing Stones will freeze their surroundings when they hit an object. However, the object is a Salamander that generates heat from its body.


  The ice spreading from the Freezing Stones turned into white steam and disappeared as soon as it touched the Salamander’s skin.


  They did zero damage but it seemed that those Freezing Stones were enough to annoy the Salamander.


  Feeling annoyed, the Salamander slowly turned toward Iris-san, slowly bent its legs, and launched its body like an arrow.


  ーWhooshh!


  「Ghh…!」(Iris)


  The Salamander was flying toward Iris-san at a high speed as if its large body were an illusion.


  Iris-san immediately jumped to the side and rolled on the ground to dodge it.


  The Salamander passed her, and then it hit and destroyed the wall of boulders on the other side.


  「That was close! How could this guy do that with that giant body!?」(Iris)


  The Salamander who just headbutted the wall of boulders shook its head to remove the rocks and dust and turned around without any signs of being hurt at all.


  Just how sturdy is this monster’s body!?


  It turned to Iris-san and glared at her again.


  「Irisー!」(Kate)


  The distance between the Salamander and Iris-san is not far.


  It seemed like Iris-san wasn’t sure if she should throw another Freezing Stone or just run away.


  However, before she could decide, Kate-san shot a Freezing Arrow and hit the Salamander’s neck, but just like the Freezing Stones, the ice spreading from the Freezing Arrow disappeared in an instant. The wooden shaft of the arrow was even turned into ash in no time.


  『ーーAnd the soundless deep dark nightー』(Sarasa)


  Still, it seemed like Kate-san’s Freezing Arrow did a little damage. The Salamander shook its neck, looking displeased.


  It then turned its gaze toward Kate-san this time. It glared at Kate-san with a sharper gaze than when it glared at Iris-san.


  The Salamander was quite far away from Kate-san but if it launched its body again like earlier, it would probably reach her.


  Kate-san was aware of that. She spread her legs a little, ready to dodge anytime.


  However, the Salamander made different movements this time. It looked upwards and began to take a deep breath.


  Its throat could be seen from Iris-san’s position. Normally, it would be an opportunity for her to attack, but of course, her sword most likely won’t hurt it.


  Realizing what the Salamander would do, Iris-san hurriedly ran to take a distance and covered her face with the hood of her Heatproof Coat.


  Kate-san and I did the same. On top of that, we threw the Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows we had on the ground to freeze our surroundings.


  Almost at the same time, the Salamander lowered its head, opened its mouth wide, and spat out a burning flame.


  Immediately, the temperature rose drastically. The air I breathed was hot, it burned my throat.


  It was hard for me to open my mouth, let alone make a sound.


  However, Iris-san and Kate-san are doing their best, so I can’t give up here!


  『ーーThat brings quietness… and stops… all movementsー』(Sarasa)


  This fire breath was quite long, so I forced myself to continue casting my spell.


  Are Salamanders this strong? No… I’m pretty sure this one is exceptionally stronger than the normal ones. After all, Master told me that I could defeat them normally unless I fought an exceptionally strong one.


  While feeling a little uneasy, I threw another Freezing Stone on the ground just so that I could breathe easier for a few seconds.


  Freezing Stones cost three thousand and five hundred reas each.


  When I was at school, it was hard for me to spend that amount of money to buy a notebook and an inkwell. Now, I’m just throwing an item worth that amount of money on the ground like it’s nothing.


  I really have grown up…


  I want Iris-san and Kate-san to use them without thinking about the price, but…


  「Iris, are you okay!?」(Kate)


  「Ughh… My throat is burning… but I’m fine!」(Iris)


  The Salamander Breath covered this entire area but Iris-san was the closest to the Salamander.


  Kate-san was worried because of that. She called out to Iris-san but Iris-san replied to her with a choked voice.


  Hearing such a voice made me worried about her too.


  However, there’s nothing I can do to help her now. All I can do is concentrate and cast my spell as quickly as possible.


  While looking at the two who were trying to attack the Salamander again with a Freezing Stone and a Freezing Arrow, I kept concentrating on completing my spell.
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  I can’t afford to fail. It all depends on my spell now!


  『ーーPunish those who stand in my way with eternal sleepー!』(Sarasa)


  After I said the last words, I raised my arm.


  Seeing me raise my arm, Iris-san and Kate-san ran toward me while throwing and shooting their Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows.


  After I confirmed that they were right next to me, I activated my spell.


  「Eat this! FROZEN COFFINー！！！」(Sarasa)


  
  Chapter 29 : Salamander Ⅲ


  「Eat this! FROZEN COFFINー！！！」(Sarasa)


  As I cast the spell, a frozen wind started to blow around the Salamander.


  The extremely hot air in our surroundings cooled down in an instant, and frost began to take shape on the ground. Even the red-hot lava river gradually turned black and started to solidify.


  As for the Salamanderー


  SHAAAAAAーー！！！


  As the thick white steam covered its body, its movements gradually became slower and slower.


  「W, Whoaa… Store Owner-dono, you’re impressive as always…」(Iris)


  「I’m even shivering now because of the cold air…」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san, who were standing behind me, were looking around at the changing scenery with amazed faces.


  The Salamander’s movements are getting slower and this place is getting colder but honesty… I’m not sure if I can make it although I have a lot of magical power…


  「Guys… This is bad…」(Sarasa)


  Seeing my pale face, Iris-san and Kate-san looked worried.


  「What do you mean?」(Iris)


  「Didn’t the spell work?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, but it keeps consuming my magical power.」(Sarasa)


  I was expecting that the Salamander would be completely frozen at this point but it looks like it will take much longer than I expected.


  At this rate, I will run out of magical power…


  「It will be great if I can kill it before I run out of magical power, but…」(Sarasa)


  Salamanders are weak against cold temperatures but this one is totally different from normal ones.


  Now I’m worried that I will run out of magical power before this lizard freezes to death.


  「Khh…! What should we do…? Aa, I know! Store Owner-dono, how about using a potion to refill your magical power?」(Iris)


  「Well, I brought some potions but I doubt they will help. It’s like filling a big empty barrel with a small glass of water.」(Sarasa)


  The more the amount of mana, the bigger the container is.


  It would be great if I have a potion that could regenerate my magical power all at once, but unfortunately, such a potion doesn’t exist. Even if it existed, it would cost a fortune for sure.


  I can’t even defeat a single Salamander despite having a lot of magical power probably because the way I use magical power is not efficient.


  I’m confident in using magic when I make potions and artifacts but as I said, I’m not good at using offensive spells.


  「…Store Owner-san, can you defeat it?」(Kate)


  「Honestly, it’s very tough… I think you two should start preparing to retreat.」(Sarasa)


  I don’t have much magical power now.


  The Salamander’s skin started to freeze but I’m not sure if I can maintain this spell until that lizard dies.


  However, since it completely stopped moving, I think Iris-san and Kate-san will have enough time to escape while carrying me.


  「Dammit! We’ve come this far! I’m not going to marry that guy!」(Iris)


  「I can’t let that bad guy marry you either! We can’t give up now!」(Kate)


  Actually, when Iris-san and Kate-san went to Adelbert-san’s mansion after hunting some deers, they met Hou Baal.


  Of course, Adelbert-san no longer has the intention of marrying his daughter to him but that man acted as if the marriage had been decided. He interacted with Iris-san without minding his distance and talked arrogantly as if he was the only person who could save the Lotze Family.


  I could tell that he must be a very annoying person just from listening to Iris-san’s story.


  Moreover, if Iris-san and he get married, Kate-san, who serves the Lotze Family, will automatically become his concubine.


  That’s why they both don’t want that to happen no matter what.


  「Store Owner-dono, can I throw all these Freezing Stones!? I will pay for them later!」(Iris)


  「Me too! I will use all these arrows!」(Kate)


  「Go ahead but I don’t know if it will be effective or not!」(Sarasa)


  My magical power is currently pretty low. I’ll be grateful if they can help even a bit.


  Iris-san and Kate-san started using their remaining Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows on the half-frozen Salamander.


  Fortunately, because the Salamander’s skin had been covered with ice, the ice blasts spreading from the Freezing Stones and the Freezing Arrows didn’t melt like last time.


  They’re surprisingly quite effective!


  Soon after Iris-san and Kate-san threw and shot their last Freezing Stone and Freezing Arrow, I ran out of magical power.


  「Oh, no… I reached… my limit…」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san!」(Kate)


  I was about to collapse but both of them quickly embraced me and supported my body.


  We then stared at the frozen Salamander.


  「Did we… kill it…?」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, is it finally dead…?」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san, who couldn’t tell whether we did it or not, looked at me and asked, but I could only shake my head weakly.


  「*Breath heavily* Hahh… Hahh… I don’t know… I can’t tell with my current condition…」(Sarasa)


  In a place full of magical power like this, measuring the target’s magical power is very difficult. In the first place, valuable alchemy materials contain slight amounts of magical power, so I can’t tell if that lizard is still alive or not even though I can feel magical power from its body.


  The only way to find out is to use sensing magic but I can’t do it ‘cause I have zero magical power right now.


  My Frozen Coffin spell seemed to be more powerful than I expected. It completely froze the lava river and the ground in this area, and there was no sign that the ice would melt.


  Well, I said it was powerful but it was actually very inefficient.


  If only I could focus my spell on the target, I wouldn’t have wasted so much magical power.


  I really need to practice more…


  「…Store Owner-dono, should I approach it to check?」(Iris)


  If it’s dead, then there’s no problem, but if it’s still alive, it will break the ice and attack Iris-san.


  Thinking that our safety is the first priority, it’s best to go back and come again later.


  「No, I don’t think it’s a good idea… Since we can’t tell if it’s already dead or still alive, we better not approach it… Let’s retreat for now. We can go back later after my magical power is fully recovered… Don’t worry, my ice won’t melt easily…」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san looked very curious but when her eyes met with Kate-san’s, Kate-san sighed and shook her head.


  「Y-You’re right… We might put Store Owner-san in danger if it’s still alive…」(Iris)


  「Haha… I can’t even move my fingers after all.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, I was just worried about Iris-san but if my condition can stop her from doing a reckless thing, then I’m glad to be like this… No, actually, not really.


  Iris-san smiled at me and wrapped my hands around her neck. She then leaned slightly forward, put her hands on my thighs, and lifted me up, carrying me on her back.


  「Well then, let’s regroup with my father for now. I bet he’s worried about us.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. I hope that lizard is really dead but surviving a battle against a Salamander alone is impressive enough. I don’t wanna think about the cost of all those Freezing Arrows and Freezing Stones we used though…」(Kate)


  Looking at her empty quiver and Iris-san’s empty leather bag, Kate-san said that with an indescribable expression.


  「Hey, don’t remind me of that. I did say that I would pay for them but you know that our daily earnings are not even enough to buy two Freezing Stones, right? Hahhh…」(Iris)


  「Well…」(Kate)


  「Both of you, you can rest assured!」(Sarasa)


  「Oh? Store Owner-dono, could it be… You’re not going to charge us!?」(Iris)


  While still carrying me on her back, Iris-san glanced at me and smiled brightly but I returned her smile with a smirk.


  「Nope. You still have to pay but I will give you a discount!」(Sarasa)


  「Eeehhh… Just a discount…?」(Iris)


  I did my best for her sake so it’s okay if I want some money in return, right? Right?


  Besides, if we did kill the Salamander, the cost of Freezing Stones and Freezing Arrows won’t be a big issue.


  「Phu! Fufu!」(Sarasa)


  「Haha!」(Kate)


  Seeing Iris-san’s disappointed face, Kate-san and I giggled.


  We then turned around and left the frozen Salamander behind.


  
  Chapter 30 : Epilogue of Arc 3


  「Phew… I can finally relax…」(Sarasa)


  「Here’s your cookie~」(Lorea)


  「Thank you, Lorea-chan!」(Sarasa)


  I had really been working very hard these past weeks from completing volume 4 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, making Heatproof Coats, until fighting an exceptionally strong Salamander.


  I’m currently having tea time with Lorea-chan at the shop floor, enjoying my time.


  To celebrate our success in solving the problem, I bought butter and sugar, which were quite expensive, and asked Lorea-chan to make cookies using them.


  Lorea-chan’s cookies really are delicious! She can definitely make a living by selling them but… I don’t think it will be possible in this village since cookies are expensive.


  After all, the villagers here rarely buy expensive things unless necessary, so I don’t think many people will buy Lorea-chan’s cookies.


  「Also, thank you for managing the store while I was gone.」(Sarasa)


  「Well, that’s the least I could do to help…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked down somehow. Perhaps she wanted to help more but she couldn’t do anything else.


  I took her hand and looked her in the eyes.


  「Lorea-chan, you did a great job. You can do math and manage everything very well. I’m very grateful to you, so please don’t talk as if you didn’t do anything useful. I will always count on you.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san… Ehehe~ Thank you. I’m happy you said that.」(Lorea)


  While looking at Lorea-chan’s lovely smile, I recalled what happened these past few days.


  That day, after we managed to freeze the Salamander, we regrouped with Adelbert-san and Katerina-san.


  After spending a night resting, my magical power had recovered but not completely. However, we decided to go back to the cave entrance.


  Because my ice didn’t melt, the Salamander was still there, frozen like an ice sculpture.


  I used my sensing magic to find out if it was already dead or still alive, and… I couldn’t feel any signs of life from its body.


  It was dead. We successfully killed it.


  I melted the ice that covered its body so that we could disassemble it. Because it was dead, its skin no longer produced heat so we were able to cut it open.


  After removing the unnecessary parts, I used my ice spell to freeze all the materials we got from the body so that they wouldn’t deteriorate easily.


  We put half of the materials on my Floating Board and the remaining half in our bags. We got a lot of precious materials because it has a very big body.


  After rechecking our luggage, we climbed down the volcano and headed home.


  I was very tired after that journey because I used a lot of magical power, but it was worth the effort because Master bought most of the Salamander materials at a high price. Thanks to that, we got more than enough money to pay off Iris-san’s family’s debt.


  However, I thought everything was going as planned but actually, it wasn’t going as smoothly as I thought because Adelbert-san ended up owing a debt to me now.


  After selling the Salamander materials, I planned to distribute the money to the five of us. If Iris-san, Kate-san, Adelbert-san, and Katerina-san combined all the money they got, they would have enough to pay off the debt. However, Adelbert-san refused to receive the money.


  He said, “I just helped you carry the materials. As a knight, I can’t accept this tremendous amount of money!”. Katerina-san also refused it. She said, “You have already sacrificed a lot of your time and effort to save us. We can’t accept any more of your kindness than this.”


  As for Iris-san and Kate-san, I told them to accept the money because they helped me defeat the Salamander, and Iris-san said, “Because you put a lot of effort and spent materials to make these Heatproof Coats for us, at least let us pay for them along with the Freezing Stones and the Freezing Arrows.” They wanted to receive the money but after it was deducted from paying for those items.


  As a result, I got most of the money from selling the materials.


  Iris-san and Kate-san used their remaining money to pay the debt but because it was far from enough, I used my money to pay the rest. That’s why Adelbert-san owes me a debt now, at least until we could prove that Baronet Kirk broke the regulations in this country regarding lending money to another aristocrat. If we could prove it, then there would be the possibility that Adelbert-san’s debt would be considered paid off and I would get my money back.


  [*/TL : Just to remind you that Baronet Kirk might have broken the regulations. However, Sarasa and the others didn’t have enough time to look for an expert who can prove it, so in the meantime they decided to hunt a Salamander to make money. (Chap 3-22) ]


  I thought it would go smoothly, but it didn’t go as I expected.


  A few days ago, I asked my senior who was close to me when I was in school if she could introduce me to an expert who can handle problems regarding debt. Because she is the daughter of a Marquis, I believed she had many acquaintances.


  I was happy when she introduced me to a reliable expert. However, our enemy also did the same. They hired an expert as well.


  Moreover, as expected from a bad guy, Baronet Kirk had prepared thousands of excuses that he could use to prove that he didn’t break the regulations.


  I’m not an expert in this matter, so there’s a lot I don’t understand, but mostly because of his excuses and the power of the expert he hired, we couldn’t prove that he broke the regulations.


  Also, the fact that we have paid off the debt with the money we got from selling Salamander materials backfired on us.


  The king made the regulations because he didn’t want any aristocrats to act superior to other aristocrats just because they lend them money. Therefore, even if we report this problem to the government, they will likely say, “You have paid off the debt, right? There’s no problem, then.”


  After all, because we have paid off the debt, Baronet Kirk could no longer act superior to Adelbert-san.


  We truly made a grave mistake…


  However, the expert we hired didn’t want to give up. He kept arguing with Baronet Kirk and his expert until they agreed to return a certain amount of money to Adelbert-san.


  Well, as expected from a Marquis’ acquaintance.


  But, we spent most of that money to pay for the expert’s service. We also paid for his travel costs, inn, etc.


  We were not able to prove Baronet Kirk’s wrongdoing, but Adelbert-san didn’t seem to be bothered with that. He said, “It’s okay. I’m very grateful to you, Sarasa-dono. Owing a debt to you is a thousand times better than owing a debt to Baronet Kirk.”


  Well, I’m not a bad guy like that baronet, so I won’t charge Adelbert-san an outrageous amount of interest.


  Hahh… Now, that stubborn father and daughter owe me a great deal of money…


  I don’t know how I should feel about that…


  By the way, Iris-san and Kate-san went to Adelbert-san’s mansion a few days ago to confront Hou Baal.


  They should be back anytime now…


  When I thought about those two while enjoying Lorea-chan’s cookies, the door of the shop opened.


  「Ah, welcome to my shoーー Welcome home!」(Sarasa)


  I thought it was a customer but it was Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「Store Owner-san, we’re home!」(Kate)


  「Ahh~ Finally I can take a rest…」(Iris)


  The fact that they came back early probably meant that they had taken care of the problem.


  They looked happy from their expression but also looked tired at the same time.


  「You two look tired.」(Sarasa)


  「Well, dealing with that stubborn merchant was really tiring after all… He was so persistent in trying to marry me… Oh! Those cookies look delicious!」(Iris)


  As soon as she saw the cookies on the table, Iris-san stretched her arm, trying to get one, but then I lightly slapped her hand.


  「No cookies for you until you wash your hands.」(Sarasa)


  「Puu…! Store Owner-dono, you somehow remind me of my mother…」(Iris)


  While pouting, Iris-san put down her bag and headed to the kitchen to wash her hands. Kate-san followed her from behind.


  A few moments later, they returned and showed me their hands.


  「I’ve washed my hands!」(Iris)


  「Me too!」(Kate)


  「Fufu. Alright, you two may join us.」(Sarasa)


  The two sat down and grabbed a cookie right away while Lorea-chan poured tea into their cups.


  「Mmm! This is so good! Lorea, good job!」(Iris)


  「Thank you. Well, it’s also because the butter and sugar Sarasa-san bought are of good quality.」(Lorea)


  「Now that you mentioned it… But Lorea, I think it’s mostly because you’re good at cooking.」(Kate)


  「Hehe, is that so?」(Lorea)


  Responding to Lorea-chan’s question, the three of us nodded at the same time.


  After all that happened, we could finally enjoy our time together like this again.


  


  「A lot has happened but we can finally relax for a while.」(Sarasa)


  Hearing my words, Iris-san and Kate-san, who were about to grab another cookie, stopped moving their hands and looked at each other with awkward expressions.


  「Store Owner-san, we’re sorry for causing you trouble.」(Kate)


  「I feel even more indebted to you…」(Iris)


  「It’s okay. You don’t have to worry about returning the favor. But, if you feel indebted, I hope you can return even a little bit of my money.」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I pushed the plate with cookies toward the two.


  I can finally start making artifacts and potions from volume 5 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy but I don’t have much money to buy materials because I used most of the money we got from selling Salamander materials to pay Iris-san’s family’s debt.


  I still have some materials in the storage room but most of them can’t be used to make stuff in vol. 5.


  Therefore, I’ll be grateful if Iris-san can pay back her debt even a little.


  「Of course I will definitely pay off my debt to you! Don’t worry, Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  「I trust you but don’t push yourself too hard, okay? Anyway, I should prepare something to thank my senior for introducing me to an expert mediator.」(Sarasa)


  Even Master had trouble finding an expert who can handle debt-related problems. I would feel bad if I just say “Thank you, senpai!” to my senior after she introduced me to a good mediator.


  My senior and I were very close when we were at school but I should be polite to her.


  「Ah, I heard that our mediator persistently argued with Baronet Kirk. I’m sorry but can you please tell your senior that my father is grateful for their cooperation?」(Iris)


  「Alright. We couldn’t prove that Baronet Kirk had broken the regulations but thanks to that mediator, Adelbert-san got some of his money back after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Even if we could prove Baronet Kirk’s wrongdoing and my father got his money back, I feel like that man would prepare another dirty trick to trap my father.」(Iris)


  「You may be right, but anyway, I’m glad that I contacted my senior early.」(Sarasa)


  No matter how close my senior and I are, my position is not strong enough to directly ask her father, who is a Marquis, for help. Moreover, my senior is working in a distant rural town, so contacting her was quite difficult.


  Therefore, it took a lot of time. Finding an expert mediator who can take care of debt-related problems is not easy in the first place.


  「But you guys really got a tremendous amount of money this time. It’s more than you got when you sold thousands of Ice Fang Bat fangs a while ago, right?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, I had never seen that amount of money before!」(Iris)


  Iris-san said to Lorea-chan who was imagining how much money it was.


  At first, Iris-san’s family owed about 65 million reas to Baronet Kirk but because of the ridiculous rate of interest, it kept swelling, so it’s true that Iris-san had never seen that much money.


  「Iris-san, are you sure you can return that much money to Sarasa-san?」(Lorea)


  「I said I would definitely return it but I know it won’t be easy, of course. I may have to work for Store Owner-dono for the rest of my life but… I don’t know if I can continue staying in this house for that long.」(Iris)


  Eh? Is she planning to work as a Collector for the rest of her life?


  In the first place, all the debts, including her debt to me for healing her severed arm, have been transferred to her father, so Iris-san and Kate-san don’t have to pay themselves.


  「What are you talking about? Adelbert-sama will pay it little by little with the tax revenue he gets from his territory, right?」(Kate)


  As Kate-san said, although Adelbert-san’s territory is small, the tax revenue he gets cannot be compared with ordinary people’s income.


  Still, it will take a very long time though, or else Adelbert-san could have paid off his debt himself long ago.


  「But I have to return Store Owner-dono’s favor or I will tarnish my family’s name!」(Iris)


  「Umm, Iris-san, like I said, you don’t have to worry too much about returning the favoー」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! Iris, I have a good idea!」(Kate)


  I was about to tell Iris-san not to worry too much about returning the favor since she risked her life to help me fight the Salamander but Kate-san suddenly interrupted me.


  「W, What is it? Do you have an idea how I should return the favor to Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  「Not only the favor but your debt will also be paid off! This is a great idea if I say so myself!」(Kate)


  「Really!? Then tell me!」(Iris)


  Kate-san smirked for some reason.


  I have a bad feeling about this…


  「Simple. You just have to marry Store Owner-san!」(Kate)


  「「….Huh?」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  「Hmm…」(Iris)


  Iris-san nodded and started thinking about it while Lorea-chan and I were confused.


  Hold on, hold on… Iris-san is a girl, right…?


  「Look, I have no prejudice against homosexuality at all, but…!」(Sarasa)


  I heard that marriage between people of the same sex is not uncommon in the aristocratic society but I was born a commoner and grew up in a normal family, so I don’t really understand such a thing.


  「Don’t worry, you will eventually get used to it!」(Kate)


  That’s not the problem here…


  It’s not as easy as getting used to eating the food you hate, okay?


  「I see… That’s not a bad idea.」(Iris)


  「Eeeehh!?」(Lorea)


  「Waiー Iris-san!?」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, if you marry me, you’ll get my family’s inheritance. Although it’s small, you will govern a territory. I think it’s a good deal. You can marry Kate as a bonus as well.」(Iris)


  「Eh? Me too…?」(Kate)


  「It’s your idea, then you won’t mind getting married to Store Owner-dono as well, right?」(Iris)


  「W, Well…」(Kate)


  Kate-san? She doesn’t mind being treated like a bonus…?


  Iris-san kept talking, ignoring Lorea-chan and me who could only stare at the two with confused faces.


  「Hold on, Iris-san! Calm down. I didn’t help you because I wanted your family’s inheritance.」(Sarasa)


  「I know. You’re a good person after all, and because of that, I can leave the Lotze Family to you without worry!」(Iris)


  「Wh, What about the heirs? Look, we’re females. We can’t have babies. It will be a problem for your family if we can’t have a son, right?」(Sarasa)


  「We can just adopt a son from an orphanage. Easy.」(Iris)


  「Ugh… You’re right, but… No, no! Anyway, I won’t marry you!」(Sarasa)


  「Uuuu… Am I not good enough for you…? I’m a little older than you but I’m confident that I’m quite pretty…」(Iris)


  「That’s not the problem!」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san put her hand on her cheek and tilted her head a little, making a cute pose.


  Kate-san giggled a little. Perhaps she found it funny.


  I don’t know anymore if it’s just a joke or if she seriously wants to marry me…


  「Anyway, I’m not going to marry anyone yet! I just became an alchemist and I want to enjoy this job for a while longer!」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Alright, I will wait for you no matter how long it takes! When you think you’re ready, let’s get married, Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  「That’s not what I mean!」(Sarasa)


  「Iris, if you’re going to marry her, you should stop calling her “store owner”.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right! Then… Ahem! …Sa, Sarasa…」(Iris)


  「Uuhh… I, I don’t mind you calling me by name, but… A, Anyway, I’m not going to get married!!」(Sarasa)


  BAM! BAM!


  After I shouted while hitting the table, Lorea-chan and Kate-san started giggling at the same time while looking at my troubled face.


  Seeing those two, Iris-san and I looked at each other and spontaneously started giggling as well.


  「Phu!」
 「Pffftt…」
 「ーAhahaha!」
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