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  Chapter 1 : Prologue


  「Store Owner-san, we’re home.」(Kate)


  「Phew… I’m tired…」(Iris)


  「Welcome home~ Glad you both returned safely.」(Sarasa)


  It’s been a while since we solved the Lotze Family’s debt problem.


  Iris-san and Kate-san have resumed their activities as Collectors like usual.


  Even though we solved the problem, it doesn’t mean that the Lotze Family is free from debt because they still have to pay their debt to me.


  I won’t force them to return my money quickly, so they can take their time. I’m fine if they only pay me little by little with the money they get from taxes but Iris-san and Kate-san chose to stay in my house and continue working as Collectors.


  Honestly, I’d be a little lonely if they left, so I was very happy with their decision.


  I heard from Iris-san that her father, Adelbert-san, also wanted to work as a Collector so he can pay off his debt to me as quickly as possible but his wife stopped him. He then reluctantly gave up right away.


  It looks like he is the type of husband who can’t argue with his wife.


  Well, that’s too bad. After seeing how he fought monsters when we went to the volcano, I think Adelbert-san could be a great Collector with his abilities.


  However, he has a territory to govern, so he can’t be away all the time from his territory even though he leaves most of his work to Kate-san’s father.


  If you were to ask, “Nothing has changed, then?”, well, not really. Some things have changed.


  First of all, Iris-san and Kate-san started to take care of themselves more.


  They used to cut costs for their needs. For example, they sometimes skipped lunch so that they wouldn’t have to spend their money to buy food.


  However, now they don’t have to worry about that because the Lotze Family is no longer forced to pay back debt with a ridiculous interest rate to Baronet Kirk. Because of that, they started using some of their money for themselves.


  Now, they usually buy enough potions before going to work, buy preserved foods for lunch while working in the forest, and buy useful tools and artifacts if needed.


  I’m happy that they cherish themselves more. After all, I don’t want them to get sick like when they almost died of stomach ache after eating honey from Rotten Fruit Bees.


  「Welcome home. Wait a moment, I’ll prepare dinner for us.」(Lorea)


  As usual, as soon as Iris-san and Kate-san returned, Lorea-chan would prepare dinner.


  We then ate dinner together and had a relaxing tea time while talking to each other until we went to sleep.


   


  ***


   


  *Knock knock*


  「Sarasa-san, may I come in?」(Lorea)


  「Yes, go ahead.」(Sarasa)


  One day, when I was working in my workshop as usual, Lorea-chan knocked on the door. She then entered with a slightly troubled face.


  「Am I bothering you?」(Lorea)


  「Of course not. What’s wrong?」(Sarasa)


  It’s still too early for lunch, so she probably didn’t come to remind me to eat.


  It’s rare for her to come to my workshop except to tell me that the lunch is ready.


  I stopped working for a moment and looked at her.


  「I’m sorry but there’s a man looking for you.」(Lorea)


  「A man? Is he a customer who wants to order an artifact or something?」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan can handle customers who want to buy potions and sell materials.


  However, customers who want to order artifacts sometimes have to meet me in person if they have some personal requests for their artifacts.


  It’s quite rare because there are only a few people who order artifacts at my shop in the first place.


  「No, unfortunately, I don’t think he wants to order an artifact. He said that he had a letter of introduction from Leonora-san.」(Lorea)


  「Leonora-san? I have to meet him then.」(Sarasa)


  Even though Leonora-san and I are business partners, we promised to help each other.


  Well, lately I feel like I’m the only one being helped all the time though.


  「Lorea-chan, can you tell him to wait for a few minutes? I’m almost done with my work.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood.」(Lorea)


  I’m in the middle of transmuting the materials, so I can’t leave them for too long.


  I continued my work to the point where I could leave the materials for a while, and then I quickly cleaned up for a bit and headed to the store area.


  The person, who was sitting at the table that we usually use to enjoy tea time, was a man in his mid-twenties.


  He was wearing glasses and had short grayish red hair that looked a bit unkempt.


  The clothes he was wearing looked pretty durable but were a bit untidy.


  He was quite muscular for a slender person. He had a well-shaped face but a poor overall appearance because of his messy hair and clothes.


  Somehow I can tell that he’s not a Collector even though he has a muscular body and messy clothes.


  「I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.」(Sarasa)


  「Please don’t mind it. I’m sorry too for the sudden visit.」(man)


  He had been waiting for a while for me to come out of my workshop but he didn’t seem annoyed at all. He replied to me with a smile instead.


  「So, how can I help you today?」(Sarasa)


  Just as Lorea-chan said, he didn’t seem to want to order artifacts.


  After all, he knew Leonora-san, so if he needed an artifact, he could have just ordered it at Leonora-san’s shop.


  Leonora-san is a senior alchemist, so she’s definitely better than me in terms of making artifacts. Besides, she can make a larger variety of artifacts than me, who is still stuck at Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 5.


  When I curiously asked him, he took out a letter from his pocket and handed it to me.


  「Before we talk further, would you read this letter?」(man)


  「Ah, alright.」(Sarasa)


  When I opened it, I saw Leonora-san’s signature, showing that this letter was from her.


  However, I can’t check the authenticity. I don’t know if it’s truly her signature or not.


  Well, I can call her using my Voice Box later to confirm. Anyway, I should read this letter for now.


  「……Hmm, I see. So you are a researcher.」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. Normally, I study everything about monsters. My name is Nordrad Evans. You can call me Nord.」(Nord)


  Hold on… “Monsters”, he said…?


  
  Chapter 2 : The Visit Of A Researcher Ⅰ


  To simply summarize what was written in the letter of introduction, this researcher, Nord-san, is Leonora-san’s friend, and Leonora-san wants me to help him.


  Honestly, I don’t mind helping Leonora-san’s friend since she helped me a lot, but in the letter, she said, “You don’t have to listen to him if he makes unreasonable requests”, which makes me a bit worried.


  「Hee… I never knew that there were people studying monsters…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who joined our conversation, looked a bit surprised.


  「There are but not many, so people don’t usually know about us. By the way, I mainly study the ecology of monsters, and it’s actually an unusual thing to study.」(Nord)


  Nord-san then nodded at Lorea-chan and explained more about his job.


  In general, research on monsters is mainly about finding out the benefits of the monster materials for human life, and it’s normally done by alchemists who have reached the intermediate class.


  For example, if you find out the benefit or the way to use the unknown materials or the materials that were previously considered garbage, you will be able to make great profits and obtain fame.


  However, what Nord-san is researching is the ecology of monsters, which is rarely studied by people because you won’t make much profit even if you discover something new from it. Moreover, doing research costs a lot of money, so only a few people study things that are not profitable.


  「Actually, researchers who study unusual things like me are mostly aristocrats and people with money who do research as a hobby.」(Nord)


  「Eh? So… Are you an aristocrat…?」(Lorea)


  「No, I’m one of the few exceptions. I don’t do research as a hobby. I do it thoroughly and produce results.」(Nord)


  Nord-san explained to Lorea-chan with a proud expression, and then he turned his face toward me.


  「I have even published several books about my research, so you might have heard my name before.」(Nord)


  「Is that so? I’m sorry… I never heard anything about you…」(Sarasa)


  「I, I see… Looks like I still have a long way to go. I need to work harder!」(Nord)


  When I answered honestly, Nord-san looked a little disappointed, but then he quickly regained his composure and smiled.


  I rarely read books since books are very expensive. Besides, I’m an alchemist. For me, the information about monster materials is more important than other information.


  The books in the school library when I was at school are also mainly about monster materials, so no matter how many of Nord-san’s books are sold, I doubt I would find them there.


  Well, I don’t think many people buy books about the ecology of monsters though…


  「Umm… Are your books selling?」(Lorea)


  It seems like Lorea-chan has the same thoughts as me. She asked Nord-san about his books.


  「Of course! “The Grime Teeths’ Way Of Living And Their Secrets” that I recently released has sold 28 volumes!」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord-san looked at Lorea-chan with a happy face and sparkling eyes.


  Lorea-chan could only smile awkwardly.


  There are various ways to publish books. I don’t know how he sells his books but 28 volumes is far from enough if he wants to make a profit.


  Even if his books were as expensive as the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, I don’t think he would be able to cover the research costs with only the money he got from selling 28 volumes of his books.


  I was curious so I decided to ask him.


  「Were you able to cover the research costs?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, even though I sold a lot of books, it wasn’t enough to cover my research costs. However, I got money from the government thanks to the Research Fund Subsidy System!」(Nord)


  「Research Fund Subsidy System…?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Let me explainーー…..」(Nord)


  When Lorea-chan asked curiously, Nord-san started explaining.


  Basically, the Research Fund Subsidy System is a system made by the government to support researchers whose study results are useful for the kingdom.


  However, you will receive the money after the government approves your papers or essays that you submit as your research results. You can’t receive the money in advance before doing your research.


  Moreover, the money you will receive depends on how useful your research results are to the kingdom regardless of how much money you spent for the research costs.


  In other words, you need to start your research with your own money first.


  If the government thinks that your research results are useful to the kingdom, they will give you a lot of money, if they don’t, they will only give you a small amount of money, or not even give you a rea.


  Therefore, you will lose a lot of money if your research results are useless.


  If you are a researcher who studies unusual things, making a living by only utilizing this subsidy system is not a good idea.


  That’s why researchers who study unusual things are mostly aristocrats and people with money who do research as a hobby.


  「Then, are you a rich person? You need to start your research with your own money, right?」(Lorea)


  「Nope. I’m not rich at all but I’m special. After all, I’ve never made a loss so far!」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord-san put his hands on his waist and puffed up his chest.


  「My first research topic was simple, so I didn’t need a lot of money. However, the government seemed to like it and gave me money that exceeded the research costs, and then I used the remaining money to start my next research. It keeps going until now, and luckily, I never lost money.」(Nord)


  「Really? That’s impressive.」(Lorea)


  「You may not believe me but I’m quite famous among the researchers who study the ecology of monsters!」(Nord)


  「That’s quite narrow in my opinion.」(Lorea)


  「W, Well… Yeah, you may be right… After all, common people don’t know about us at all…」(Nord)


  Nord-san talked as if he was proud of himself but then he looked down because of Lorea-chan’s tactless words.


  Uhh… Lorea-chan… I hope she realizes that she’s talking with a guest…


  「Not only common people. Even an expert like Sarasa-san had no idea.」(Lorea)


  「Umm, Lorea-chan? I didn’t know because I’m not a researcher. I’m an alchemist.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. By the way, how many researchers study the ecology ofー」(Lorea)


  「ーAa! But Nord-san, being able to make a profit from research is very impressive! Not many people can do that!」(Sarasa)


  「R, Right!?」(Nord)


  I’m not a researcher but I know that the number of researchers in this country is very small, let alone the number of researchers who study the ecology of monsters like Nord-san.


  I know Lorea-chan asked out of curiosity. She didn’t mean to hurt Nord-san’s feelings, but I don’t want her to hurt his feelings even more, so I interrupted her.


  「There are many researchers who submit their papers to the government but only a few who receive money, and I’m one of the few!」(Nord)


  「That’s awesome. By the way, why did you decide to study minor monsters like Grime Teeths? I think you should have studied more useful monsters.」(Sarasa)


  Grime Teeths are such minor monsters that ordinary people don’t even know their names. Even those who know them aren’t very interested in them.


  For alchemists, they are useless monsters because none of their body parts can be used as alchemy materials.


  I don’t know why the government approved Nord-san’s research about those monsters’ ecology.


  Is it because they thought that his paper was very fascinating?


  Hmm… I probably underestimate this man.


  「Ah, the judging committee asked me the same question when they read my paper.」(Nord)


  「I knew it.」(Sarasa)


  「Therefore, I want to study more famous and strong monsters this time.」(Nord)


  「I think that’s a good idea. What monsters will you study this time?」(Sarasa)


  When I asked that, Nord-san smirked at me.


  「Salamanders.」(Nord)
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  「Salamanders…? Are you sure?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. I want to study Salamanders this time! I heard that one of their habitats was a volcano not far from here.」(Nord)


  「Well, that’s true but we killed one there a while ago. I don’t know if there are other Salamanders on that volcano. They rarely live in groups after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, I know. Leonora-san told me. Don’t worry, I’ve done some research on another Salamander habitat far from here. I came here because I want to learn about the caves they live in.」(Nord)


  「Is that so? But why didn’t you do it when you did research on that ‘other habitat’?」(Sarasa)


  I don’t know where the other habitat he talked about is but if he wanted to study their caves, he could have done that in that place, right? He didn’t have to go all the way to this remote area.


  When I asked that, Nord-san made an awkward face.


  「Yeah, you’re right, but the thing is… The people who escorted me were injured before I could learn about the cave there. I tried to look for other escorts but none of the people living in that area wanted to be my escort.」(Nord)


  「Eh…?」(Sarasa)


  They were injured…? And no one who wanted to be his escort…?


  I have a bad feeling about this…


  Leonora-san said I didn’t have to listen to him if he made unreasonable requests, so…


  Seeing my doubtful expression, Nord-san flusteredly waved his hands.


  「Ah, it’s not like what you think! It wasn’t a big deal at all. Besides, I paid those people really well. I won’t ask unreasonable things either, so you don’t have to worry. However, you see… you need the proper equipment to go to the volcano, right? That equipment is very expensive. I make money from my research but I’m not rich enough to buy it.」(Nord)


  Does he mean Heatproof Coats?


  Well, without them, you won’t be able to reach the top of the volcano after all.


  「Besides, I want to investigate the cave, so it’s better if there’s no Salamander around, right?」(Nord)


  「I see. I’ve killed the Salamander on that volcano and I have the equipment needed to go there. That’s why you came here.」(Sarasa)


  「Exactly!」(Nord)


  「So… You want me to be your escort? But…」(Sarasa)


  「No, no. I knew it would be difficult to ask you, an alchemist, to be my escort. But… Can you at least introduce me to Collectors who might want to do this job?」(Nord)


  「Well, I think I know some people…」(Sarasa)


  Normally, you wouldn’t be able to beat a Salamander alone. You’d need some people to help you.


  He knew that I killed a Salamander, so he would naturally think that people, most likely Collectors in this village, helped me.


  Well, he was right. Iris-san and Kate-san are Collectors. However, I don’t think they want to return to that place even though we killed the Salamander.


  Lava Lizards are not that dangerous but there’s the possibility that Hellfire Grizzlies have returned to that volcano.


  This job seems to be quite risky…


  「Hmm… I can introduce them to you but it’s up to them whether they will accept this job or not.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course. I can’t force other people. However, I’ll do my best to negotiate with them! Thank you, Sarasa-kun!」(Nord)


  Nord-san smiled and thanked me but I couldn’t help but smile back awkwardly while feeling a bit worried.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After Nord-san left my shop, I called Leonora-san with my Voice Box to confirm if his letter of introduction was genuine.


  「Hello, Leonora-san.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, Sarasa-chan! I bet you called me because a weird researcher visited your shop.」(Leonora)


  「Eh? Since you know about it then Nord-san is really your acquaintance?」(Sarasa)


  「He is. He’s the type of person who will forget everything when he’s doing research. If he asks you something impossible, you can refuse firmly, but if you think you can help him, please do whatever you can to help.」(Leonora)


  「Alright. I just wanted to confirm that. I’m sorry if I’m bothering you.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re not. Well then, I leave him to you.」(Leonora)


  Saying that, Leonora-san hung up the Voice Box.


  Alright, now I can be relievedーー No, I can’t…


  No matter how I think about it, for some reason, I feel like that person will bring us trouble.


  I hope my hunch is wrong…


  Well, since I agreed to introduce him to Iris-san and Kate-san, I can’t just turn him down now.


  Anyway, I think I’ll wait and see for now.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  The next day, Iris-san, Kate-san, and I were waiting for Nord-san in the drawing-room that was recently built in my shop.


  Well, it wasn’t actually ‘built’ though. It was a storeroom to store wood and other stuff that was on the other side of the shop floor. It was in the same building but could only be accessed from outside.


  I asked Geberg-san to make a door so that we could access it from the shop floor.


  I decided to turn that storeroom into a drawing-room because I thought we would need one. I don’t want to make my guests sit at the dining table like when Adelbert-san and Katerina-san came to visit.


  We have a table in the shop floor that we usually use to have tea parties, but it is very small. Besides, we can’t talk about things we don’t want others to hear there.


  「The ecology of monsters, huh? I never knew there were people who did research on that.」(Iris)


  「Me neither. Store Owner-san, what kind of person is that researcher?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… He’s weird but he’s very ambitious.」(Sarasa)


  He’s a passionate researcher but his untidy appearance makes him a bit suspicious.


  「Weird…?」(Kate)


  「W, Well, he’s Leonora-san’s acquaintance, so I don’t think he’s that weird though…」(Sarasa)


  However, according to what I heard from Leonora-san, I think that man is the type of person who is very hard to deal with…


  After waiting for a while, Nord-san came to my shop and entered the drawing-room.


  Just like yesterday, he has untidy hair and clothes.


  He stayed at Diral-san’s inn because it was the only inn in this village.


  Diral-san hates dirty people but she doesn’t seem to hate messy people.


  「Hello, Sarasa-kun.」(Nord)


  「Nord-san, please take a seat.」(Sarasa)


  Nord-san sat on a chair and turned his gaze to Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「So, are these two the ones who helped you defeat a Salamander?」(Nord)


  「Yes. Without them, I wouldn’t have been able to defeat it.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Nice to meet you. My name is Nordrad Evans but you can call me Nord.」(Nord)


  「I’m Iris.」(Iris)


  「And I’m Kate.」(Kate)


  「Just to be clear. We indeed helped Store Owner-dono kill a Salamander, but she did most of the work. If by any chance we encounter another Salamander, don’t expect us to kill it.」(Iris)


  Iris-san said that in advance so that Nord-san didn’t expect too much from them.


  I thought Nord-san would be disappointed but he smiled and nodded.


  「Don’t worry. I understand. Of course, I won’t ask you to fight a Salamander. I won’t ask you to protect me with your life either. I’m a researcher but I train every day. I wouldn’t be able to travel from place to place to do research if I can’t even beat weak monsters or bandits along the way, right?」(Nord)


  「As long as you don’t get surrounded by a flock of monsters, I think you will be fine, but… Do you really need an escort…? Your body looks pretty well trained.」(Iris)


  「Oh, you can tell?」(Nord)


  While smiling happily, Nord-san stretched his arms to the side and made a pose like a bodybuilder, showing his slender yet muscular arms.


  I know he just wants to show his muscles but it’s not a very pleasant sight to see…


  Fortunately, he lowered his arms without taking another pose.


  「I’m quite confident in my skills but I will forget about my surroundings when I’m too focused on doing an investigation.」(Nord)


  「So you need people to protect you while you’re investigating?」(Iris)


  「Exactly!」(Nord)


  If you concentrate on something, you won’t be able to keep your attention on your surroundings.


  Well, I can understand that. After all, I do that too sometimes.


  Even if you can run quickly, it’ll be meaningless if you get ambushed.


  However, you will have a sense of security if there are people nearby protecting you while you’re doing your thing.


  「I see. Alright, I understand the job. However, it depends on how much you will pay us whether we will accept it or not.」(Iris)


  「Of course. Well, I can’t give you too much, but…」(Nord)


  Nord-san put his hand on his chin and started thinking.


  Since they won’t hunt monsters, they won’t get any money from selling materials. Moreover, I don’t think you will make a lot of money from this kind of research.


  I thought Nord-san would offer a cheap reward. However…


  「How about twenty gold coins per day for each person?」(Nord)


  「Twe… Sir, you just got yourself two reliable bodyguards!」(Iris)
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  「How about twenty gold coins per day for each person?」(Nord)


  「Twe… Sir, you just got yourself two reliable bodyguards!」(Iris)


  「Wai… Iris!?」(Kate)


  Iris-san agreed immediately while Kate-san was taken aback.


  Honestly, I was a little surprised too that Nord-san would pay them that much.


  It would take a commoner who works in the royal capital two or three months to earn that amount.


  Collectors earn a bit more than ordinary people, but still, it’s difficult to earn twenty gold coins a day unless they are very lucky.


  When we hunted Ice Fang Bats, I paid Iris-san and Kate-san close to that amount. However, I could pay them that much because I sold the fangs at a very high price to Yok Baal.


  In other words, Nord-san’s offer is very tempting.


  Normally, you won’t get that much from just escorting someone.


  「Umm, Nord-san, are you sure you want to pay them that much?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, it’s a risky job, so I need to pay them well, right? However, they need to prepare all the necessary equipment and food by themselves.」(Nord)


  I think I can agree with that.


  Luckily, Iris-san and Kate-san already have Heatproof Coats, so there’s no problem.


  「But if the government doesn’t approve your paper from this research, you will lose a lot of money. Are you really sure?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, if that happens, I will just find a job and save money for a while until I have enough money to start doing research again. It’s unlikely to happen though. Hahaha!」(Nord)


  「I, I see… Did you start your research this time with the prize money you got from the paper of your last research?」(Sarasa)


  「Yup. That’s how I spend the prize money.」(Nord)


  He must have spent a lot of money when he did the investigation in the other habitat he talked about. Moreover, he will have to pay Iris-san and Kate-san a good amount of money.


  I wonder how much prize money he got…


  「Did you get a lot of money from submitting your research results to the government?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, quite a lot. It’s not easy though. If you’re not a rich person or an aristocrat and the government doesn’t approve your paper after you spent a lot of money on your research, you will have to borrow money to cover the research cost. If no one wants to lend you money, then you have no choice but to find a job to make money or die on the street, starving.」(Nord)


  「Working as a researcher is not easy, huh…」(Sarasa)


  Slavery is not allowed in this country, but you can’t escape from your debt. You need to pay it off even if you will destroy your body from working too much.


  In some cases, creditors will force you to work for them. Depending on the amount of debt, they can send you to work in horrible places. For example, a brothel if you are a young woman.


  Adelbert-san’s case is different because it’s between aristocrats.


  「By the way, Nord-san, do you have any debt?」(Sarasa)


  「Nope. I always refrain from spending all my money, so I can still live without borrowing money in case I don’t get the prize money from the government.」(Nord)


  「I see.」(Sarasa)


  As long as you have money, you can buy food and rent a room in an inn while looking for a job.


  「So, do you guys accept my offer?」(Nord)


  「You’ve heard my answer but, Kate, how about you?」(Iris)


  「Umm… Store Owner-san, do you think this is a dangerous job?」(Kate)


  「Well, unless you’re very unlucky, I think you’ll be fine. The Hellfire Grizzlies might have returned to that volcano but I think the chance is low.」(Sarasa)


  After listening to my answer, Kate-san folded her arms and thought for a moment. She then nodded and looked at Nord-san.


  「Alright, I accept too. I want to pay our debt to Store Owner-san as soon as possible after all.」(Kate)


  「I told you that you can take your time. Besides, Adelbert-san will pay soon, but I won’t stop you if you want to pay quickly.」(Sarasa)


  Two villages that Adelbert-san governs are agricultural villages, so he usually collects taxes after the autumn harvest.


  Of course, the tax is not necessarily money. Just like the people in this village, the people there can pay with their agricultural products. Adelbert-san then will exchange them for cash by selling them.


  However, the market price usually drops right after the harvest season. Therefore, I told him to store the agricultural products that don’t rot easily until the market price returns to normal.


  Because of that, he hasn’t paid his debt yet, but he will soon.


  I’m not an impatient person like Baronet Kirk, so I can wait.


  「Alright then, Nord, I’m looking forward to working with you.」(Iris)


  「Thank you, both of you! Ahh~ I’m so grateful because no one wanted to accept this job even though I offered them the same amount of money.」(Nord)


  …Eh?


  Nord-san just said something that made me worried somehow. However, before I could ask him, he tapped his knees and stood up.


  「Alright, let’s get going!」(Nord)


  「Now!? Wait, we need to make preparations first! You also need to get ready, right?」(Iris)


  When Iris-san flusteredly asked that, Nord-san raised his chin and smirked.


  「Hmhm~ As a researcher, I have to be always ready! I have my tools and preserved foods in my bag already so I can devote myself to my research at any time! …Aa, but I don’t have a tent… Iris-kun, Kate-kun, can I sleep in your teーー」(Nord)


  「「Huuuhh!?」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san glared at Nord-san with sharp eyes.


  There’s no way they will allow a man to sleep with them.


  「Haha… I knew it. Last time my escorts were men, so I slept in their tent… Sarasa-kun, do you sell tents?」(Nord)


  「I sell Floating Tents but they are made to order, so you would have to wait. Ah, but if you pay extra, I can make one as quickly as possible for you.」(Sarasa)


  The most time-consuming part of making Floating Tents is sewing leather to make the base tents.


  I usually ask the aunties in the neighborhood to help me with that, but still, it takes a long time. Sewing leather is not easy after all. Besides, they don’t always have free time.


  However, now I have a potion called “Kawak”!


  Yeah, I know. It’s a strange name, but its effect is amazing.


  Simply put, it’s a strong adhesive for leather, but what’s great about it is that it doesn’t simply stick multiple sheets of leather like normal adhesive.


  The sheets of leather that are glued together with this potion will literally become one when the potion dries. There will be no gaps and it can’t be separated anymore.


  Tents made by this method are definitely much more durable than the ones made by sewing, but of course, they cost more than the ordinary ones since Kawak potions are quite expensive.


  「No problem. Please make me a Floating Tent fit for one person.」(Nord)


  「Alright. It’s nice doing business with you~」(Sarasa)


  He didn’t come as a customer but he ended up becoming one. That’s great.
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  「By the way, how long do you need to complete my Floating Tent?」(Nord)


  If I focus only on making his Floating Tent it will only take three days but I have to make something else, so…


  「Probably… Five days at most.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. I want to go to the volcano as soon as possible but… Well, I guess I’ll walk around the Great Sea of Trees for a couple of days while waiting. This is my first time visiting this area, so I might find something interesting.」(Nord)


  「You’re free to go to the forest but please don’t go too deep. It’s dangerous.」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry. I won’t go too far from the village. I hope I’ll find something that can be my next research theme!」(Nord)


  Researchers are greedy for knowledge, and that’s why they can produce some results from their research, but I hope he really won’t go too deep into the forest because of curiosity…


  「I’ll be in the inn most of the time, so you can go there if you want to see me. Ah, by the way, the inn is very good. I mean, it’s too good for an inn in a remote village like this. I thought the room would be dusty and the bed would be squeaky.」(Nord)


  Iris-san, Kate-san and I could only smile bitterly when Nord-san said something quite rude.


  「Ah, you’re probably renting a room in the new building. Diral-san, the inn’s owner, expanded her inn not long ago.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re lucky to come after the new inn building is complete, or else, you would have tasted hell living in that inn.」(Iris)


  「Before they built the new building, the inn was packed with stinky Collectors after all. People who didn’t get rooms had no choice but to camp outside.」(Kate)


  「Is that so? Thank God… I don’t mind camping outside while doing research in a forest or on a mountain but I want to enjoy my rest when I’m in a village or a town.」(Nord)


  Andre-san once told me that Collectors who came from outside the village mostly chose to stay for a while because this village is close to the Great Sea of Trees and because there’s a reliable alchemist shop here. I’m pretty sure he was talking about my shop.


  Because of that, Diral-san’s inn became more and more full of Collectors. Therefore, she decided to expand her inn.


  I’m happy that the number of Collectors who stay in this village has increased but I’m a bit worried that they will leave eventually because this is kind of a boring place. There’s no entertainment or anything here.


  However, we can’t make an entertainment district here. If they want entertainment, they have to go to the nearby town; in this case, South Strugg.


  Besides, if such a thing was made in this village, it wouldn’t be good for Lorea-chan’s education.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After Nord-san returned to the inn, we moved to the table on the shop floor to have tea. Lorea-chan also joined us.


  「I agreed to do the job, but… Store Owner-san, are you sure we’ll be fine…?」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry, you’ll be fine….. Probably.」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san seemed worried somehow. It’s probably because she never received an escort job.


  After all, people, mostly merchants, who need an escort will normally hire mercenaries, not Collectors.


  Collectors sometimes do escort jobs but the ones they escort are normally alchemists who can’t defend themselves.


  In other words, Collectors rarely get a job as an escort.


  「P, Probably…?」(Kate)


  「Well, you see. You will be escorting a researcher, after all. You need to be vigilant.」(Sarasa)


  「What do you mean?」(Kate)


  「Researchers are creatures who are thirsty for knowledge. They prioritize their research over their own safety sometimes and will do everything for research purposes. Well, not all researchers are like that though.」(Sarasa)


  If you simply make a round trip to a Salamander’s nest, the risk is low. However, there’s no way a researcher like Nord-san will only take a look at the nest for a couple minutes and then go home.


  There’s no doubt that the risk will increase to some extent.


  「Umm… Isn’t that a stereotype…?」(Kate)


  「Maybe. But I think Nord-san is a bit suspicious. I don’t think his research on the ecology of monsters is important for the people in this kingdom, but strangely, the government approved his papers and gave him a lot of prize money.」(Sarasa)


  Listening to what I said, Kate-san and Iris-san looked at each other worriedly.


  「Then, should we turn him down…? But…」(Kate)


  「No, you don’t have to. I wouldn’t have introduced him to the both of you if I thought the job was too dangerous for you. It’s indeed a risky job, but you can rest assured!」(Sarasa)


  「Why do you say that? Ah, could it be… Are you going to accompany us?」(Kate)


  「I’m not. You know I have work to do.」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san looked a bit disappointed when I shook my head.


  They’re not going to fight monsters, so I want them to do this job themselves. Besides, they’re professional Collectors, so they can’t rely on me all the time.


  「But don’t worry, I’ll prepare something for you.」(Sarasa)


  「Oh! Are you going to lend us an artifact!?」(Iris)


  Iris-san suddenly leaned forward as she asked. She seemed excited for some reason.


  I put my index finger on her lips to calm her down and gently pushed her back until she sat back on her chair.


  「Yeah, I will lend you an artifact, but this artifact is kinda different from other artifacts. It’s called a “Homunculus”.」(Sarasa)


  「Homunculus? I feel like I’ve heard that name somewhere but I didn’t know what it was…」(Iris)


  「Sarasa-san, what kind of artifact is that?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who has been quietly listening, suddenly asked me.


  As usual, she looks somewhat excited when I’m about to make new artifacts.


  「There are many types of Homunculi, but to put it simply, they’re like familiars. There’s some limitation, but it can share its senses with the user, so I can see your situation from here if you bring it when you escort Nord-san.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? If such an artifact exists, Voice Boxes would become worthless then.」(Iris)


  「No, no. If you just want to talk with another person, you should use a Voice Box instead of a Homunculus. Using a Homunculus is not as easy as using a Voice Box.」(Sarasa)


  I started explaining the reason.


  First of all, the range where the sound can be delivered with a Voice Box is overwhelmingly wider than the range where you can share your senses with a Homunculus. That’s why you can talk with someone in a faraway place with a Voice Box.


  Unlike a Voice Box, you need to regularly supply your magical power to a Homunculus in order to keep it functioning. That’s why you can’t leave it in another place for too long like a Voice Box.


  Moreover, Homunculi are quite difficult artifacts to make.


  The reason why I told Nord-san that I would complete his Floating Tent in five days instead of three days is that I need some time to make a Homunculus.


  Aside from a Homunculus, I also want to make Resonance Stones.


  Resonance Stones are artifacts that are made in pairs. If you break one stone, the other stone will break too, and it will let you talk with the person who also has the stone for a brief moment.


  They are disposable artifacts, so you can’t talk continuously like when you use a Voice Box. However, unlike Voice Boxes, you don’t need magical power to use Resonance Stones, so everyone can use them.


  After I’m done explaining, Iris-san nodded several times and asked me.


  「I see… So, if something goes wrong, I need to break the stone to notify you?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. After that, I’ll check your situation with the Homunculus. However, whether I can help or not depends on the situation.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, I understand.」(Iris)
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  「I see… So, if something goes wrong, I need to break the Resonance Stone to notify you?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. After that, I’ll check your situation with the Homunculus. However, whether I can help or not depends on the situation.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, I understand. After all, there’s the chance that you won’t be able to save us. If… If we were killed during this job, Store Owner-dono, I hope you won’t mind too much about it.」(Iris)


  Hearing what Iris-san said, Lorea-chan suddenly stood up from her chair and looked at Iris-san with a serious face.


  「E, Eehh!? Is this a very dangerous job? But Sarasa-san said you will be fine…」(Lorea)


  「Calm down Lorea. It’s just a bare possibility. However, I prepared myself to die the moment I left my house and became a Collector because I knew this is a risky job. In fact, I already almost died once. I’m here now thanks to Store Owner-dono and Kate.」(Iris)


  After saying that, Iris-san stood up, put her hands on Lorea-chan’s shoulders, and gently pushed her downward to make her sit back on her chair.


  Kate-san then stroked Lorea-chan’s back to calm her down.


  「She’s right. She would have been dead if Store Owner-san didn’t save her life. Being a Collector is a risky profession, but we have prepared to take the risk.」(Kate)


  「But…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan’s face turned a bit pale when she truly realized that being a Collector was a risky job.


  Seeing Lorea-chan’s pale face, Kate-san shrugged and laughed to change the mood.


  「Fufu. Don’t worry. We will return like nothing happened during our work as usual.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, we will say, “We’re home~” and we’ll have dinner together like always.」(Iris)


  「U, Umm… You’re right.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan smiled a little. Perhaps she was imagining us having dinner together.


  「Lorea-chan, you don’t have to worry so much. Like I said, this is indeed a risky job but the risk is low. It’s unlikely they’ll encounter any kind of danger. Besides, this escort job is nothing compared to when we went to hunt a Salamander. Fighting a Salamander is way more dangerous, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「But you were with them at that time, right? I realized how strong you are the moment I saw you kill two Hellfire Grizzlies in a second. I knew you would be able to protect them, so I’m not so worried if you are with them. However, this time they’re going to do this job by themselves.」(Lorea)


  Ah, I see…


  Lorea-chan has never seen a Salamander, so she doesn’t know they’re way more dangerous than Hellfire Grizzlies.


  Besides, we didn’t tell her that Iris-san almost got killed when we fought the Salamander…


  「Knowing how strong Store Owner-dono is, I can understand Lorea’s feelings.」(Iris)


  「But Salamanders and Hellfire Grizzlies are incomparable in terms of strength…」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, but from a normal person’s point of view, they both are equally dangerous.」(Kate)


  「Uhh, I see…」(Sarasa)


  If we continue this topic, we will only make Lorea-chan feel more uneasy, so I think we should get back to the main topic.


  「Anyway, I will do whatever I can to help you, so please don’t hesitate to use a Resonance Stone if you think you’re in danger. Even if I can’t help directly, I may be able to give you some advice.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, you will talk to us through the Homunculus, right? If you can share your senses with a Homunculus, then why don’t you keep watching us? If you do so, we don’t have to use Resonance Stones, right? Is it because you need to continue using your magical power to keep your senses linked with the Homunculus?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. It’s not easy to do, you know? Besides, I have to do my job, and I need to use my magical power to make potions and other stuff.」(Sarasa)


  I haven’t made a Homunculus yet but from what I heard, it seems that the magical power required to share senses with a Homunculus will increase depending on the distance between the user and the Homunculus.


  Moreover, it will be very difficult to do while doing other work that also requires magical power.


  I can’t see how Iris-san and Kate-san are doing through a Homunculus while making potions and other stuff.


  「I see. By the way, do you have everything to make a Homunculus? If not, Kate and I will get it for you.」(Iris)


  「No, you don’t need to. Fortunately, I already have most of the things I need.」(Sarasa)


  To make a Homunculus, you need materials that contain a lot of magical power.


  Materials that contain magical power are pricey and most of them can’t be easily obtained, but luckily, I have Salamander scales and Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs.


  If I use both, the fire attribute will be too strong, but I can adjust it with Ice Fang Bat fangs.


  Well, since they will be climbing a volcano, it will be better if the Homunculus has a strong fire attribute, but I will adjust it anyway just to make it more balanced.


  「”Most of the things”? Then there are still some materials you need, right?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, but they are relatively easy to obtain. For example, human hair.」(Sarasa)


  By the way, you can also use blood. There will be no difference but hair is easier to collect.


  Aside from those two, actually, you can also use your urine, but I’m a maiden. There’s no way I’ll use my urine to make an artifact…


  「Umm… I think I will use Lorea-chan’s and my hair. Lorea-chan, can I have some of your hair later?」(Sarasa)


  「I don’t mind. How much do you need?」(Lorea)


  「Thank you. I just need a couple strands. You can give me the ones that are stuck on your comb.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. But, Sarasa-san… Does that mean… the Homunculus will be born from my hair and yours…?」(Lorea)


  When Lorea-chan asked me that, her face turned red for some reason.


  「Well, yeah. What’s wrong with that?」(Sarasa)


  「A-Ah, it’s nothing… I was just thinking that the Homunculus will be like our baby then… Hehe…」(Lorea)


  Saying that, Lorea-chan smiled shyly at me.


  Sh… She’s so cute…!


  「W, Well… Y, You can say that.」(Sarasa)


  「By the way, Store Owner-dono, is there a reason why you use human hair as a material?」(Iris)


  「Instead of an artifact, a Homunculus is more like an artificial living being. You need human hair to give it a personality that matches the owner of the hair.」(Sarasa)


  If the hair of a restless person is used, the Homunculus made is also restless. If the hair of a quiet person is used, the Homunculus made is also quiet. Just like that.


  I heard that it will also affect Homunculus’ appearance, but it doesn’t matter to me since I’m not going to make a humanoid Homunculus. I’m going to make an animal-type one and I will make it as cute as possible!


  「I see. But… Why did you choose Lorea’s hair? Why didn’t you choose mine?」(Iris)


  「Iris, you’re a reckless person. If she uses your hair, the Homunculus will be hard to control and will do whatever it likes.」(Kate)


  「What did you say!?」(Iris)


  「By the way, Store Owner-san, what would happen if you used hair from several people with different personalities?」(Kate)


  Ignoring Iris-san, Kate-san turned her gaze toward me and asked.


  「From what I heard, the personalities will erase each other and the Homunculus will end up having almost no characteristics. I heard that it’s safer this way because the Homunculus will be easier to control.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Then isn’t it better if you include Iris’ and my hair too?」(Kate)


  The four of us have different personalities, and if the information I heard was true, then…


  「Hmm… Yeah, that sounds like a good idea. I’ve never made a Homunculus before but I kinda want to try it.」(Sarasa)


  「Aa…」(Kate)


  After I said that, Kate-san awkwardly turned her gaze to Lorea-chan who looked kinda sulky for some reason.


  「Lorea… I’m sorry.」(Kate)


  「W, Why are you apologizing…?」(Lorea)


  Umm… I think I know why she’s apologizing…
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  「Anyway, you can give me some of your hair later. The last things I need are beans, salt, and a couple of rusted nails.」(Sarasa)


  「Rusted nails? That’s a weird thing to add.」(Lorea)


  「Well, you need some unusual things to make unusual artifacts.」(Sarasa)


  「You also need beans and salt. Are you going to cook something?」(Lorea)


  「Alchemy is like cooking. Sometimes you use food ingredients.」(Sarasa)


  「I see…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan tilted her head as she replied. It was hard to tell if she was convinced or not.


  Beans and salt are food ingredients she sees in the kitchen almost every day. She probably didn’t expect that they could be used to make an artifact.


  Actually, there are many alchemy materials that can be eaten. They are mostly ingredients to make potions, but some can also be used as materials for making artifacts.


  「Remember the honey from Rotten Fruit Bees?」(Sarasa)


  「Geh…!」(Iris)


  「That cursed honey, huh…?」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san suddenly made disgusted faces as they muttered to themselves.


  They probably recalled the moment they almost died of stomach ache after eating that honey.


  「Ahh… You mean the honey that made Iris-san and Kate-san suffer a while ago…?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. It’s food but it’s also an alchemy material. As you know, it’s poisonous but you can eat it after processing it properly.」(Sarasa)


  Talking about honey from Rotten Fruit Bees, I still have some of it in my warehouse. I wonder if I should sell it or eat it… Of course, I have to process it first.


  「Uhh… This conversation reminds me of that awful experience…」(Iris)


  「I, I’m sorry… Honestly, I was just thinking of taking some of the honey I store in my warehouse for us to eat together. Of course, I will process it first, but…」(Sarasa)


  Honey from Rotten Fruit Bees is special. It won’t rot no matter how long you store it.


  I was planning to take some for us to eat and store the rest in case I will need them to make something in the future, but… Should I sell it instead…?


  Honey from Rotten Fruit Bees is way more delicious than honey from regular bees, so it’s a shame to sell it, but if it traumatized Iris-san and Kate-san, perhaps I better sell it instead of putting it on our dining table.


  「Hold on… If you process it, you can safely eat it, right? Its poison was horrible but the honey was delicious, so…」(Iris)


  「Iris, are you sure? It indeed tasted really good but we tasted hell after that…」(Kate)


  「Kate, Store Owner-dono will process it so we won’t have a stomach ache. Do you forget how delicious it was?」(Iris)


  「I don’t, but… Uhhh… Now that you mentioned it… Remembering how it tasted makes me want to eat it one more time…」(Kate)


  Eh…? I thought they were traumatized…


  Remembering how the honey tasted, Iris-san and Kate-san drooled a little as if they had totally forgotten about their suffering.


  If they’re fine with it, I guess I won’t sell it then.


  「By the way, Sarasa-san, is that honey expensive?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. It’s a lot more expensive than regular honey. After all, it can also be used as an alchemy material.」(Sarasa)


  Back then when I wasn’t an alchemist, I couldn’t even buy regular honey because it’s a luxury food. Honey from Rotten Fruit Bees is beyond that. Can you imagine how expensive it is?


  「A lot more expensive than regular honey…? Then it must be suuuuper expensive…!」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. However, rich people like Master usually have it on their dining table. I sometimes eat it when I visit her shop, so I know how delicious it is. I once ate a sweet called canelé Maria-san made with that honey. It was ridiculously delicious! The crispy surface and the soft inside matched perfectly with the sweetness of the honey!」(Sarasa)


  「*Gulp*… Was it that delicious…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I’ll never forget the taste. Honey from Rotten Fruit Bees contains a little bit of alcohol, but if you heat it, the alcohol will vaporize and make the honey taste even better. That’s why people often use it as an ingredient to make bread, cakes, or sweets.」(Sarasa)


  Even though Maria-san’s cooking skill is outstanding, I think her canelé tasted extremely good mostly because of the honey.


  Honestly, that was my first time eating such delicious sweets.


  Ahh~ I want to taste it one more time…


  I was poor back then and couldn’t afford luxury foods, so I was very grateful to Maria-san and Master who gave me the chance to eat such sweets.


  I wonder if I can make the same canelé if I follow Maria-san’s recipe… But before that, I’ll need a baking pan. I think I’ll ask Jizdo-san to make one for me.


  「Umm, Store Owner-dono…」(Iris)


  While I was thinking, Iris-san called out to me a little timidly for some reason.


  「Yes?」(Sarasa)


  「Ahem! …Almost dying from stomach pain was certainly a terrible experience. However, we have overcome it!」(Iris)


  「That’s right! I think we should overwrite those horrible memories with good memories. For example, the memories of eating delicious canelé!」(Kate)


  In other words, they want to eat canelé after listening to my story.


  They’re easy to understand…


  「Ah, but if you need money, I think you better sell the honey…」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked a bit sad when she said that. Looks like she really wants to taste the honey one more time.


  I haven’t gotten any money from Adelbert-san because he still hasn’t sold the crops from his territory. I told him to store them until the market price returns to normal, so I can’t complain.


  But even so, I still have money from selling Salamander Materials a while ago.


  Moreover, because I donated my money to help Diral-san build the new inn building, I got a portion of the money she made from the new building.


  Therefore, I don’t think I need money right now.


  「Well, having more money is great but honestly, I also want to eat canelé, so…」(Sarasa)


  「S, So…?」(Iris)


  Iris-san, Kate-san, and Lorea-chan were looking at me with eyes full of expectation.


  「I will use some of the honey to make canelé instead of selling it.」(Sarasa)


  「「Yaaayy~!」」


  The three then raised their arms and yelled in joy at the same time.


  「But not in the near future because I will be busy making a Homunculus, Resonance Stones, and Nord-san’s Floating Tent.」(Sarasa)


  「Oh, right.」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry, we understand.」(Kate)


  「I can’t wait to eat it~」(Lorea)


  Seeing their happy faces, I couldn’t help but smile.


  I can’t wait to eat it either.


  
  Chapter 8 : Preparation Before Escorting Ⅲ


  「Alright. I think I will make a Homunculus first.」(Sarasa)


  After deciding what to make, I started preparing right away.


  I can make Resonance Stones and Nord-san’s Floating Tent in time if I rush it, but I can’t rush making a Homunculus because they need to be incubated for some time.


  I won’t make a human-sized Homunculus. I want it to be the size of a plush doll, so it won’t take long. I think three days should be enough.


  However, this is my first time making a Homunculus, so I’m quite nervous.


  If I fail, I will lose a lot of money. After all, Salamander scales and Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs, that I will use as the main ingredients, are very expensive.


  「Umm… I think everything will be fine if I follow the procedure properly.」(Sarasa)


  I read the Encyclopedia of Alchemy carefully once again and prepared the alchemy pot.


  Because the size of the Homunculus will be small, I’m using my small-sized alchemy pot instead of the big one.


  I put several Salamander scales, a couple of Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs, and a large number of Ice Fang Bat fangs into the pot, then I added some water and small magic stones and began stirring while injecting my magical power.


  It was hard to stir at first because most of the materials are solid, but after stirring while injecting my magical power for a while, the materials lost their shape and turned into a red, muddy liquid.


  「Nice. It’s going well so far.」(Sarasa)


  I collected some other alchemical materials from the shelves and put them all in the pot.


  I began to stir again until they melted together, and then I added beans, salt, and rust I took from rusted nails.


  At this point, it looks like a bean soup but it doesn’t look delicious at all because of the muddy color and weird smell.


  I continued stirring and injecting my magical power patiently for a while until the beans melted and the red, muddy color of the liquid started to fade.


  After that, I added a bit more water until the liquid became pink and put it in a culture vessel.


  The culture vessel I use is a cylindrical glass container about thirty centimeters in height and diameter.


  「Now it’s time to put our hair in it.」(Sarasa)


  I put Lorea-chan, Iris-san, Kate-san, and my hair in the culture vessel.


  The strands of hair dissolved instantly the moment they touched the liquid as if melting in acid.


  It has turned into a very dangerous liquid you don’t want to touch. I’m wearing gloves for safety but I still feel a bit scared.


  After confirming that it was going according to the procedure so far, I carefully closed the lid of the culture vessel.


  The last thing to do is to inject as much magical power as possible into the vessel.


  According to the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, if you inject a lot of magical power before the incubation, a high-quality Homunculus will be born.


  I had been injecting my magical power during the process but it was mostly used to change the shape of the materials. However, this time, the magical power will be used to determine the quality of the Homunculus.


  Luckily, I have a lot of magical power, so I’m pretty sure that I will be able to create a high-quality Homunculus.


  I put my hands on both sides of the culture vessel and began to inject as much magical power as I could.


  「Hmmpp…!」(Sarasa)


  As I injected my magical power, the liquid started to glow faintly.


  The amount of magical power that the liquid can contain depends on the main materials used, and the limit can be judged by the brightness of the light produced by the liquid.


  The liquid will glow brighter and brighter as you inject magical power. If the liquid is not glowing any brighter, that means it’s already full. At that point, you can stop injecting your magical power.


  I’ve been injecting my magical power for several minutes now but the liquid still keeps getting brighter.


  The liquid was able to contain more magical power than I expected, probably because I used Salamander scales and Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs.


  It was only glowing faintly at first but now it’s glowing so bright that I have to close my eyes.


  I can’t tell if it’s still getting brighter or not if I close my eyes, so I decided to just inject all my remaining magical power.


  「Last spurt…! Hngggunununu…!!!」(Sarasa)


  Magical power can be recovered if I take a rest but this is the only chance to get a high-quality Homunculus, so I don’t want to waste it.


  The light is getting brighter and brighter, and even though I’m closing my eyes, I can still feel the light stabbing my eyes through my eyelids.


  I turned my face sideways to avoid the light, closed my eyes even tighter, and kept injecting as much magical power as possible until I reached my limit.


  「ーーHaahh… Haaahhh… I can’t do it any longer…」(Sarasa)


  I took my hands off the culture vessel, kneeled, and put my head on the table while breathing heavily.


  Right after, the light that brightly illuminated the entire room began to get dimmer.


  「Aahh… I’m so tired… I hope it will be born properly…」(Sarasa)


  While resting my head on the table, I glanced at the culture vessel.


  Now, the liquid is only emitting a faint pink light.


  It’s clear and I can see small bubbles rising from the bottom to the surface of the liquid.


  According to the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, you fail if the liquid is not glowing at all or its color turns muddy. That means, it is certain that mine is a success. Still, I can’t be sure until the Homunculus is born.


  All I need to do now is to check on it and inject magical power from time to time.


  If it’s going well, the Homunculus should be born in three days.


  Conversely, if it’s not born even after I wait for five days, then it’s a failure. The expensive materials will be wasted and I won’t be able to help Iris-san and Kate-san if something bad happens during the escort.


  I really hope it won’t happen…


  「Ughh… I planned to make Resonance Stones after this but… I’ve run out of magical power… I guess I have to wait until tomorrow…」(Sarasa)


  I used too much magical power but I’m not as tired as when I fought a Salamander a while ago. Back then, I couldn’t even move my fingers but now I still can move my body.


  I slowly moved my hands and pushed against the table to raise my body but then I lost my balance and fell to the floor.


  BAM!


  「Ouch…」(Sarasa)


  I wanted to get up but my body felt so heavy, so I decided to lay down on the floor for a while.


  It’s almost winter, so the floor is a bit cold, but I really don’t want to move at least until my magical power recovers a little.


  ーKnock knock!


  Not long after, I heard someone knocking on the door of my workshop.


  「Sarasa-san, I heard something fall. Is everything alright?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, everything’s fine!」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure? By the way, dinner is ready.」(Lorea)


  「You guys can eat first. I’ll eat later.」(Sarasa)


  「If you don’t want to eat dinner yet, you should at least eat some snacks. May I come in?」(Lorea)


  「Eh? Umm… You may come in but don’t be surprised, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Hm?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who seemed to be confused, opened the door and entered the room.


  She then looked at me who was awkwardly smiling at her while lying down on the floor.


  We then stared at each other silently with awkward faces for a few seconds.


  「……..」(Lorea)


  「……..」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… What are you doing…?」(Lorea)


  「Ahaha…」(Sarasa)


  This is awkward…


   


  


  「Umm… What are you doing…?」(Lorea)


  「Ahaha…」(Sarasa)


  [image: 00009]

  Lorea-chan approached me, crouched down and put her hand on my forehead.


  「Are you okay? You don’t seem to have a cold though.」(Lorea)


  「I’m fine. I just used a little too much magical power so my body feels heavy. I’ll recover in a few minutes.」(Sarasa)


  「Hahh… I told you many times not to push yourself too hard… Well, I’m glad that you’re fine. Hm? What is this liquid? It’s glowing. Is this the reason why you’re lying on the floor?」(Lorea)


  「Haha. Yeah…」(Sarasa)


  The glowing liquid was very conspicuous.


  As she noticed it, Lorea-chan stood up and looked into the culture vessel curiously.


  「You said you would make a Homunculus but…」(Lorea)


  「Well, that’s what will become a Homunculus later.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? This pink glowing liquid?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. It’s just getting started, so it still looks like a liquid. You will see it start to change after a day or two.」(Sarasa)


  「Hee… By the way, Sarasa-san, don’t you feel cold lying on the floor like that?」(Lorea)


  「I do feel a little cold. It’s almost winter after all. But it feels comfortable at the same time.」(Sarasa)


  I came to this village and opened my shop in the spring. Time passed so quickly…


  「But you will catch a cold. Can you get up? I’ll help you.」(Lorea)


  「I’ll try.」(Sarasa)


  「Let’s move to the kitchen. Everyone is waiting.」(Lorea)


  「Alright~」(Sarasa)


  I raised my body up with Lorea-chan’s help, wrapped my arm around her shoulder and leaned my body against her back. We then left the workshop and walked toward the kitchen.


  In the kitchen, Iris-san and Kate-san were already sitting at the dining table.


  Although the dishes have been lined up on the table, they waited for us without even touching them.


  「I’m sorry to keep you waiting.」(Sarasa)


  「It’s okaー Eh!? Store Owner-dono, are you alright?」(Iris)


  Seeing me walking while being carried by Lorea-chan, Iris-san and Kate-san were surprised. They were about to stand up, trying to help me, but I immediately raised my hand to stop them.


  「I’m fine, I’m fine. Don’t worry.」(Sarasa)


  After Lorea-chan helped me sit on my chair, I let go of her shoulder.


  「Thank you, Lorea-chan.」(Sarasa)


  「No problem.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan replied to me with a smile and sat on her chair.


  「Store Owner-san, what happened? Did you catch a cold?」(Kate)


  「No, it’s not a cold. I’m just tired from using too much magical power.」(Sarasa)


  「I didn’t know you need so much magical power to make a Homunculus.」(Kate)


  「According to the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, the more magical power you use, the better the quality of the Homunculus you will make.」(Sarasa)


  「So… You used as much magical power as possible…」(Kate)


  「Exactly!」(Sarasa)


  When I nodded as I said that, the three were dumbfounded.


  「You see, as an alchemist, there’s no way I wouldn’t give my all to make artifacts of the best quality possible!」(Sarasa)


  When I proudly said that, they sighed at the same time and looked at each other.


  「Hahh… Why is Sarasa-san always like this…?」(Lorea)


  「I hope she won’t die from overwork…」(Iris)


  「Telling an alchemist not to push themself too hard seems to be pointless…」(Kate)


  After that, they turned their faces to me and glared at me.


  「I, I’m sorry… A-Anyway, let’s eat before the food gets cold! …Mmmm~~! Lorea-chan’s food is so good as always~!」(Sarasa)


  I apologized and immediately started eating to get rid of the awkward atmosphere.


  Seeing me eating, the three sighed simultaneously again and started eating as well.


  「By the way, Iris-san, Kate-san, have you made preparations for the expedition?」(Sarasa)


  「We don’t have many things to prepare but around noon, we went to the grocery store and ordered some preserved foods.」(Iris)


  As she said that, Iris-san smiled at Lorea-chan.


  「Thank you for your patronage~」(Lorea)


  「You’re welcome. Thanks to your parents’ grocery store we can order various things, even products that we can’t find in this village.」(Iris)


  「Lorea, your house is the only grocery store in this village, right? Your parents could sell their goods for a higher price, but why don’t they do that?」(Kate)


  「Ah, I’ve been wondering about that too. Given that the distance between South Strugg and this village is quite far, the price of goods Lorea-chan’s parents sell is just slightly higher than the market price in South Strugg.」(Sarasa)


  I’ve been running a shop for quite a while now, so I’m quite familiar with the market price in this region.


  From my point of view, the price of the goods in the grocery store is quite low even though Lorea-chan’s father, Daruna-san, uses a lot of effort transporting the goods from South Strugg.


  Of course Daruna-san sells his goods at a higher price than the market price in South Strugg, but I don’t think it’s high enough.


  Unlike me, who purchases raw materials and makes them into products, Daruna-san basically sells finished products. Considering the transportation cost, the risk during while traveling from South Strugg, the cost of goods that are damaged while traveling, ect. I think he should sell his goods at a higher price.


  While wondering, the three of us stared at Lorea-chan, expecting an answer.


  「Umm, according to my dad, if our goods were too pricey, the other villagers would be troubled. There’s also the possibility that Collectors would leave our village if they couldn’t buy items cheaply here.」(Lorea)


  Hm? I’m pretty sure Lorea-chan once told me about this before. How could I forget…?


  「I see. This is a small village, so it’s only natural that the people here help each other, and Lorea’s parents help by providing people with cheap products.」(Iris)


  「But is the profit from your parents’ grocery store enough to support your family?」(Kate)


  「Of course. We still make money from our grocery store.」(Lorea)


  Even though Daruna-san sells his goods cheaply, as long as the selling price is higher than the purchase price, he still can make a profit.


  「Moreover, I receive a high salary from Sarasa-san every month, so my family never lacks money.」(Lorea)


  「Hee~ I expect nothing less from our kind alchemist~」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris-san glanced at me and smirked.


  「S, Stop it. You’re embarrassing me…」(Sarasa)


  「But we want our kind alchemist to take good care of herself more.」(Kate)


  「That’s right! Sarasa-san, I’ve told you this many times and I’ll keep telling you this! Please don’t push yourself too hard while working!」(Lorea)


  「Ahaha… I’ll be careful next time…」(Sarasa)


  They scolded me, complimented me, and scolded me again…


  What busy people…


  
  Chapter 9 : Erin-san’s Request Ⅰ


  「By the way, Store Owner-dono, can we borrow your Floating Tent for the expedition?」(Iris)


  「Of course. I rarely use it anyway.」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san don’t usually spend the night in the forest. They come home before dark and have dinner with me and Lorea-chan. Therefore, let alone a Floating Tent, they don’t even have an ordinary tent.


  We only used my Floating Tent several times when we went to investigate Hellfire Grizzly habitat and when we went hunting a Salamander.


  「Thank you, Store Owner-san. Your Floating Tent is really comfortable. I even think it’s more comfortable than a bed in an inn.」(Kate)


  「It has temperature control and insect repellent functions after all. I know this will be a risky job but I can’t wait to go. Moreover, thanks to Store Owner-dono, the types of preserved foods we can order have increased. I’m looking forward to enjoying camping outside!」(Iris)


  「No, it’s not me. Erin-san takes the credit for that.」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I recalled when Erin-san visited my shop a few weeks ago.


  At that time, while I was working at my workshop as usual, Erin-san, the village mayor’s daughter, visited my shop.


  Because I didn’t have a drawing-room yet at that time, Erin-san and I were talking at the tea table in the shop floor. However, no one heard our conversation because she visited at a period of time when customers rarely come to my shop.


  「So, Erin-san, what brings you here? Do you want to talk about the herb field?」(Sarasa)


  「No, thanks to you the herb field is maintained really well, so I’m not worried about it.」(Erin)


  「I see. But it’s all thanks to Michael-san and Izu-san, not me. They have been working really hard to take care of the field.」(Sarasa)


  The herb field next to my house was given to me by Erin-san as the reward for doing an investigation for her, so it’s technically mine. However, I entrusted it to Michael-san and his wife, Izu-san.


  I taught them everything I know about growing herbs, so now it’s up to them to do the job.


  That herb field is their main source of income, so they need to do their best to maintain it.


  They can’t use magic, so they do all the work manually by hand. However, they never complain about it.


  At first, I was worried because Izu-san had never worked in the field, but she is a hard-working and diligent person. She never slacks off and always comes to the field every day to take good care of it.


  At this rate, I’m sure we will be able to harvest herbs of good quality a couple of months later.


  「I see. I’m glad I chose them to work in your herb field.」(Erin)


  「If it’s not what concerns you, then… Don’t tell me, this village is in danger!?」(Sarasa)


  「Fufu. No, don’t worry. It’s nothing serious, honestly. Before we talk any further, Sarasa-san, do you know the persevered foods we can order at the grocery store?」(Erin)


  「Ah, yes. Back then before Lorea-chan started working here, I sometimes ordered preserved foods there.」(Sarasa)


  The preserved foods were made of dried vegetables and dried meat.


  Bluntly put, they were not that delicious, but they were cheap and easy to cook. You just need to boil them in a pot.


  「Then do you know that those preserved foods are produced in South Strugg?」(Erin)


  「I didn’t know that. Now that you mentioned it, I’ve never seen Lorea-chan’s mom drying food in her front yard. No, not only Lorea-chan’s family. I rarely see anyone drying food in their front yards.」(Sarasa)


  This village is not very large. Even though I don’t go out that often, I think I would notice if someone was drying food in front of their house.


  「Sarasa-san, I think that’s because most of the people here drying things in their backyard…」(Erin)


  Eh…? Looks like they do dry foods sometimes.


  Well, I can’t see people’s backyards from the main street, so of course, I had no idea about it.


  「Anyway, the number of Collectors staying in this village has increased lately. Don’t you think this is a good opportunity?」(Erin)


  「A good opportunity for what…? Ah, do you want to increase the villager’s income?」(Sarasa)


  「Exactly! This village has grown since you came here but I want to make it more prosperous!」(Erin)


  I can tell how much she cares about this village.


  I expect nothing less from the daughter of the village mayor… No, I mean, as expected from the acting village mayor! No, the ‘true’ village mayor! (No offense to her father.)


  Most villagers here are farmers, and the main product of this village are agricultural products, especially grains and vegetables.


  Some of them are consumed by the villagers themselves or sold to Diral-san for her to make food in her dining hall, and some others are for sale in South Strugg.


  Daruna-san, Lorea-chan’s father, is the one who usually transports them to South Strugg. However, there’s a limitation because his carriage can’t hold many items.


  「The villagers here usually pickle or dry the vegetables that can’t be sold in time so that they can store them for a long time. However, most people who come to this village for the first time don’t like them very much.」(Erin)


  「Hmm, I think I’ve heard this before…」(Sarasa)


  If I remember correctly, Diral-san and Ells-san once talked about super sour pickles when I just came to this village. (chap 1-6)


  They said those pickles were too sour for people from outside the village. If they wanted to try it, they had to soak it in water for a while before they ate it. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to stand the sourness.


  I don’t know how sour those pickles are because I haven’t had a chance to try them, but I can say that those sour pickles are not good as preserved food because only some people can enjoy them.


  「I’m thinking that it would be great if we could make delicious preserved foods that everyone could enjoy. We can sell them to Collectors to make a profit, and if it’s going well, I’m sure the number of Collectors will increase even more and this village will become more prosperous! If this village’s income increases, we can pay the tax with cash no problem!」(Erin)


  「I see. I get the idea.」(Sarasa)


  In this country, taxes are not limited to money, but depending on the industrial structure of the village or town, it can be agricultural products, animal products, or specialty products.


  However, it also depends on the feudal lord who governs the region.


  In Adelbert-san’s case, he allows his people to pay taxes with either cash or crops, but the feudal lord of this region, Baronet Kirk, only wants to receive cash.


  For a small village like this, paying taxes with cash is not easy. The village mayor needs to sell the villagers’ crops in order to get cash. Moreover, because the other villages in this region have to do the same, the price of the crops often drops after the harvest season.


  That’s why, as the daughter of the village mayorー No, the ‘true’ village mayor, Erin-san wants to increase this village’s cash income by selling preserved foods.


  
  Chapter 10 : Erin-san’s Request Ⅱ


  「In other words, if we can mass produce delicious preserved foods that everyone can enjoy, we can sell them to increase this village’s income. I think that’s a brilliant idea. But… Do you even need my help?」(Sarasa)


  Erin-san smiled at me who asked her as I tilted my head.


  「Of course. I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t need help from an alchemist. Don’t worry, I won’t ask you to make dried vegetables or something.」(Erin)


  「Ahaha… I can cook but I’m not sure if I can make preserved foods. So, what do you want me to do?」(Sarasa)


  「Is there an artifact that can make preserved foods? If there’s such an artifact, can you make it for me?」(Erin)


  「Ah, I see now~!」(Sarasa)


  I was confused at first but of course, she came to ask me to make an artifact. If she was looking for someone who can cook, she would have come to Lorea-chan or Diral-san’s place instead.


  「An artifact to make preserved foods, huh…?」(Sarasa)


  I’ve never made such an artifact before, so it’s definitely not in volume 1 to 4 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy.


  I just started working on volume 5, so I haven’t checked all the artifacts and potions in that volume.


  Honestly, I don’t know if such an artifact exists, but I think I should check volume 5.


  「Erin-san, please wait a moment. I’ll be right back.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright.」(Erin)


  I went to my workshop, grabbed volume 5 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy on the shelf, and returned to the shop floor with it.


  ーDON!


  When I put it on the table, it made a loud noise because of its thickness.


  「Whoa, what a thick book.」(Erin)


  「Hehe, I know, right? Erin-san, just to be clear, I don’t know if that artifact exists. If I can’t find it in this book, then I have to decline your request.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so? Hmm… Okay, I understand.」(Erin)


  「Let’s hope we’ll find it here. Alright, let’s see…」(Sarasa)


  I started flipping the pages, looking for the artifact Erin-san wants.


  This encyclopedia is quite thick but fortunately, the contents are divided into several classifications, so I don’t need to flip all the pages.


  I’m looking for an artifact to make preserved food, so I’m searching in the segment of food, agriculture, and industry.


  After searching for about five minutesー


  「Ah, found it!」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Erin)


  「Yes! It’s called “Dry Food Maker”.」(Sarasa)


  There are many artifacts with weird names because the alchemists who invented them have a weird sense for names.


  I’m really glad this one has a normal name that is easy to understand. Thanks to that, it didn’t take long to find it.


  Thank you, whoever invented this! Thank you!


  I leaned forward and showed the encyclopedia to Erin-san who was sitting in front of me.


  「Here, this one. What do you think?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, I can only see blank pages…」(Erin)


  「Aa… I forgot. Only alchemists can see the content.」(Sarasa)


  I was so excited that I forgot that common people can’t see the content of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy.


  I have received many artifact orders so far, but Erin-san is the first person who has ordered an artifact I have never made.


  「Alright, let me explain about this artifact. First, as the name suggests, this artifact is a tool for making dried foods. It seems that you can make dried vegetables as well as dried meat. However, it is not recommended to use raw meat as it is.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course. To make dried meat, first, you need to salt the meat.」(Erin)


  「I see. So that’s why dried meat is salty.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. It’s to prevent the meat from rotting while it’s being dried. However, you just need a little bit of salt, and if you smoke it well, it will taste good.」(Erin)


  I recalled when I ate dried meat made from Hellfire Grizzly meat that the villagers made after we defeated the Hellfire Grizzlies. Certainly, it’s quite good.


  「The only hunter in this village is Jasper-san, right? Do you think we will have enough meat to mass-produce dried meat?」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry. Because it’s almost winter, lately, the Collectors in this village sometimes bring wild animals they hunted while collecting materials. They sell the prey to the villagers and the materials to you.」(Erin)


  「Hee… I never knew. Anyway, let’s move on. The book says that you can also make preserved food from dishes.」(Sarasa)


  「Dishes? What kind of dishes we can use?」(Erin)


  「It’s not written in detail but you can use various dishes. Also, it seems that you can use bread and soup as well. However, seems like it requires more magical power to make dried food from broth-based dishes like soup.」(Sarasa)


  As a matter of course, people with magical power can operate it with their own magical power, but people who don’t have magical power need to use magic stones.


  I don’t know how much magical power you need but naturally, the artifact will need more energy to dry soup.


  「You can make dried food from soup? That’s awesome! Without this artifact, I don’t think it’s possible.」(Erin)


  「Is that so?」(Sarasa)


  Honestly, I’m not sure how it works until I make the artifact myself but somehow I can figure out what dried food made from soup looks like.


  You put it in a bowl, pour hot water in, and boom! A bowl of soup is ready to eat!


  「Anyway, if you need help with the dishes, I think Lorea-chan can help.」(Sarasa)


  As I said that, Erin-san and I glanced at Lorea-chan who has been silently listening to us from the counter.


  She tilted her head a little in surprise.


  「M, Me…?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. You make delicious meals after all!」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe, thank you~」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan learned to cook from her mother but recently she started to learn to make various dishes from Maria-san’s recipe book that Master sent a while ago.


  Lorea-chan’s cooking skills are still inferior to her mother’s but her knowledge of cooking has surpassed her mother’s thanks to Maria-san’s recipe book.


  「Erin-san, Lorea-chan can make various dishes. I’m sure she will be able to help you.」(Sarasa)


  「Certainly, I need someone who can cook various meals. The villagers here tend to make the same dishes every day except Diral-san, probably. Well then, Lorea-chan, would you help me with this plan?」(Erin)


  「It’s for the sake of this village. I’ll do whatever I can to help!」(Lorea)


  「Thank you!」(Erin)


  Being asked by Erin-san, the ‘true’ village mayor, Lorea-chan stood up and answered vigorously.


  
  Chapter 11 : Erin-san’s Request Ⅲ


  「Alright. Now the problem is what materials I need to make a Dry Food Maker. According to the encyclopedia, I will need fire-attributed items, wind-attributed items, and ice-attributed items. But…」(Sarasa)


  After reading how to make it, I tilted my head. I was a little confused.


  However, this encyclopedia is legit, so it can’t be written wrong.


  「What’s wrong, Sarasa-san?」(Erin)


  「For some reason, I just need a few fire-attributed items, a moderate amount of wind-attributed items, and a lot of ice-attributed items… We’re going to make a drying machine, so I thought we’ll need a lot of fire-attributed items.」(Sarasa)


  Fortunately, I still have a lot of Ice Fang Bats fangs, so I have no problem with ice-attributed items.


  As for the fire-attributed items, I think I will use some Salamander materials… No, hold on. Salamander materials are precious. It will make the artifact expensive. There’s nothing written about the quality of the materials needed in the encyclopedia, so I think I should just use cheap materials like the Flame Stones we picked up on the volcano.


  「Anyway, I already have fire-attributed items and ice-attributed items, but I don’t have any wind-attributed items, so I need to get them first.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. By the way, what about the price?」(Erin)


  「I can make it cheaper but still, it’s not a cheap artifact, so…」(Sarasa)


  Even though the cost of the materials can be lowered depending on what materials you choose, Dry Food Makers are not cheap artifacts in the first place.


  I doubt anyone in this village can afford it, even Erin-san.


  「As I expected… Sarasa-san, I’m planning to make it a public facility that everyone has to pay to use. Of course, I will subsidize the cost as much as I can so the fee to use the artifact can be as cheap as possible. It will take some time for you to receive the full payment but what do you think?」(Erin)


  「I see. Yeah, I’m totally fine with it.」(Sarasa)


  「Great! Back in the day before you came here, the villagers hesitated to spend cash. However, after you came here, the number of Collectors keeps growing, and thanks to that, the villagers’ income increased.」(Erin)


  「Then I don’t have to worry about the payment. I still need to look for the remaining materials, so it will take some time before I can make the artifact.」(Sarasa)


  「You can take as much time as you want but… if you can make it even cheaper, that’ll be wonderful~.」(Erin)


  「Fufu. I understand. I’ll let you know when it’s done.」(Sarasa)


  I giggled when Erin-san put her hands together and winked at me.


   


  ***


   


  ーBack to presentー


  「Ahh, I remember we went to collect some wind-attributed materials. It wasn’t easy… Right, Kate?」(Iris)


  「Yeah…」(Kate)


  「Thank you for collecting them for me back then. And… I’m sorry for the trouble.」(Sarasa)


  While Iris-san and Kate-san were recalling when they went to collect those materials, I lowered my head, remembering when they told me the hardships they went through at that time.


  「No, please. I told you not to worry about it. You stopped us but I insisted on going.」(Iris)


  「She’s right. It’s not your fault. We wanted to help you, so you don’t have to mind it.」(Kate)


  When I needed wind-attributed materials to make a Dry Food Maker, I was planning on ordering some of them from Leonora-san at first.


  I could order from Master as well, but I chose Leonora-san because I wanted to maintain our relationship as business partners.


  I was thinking of buying the materials instead of asking Iris-san and Kate-san to look for them because those materials don’t cost much money. Besides, I didn’t want Iris-san and Kate-san to take the trouble looking for such cheap materials.


  However, before I could contact Leonora-san, Iris-san found out that I was in need of wind-attributed materials. She probably heard it from Lorea-chan.


  She immediately came to me and said, “Store Owner-dono, why didn’t you tell me that you need some materials? I’ll go collect them for you!”.


  I didn’t want to waste her time on cheap materials, so I stopped her, but she insisted on going.


  「I did some research on the place where we can collect those materials, and I thought it would be an easy job, but…」(Iris)


  「It turned out to be a hard one.」(Kate)


  「W, Well, people grow with hard work and effort, so I think it’s a good thing!」(Iris)


  「Do you really think so…?」(Kate)


  「…Just a little bit… Haha…」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris-san looked away awkwardly.


  「K, Kate-san, don’t blame her too much. I’m grateful to both of you. Because you did your best collecting the materials needed, Sarasa-san was able to make the Dry Food Maker, and thanks to that, my dad’s sales increased!」(Lorea)


  According to Lorea-chan, since the villagers could make dry foods with the Dry Food Maker I made, they started to sell their dry foods through Daruna-san, Lorea-chan’s father.


  Now Daruna-san no longer buys dry foods from South Strugg and sells them at his grocery store. Instead, he now sells dry foods that the villagers make in other villages and towns.


  「I’m happy you said that but even if we didn’t go to collect those materials, Store Owner-dono would have bought them from Leonora-san, right? We didn’t do much, really. That aside, Lorea, I heard that the dry foods sold are varied thanks to you.」(Iris)


  「That’s right! We only had dry vegetables and dry meat but thanks to you, we can now eat dry foods made from various meals as well!」(Kate)


  To find out which kind of meal was suitable to be made into dry foods, after I finished the Dry Food Maker, Erin-san asked Lorea-chan to make various meals.


  At that time, I helped by operating the Dry Food Maker. It requires magical power, after all.


  Erin-san used all her money to buy the food ingredients Lorea-chan needed to make the meals, so she couldn’t afford to buy magic stones. That’s why she needed my helpー No, my magical power, to be exact.


  By the way, I was the one who tasted all the dried foods. From dozens of Lorea-chan’s meals, most of them were suitable to be made into dried foods.


  We were very happy with the results.


  「I was just making meals like usual. Sarasa-san was the one who worked the hardest back then. She operated the artifact, and as the taster, she ate all the dried foods we made.」(Lorea)


  「Ahaha… I was worried I would gain weight at that time… But, Lorea-chan, you should take the credit for that. Thanks to your knowledge of dishes, the villagers can make delicious dry foods from various meals.」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe~ If you say so. I’m happy to be able to help the villagers and make this village more prosperous.」(Lorea)


  「Lorea, you’re so mature for a thirteen-year-old girl.」(Iris)


  「Iris-san, I’ll be fourteen soon, so I’m not a child anymore!」(Lorea)


  Saying that, Lorea-chan put her hands on her waist and puffed her chest.


  Now that she mentioned it, it’s almost her birthday.


  She said that her birthday is around winter if I’m not mistaken.


  Hmm… We definitely have to celebrate it. I’m looking forward to it~


  
  Chapter 12 : Homunculus Ⅰ


  「By the way, Store Owner-dono, Kate and I will be free tomorrow. If there’s anything we can do to help, you can let us know.」(Iris)


  「So you’re done with your preparation for the expedition?」(Sarasa)


  「Yup. We have the Floating Tent we borrowed from you, we have prepared all the necessary tools including the Heatproof Coats, and we have ordered preserved foods from the general store. All we need to do now is wait for the expedition.」(Iris)


  「I see. But don’t you have to work?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, I was thinking of collecting materials from the nearby forest but Kate doesn’t seem to want to work tomorrow, so…」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris-san glanced at Kate-san.


  Kate-san then frowned, looking a bit troubled.


  「It seems that Nord-san has been wandering around the forest these days.」(Kate)


  「Hee… He’s such an enthusiastic researcher. So, what about it?」(Sarasa)


  「If we go to the forest, we will most likely run into him.」(Kate)


  「You don’t want to meet him in the forest? But you will be going on an expedition with him in a few days anyway.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, but… For some reason, my instinct told me I shouldn’t get involved with him too much.」(Kate)


  「Ahh, I can understand your feelings. He’s likely the type of person who sometimes unknowingly causes trouble to others even though he has no malicious intent. He’s not a bad person though.」(Sarasa)


  I remember there were some people like that in the Alchemist Training School. They were capable people but they sometimes caused problems for the school.


  Luckily for them, they were not expelled from the school because of their grades.


  「Of course, I will do my job as best as I can to escort him during the expedition since he will pay us well. However, I don’t want to get involved with him unnecessarily.」(Kate)


  「I see. Alright, then. I’ll be quite busy tomorrow, so I may need your help. I’ll let both of you know if that’s the case.」(Sarasa)


  「Great! You can tell us what we need to do, and we’ll come to your aid! Ah, but I can’t do things that require precision such as sewing, so you can ask Kate to do that kind of work.」(Iris)


  「Iris, sewing leather needs powerful hands, so I think it’s your job.」(Kate)


  「Huh? You know I can’t sew things, don’t you?」(Iris)


  「Hahh… You’re a lady of an aristocratic family. When will you learn how to do women’s work such as sewing?」(Kate)


  Kate-san sighed and shook her head.


  「Fufu. We indeed will make a Floating Tent for Nord-san, but don’t worry, I won’t ask you to sew leather because I’m going to use a “secret weapon” tomorrow.」(Sarasa)


  「A secret weapon?」(Iris)


  「You will see~」(Sarasa)


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  The next morning, I supplied my magical power to the pink, glowing liquid in the culture vessel that will turn into a Homunculus.


  After that, I started making a Floating Tent for Nord-san.


  I wasn’t alone because Iris-san and Kate-san were helping me. Like I said the other day, I didn’t ask them to sew leather because I used Kawak, an adhesive potion that can stick two things together without a gap like they had merged into one.


  I rarely use this adhesive because it’s very expensive. However, Nord-san paid me extra so that I could finish his Floating Tent and he could go to the volcano as soon as possible.


  After Iris-san and Kate-san cut the leather along the line I drew into several sheets, we applied Kawak on the edge of the leather sheets and carefully put them together as neatly as possible. After that, we slowly hit the edges with wooden sticks so that the leather sheets stick together firmly and wait for a few minutes until they completely merge together.


  Thanks to the convenient yet expensive adhesive, we were able to finish the Floating Tent in less than a day.


  After completing the Floating Tent, I made the Resonance Stones and necessary potions for Iris-san and Kate-san while supplying my magical power to the pink liquid from time to time.


  A few days later, a day before the expedition to be exact, the Homunculus was finally born.


  「I was so nervous, thinking that it might fail because the progress was slower than I expected, but it’s finally born!」(Sarasa)


  I don’t know if it’s because I’ve never made a living artifact, or because there was a problem with the materials I used, or simply because I’m not good at predicting but it took four days for the Homunculus to be born.


  It’s a day longer than I expected but I’m glad that it’s born before Iris-san and Kate-san leave for the expedition tomorrow.


  I took out the Homunculus from the culture vessel and wrapped it in a towel to dry its body that was drenched in pink liquid.


  After that, I brought it along with the towel to the shop floor and put it on the table to show it to everyone.


  「Everyone, look. Our little Homunculus has been born!」(Sarasa)


  The towel started moving, and then a small yellow bear came out of it, showing its little cute face.


  「It’s… It’s sooo cuuute~!!!」(Lorea)


  「I, I didn’t know that a Homunculus can be this cute!」(Iris)


  Seeing the little bear, Lorea-chan covered her mouth with both hands and cheered while Iris-san leaned forward and stared at the bear closely.


  The little bear shook away the towel that wrapped its body and sat cutely while looking at everyone’s faces.


  The fur was actually light brown but because it was glowing, it looked more like yellow.


  The bear was so small that it fits in an adult’s palm.


  「I didn’t expect it would be a cute little bear either… Store Owner-san, are all Homunculi cute creatures like this?」(Kate)


  「Of course not. You can make a Homunculus with whatever appearance you want. I chose a small bear because I thought it would be easy to make.」(Sarasa)


  Actually, that’s not the only reason why I chose this appearance. The other reason is that I thought a small bear would be cute, and I was right! It turned out to be cuter than I expected!


  This Homunculus is a masterpiece, if I do say so myself.


  「You can decide the appearance by picturing it while injecting your magical power into the liquid that will become the Homunculus.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So you can choose how you want it to be. That’s cool.」(Kate)


  「Yup. However, making Homunculus that resemble humans is prohibited by this country.」(Sarasa)


  「Well, that’s kind of obvious.」(Kate)


  「Yeah. One more thing. If you use materials from living creatures, it’s recommended that you make a Homunculus that resembles those creatures because it’s easier.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. You said you used Salamander scales and Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs. Does that mean it will be easier if you make a Homunculus that resembles either a lizard or a bear?」(Kate)


  「Exactly. And of course, I chose a bear over a lizard.」(Sarasa)


  Some people may think that lizards are cuter than bears, but for me, bears are obviously cuter.


  Iris-san, Lorea-chan, and Kate-san nodded. They seemed to agree with my choice.


  「That’s obvious. Well, I’ve never seen a bear this small though.」(Iris)


  「This is not a combat-type Homunculus, so a big body is unnecessary. Besides, it will live with us here. If I made a big one, it would only get in the way. This house is not that big after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, so this little bear will live with us from now on? That’s wonderful!」(Lorea)


  「Of course. Did you think I would dispose of it after it finished its mission? It can accompany you while you’re working at the counter.」(Sarasa)


  「Yayy~! I have a new friend! Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  「Fufu. I originally made it for Iris-san and Kate-san, but you’re welcome.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, did you forget that you used our hair to make it? So, technically, this little bear is the child of the four of us!」(Iris)


  Now that she mentions it.


  Our child, huh…?


  That’s kinda embarrassing. I don’t know what to say about that…


   


  


  「Sarasa-san, may I hold this bear?」(Lorea)


  While asking me, Lorea-chan showed me the palm of her hands.


  「Sure.」(Sarasa)


  I gently grabbed the bear and put it on Lorea-chan’s hands.


  The bear then slowly crawled as she looked up at Lorea-chan’s face.


  「Waaahh~ She’s so soft~」(Lorea)


  「Hoo~ You’re right.」(Iris)


  When Lorea-chan slowly stroked the bear’s back, Iris-san stuck out her index finger and tickled its neck.


  The bear didn’t seem to care much about Lorea-chan and Iris-san’s hands. She just squinted and made a “Gauu~” noise.


  「Lorea, it’s my turn to hold it now.」(Iris)


  「Eeeehh… But I want to enjoy this soft fur a little longer.」(Lorea)


  「Muu…! Just a bit longer, okay?」(Iris)


  As she said that, Iris-san pouted at Lorea-chan and then kept tickling the bear with her index finger.


  Kate-san, on the other hand, looked somewhat hesitant to touch the bear.


  「Store Owner-san, even though it’s small, it’s still a bear, right? Won’t it bite?」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. It’s a Homunculus, not a real bear. Besides, just like Iris-san said, this little bear is like our child, so it won’t bite us.」(Sarasa)


  I was the one who made it but it’s also connected with the other three because I used their hair when I made it.


  「I see. I can be relieved then… But what about other people? Will it bite them?」(Kate)


  「Well, I can’t guarantee that it won’t bite other people. However, I don’t think it will bite random people all of a sudden since its personality is influenced by each of ours. Unless… There’s an aggressive person among the four of us…」(Sarasa)


  「Aggressive person…」(Kate)


  Kate-san and I glanced at a certain person who was tickling the bear with her index finger.


  「Store Owner-san, I’m starting to worry…」(Kate)


  「W, Well, it’s not that we will let the bear walk freely in the village, so it’ll be fine.」(Sarasa)


  The bear’s source of power is my magical power. It doesn’t have to eat, so even though it looks like a bear, it won’t go out to hunt prey. Besides, I can just order it not leave the house.


  The chance of the bear hurting someone is pretty slim, I think.


  「By the way, Sarasa-san, what is this little bear’s name?」(Lorea)


  「Its name? I didn’t name it. Should we name it?」(Sarasa)


  「Eh!? Of course, we should! Don’t you feel bad for this bear if it doesn’t have a name?」(Lorea)


  「Lorea’s right! This bear needs a name! Let’s give it a cute name!」(Iris)


  Lorea-chan and Iris-san glared at me. They insisted on giving the bear a name. Looks like they’re really attached to it.


  Well, I do think that this bear is lovable and I don’t mind giving it a name, but still, it’s a Homunculus. A living artifact.


  Homunculus’ role is to scout dangerous places and protect their owners even if they will get injured because of that. Therefore, you shouldn’t be too attached to them because it can sometimes make you forget what purpose they are made for.


  However, there’s no way I can say it to Lorea-chan and Iris-san who seem to already love the bear like their own child.


  I turned my gaze to Kate-san, asking for help.


  As I expected, Kate-san, who has good intuition, nodded at me. Looks like she knows what I’m trying to say.


  「Hey, you two…」(Kate)


  She turned to the two who were busy stroking and tickling the bear and called out to them.


  I’m glad that Kate-san is always helpful in a situation like this.


  「It’s my turn, right? Let me hold the bear.」(Kate)


  …Eh?


  「What are you talking about!? It’s my turn now!」(Iris)


  「Eeehh… But you had been tickling it for a while, right?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, but I want to feel it crawling on my palm!」(Iris)


  Ignoring Iris-san, Kate-san gently took the bear from Lorea-chan’s hand and held it up with both hands.


  「Whoa… It’s so downy~ It’s completely different from Hellfire Grizzlies.」(Kate)


  「Hey, this is not fair!」(Iris)


  「Just let me hold it for a while. I’ll let you hold it later.」(Kate)


  「Gununu!」(Iris)


  Looking away from Iris-san’s pouting face, Kate-san let the bear lay down on her palm and then tickled its belly with her free hand.


  「Gau~ Gauu~」(bear)


  The bear then fluttered its limbs as it squinted its eyes. The bear seemed to enjoy it.


  Seeing its cute reaction, Kate-san couldn’t help but raise the corners of her lips.


  「He, hehe~ This bear’s so cute~ Looks like I have a new habit.」(Kate)


  This is not good…


  I didn’t expect that Kate-san, of all people, would be attached to the bear this much.


  「My turn! My turn!」(Iris)


  「I haven’t even held it for a minute. Besides, this bear is too cute for a tomboyish girl like you who is happy to receive a sword on her birthday.」(Kate)


  「Huh!? That has nothing to do with the bear, right? You can’t talk like that just because you received a stuffed animal on your birthday while I received a sword! Oh, right. Come to think of it, when we were children, you couldn’t sleep without your stuffed animal. Aa-aah~ You were so childish.」(Iris)


  Oh, no… They started mocking each other over a Homunculus…


  「Wh, What’s wrong with that!? Stuffed animals are cute! A girl should play with them, not with a sword! Right, Lorea?」(Kate)


  「I agree with that. Now, Kate-san, can you please return the little bear to me?」(Lorea)


  「Hold on. This bear is not only yours, so I think it’s weird if you say, “return it to me”.」(Kate)


  「That’s right, Lorea! Anyway, it’s my turn now! Let me hold the bear!」(Iris)


  Now they started fighting… This is bad…


  「Guys, guys! Please! …Iris-san, Kate-san, this bear will go with you to the volcano. You guys can fondle her as much as you want tomorrow.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! This bear will accompany you for a while starting tomorrow, so can you please let me monopolize it for today?」(Lorea)


  「Mumu! …You’ve got a point… Alright, but first, let’s give it a name.」(Iris)


  「「Agreed!」」(Lorea & Kate)


  「Umm… Guys? Before you name it, there’s something I need to tell you…」(Sarasa)


  I hesitated to tell them this but then I decided to tell them anyway because this is important.


  「Listen. If you name this bear, you will get attached to it even more. It’s a Homunculus, not a pet. It has a mission, and there’s a chance that it will die on the mission.」(Sarasa)


  Everyone was shocked after I said that. They looked at me with their eyes wide open.


  「No way… Sarasa-san, are you going to send our little bear to do a dangerous mission!?」(Lorea)


  「I can’t believe a kind person like you will do such a cruel thing!」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, I’m really disappointed in you!」(Kate)


  Eh…? Am I the bad guy here…?


  Looks like they totally forgot the reason why I made this bear…


  I made it to protect Iris-san and Kate-san during the expedition. It would be pointless if both of them died protecting it.


  「Store Owner-dono, look at it! Look at its cute little eyes! Are you really going to let this cute little bear die!?」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris-san took the bear from Kate-san’s hand and held it out with both hands in front of my face


  The bear then looked at me and tilted its head cutely.


  「Gau?」(bear)


  「U, Uuu~…」(Sarasa)


  I do think it’s cute. I really do… But…


  I can’t get attached to it! It’s a Homunculus. A living artifact!


  Endure it, Sarasa! Endure it!


  「Ahh~ This baby is warm, soft, and cute~」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san~ You should be honest to yourself~」(Kate)


  「Sarasa-san~ You don’t need to hold back~」(Lorea)


  「Uuu…」(Sarasa)


  I know it’s cute!


  I was the one who decided its appearance after all!


  But… But…!!


  While I was fighting against the strong desire in my heart, the three started stroking the bear while grinning at me.


  「Look. It’s wriggling. So cuuute~」(Iris)


  「No one can’t resist its cuteness~」(Kate)


  「Join us, Sarasa-san~」(Lorea)


  「Gau~」(bear)


  The moment the bear looked at me with puppy eyes, my heart melted.


  「I…」(Sarasa)


  「”I” what~?」(Iris)


  「I got it! Geez! …Alright, you guys can name it. I will also do as best as I can to make sure it won’t die.」(Sarasa)


  「「Yaaayyy!!」」


  The three of them raised their hands and cheered.


  Well… Looks like I have a new family member I have to protect…


  Hahh… I hate myself for creating such a cute creature…


  
  Chapter 13 : Homunculus Ⅱ


  「Store Owner-dono, you’re this bear’s mother. Do you want to name it?」(Iris)


  As an alchemist, I prefer to be called a creator than a mother…


  I replied to Iris-san by shaking my head.


  「No. You guys should name it. But before that, there’s something I want to try.」(Sarasa)


  I closed my eyes and transferred my consciousness to the bear.


  After confirming that I could control her body, I made it jump out of Iris-san’s hands, spun twice in the air, and landed on the table. Then I made it sit in front of me.


  「Whoa! This bear’s surprisingly agile!」(Iris)


  「Ah, I’m controlling its body now. It seems that it’s working just fine.」(Sarasa)


  There’s nothing wrong with its sight, hearing, and sense of touch. I can also control its body freely.


  Controlling a Homunculus’ body and your body at the same time is very difficult. You have to sit on a chair like I’m doing now or lie down on a bed so that you can focus only on controlling the Homunculus’ body.


  Skilled alchemists are mostly able to control both the Homunculus’ and their own bodies at the same time. Some of them can even fight in that condition. They control the Homunculus to support them in a fight.


  I’m not sure if I can do that. My head feels dizzy from just opening my eyes because I will see two different sights at the same time.


  「Hee… This bear is really an artifact, huh…?」(Iris)


  「I told you. It’s an artifact, not a real living being. So, do you still want to name it?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course!」(Lorea)


  The one who replied to me was Lorea.


  She glared at me with sharp eyes.


  「This bear will move on its own when you’re not controlling it, right? Then that means it has its own consciousness. Even though it’s artificial, it’s still a living being! We should name it!」(Lorea)


  「Lorea’s right!」(Iris)


  「She’s got a point!」(Kate)


  「Alright, alright. I understand…」(Sarasa)


  It looks like they won’t change their mind no matter what I say.


  「Names are important after all.」(Kate)


  「You’re right. By the way, I remember you named all the stuffed animals you have. Fufu.」(Iris)


  「Hey!」(Kate)


  Iris-san said that Kate-san got a stuffed animal on her birthday when she was a child but I didn’t know that she had many of them. That’s kind of surprising.


  Lorea-chan and I glanced at Kate-san and smiled.


  「Hee~ Is that so?」(Lorea)


  「Today I learned that Kate-san has such a cute side~」(Sarasa)


  「U, Uuu… I did name all my stuffed animals but that’s when I was a child! I haven’t done that since I became an adult!」(Kate)


  「Then, Kate, why do you still have your stuffed animals in your room~?」(Iris)


  「Mama made them for me. There’s no way I can throw them away!」(Kate)


  Katerina-san is a strong person. Kate-san said that she was very strict but she seems to be a kind mother to her.


  「I think I can understand your feelings. Those stuffed animals must be precious to you.」(Sarasa)


  「They are. That’s why I still have them even though I’ve become an adult.」(Kate)


  I remember I had a doll that my parents gave me when I was still a child. I also remember I gave it a name.


  Unfortunately, I lost it when I moved to the orphanage after my parents passed away…


  I had forgotten about that doll completely, but now… I wish I still had it…


  「Actually, I also have a doll. My mom bought it for me in South Strugg when I was little.」(Lorea)


  「Lorea, I knew a cute girl like you must have a doll!」(Kate)


  「Hehe~ But I don’t have many like you. Since you named all of your stuffed animals, you must have a good naming sense. I think you should name this bear.」(Lorea)


  「No, Lorea. Just like I said, this little bear is ours. We should name her. Well, since Store Owner-san doesn’t seem to want to do it, the three of us should do it. First, each of us will suggest a name for the bear, and then we will decide later.」(Kate)


  「「Agreed!」」(Iris & Lorea)


  I’m letting them name this bear but… I hope they won’t suggest weird names…


  While the three were thinking, I made the bear dance to make sure that I could completely control its body.


  One, two, three~ One, two, three~ Spin around and then raise both arms~!


  I did it! This is kind of addicting somehow.


  Alright. Next, I will try some martial arts moves.


  Right straight punch! Left straight punch! Uppercut! Roundhouse kick!


  「Umm… Store Owner-dono… If you keep making the bear do those moves, its cute image in my head will begin to crumble…」(Iris)


  The three glanced at me with indescribable expressions.


  I think the bear still looks cute even when it does martial arts moves though…


  「I’m sorry, but this bear will go with you tomorrow, so I need to practice controlling it while I still have time.」(Sarasa)


  I need to get used to controlling its body. It would be a problem if I couldn’t control it well at a critical moment.


  「I see. Alright then. Guys, don’t let it bother you now. Try to remember its cute figure when it was sitting on your palm.」(Iris)


  The three of them nodded to each other and continued thinking.


  A while after, the first person who suggested a name was Lorea.


  「Kurumi… Un! I think “Kurumi” is a perfect name for this bear. Its fur looks a bit golden but it’s close to the color of walnuts.」(Lorea)


  [*/TL : Kurumi (胡桃) is Japanese for walnuts.]


  That’s a cute name. Good one, Lorea-chan!


  「I suggest “Marc”.」(Kate)


  Marc…? That makes the bear a male then.


  Well, Homunculi have no gender, so you can name them as you like.


  「Why did you name it so randomly like when you named your stuffed animals?」(Iris)


  「It’s not random! What’s your suggestion then? I bet it’s worse than mine.」(Kate)


  「”Salmon”!」(Iris)


  Waaait a minute…


  「Iris-san… Are you sure…?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course I am. Store Owner-dono, don’t you know? In the northern region, bears love salmon.」(Iris)


  I know the reason why she suggested that name, but…


  Salmon is a kind of fish, right?


  Well, “kurumi” (walnuts) is also a food name, so I don’t think it’s fair if I only criticize the name Iris-san suggested.


  It’s not that I’ll be the one to decide though.


  「Alright, then. How do we decide the name?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… How about we let Salmon decide for himself?」(Iris)


  「Hey, you can’t call the bear Salmon yet! But I accept your idea.」(Kate)


  The three of them then spread and put their hands on the edge of the table.


  After that, I cut off the flow of my magical power to the bear and stopped controlling its body. Then I put it in the middle of the table.


  「Kurumi-chan~ Come to mama~!」(Lorea)


  「Marc, you know where you should be going, right? Come!」(Kate)


  「Salmon, come here if you like salmon!」(Iris)


  The bear looked a bit confused when the three called it all together but then it stood up.


  It looked at the faces of the three while walking around the table as if it knew what it should do.


  After walking around the table for a while, it jumped into someone’s hand.


  「Gau~ Gauu~!」(bear)


  Looks like the bear has made its choice.


  
  Chapter 14 : Homunculus Ⅲ


  「Gau~ Gauu~」(bear)


  「Yaaaayyy! It chooses me!」(Lorea)


  The hands that the bear hopped into were Lorea’s.


  Now the bear officially has a name, which is “Kurumi”.


  I’m glad she didn’t choose Iris-san…


  [*/TL : from now on, I’ll refer to the bear as ‘her’]


  「Kurumi, huh…? I don’t think it’s a bad name but “Salmon” is definitely better. Store Owner-san… you’re not controlling her, are you…?」(Iris)


  「Of course, not. I let her choose for herself. Well, I’m not sure if she understands what she just did though.」(Sarasa)


  A Homunculus intelligence is not that high. However, it’s not low either. They can memorize certain actions and follow simple instructions.


  However, I doubt that the bearー I mean, Kurumi, chose Lorea-chan because she is smart enough to guess my feelings that I didn’t like the name Iris-san suggested.


  But… Perhaps Kurumi is smarter than I thought…


  「Alright. It’s decided. Her name is Kurumi!」(Sarasa)


  「Kurumi-chan, I hope we can get along well!」(Lorea)


  「Gauu~!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi replied to Lorea-chan by raising her hand while sitting.


  She’s cute…


  I heard that a smart Homunculus can be a problem sometimes but… I don’t mind having one.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  [*/TL : The story will progress in third person pov from here.]


  「Good luck, both of you.」(Sarasa)


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


  「We’re off!」(Kate)


  After Sarasa and Lorea sent them off, Iris and Kate headed for the entrance to the forest and joined up with Nord there.


  「Iris-kun, Kate-kun, I hope we can work well together for a while.」(Nord)


  「You can count on us.」(Kate)


  「By the way, Nord-san… Are those all items you’re carrying necessary …?」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate were puzzled looking at the oversized backpack on Nord’s back.


  Because it would be a long expedition, Iris and Kate also had a lot of stuff in their backpacks, but Nord’s backpack was way bigger than theirs.


  His backpack was even a bit taller than himself. It looked very heavy no matter how you look at it but he didn’t seem to struggle at all carrying it. It was probably because he had a trained bodyー No, perhaps the reason why he had a trained body was because he always goes on expeditions while carrying such a big backpack.


  「Of course, they’re all necessary items. We will need various tools for the expedition after all. The Floating Tent Sarasa-kun made was smaller than I thought, and thanks to that, my bag is smaller than I expected.」(Nord)


  「That oversized backpack is smaller than you expected, huh…?」(Iris)


  Leather tents are large and heavy but they are cheaper and more durable than tents made of lighter materials.


  However, Nord asked Sarasa to make his Floating Tent to be light and compact. Therefore, Sarasa used thin and light leather as the base material. Moreover, it was quite small because it was only for one person. Because of that, it was no bigger than a two-liter water bottle when packed.


  「By the way, what happened to the tent you had been using?」(Iris)


  「I never had my own tent before. I usually buy one and then sell it right after I’m done with my expedition. Sometimes, I sleep with my escorts in their tent if they are males.」(Nord)


  Nord often goes to places far away from big cities, and there are not many means of transportation to such places, so in most cases, he has to walk a long way.


  He usually travels while carrying a large number of research tools and other supplies in his backpack, so he didn’t want to add to his luggage with a heavy tent.


  Therefore, he usually sells his used tents in the nearby village or gives them to someone who needs a tent.


  「I see. I understand. Carrying a heavy tent all the time is a pain after all. Before we came to this village, Kate and I used to sleep in cloaks and blankets when we camped outside because we didn’t want to carry a tent either.」(Iris)


  「Right? For people like me who often travel from one place to another, it’s definitely better to have a tent, but I don’t want to make my bag heavier. I’m very happy that Sarasa-kun’s Floating Tent is light and super compact!」(Nord)


  「Hee… Why didn’t you buy a Floating Tent years ago? Your life would have been easier if you have one, right?」(Iris)


  「The thing is, this Floating Tent is custom made. I told Sarasa-kun to make it lighter and more compact than the normal ones.」(Nord)


  「But you could have ordered the same thing in another alchemy shop, right?」(Iris)


  「Eh? Do you think every alchemist wants to receive a custom order like Sarasa-kun?」(Nord)


  「They don’t…?」(Iris)


  「Most alchemists don’t like them. They prefer to make artifacts according to the Encyclopedia of Alchemy. Modifying artifacts is quite risky after all. You wouldn’t do that unless you’re a very skillful alchemist like Sarasa-kun. Moreover, she works fast. It didn’t even take a week for her to complete my Floating Tent.」(Nord)


  Iris and Kate rarely visit other alchemy shops. They thought that other alchemists were just like Sarasa but it turned out that Sarasa was special.


  「I know Store Owner-dono is a skillful alchemist but it seems like she’s more amazing than I thought!」(Iris)


  「She is a disciple of a master-class alchemist, right? Of course, she’s exceptional compared to other alchemists.」(Nord)


  「She is, but… How did you know?」(Iris)


  「Leonora told me.」(Nord)


  「Ah, that reminds me, you came with her letter of introduction.」(Iris)


  「Yup. I wonder why a talented alchemist like Sarasa-kun opened a shop in a rural village like this.」(Nord)


  「Now that you mention it…」(Iris)


  Iris was wondering the same thing but she was glad that Sarasa opened a shop in this village. Otherwise, no one could have saved her life when she was badly injured after being attacked by a Hellfire Grizzly.


  
  Chapter 15 : Survey Expedition Ⅰ


  While talking with Iris, Nord noticed something clinging to her backpack.


  It was Kurumi.


  When the two left home, Iris was so happy, saying, “It’s finally my turn to hug her!”. She was planning to hug Kurumi while walking, but then Kate persuaded her to release Kurumi because Sarasa wouldn’t be able to control her when they were in danger. Then, Iris reluctantly put Kurumi on top of her backpack.


  「Is that a Homunculus?」(Nord)


  「Yup. Store Owner-dono was worried about us so she created her. How did you know that she’s a Homunculus?」(Iris)


  「As a monster researcher, I was once interested in them, but I’ve never seen a Homunculus with the appearance of a little bear. The most popular ones are cats and birds because alchemists normally use Homunculi to survey some places before they go to collect materials. However, they usually use wolves for combat. Also, as far as I know, alchemists don’t usually make big Homunculi because you need more effort, time, and materials.」(Nord)


  To make a big Homunculus, first of all, you will need a big culture vessel.


  For example, if Sarasa wanted to make Kurumi the size of an actual bear, she would need at least a two-meter tall culture vessel.


  She would also have to prepare much more materials, and it would take several months, even a few years to complete. Moreover, she would have to keep injecting her magical power regularly until it was completed.


  Because making a big Homunculus is very troublesome, alchemists prefer to make small ones like birds, cats, hamsters, dogs, etc.


  「Hmm… Apart from its size, there’s something strange about this Homunculus…」(Nord)


  Nord put his index finger and thumb on his chin and stared at Kurumi.


  「What are you talking about? Look at her! She’s cute! There’s nothing wrong with her!」(Iris)


  Iris then gently grabbed Kurumi with both hands and stretched her arms toward Nord, showing him how cute she was.


  Kurumi then looked at Nord and tilted her head cutely.


  「Well, I won’t deny that, but that’s not what I mean. Sarasa-kun is not controlling it right now, right? Normally, you won’t let your Homunculus move by itself when they’re far away from you.」(Nord)


  The more distance between you and your Homunculus, the more magical powers required to maintain them and the more difficult for you to control them.


  If you are far away from your Homunculus and reach the point where you can no longer supply it with your magical power, the Homunculus will automatically consume the magical power stored in its body.


  Sadly, your Homunculus will crumble and die when it uses up all the magical power in its body.


  That’s why you normally turn your Homunculus into sleep mode when you are away from them.


  Nord was confused. He didn’t know what Sarasa was thinking. She let her Homunculus move by itself when she knew that it would be far away from her for several weeks.


  Nord then began to think that perhaps there was something special about Sarasa’s Homunculus knowing that she was a skilled alchemist.


  「Hmm… I’m curious~ Can I borrow this little bear for a moment?」(Nord)


  「Eh!? No way! I won’t let you touch Kurumi!」(Iris)


  Seeing Nord who was smiling like a mad scientist, Iris reflexively stepped back, pulled her arms, and hugged Kurumi tightly.


  Kate then immediately stepped in between the two and stretched her arms sideways.


  「Nord-san, Store Owner-san entrusted Kurumi to us. We can’t let you use her as your research subject!」(Kate)


  「Ahaha… Okay, I understand. I’m sorry.」(Nord)


  Being glared at by Kate, Nord nodded and smiled.


  「Well, I will ask Sarasa-kun about this little bear when we get home. Alright then, shall we get going?」(Nord)


  「…Yeah, let’s get going. We will lead the way, so please stay close to us.」(Kate)


  The three of them then entered the forest and went deeper into the Great Sea of Trees.


  While they were walking, Nord occasionally glanced curiously at Kurumi who was clinging to Iris’ backpack.
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  On the first day, they didn’t encounter any danger at all.


  It was the third time Iris and Kate had passed the same path. They were quite familiar with the path to the volcano, so everything went smoothly so far.


  However, on the third day, their pace became much slower.


  The reason was…


  「Oh! Isn’t this a Cracked Mushroom!? It’s one of the rarest mushrooms in the world! Let’s see… The width of the crack is three centimeters… The tree where it grows is a New Crite Tree… the humidity level is high, and there’s moss growing around it…」(Nord)


  While observing the mushroom, Nord wrote any information he got on his note.


  「Hm!? Is that a subterranean plant called Blef Cario? Awesome! …The stem is quite thick. Is it because of the influence of the soil…? Ooh!? There’s a colony of Meonidy plants on that riverside! I wonder why their underwater flowers haven’t grown yet. Is it because the location is kinda weird?」(Nord)


  As you can tell, the reason why they rarely made any progress was that Nord frequently stopped to observe rare plants on the way.


  Once he stopped, it would take him an hour to start walking again.


  「Somehow, he reminds me of Store Owner-dono…」(Iris)


  「You’re right…」(Kate)


  Nord would pay Iris and Kate based on the number of days they escorted him, so the longer it took, the more money they would get.


  At first, they didn’t complain and had been silently watching Nord observing weird plants along the way, but while the first day was uneventful, monsters started appearing on the third day.


  Iris and Kate could defeat them no problem, but they eventually got annoyed because Nord kept stopping.


  「Nord-san, we need to keep moving! This area is full of monsters!」(Iris)


  「Hold on! I’ll be done in one minute! No, five minutes!」(Nord)


  「Oh, come on! You had already studied plants in this forest for five days while waiting for your Floating Tent, right?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, but I didn’t go this far into the forest. The vegetation in this area is totally different from the area around the village. As a researcher, I can’t miss the chance to study it!」(Nord)


  「Khh…! I don’t know anything about your research, and I don’t want to scold you too much because you’re our hirer, but our food supplies won’t last until we return if we rarely make progress!」(Iris)


  「She’s right. You don’t want to die starving, do you?」(Kate)


  「Uhh… Alright then…」(Nord)


  Not being able to argue back, Nord stood up and left the rare plant he was observing.


  The amount of food they brought was limited, and they couldn’t rely on the food in the forest either.


  After all, most of the fruits and animals in the Great Sea of Trees are still unknown, and they shouldn’t carelessly eat them because they might be poisonous like the honey from Rotten Fruit Bees they ate a while ago.
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  「By the way, Nord-san, you usually do research about monsters, right? But why did you look so enthusiastic when you saw those plants?」(Kate)


  Nord, who couldn’t argue with Iris and Kate, unwillingly left the rare plant he was observing and continued walking.


  He sighed with a little troubled face when Kate asked him that.


  「Well, actually, I really want to study plants and insects rather than monsters.」(Nord)


  「Then, why didn’t you do that?」(Kate)


  「Because I need money to feed myself. I’m a researcher. I make money from submitting my research results to the government. Do you think they will pay me for researching insects?」(Nord)


  「Well… I don’t think so…」(Kate)


  Seeing Kate shaking her head, Nord shrugged and smiled bitterly.


  「Right?」(Nord)


  「Then, how about researching plants?」(Kate)


  「Alchemists have more knowledge about plants than us researchers. No one can beat them when it comes to researching plants. That’s why I chose to study monsters as my main job since not many people do that. I study plants only as a hobby.」(Nord)


  Alchemists mainly use plants as materials to make potions. Many of them study plants in order to make new potions and increase the variety of potions.


  Nord chose to do research on monsters because the government paid him well for that. The reason was that his research results could be useful to increase the security of the kingdom.


  On the other hand, research on plants or insects rarely piqued the government’s attention unless it’s beneficial to the kingdom.


  「So you chose to do research on monsters because it’s far more profitable than research on plants, huh?」(Kate)


  「But Nord-san, if you can’t do research on plants themselves, then how about doing research on the cultivation method?」(Iris)


  Iris, who had been listening, joined the conversation.


  「You mean how to grow plants? That makes no difference. The methods of growing plantsー valuable herbs, specifically, had been done by alchemists. There’s nothing left for researchers like me can do.」(Nord)


  「Are you sure? Have you taken a look at the herb field next to Store Owner-dono’s shop?」(Iris)


  「Herb field? Ah, that reminds me, I saw a field surrounded by sturdy fences, but I didn’t see it closely. What about that?」(Nord)


  「That’s Store Owner-dono’s herb field but it’s actually cultivated by a married couple who know nothing about alchemy. Store Owner-dono said that the herbs they grow are easy-to-grow types. Therefore, they can take care of the field after Store Owner-dono trained them for a while.」(Iris)


  「I see. And then?」(Nord)


  「Hard-to-grow herbs can be sold at a higher price, but Store Owner-dono chose the easy-to-grow ones because the chance for the married couple to successfully grow the hard-to-grow ones is very slim. Not many people can grow those types of herbs after all.」(Iris)


  「Indeed. So, what’s your point?」(Nord)


  「Nord-san, don’t you think you will make a lot of money if you can find a method to cultivate herbs that are difficult to grow?」(Iris)


  「Research on the cultivation of herbs… that are difficult to grow…?」(Nord)


  「Yes. So that people can grow hard-to-grow types of herbs easily.」


  After listening to Iris, Nord stopped walking and thought for a moment. He folded his arms and whispered to himself.


  Iris and Kate also stopped, waiting for Nord.


  「That’s interesting… I can hire professionals to grow those types of herbs so that I can devote myself to studying them. Moreover, I can do this research on a continuous basis… I see… Iris-kun, you’re a genius! Thank you for giving me this idea!」(Nord)


  Nord grabbed Iris’ hands and shook them up and down with a big smile on his face.


  「I, Is that so? Haha! Looks like my brain isn’t there just to add weight to my head. But, Nord-san, I don’t think it will be easy.」(Iris)


  「Of course, I know. Someone would have done this research long ago if it was easy. It will be difficult but I have some research results that may be useful. If the government pays me well for my search on Salamanders this time, I may have enough money to start it!」(Nord)


  Iris clapped her hands as soon as Nord let go of them.


  「Then, first, you have to do your best in this expedition!」(Iris)


  「You’re right! Alright, let’s hurry! Our pace is somewhat slow today.」(Nord)


  「Whose fault do you think it is…?」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate sighed and continued leading the way.
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  Thanks to Iris motivating Nord, their pace greatly increased.


  Nord occasionally stopped to observe rare plants earlier, but he walked without stopping now. Moreover, because he trained his body, he walked quite fast even though he was carrying a big, heavy backpack. Because of that, Iris and Kate, who led the way, had to walk even faster.


  As a result, they reached the foot of the volcano a bit faster than planned.


  「Guys, let’s put on our Heat-proof Coats here.」(Nord)


  「Alright. Kate, let’s set up a tent.」(Iris)


  While Nord was changing clothes behind a tree, Iris and Kate set up a tent and changed clothes inside.


  As a matter of course, the Heat-proof Coats Iris and Kate wore were made by Sarasa, and their quality was clearly superior to the one Nord wore.


  Nord was interested in the high quality Heat-proof Coats they were wearing.


  「Hee… So these are the Heat-proof Coats Sarasa-kun made, huh? Impressive… How much heat can they handle?」(Nord)


  「According to Store Owner-san, you can touch lava for a few seconds while wearing this.」(Kate)


  「Really? That’s amazing…」(Nord)


  Heat-proof Coats made by Sarasa were different from ordinary Heat-proof Coats.


  Because she made them as armor to fight a Salamander, she prioritized the quality over the cost, so naturally, the quality of Sarasa’s Heat-proof Coats is completely different from ordinary ones.


  Ordinary Heat-proof Coats were only enough to protect you from the hot air and heat coming from lava, but Sarasa’s Heat-proof Coats could even stand the heat of Salamander’s Breath.


  They totally outperformed ordinary Heat-proof Coats, but of course, they were far more costly than the ordinary ones.


  
  Chapter 17 : Survey Expedition Ⅲ


  「Aa-ahh… I wish I had a Heat-proof Coat made by Sarasa-kun…」(Nord)


  「By the way, Nord-san, how about your Heat-proof Coat?」(Iris)


  「Well, it’s a mass-produced item. It’s not a unique Heat-proof Coat like yours. It’s only enough to protect me from the heat of the volcano.」(Nord)


  Mass-produced Heat-proof Coats can protect you from the heat in a high-temperature environment, but not for a long time. Also, you can’t use them as armor to fight a Salamander because they won’t stand against a Salamander’s Breath, unlike Sarasa’s Heat-proof Coats.


  「Well, we won’t fight a Salamander, so there’s nothing to worry about… I hope.」(Nord)


  「I hope so too… Will you be okay entering a Salamander’s cave with that Heat-proof Coat of yours? The cave is far hotter than the outside after all.」(Iris)


  「Ah, the last time I went inside a Salamander’s cave, sweat flowed out from my body like a waterfall, and I occasionally got dizzy from dehydration. I almost lost consciousness twice during the expedition back then.」(Nord)


  If Nord didn’t bring people to escort him, he would have died of dehydration and heat stroke.


  He didn’t realize that his curiosity almost killed him. Because of that, no one wanted to be his escort.


  「Eh…? Will you REALLY gonna be okay…?」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry, I trained my body. I’ll be fine!」(Nord)


  While saying that, Nord showed Iris and Kate his arm muscles.


  「No, no. You’re going to fight against heat, not bandits or monsters! Your muscles won’t help!」(Iris)


  「Umm… You may be right, but I was fine last time, so I’m sure I’ll be fine this time as well.」(Nord)


  Of course, you can’t deal with dehydration and heat stroke with your muscles. What you need is a lot of water to keep yourself hydrated, not your muscles.


  Last time, he survived thanks to the escorts who helped him by continuously giving him water.


  「Uhh… I don’t know how you get so much confidence, but luckily, there’s a source of water nearby.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. We filled our water containers, so I think we don’t have to worry about running out of water.」(Kate)


  Before they started climbing the volcano, they filled their water containers in a river near the foot of the volcano that they found the last time they came with Sarasa.


  Knowing that there was a water source nearby gave them a bit of peace of mind.


  「I wish there was another water source near the Salamander’s cave.」(Iris)


  「I wish so too, but unfortunately, we can only find hot water on this volcano. I’m not sure if we can drink it. Nord-san, what do you think?」(Kate)


  「I don’t think it’s drinkable. Well, you can drink it, but you will likely get sick.」(Nord)


  On that volcano, there were a lot of places where hot water sprung out of the ground, but the water was muddy and didn’t look drinkable at all.


  By the way, on his last expedition, Nord survived because one of his escorts found a spring with drinkable cold water not far from the Salamander’s nest he investigated.


  Springs with cold water were rarely found near Salamander’s nests. Nord was very lucky at that time.


  「Anyway, we’re gonna be fine, so let’s move on.」(Nord)


  When Nord said that with a carefree tone, Iris and Kate looked at each other and sighed.


  Although they had a bad feeling about this expedition, they started walking and following Nord since they agreed to escort him.


  After walking for a while, they arrived at the habitat of Lava Lizards and Hellfire Grizzlies. However, they could only find Lava Lizards in the area.


  「As I thought, there’s not even a single Hellfire Grizzly here.」(Nord)


  Nord started to observe the surroundings. He measured the temperature of the mud and the surrounding air with an artifact while recording any information he got in his notebook.


  Meanwhile, Iris and Kate were standing near him, ready to protect him as escorts. However, just like when they came with Sarasa last time, the Lava Lizards were ignoring them. They’re not aggressive monsters after all.


  If Hellfire Grizzlies were still there, protecting Nord while he was absorbed in his research would be a tough job for the two.


  「According to Store Owner-dono, the group of Hellfire Grizzlies who once lived here lost the competition for food against the Lava Lizards. That’s why they went into a frenzy and attacked our village.」(Iris)


  「As I thought… Lava Lizards are not aggressive monsters, but it seems that they are better at hunting for food than Hellfire Grizzlies. The place where I did my expedition last time was also filled with Lava Lizards. I didn’t find any Hellfire Grizzlies there either.」(Nord)


  「I see. By the way, are there other monsters besides Lava Lizards and Hellfire Grizzlies living in volcanoes that have Salamanders?」(Iris)


  「Hmm… I will say it’s still under investigation. So far, we can only find Lava Lizards and Hellfire Grizzlies or either of them. I think other monsters can’t stand the presence of Salamanders on top of the volcano, so they don’t want to live near them. Well, there’s no proof, so I can’t be too sure about that. It’s just my speculation.」(Nord)


  「Investigating that is your job as a researcher, right?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. Not only study Salamanders but I also have to investigate their habitat. In other words, this entire volcano is my research subject. That way, the government will definitely recognize my hard work and give me a lot of reward money!」(Nord)


  「Ahh… I see…」(Iris)


  When Nord said that frankly, Iris awkwardly nodded at him.


  「Therefore, Iris-kun, Kate-kun, can you help me with something?」(Nord)


  「Alright. What do you want us to do?」(Kate)


  「I want you to catch a Lava Lizard alive for me.」(Nord)


  「「……Huh!?」」(Iris & Kate)


   


  


  「I want you to catch a Lava Lizard alive for me.」(Nord)


  「「……Huh!?」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris and Kate tilted their heads at the same time. They were surprised by Nord’s request.


  「Umm… You don’t want to? I’m curious why Lava Lizards are able to swim in the boiling water like it’s nothing. I wonder if they don’t feel hot at all.」(Nord)


  「Isn’t it obvious? It’s because they’re monsters!」(Iris)


  「I’m a researcher who studies monsters. I can’t write such a conclusion in my report. I have to learn how they can survive swimming in the boiling water and how much temperature they can withstand. I also want to try burning them in fire and see if they will survive.」(Nord)


  「Uhh… I thought you studied their ecology.」(Iris)


  「Yes, but learning only about their environment is not enough. I also have to study how they survive. Even if it’s well-known and many people know about it, I need to see and do experiments myself. That way, I may get some new information.」(Nord)


  「I see… But…」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate got the idea. He said a reasonable thing, but what he was requesting was quite unreasonable.


  Even though Iris and Kate were able to hunt a Lava Lizard the first time they came here with Sarasa, capturing a Lava Lizard alive was not easy.


  Just like last time, Kate could shoot a Lava Lizard in the eye to weaken it so that they could easily chase after it. However, to catch it alive, they needed to restrain it, preventing it from moving.


  Just like Salamanders, Lava Lizards have hot skin even though it’s not as hot as Salamanders’.


  Luckily, Iris and Kate were wearing Heat-proof Coats, so they wouldn’t have a problem touching a Lava Lizard.


  The problem was they wouldn’t be able to restrain it unless they could use magic to increase their physical strength just like Sarasa.


  「…Iris, are we gonna do this…?」(Kate)


  When Kate asked, Iris nodded with a bitter expression.


  「Yeah. He’s our client after all. He will pay us a good amount of money, so we need to listen to his requests, right?」(Iris)


  「Hahh… I knew it wouldn’t be an easy job… Alright then. Looks like it’s time to show the result of our magic practice. Iris, have you mastered body strengthening magic yet?」(Kate)


  「Not completely, but I can do it a little. For now, I can maintain it for five minutes during practice sessions, but I’ve never used it in combat, so… I think I will only be able to restrain a Lava Lizard’s movements for twoー no, three minutes. How about you?」(Iris)


  「I can soften the ground a little with my earth magic.」(Kate)


  Recently, Kate, Lorea, and Iris started learning earth magic from Sarasa. Kate and Lorea were learning earth magic while Iris was learning body strengthening magic.


  Iris didn’t have much magical power, so she could only use magic for a short duration. However, body strengthening magic is very useful in combat even if you can only use it for a short time.


  Moreover, because Iris trained her body every day, she had strong muscles from the beginning. In other words, Iris would be able to restrict a Lava Lizard’s movements with body strengthening magic. But stillー


  「I won’t be able to hold a Lava Lizard’s movements forever. We need to tie it with a rope, but…」(Iris)


  「It won’t be easy… Should we make a trap or something to make it easier?」(Kate)


  「That’s a good idea. However, I think I will only be able to hold its upper body since Lava Lizards have big bodies. It will definitely swing around its tail, and it will be very dangerous to approach.」(Iris)


  「Hmm… Nord-san, it’s your request but can you help us?」(Kate)


  「Of course. I’m not that good at fighting monsters but as you can see, I have strong muscles!」(Nord)


  Nord was quite muscular for a researcher.


  He was able to carry his heavy backpack easily. That means his muscles would surely be helpful.


  「Alright. But before we do it, Nord-san, do you have any ideas that may make things easier?」(Kate)


  「Well, it’s not an idea but I have a special rope that’s way stronger than normal ones. We can use it to tie a Lava Lizard down.」(Nord)


  After Nord said that, Iris and Kate squinted their eyes, glaring at Nord while thinking, “Why didn’t he tell us sooner!?”, and “Guess not all researchers are smart.”


  After that, they made a plan, set up a trap, and hid in their designated positions.
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  After waiting for a while, there was finally a Lava Lizard walking nearby.


  Kate then immediately shot an arrow toward its eye.


  SHAAAAA!!!


  Just like last time, the wounded Lava Lizard didn’t try to strike back but tried to escape instead. Howeverー


  「Iris, now!」(Kate)


  「Hyaaa!」(Iris)


  Iris came out of her hiding spot and attacked the Lava Lizard with her sword.


  Of course, she knew that the skin on the back of Lava Lizard was hard and her blade wouldn’t hurt it. She did that to change the direction in which the Lava Lizard ran, trying to lead it to the muddy ground where they hid the net made of Nord’s special rope.


  By the way, Kate made that muddy ground with her earth magic in order to slow down the Lava Lizard’s movements even just for a little.


  When they were about to reach the muddy ground, Iris and Kate, who were chasing after the Lava Lizard from behind, shouted at the same time.


  「「Nord-san!!」」(Iris & Kate)


  「Leave it to me!」(Nord)


  As he shouted back, Nord pulled the rope he was holding as hard as he could, and then the net hidden in the muddy ground wrapped the Lava Lizard’s body, entangling it.


  SHAAAAAAAA!!!!!


  The Lava Lizard still tried to escape but then Iris immediately activated her body strengthening magic, jumped onto its body, and held its head with her arms as tightly as possible.


  「Khh! It’s hot!」(Iris)


  Iris was wearing a Heat-proof Coat that Sarasa made, so she wouldn’t get burned even though she was holding down the Lava Lizard with her entire body. However, the heat-proof effect was weaker on the face since it was exposed, so she could still feel the heat with her face.


  While trying to keep her face away from the Lava Lizard’s skin, Iris was holding down the rampaging Lava Lizard with her enhanced muscle strength. Still, she had a hard time due to the difference in weight and size between her and the lizard.


  「Kate! Nord-san!」(Iris)


  Kate and Nord rushed toward the lizard.


  Nord was holding its tail while Kate was trying to tie its hind legs with the special rope.


  However, the Lava Lizard’s claws were very sharp and dangerous. Kate’s job was very risky because she might get seriously injured, so she had to be very careful.


  「Kate, please be quick!」(Iris)


  「I’m trying!」(Kate)


  「Ghh!! Its tail is pretty strong too!」(Nord)


  Nord, who was hugging the Lava Lizard’s tail, was also having a hard time.


  Lava Lizards’ tails were very strong. They could destroy boulders with them.


  They could pulverize human bones easily with a swing of their tails.


  「Gnununu…!!」(Nord)


  Nord had strong muscles but he couldn’t use body strengthening magic like Kate. He tried desperately to keep his feet on the ground while hugging the tail.


  But unfortunately, he slipped.


  「Gwa!!」(Nord)


  Right after, the Lava Lizard swung its tail as hard as possible and sent Nord flying into the sky.


  「「Nord-san!!」」(Iris & Kate)
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  「Gwa!!」(Nord)


  「「Nord-san!!」」(Iris & Kate)


  Nord was blown about ten meters away and slammed into a boulder real hard.


  「Gah!」(Nord)


  Still, he was lucky to not land in a puddle of boiling water.


  「Nord-san, are you okay!?」(Iris)


  「I’m… good… Ugh, just a bit hurt…」(Nord)


  He was able to survive because the tail didn’t actually hit him. He was just thrown away when he slipped while hugging the tail.


  Nord got up and shook his head. He didn’t seem to be severely injured.


  「A, Are you even human…? But I’m glad you’re fine.」(Iris)


  「Looks like my muscles saved my life.」(Nord)


  As he said that, Nord showed his biceps.


  「Then use those muscles of yours to help us!」(Iris)


  Iris was able to hold the Lava Lizard without Nord holding its tail because she used body strengthening magic, but it wouldn’t last long.


  「Please hurry or I will kill this lizard!」(Iris)


  「Wait! I’m coming, I’m coming!」(Nord)


  When Iris said that as she glanced at the sword on her waist, Nord immediately dashed and grabbed the Lava Lizard’s tail again.


  「Gwaaaahhh! I won’t let it go this time!」(Nord)


  After learning from his mistake, Nord held the lower part of the tail this time.


  The Lava Lizard was physically strong but Nord managed to restrain its tail with the strength of his muscles.


  「Khh! This lizard is so powerful! I see… If they’re all this strong, then no wonder they were able to kick out Hellfire Grizzlies from this area. I see, I see… Khh!」(Nord)


  「Do you need to analyze them now!? What a researcher…」(Kate)


  「Ughh! I think killing it would be ten times easier! Kate, hurry up!」(Iris)


  「I’m trying! Just a bit longer!」(Kate)


  After trying her best for a while, Kate finally managed to tie the hind legs of the Lava Lizard. She then immediately wrapped the rope around its body to restrict its movements even more.


  A while after, she managed to tie the Lava Lizard’s entire body and completely restrain its movements.


  「We… We did it!」(Kate)


  「Finally!」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate sat down on the ground and high-fived each other.


  As sweat ran down their cheeks, they were smiling with a sense of accomplishment filled their hearts.


  Kate took out a bottle of water from her bag, drank the water a bit, then tossed the bottle to Iris. She then took off her hood and wiped off the sweat on her face with a towel.


  Iris also drank the water and wiped her sweat. They then looked at each other and took a deep breath.


  「I’m really tired…」(Iris)


  「Same… But we did it.」(Kate)


  「Yeah.」(Iris)


  「Good work, you two! Now we just need to catch a few more!」(Nord)


  「「……..Eh?」」(Iris & Kate)


  When Iris and Kate heard what Nord said, the smiles disappeared from their faces in an instant.


  They then turned to Nord and glared at him with dumbfounded expressions.


  「Look. Two or more objects are needed for verification in any research, so I need a few more Lava Lizards to inspect.」(Nord)


  Even though he almost died from just catching one Lava Lizard, Nord said that with a smile like it was nothing.


  「「………..」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris and Kate squinted their eyes as they glared at Nord while recalling the hard time of fighting a Lava Lizard just now. However, the smile on Nord’s face didn’t crumble.


  「…Nord-san… By “a few more”, do you mean you need at least two more…?」(Iris)


  「Of course. I need at least three subjects to inspect after all, but if possible, I want four or five more Lava Lizards to get more accurate results.」(Nord)


  「Seriously…?」(Iris)


  「Hahh….. This gonna be a looong day…」(Kate)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After they caught a few more Lava Lizards, Nord began to inspect them and do various experiments on them.


  While Nord was doing that, Iris and Kate were watching him while sitting on the ground and breathing heavily.


  They were relieved that it was over. They thought that Nord wouldn’t ask them to do more troublesome work. Howeverー


  「Iris-kun, Kate-kun, can you pick up some Lava Lizard eggs for me? It seems that they lay their eggs in hot mud, so you will be able to find them in muddy areas with boiling water.」(Nord)


  「Hold on! Inside hot mud, you say!?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. Don’t you think it’s strange that they don’t turn into boiled eggs?」(Nord)


  「That’s not what I mean! It’s dangerous to get into those muddy areas!」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry. I have a net with a long handle. Here, you can use this to scoop out the eggs.」(Nord)


  「「………..」」(Iris & Kate)


   


  After thatーー


  「Iris-kun, Kate-kun, can you pick up some flame stones for me? They are the staple food of Lava Lizards and Hellfire Grizzlies, so I need to inspect them as well.」(Nord)


  「Eh? But they can hardly be found now. The Lava Lizards ate almost all of them.」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. Look. There are quite a lot near the pool of boiling water over there.」(Nord)


  「But sometimes hot water discharges from the ground around it like a fountain! It’s dangerous!」(Iris)


  「You’re wearing Sarasa-kun’s Heat-proof Coat. You’ll be fine.」(Nord)


  「Yeah, but then we will die from poisonous gas!」(Iris)


  「Ah, if you’re worried about the gas, you can use this gas mask. It’s an artifact that will neutralize the air you breathe in.」(Nord)


  「「………..」」(Iris & Kate)


   


  After thatーー


  「Iris-kun, Kate-kunー」(Nord)


  「Ugh… What is it this time…?」(Iris)


  「I have a bad feeling about this…」(Kate)


  「Lava Lizards are originally not aggressive monsters. When they are alone, they will run away the moment they spot threats. However, what if they are not alone? I’m wondering if a group of Lava Lizards spots a threat, will they run away, scattering all over directions, or will they run after the threat and attack it together.」(Nord)


  「Don’t tell me…」(Iris)


  「You want us to…」(Kate)


  「I want you to approach a group of Lava Lizards and see what they will do.」(Nord)


  「Waaait, wait, wait! That’s too dangerous no matter how you think about it!」(Iris)


  「You can just run away if they chase after you. I will distract them somehow, so you’ll be fine.」(Nord)


  「「………..」」(Iris & Kate)


   


  Just like that, Iris and Kate’s high-risks-high-reward job continued for a while until they finally could continue ascending the volcano, heading for the Salamander’s cave.


  
  Chapter 19 : Salamander’s Cave Ⅰ


  「Finally… We’re finally doing our main mission…!」(Iris)


  「Yeah… Finally… I almost forgot that we came here to investigate this Salamander’s cave…」(Kate)


  After spending a lot of time investigating Lava Lizards, they finally entered the Salamander’s cave.


  Iris and Kate were leading the way while Nord followed them from behind. Nord was dragging the tied-up Lava Lizards with one hand and holding a flashlight artifact with his other hand.


  The Lava Lizards were heavy, but Nord pulled them while walking with a smile on his face.


  He was happy that Iris and Kate were willing to do what he asked, unlike the escorts he hired the last time he did an investigation on another volcano.


  「Iris-kun, Kate-kun, you really helped me a lot! Thank you!」(Nord)


  「Yeah… You’re welcome…」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry, it’s gonna be easy from now on. There won’t be any more difficult tasks to do.」(Nord)


  「Really…?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, trust me.」(Nord)


  Nord smiled at Iris and Kate as he said that.


  After experiencing how tough working for Nord was, Iris and Kate couldn’t easily believe that.


  Nord was really grateful to them for doing whatever he asked, but at the same time, he also felt a bit guilty for asking them to do too much.


  Actually, Iris and Kate could have just turned him down, but because they were raised by respectable parents with a strong sense of responsibility, they turned into hardworking and responsible adults who couldn’t refuse their client’s requests.


  「Alright, if you say so… We will do whatever we can to support your research, but…」(Iris)


  「We’re just ordinary people, unlike Store Owner-san. There’s a limit to what we can do.」(Kate)


  If Sarasa heard what Kate said, she would definitely reply, “I’m an ordinary person too!”


  「Hahaha… I know, I know. After this investigation is over, I will give you extra money, so I hope you can bear with me a bit longer.」(Nord)


  「Oh? As a professional, normally, I would refuse to accept more money than the agreed amount, but…」(Iris)


  「I think we deserve to be paid more, so Nord-san, you better do it.」(Kate)


  「Haha… I will.」(Nord)


  At first, Iris and Kate thought that the amount of money Nord would pay them was too much, but then they changed their mind after working so hard today.


  「You know what, if I didn’t cuddle Kurumi from time to time, I would have lost it and released a wave of murderous intent against Nord.」(Kate)


  「Me too…」(Iris)


  「Gau?」(Kurumi)


  Noticing that her name was called, Kurumi, who was clinging to Iris’ backpack, tilted her head curiously.


  She might look like she hadn’t done anything useful, but in fact, she healed Iris and Kate’s hearts.


  If Kurumi wasn’t around, Iris and Kate might have lost their minds dealing with Nord.


  「A, haha… Looks like I should thank Sarasa-kun for that…」(Nord)


  「You should thank Kurumi as well… Oo, looks like we’re here. This is the place where we fought the Salamander.」(Iris)


  After walking for a while, they arrived at the open area with a river of lava.


  The glowing lava made the surroundings look red, and the temperature at that place was so high that humans who entered without protection would definitely die from the heat.


  However, Nord was excited to be able to enter such a dangerous place.


  「This place… I can tell that a Salamander lived here! This is awesome!」(Nord)


  「Well, in fact, there was a Salamander living here.」(Iris)


  「But we killed it… It seems this place hasn’t changed at all since then.」(Kate)


  The ice that covered the ground and the walls had melted.


  The only difference from the last time they came was that there was no longer a Salamander there.


  「Alright, it’s time for a fun experiment~!」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord put the flashlight artifact on the ground. He then pulled out one of the captured Lava Lizards, brought it closer to the river of lava, and put its tail into it.


  He really looked like a mad scientist who was doing a cruel experiment on a poor animal.


  SSSSSHH!!!


  Naturally, the helpless Lava Lizard whose mouth and limbs were tightly tied tried to scream and wriggle but Nord held its body down.


  After the lizard suffered in pain for a few minutes, Nord finally pulled its tail out of the lava.


  「Hoo… I see, I see. Its tail didn’t get burned at all even though it felt the pain.」(Nord)


  「Umm… Nord-san… What the hell are you doing?」(Iris)


  Seeing Nord’s happy face when he did such a cruel experiment, Iris and Kate couldn’t help but look at him with disgusted faces.


  「I want to know if Lava Lizards can withstand lava.」(Nord)


  「They are indeed called Lava Lizards but according to Store Owner-dono, they can’t actually survive in lava.」(Iris)


  「Of course, I know that. However, I want to confirm it myself. After all, I can’t just write, “That’s what the book said” on my research paper, right?」(Nord)


  「So, you did such a cruel experiment just for that purpose?」(Iris)


  「It may look cruel but it’s necessary. Besides, you can’t write research papers without getting proof yourself.」(Nord)


  After saying that, Nord put the tail of the poor lizard into the river of lava again.


  「Alright, let’s see how long it takes until the tail gets burnt.」(Nord)


  He only put the tail for a few seconds last time, but he decided to keep it in the lava until it got charred.


  A while after, the Lava Lizard, whose tail was charred, had gotten weaker. It was still resisting but its movements were not as vigorous as before.


  「Hee~ It is more resistant to heat than I imagined… Alright, let’s try to put its lower body in the lava this time~」(Nord)


  「「………..」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris and Kate could only watch as Nord tortured the poor Lava Lizard while making a big smile on his face.


   


  


  It had been a while since Nord’s ruthless experiment had begun.


  No matter how you look at it, it was totally animalー no, monster abuse.


  The rounded eyes of the Lava Lizard that was tortured by Nord looked as if they were saying, “Please, just kill me and put me out of my misery!”


  Iris and Kate who couldn’t stand seeing the poor Lava Lizard could only grit their teeth and avert their gazes.


  There were four other Lava Lizards tied with the special rope next to them.


  While watching their friend suffering in pain, they were wriggling on the ground, trying to break free from the rope.


  Iris and Kate felt sorry for them, but remembering the hard time when they tried to catch them alive and the fact that Nord was their client, they couldn’t just let the lizards free.


  「Hmm… I think I’m done with this one.」(Nord)


  Hearing what Nord said, Iris and Kate sighed in relief. They thought he would release the poor Lava Lizard which was half charred by the lava.


  However, while writing something in his notebook with a satisfied expression on his face, Nord kicked the poor lizard into the lava as if it no longer had any use for him.


  The Lava Lizard regained its freedom after the special rope that restricted its movements burned in the lava.


  However, its freedom only lasted for a short time.


  The lizard swam toward the ground, trying to escape from the river of lava, but because its body was already weakened, it died before it could reach the ground and its lifeless body sank into the lava.


  Meanwhile, Nord observed the poor lizard with calm eyes while continuing to write something in his notebook.


  Of course, Iris and Kate understood that there was no way they would treat a monster’s injury, but still, they thought that Nord was a heartless man.


  「Alright. Next one~」(Nord)


  After saying that with an excited face, Nord approached the other Lava Lizards and pulled one of them closer to the river of lava.


  Lava Lizards are indeed monsters, but at that moment, Iris and Kate thought that Nord was the one who deserved to be called a monster.


  They turned around, trying not to watch Nord torturing his next victim.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  -A while later-


  「Ahh~ That was a good experiment. I made some new discoveries!」(Nord)


  「I, I see… That’s… great…」(Iris)


  「Hahh… I’m glad it’s over…」(Kate)


  Because the mouths of the Lava Lizards were also tied with the special rope, Iris and Kate didn’t have to hear their heartbreaking screams, but still, they felt awful when they saw Nord smile while torturing the poor lizards.


  「I’m sorry to say this in front of a researcher but if I were to choose a job, becoming a researcher would be my last choice.」(Iris)


  「I didn’t feel bad at all when I shot my arrows at those lizards, but I know your feelings. After watching that ruthless torture that he called “experimenting”, I don’t wanna be a researcher either.」(Kate)


  After defeating monsters, Iris and Kate usually would skin them and cut them into parts to separate which ones could be used as food ingredients and which one could be sold as alchemy materials. They would gouge out their eyeballs as well if necessary.


  For most people it might be gruesome, but for them, what Nord did was more horrible than that because he was torturing those lizards.


  「Umm… guys? It’s not that I like burning living beings alive, you know? Only psychos like doing that.」(Nord)


  「Reeeally…?」(Iris)


  「Then why were you smiling while doing those cruel things?」(Kate)


  「I was smiling because I was excited to learn the results. I’m a researcher. I want to collect as much data as possible from my experiments and hope it will be useful for people. I also hope that my research results can prevent people from dying to monsters due to their ignorance.」(Nord)


  Seeing Nord say that with a bitter smile on his face made Iris and Kate feel bad for saying those harsh words which were tinged with disgust toward him.


  The two looked at each other awkwardly and bowed their heads.


  「Come to think of it, I know some Collectors who managed to survive monster attacks thanks to the knowledge they got from books.」(Iris)


  「Even the books that we use as reference to collect materials born from someone’s research results… Nord-san, we’re sorry if we offended you…」(Kate)


  「It’s okay. Researchers like me are difficult for ordinary people to understand after all, and I realized that people thought I was a weirdo because of it.」(Nord)


  Nord had done so many experiments on monsters. At first, Nord did think that he was doing cruel things to monsters, but that feeling eventually got numb. Now, all he felt when he did such experiments was the joy of learning something.


  That’s why he was smiling when he did the experiment on the Lava Lizards.


  However, from Iris and Kate’s point of view, Nord looked like a psychopath who enjoyed tormenting monsters.


  Nord was aware of it somehow, but he had no intention of stopping doing what he should do.


  「Alright, then. Now that we’ve done the side mission, it’s time to do the main mission!」(Nord)


  To lighten the heavy atmosphere, Nord clapped his hands as he said that.


  Iris and Kate then smiled at each other and turned their gazes to Nord.


  「Well, I feel like it was a looong side mission though.」(Iris)


  Iris thought that doing experiments on Lava Lizards was just wasting time, but Nord raised his index finger and waved it while making “tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk” sound with his tongue.


  「Lava Lizards are monsters that live closest to Salamanders, so learning about them is necessary. You need to give it all on your research and learn everything that needs to be learned. That’s why the government approved all the results of my research so far.」(Nord)


  「Hee… So that’s how it works.」(Iris)


  Nord made it sound easy but in reality, it wasn’t easy to do research that the government would approve.


  「Anyway, let’s start working. I’m sure I put it here… Umm… Ah, there it is.」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord rummaged his big backpack and took out a box-shaped object slightly larger than his palm.


  「What is that? An artifact?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. It’s for measuring the amount of magical power in an area. It can also collect other data such as the element of the magical power but… This is weird… It says that ice-attributed magical power dominates this area… I’m pretty sure that a place like this should be filled with fire-attributed magical power… Is this thing broken?」(Nord)


  Nord frowned and shook the artifact in his hand, but nothing changed on the display.


  「Ah, Nord-san, that’s maybe because of Store Owner-dono.」(Iris)


  「Sarasa-kun? What do you mean?」(Nord)


  While recalling the moment when they fought the Salamander, Iris started explaining.


  
  Chapter 20 : Salamander’s Cave Ⅱ


  「The after-effect of the battle, you say?」(Nord)


  「Yeah. When we fought the Salamander, Store Owner-dono used a high-level ice spell to freeze it.」(Iris)


  「Her spell was so powerful that the whole area around here was completely covered in ice.」(Kate)


  Hearing Iris and Kate’s words, Nord opened his eyes wide in shock. He looked around and pointed at the river of lava.


  「Even this river of lava…?」(Nord)


  「Yup. It was frozen too.」(Iris)


  While imagining the lava in the entire area was frozen by a single girl, Nord sighed in awe.


  「Unbelievable… I know she was the disciple of a master-class alchemist, but it seems like her power exceeds my expectations.」(Nord)


  「I know she is very strong but do you think she is that amazing?」(Iris)


  「Of course. Salamanders are weak against cold, so fighting them with ice magic is indeed the most effective way, but I think Sarasa-kun’s spell is too powerful. She even froze lava. That’s incredible.」(Nord)


  Seeing Nord say that with an amazed expression, Iris and Kate looked at each other.


  「We do think that she is amazing, but…」(Iris)


  「It looks like Store Owner-san is even more extraordinary than we thought.」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate hadn’t met many alchemists, so they didn’t know the standard of how powerful alchemists were. They thought that most alchemists were at the same level as Sarasa or just a bit weaker than her. They didn’t know that Sarasa was exceptionally better than most of them.


  「I thought most alchemists are as strong as Store Owner-dono.」(Iris)


  「I don’t think so. She is one of the top graduates of the Alchemy School, right? I bet she was the best student in her grade back then.」(Nord)


  When she was still at school, not only was Sarasa good at making potions and artifacts, but she was also good at subjects that were not directly related to alchemy such as swordsmanship, magic, woodworking, ect.


  She was especially good at using magic because she had a lot more magical power than normal people.


  「Moreover, I do think that Sarasa-kun is one of those geniuses who are born every ten years.」(Nord)


  「Seriously…?」(Iris)


  Regardless of his weird personality, as a researcher, Nord knew a lot of alchemists, but Sarasa was probably the most talented one he had ever met.


  「Yeah. I’m still wondering why a great alchemist like her opened a store in that remote village… Do you guys know something about it?」(Nord)


  「I know a little but… I’m not sure if I can tell you. I’m sorry.」(Iris)


  「It’s alright. I’m just a little curious. It’s not that I want to pry into a girl’s secret. Anyway, I’m very impressed that Sarasa-kun can use a powerful ice spell even though she is an alchemist, not a magician. Ahh… I wish I could watch her fight the Salamander back then.」(Nord)


  「That was indeed a powerful spell… By the way, Nord-san, how do people usually fight Salamanders?」(Iris)


  「First of all, you want to lure them out of their nest. After all, you will be at a disadvantage if you fight them in their nest.」(Nord)


  「Is that so?」(Iris)


  「Salamanders like hot places. The hotter the place, the more they like it. You know that inside the nest is way hotter than the outside, right? Also, it’s not recommended to fight them near a river of lava like this because they can heal themselves by diving into the lava.」(Nord)


  「I see. I get the idea, but…」(Iris)


  「Why didn’t Store Owner-san use this method back then? She chose to fight here instead.」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate looked at each other’s confused faces.


  「Ah, it’s because there were only three of you. To lure a Salamander out of its nest, you need a large number of people so that you can switch places and help each other while running and attacking the Salamander at the same time. Doing that with a small number of people is too dangerous.」(Nord)


  Luring a Salamander could be a very dangerous task because the Salamander would keep attacking while chasing you.


  Sarasa knew that she wouldn’t be able to protect both Iris and Kate at the same time.


  Fighting a Salamander in its nest is risky, but luring it out with only three people is more risky, so Sarasa was forced to fight in the nest.


  「In the first place, why did you challenge a Salamander with only three of you? You should have brought more people.」(Nord)


  For Nord, it was a natural question to ask, but not for Iris.


  She frowned and bent her mouth awkwardly.


  「Umm… I can’t tell you in detail but it’s probably because of me…」(Iris)


  The reason why they went to hunt a Salamander was to help Iris and her father pay off their huge amount of debt to Baronet Kirk.


  Hiring people and preparing Heatproof Coats for all of them would cost a lot of money. If they did that, they wouldn’t be able to get enough money to pay the debt.


  「Hmm, seems like you have your own circumstances. Don’t worry, I won’t ask further. Anyway, thanks to you guys defeating the Salamander, I can now investigate this nest freely~」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord looked around the nest and smiled.


  He was grateful to Sarasa for preparing the perfect environment for him to learn more about Salamander habitats.


  He put the magical power measuring artifact on the ground, took out other tools from his backpack, and started working again.


  「I think this investigation will take some time, so you two can take some rest while I’m working.」(Nord)


  「Eh…?」(Iris)


  「What did… you say…?」(Kate)


  「Hm? It will take some time.」(Nord)


  「No, no. After that.」(Kate)


  「You can take some rest?」(Nord)


  「「Are you sure!?」」(Iris&Kate)


  「Yeah, you two had been working really hard, so you deserve it.」(Nord)


  Hearing such unbelievable words coming from Nord, Iris and Kate looked at each other and smiled with teary eyes.


  They had been through hell to get to this point but they could finally take some rest. They couldn’t express how happy they were.


  
  Chapter 21 : Salamander’s Cave Ⅲ


  Three days had passed since Nord began investigating the Salamander’s nest.


  Even though he sweated a lot every day, his expression was lively as if he forgot how hot the nest was.


  On the other hand, Iris and Kate were just chilling, watching him working these past three days.


  It was good that they didn’t have to do any hard tasks and fight monsters, but they eventually got bored. They didn’t understand at all what Nord had been doing, so they didn’t find anything interesting in his work.


  「Say, Nord-san, how much longer do you need to investigate this nest? It’s been three days.」(Iris)


  「Just a little longer. I’m almost done. The next experiment is the last one.」(Nord)


  After replying without turning his face to Iris, Nord took out a rather big box from his backpack.


  The whole surface of the box was black and had a grid pattern on the lower half. There was a slit about three fingers wide on the upper part of the box.


  After putting the box on the ground, Nord took out a leather bag from his backpack and began to pour the stuff inside the leather bag into the slit of the box.


  Hoping that they might find something interesting to watch, Iris and Kate approached Nord and looked at the box curiously.


  「Are those Ice Fang Bats fangs you are pouring?」(Iris)


  「Yup. I have a lot of these, by the way. They’re actually quite pricey but Leonora sold them to me very cheaply for some reason.」(Nord)


  「Ahh, very cheaply, huh? I see.」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate looked at each other and smirked. They knew very well the reason why Leonora could sell Ice Fang Bats fangs very cheaply.


  [*/TL : Sarasa outplayed Yok Baal in his own game and managed to buy tons of Ice Fang Bats fangs at a ridiculously cheap price from him and then shared some of them with Leonora. (I forgot which chapter) ]


  Even though Nord bought them cheaply, the number of fangs he bought was not small.


  Imagining how much the cost of all the Ice Fang Bats fangs Nord poured into the box, Iris and Kate could only sigh.


  「By the way, Nord-san, what are you gonna do with them?」(Kate)


  「This black box is an artifact that can increase the amount of magical power in an area, and you need raw materials like these fangs as fuel.」(Nord)


  As he said that, Nord activated the black box, and then it started making “gouuun gouuun” noise.


  Kate wanted to know what Nord was aiming for, but she got an explanation about the box instead.


  Increasing the surrounding magical power was probably not his real goal. Nord was a researcher, so he was expecting something to happen from doing it.


  Without explaining further to Iris and Kate, Nord took the magical power measuring artifact and began measuring the amount of the surrounding magical power while writing something in his notebook.


  「Hmm… The amount of magical power has increased but nothing is happening… Is it because the ice-attributed magical power is still dominating this area…? Alright, how about this?」(Nord)


  Nord took out a leather bag containing flame stones that Iris and Kate collected the other day. He then poured the stones into the black box and activated the box.


  This time, the “gouuun gouuun” noise coming from the black box was louder than before.


  As always, Iris and Kate began to feel dizzy when they imagined the cost of the flame stones that were being used as fuel. Unlike them, Nord didn’t seem to mind it at all. He opened his notebook and began to measure the amount of magical power.


  「Oh, it’s looking good. The ice-attributed magical power is dropping while the fire-attribute one is increasing. I can’t wait to see the results~」(Nord)


  「N, Nord-san, what are you aiming for exactly!?」(Iris)


  Iris, who suddenly had a bad feeling, asked Nord with a voice louder than the noise from the black box.


  Nord then turned his gaze to Iris and answered with a voice as loud as hers.


  「I want to find out what kind of conditions are required for Salamanders to spawn other than extremely high temperatures, and I’m thinking that a high amount of magical power is probably one of the conditions.」(Nord)


  Right after Nord finished explaining, the black box stopped making noise and the area fell silent again.


  Iris and Kate looked at each other and muttered.


  「Conditions… for Salamanders to spawn…?」(Iris)


  「Don’t tell me… He’s going to…」(Kate)


  Nord returned his gaze to the measuring tool and glanced at his notebook.


  「The magical power has increased but still, nothing is happening… Seems like I have no choice but to use ‘those’ as fuel.」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord reached into his backpack and took out another leather bag.


  What he took out from the leather bag this time was a few red scales about the same size as his palm.


  The crimson color of the scales looked pretty but it made Iris and Kate uneasy because they were familiar with those scales.


  When they saw those scales, the bad feeling swelling in Iris and Kate’s hearts was getting stronger.


  「N, Nord-san… aren’t those…」(Kate)


  While hoping that the things she saw were not what she thought, Kate asked Nord with a bit of a trembling voice.


  「Ah, as you can see, these are Salamander scales. They’re quite precious, so I didn’t want to use them, butー」(Nord)


  「Waiー」(Iris)


  「ーI need stronger materials as fuel, so it can’t be helped. Hm? Did you say something?」(Nord)


  Nord threw the Salamander scales into the black box.


  Iris tried to stop him but it was too late.


  Right after, the black box made a much louder noise than earlier.


  The black box then started to shake for some reason.


  「H, Hey, it’s shaking! Is that normal?」(Iris)


  「I don’t think there’s a problem. Look! The amount of fire-attributed magical power is increasing drastically!」(Nord)


  While saying that, Nord showed the measuring artifact to Iris and Kate with a happy face, but they didn’t care about it.


  They lost interest in the experiment the moment they had a bad feeling about it.


  「That’s not what I mean! I think this weird box is broken!」(Iris)


  「It can’t be. I just bought it in South Strugg before I went to your village. This is the first time I’ve used it, so I don’t think it’s already broken.」(Nord)


  「South Strugg? Did you buy it from Leonora-san?」(Iris)


  「No. She didn’t have any in stock at the moment. I bought it from the other alchemy shop in that town.」(Nord)


  「「……….」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris and Kate’s faces turned pale as they heard that.


  Most of the Collectors in the village knew that the owner of that shop was a scammer.


   


  


  ーGata gata, goto goto, gata gata, goto goto!!


  The black box was shaking more and more violently as the bad feelings in Iris and Kate’s hearts that got stronger.


  They took one step, two steps, three steps back, trying to get away from the black box, but Nord was still looking at the box with an excited expression.


  After a few moments, the top side of the box popped off and fell to the ground. Right after, the box stopped shaking, but red-glowing smoke came out of it.


  Seeing that, Nord tilted his head.


  「…Eh?」(Nord)


  「Nord-san, are you sure everything is fine…?」(Iris)


  Iris felt a bit relieved that the box didn’t explode as she expected, but the condition of the box clearly didn’t seem normal. They couldn’t feel safe yet.


  「Hmm, I think it’s fine. Look. The amount of magical power is increasing as I expectedー no, it’s more than I expected, actually.」(Nord)


  Nord showed the measuring artifact to Iris as he replied, but that wasn’t what Iris was concerned about.


  「Not that! I mean that weird box is clearly broken! Red smoke is coming out of it!」(Iris)


  「Ah, don’t worry. It won’t affect the human body… I think.」(Nord)


  「”You think”…?」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate looked at each other. They looked even more worried.


  Seeing their worried faces, Nord immediately waved his hand and tried to correct his words.


  「No, no. I mean… That smoke is just dense fire-attributed magical power. So dense that it becomes visible. People with very low resistance to magic may feel sick, but it has no effect on people like us.」(Nord)


  People who have little magical power and never use magic will get dizzy and nauseous when they are suddenly exposed to air with a large amount of magical power. They may lose consciousness if they stay in a place with dense magical power for a long time.


  However, it’s just temporary. It won’t leave any permanent bad effects on your body. Still, it would be very bad if you lost consciousness in a dangerous place.


  「I see…」(Iris)


  「If that’s the case, I think we’ll be fine.」(Kate)


  「Yeah.」(Iris)


  Knowing that they wouldn’t be affected by the smoke, Iris and Kate let out a sigh of relief.


  Both of them had a fair amount of magical power and were used to being exposed to magical power since they lived with Sarasa.


  「So… That box seems to be broken, but… Is everything gonna be alright?」(Iris)


  「Well, it’s too bad that it’s broken but it did its job well until the end, so there’s no problem with this experiment.」(Nord)


  「I’m not asking about the experiment though… Oh, well… So, can you tell us already what are you trying to do exactly?」(Iris)


  After Iris asked that, Nord smirked and started explaining.


  「Like I said earlier, I’m guessing that a high amount of magical power can trigger monsters to spawn. According to my previous experiments, my guess is most likely right, so I want to try to prove it.」(Nord)


  After listening to Nord’s explanation, Iris and Kate looked at each other.


  「I knew it… He’s trying to…」(Kate)


  「Let’s hope it won’t happen…」(Iris)


  While Iris and Kate were looking at each other’s worried faces, the river of lava began to shake, and then bubbles started coming out of it while making a “boko boko” noise.


  「Oh? The density of the magical power in this area is suddenly dropping rapidly! There’s finally a reaction!」(Nord)


  Nord made a big smile when he saw the number on the measuring artifact start to drop.


  He looked so happy, but his happy face made Iris and Kate feel even more uneasy.


  「Nord-san, I don’t know why you’re so happy but the situation doesn’t look very good!」(Iris)


  Iris warned him, but he ignored her and kept staring at the river of lava.


  A few seconds laterー


  ーBwussshhh!!!


  Something big came out of the river of lava.


  Iris and Kate trembled the moment they saw it because it was very similar to the giant red-scaled lizard that they fought a while ago.


  「Wooohoo! It’s a Salamander! I did it! My guess is right after all!!!」(Nord)


  「Eehh!!?」(Iris)


  「I knew it! Let’s get the hell out of here!」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate quickly grabbed their bags and turned around.


  「Nord-san!!」(Iris)


  「Hurry up!」(Kate)


  They were ready to escape but Nord was different.


  Instead of grabbing his bag and running away, he dashed toward the lizard and landed a heavy uppercut on its jaw.


  「Haa!!」(Nord)


  「Are you kidding me!?」(Iris)


  「He’s freaking crazy!!」(Kate)


  His punch didn’t hurt the Salamander at all, but it made the lizard lose its balance.


  「As I thought. A normal physical attack doesn’t work. Kaahh! It’s hot like hell!」(Nord)


  Right after doing that crazy thing, Nord quickly turned around, grabbed his bag, and ran away while swaying his red hand, leaving Iris and Kate who were taken aback behind.


  「Eh? Aa! Iris, let’s go!!」(Kate)


  「Y, Yeah!」(Iris)


  Kate, who immediately came to her senses, tapped Iris’ shoulder, and then the two started running after Nord.


  They were Nord’s escort, so it was actually good that Nord was running in front of them so that they could protect him, but the enemy was one of the most dangerous monsters in the world.


  Kate, who was running in front of Iris, turned her face around. She saw the Salamander, who had recovered from Nord’s attack, take a deep breath.


  That action reminded her of the Salamander’s most powerful attack.


  「We need to run faster! The flame breath is coming!」(Kate)


  「Hiiiiiyyyyーー!」(Iris)


  Knowing that the lizard was going to attack them with the breath attack, Iris ran faster. So fast that she was able to catch up with Nord.


  「Kuuh!! Looks like I have to use it! Our debt will increase but we don’t have a choice!」(Kate)


  Saying that, Kate took out a stone-like thing from her pocket and threw it to the ground.


  [image: 00012]

  It was an artifact that Sarasa lent them. An expensive one, actually. They didn’t have to pay for it if they didn’t use it, but thinking that they would be caught up in the Salamander’s Breath, Kate decided to use it.


  ーKiiiiiiiiiiinn!!!


  As the stone-like artifact hit the ground, thick translucent ice appeared along with a loud noise and blocked the passage.


  Right after, the Salamander’s Breath came, but the ice blocked it.


  The ice wall was dyed red as it blocked the fire but it completely prevented the heat from coming to Kate’s side.


  However, Kate knew how powerful the Salamander’s Breath was.


  No matter how thick the ice wall was, it couldn’t block Salamander’s most powerful attack for a long time.


  There was no time to waste.


  Kate turned her face forward and ran faster, trying to catch up with Iris and Nord.


  
  Chapter 22 : Salamander’s Cave Ⅳ


  About three hundred meters before they reached the entrance, Iris and Nord stopped.


  It would be safer if they went out of the cave but their physical strength as humans didn’t allow them to keep running, climbing the passage while carrying heavy luggage on their backs.


  Even Nord, who had more stamina than Iris and Kate, was resting his hands on his knees while breathing heavily.


  「Haahh… Haahhh… I’m so tired…」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris dropped her backpack on the ground and sat down.


  She was sweating a lot even though her Heatproof Coat had a cooling function. After all, although that function could create a comfortable temperature inside the coat, you would sweat a lot after doing heavy exercise.


  Iris took out a bottle of water from her luggage and started gulping the water quickly as if she was eager to replace the water in her body that had turned into sweat while she was running.


  Meanwhile, Kate finally caught up. She then immediately took out her water bottle and started gulping just like Iris.


  「Pwaaahh! That was close…」(Kate)


  「Kate, did you use the artifact?」(Iris)


  「Yeah…」(Kate)


  「It can’t be helped… *gulp gulp* Pwaahhh!」(Iris)


  After quenching her thirst, Iris glared at Nord with sharp eyes.


  「Hey, Nord-san… There’s a lot I want to ask, but first, do you realize what you just did?」(Iris)


  「You mean, reviving the Salamander?」(Nord)


  Unlike Iris and Kate, who immediately took out their water bottles, Nord took out his notebook instead and started writing while replying to Iris without looking at her face.


  「Yeah! You knew that a Salamander would spawn, didn’t you!?」(Iris)


  「To be exact, I was making predictions that a Salamander would spawn if I did the experiment.」(Nord)


  「Then why? You knew it would be dangerous, right?」(Iris)


  「Because it’s necessary. I can’t call myself a researcher if I hesitate to do experiments just because they’re risky. In the first place, I wouldn’t have become a monster researcher if I wanted a safe job.」(Nord)


  Nord finally raised his face and looked at Iris as he said that.


  Nord hired Iris and Kate as escorts because he knew that he wouldn’t be able to avoid danger while doing his work, so it was strange for Iris to complain about how risky his experiment was.


  Iris found it difficult to object but then she thought that as the one being escorted, Nord shouldn’t do something that could endanger their life without her or Kate knowing.


  「Alright, I understand that your job is full of danger, but you should at least let us know before doing something dangerous!」(Iris)


  「Ah, yeah… You’re right. I should have told you before doing the experiment. Sorry about that.」(Nord)


  「Hahh…」(Iris)


  「Say, Nord-san, was that experiment really necessary? Did you really have to do that?」(Kate)


  After emptying her water bottle, Kate joined the conversation.


  「Of course. The results from that experiment alone will surely be useful for the country.」(Nord)


  「I still don’t understand how can it be useful for the country…」(Kate)


  「Hmm, I wonder how I can put it… In this country, you can go to this place, the Sea of Trees at the foot of Gerba Loch Mountains to get materials from certain monsters. However, there’s no guarantee that you will always find those monsters and get the materials you want, right?」(Nord)


  「Right… So…?」(Kate)


  「My experiment proved that monsters can artificially be spawned by increasing the density of the magical power in their habitat. You know what it means?」(Nord)


  「Ah! If you can’t find the monster you’re looking for, you can just increase the amount of magical power in its habitat and wait until it’s spawned.」(Kate)


  「Ding ding ding! You’re correct!」(Nord)


  「I got the idea, but…」(Kate)


  「I think it would be safer if you just order the materials you can’t find in this country from another country.」(Iris)


  「Normally, you will think so, but it’s actually very risky to our country because other countries will think that we have run out of alchemy materials.」(Nord)


  The country where Sarasa and the others live was not currently at war with any other country, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t need to be ready.


  Even though this country didn’t have the intention to attack other countries, they had to maintain the situation where other countries thought that they were risky to fight, so that no one would come to attack.


  This country was strong because it had so many talented alchemists. The artifacts and potions they made also played an important role in this strategy.


  If other countries found out that this country ran out of materials, they would think that it had weakened, meaning that the risk of being attacked would increase.


  「I see. Nord-san, you talk like a politician. Are you a noble?」(Iris)


  「Kind of. I can’t tell you the details but all I want is to contribute to this country with my research. That way, the government will keep sending me reward money!」(Nord)


  Iris and Kate couldn’t help but smile wryly when Nord said that shamelessly.


  「But, Nord-san, it didn’t have to be a Salamander, right? I mean, you could have just made a Lava Lizard or a Hellfire Grizzly spawn.」(Iris)


  「What are you talking about? My research theme this time is Salamanders, you know? Besides, Salamanders rarely come out of their nest, so there won’t be any problem.」(Nord)


  It’s almost impossible for Salamanders to come to villages or towns to attack people since they don’t usually come out of their nests.


  「Well, that’s true, but because of that, we almost got killed!」(Iris)


  「Even though we wouldn’t get burned by the breath because we’re wearing Heatproof Coat made by Store Owner-san, that lizard could have killed us with its ramming attack!」(Kate)


  「Moreover, although we can stand the breath, our backpacks can’t. Our stuff could have turned into charcoal and we would starve to death before reaching the village!」(Iris)


  「Ahaha… Okay, okay. I’m sorry… But here we are, still alive and kicking.」(Nord)


  「Well… Come to think of it, we were able to escape thanks to you punching that lizard. I was so confused at that moment.」(Iris)


  Nord’s uppercut didn’t hurt the Salamander but it made the lizard lose its balance and gave an opportunity for Iris and Kate to flee.


  「Yeah, I was taken aback as well when he rushed toward the lizard. Nord-san, I have to admit that you’re stronger than I thought….. And crazier than I thought…」(Kate)


  After complimenting Nord, Kate glanced sideways and muttered to herself.


  「Ahaha! I trained my body well after all!」(Nord)


  As always, after being praised, Nord made a pose to show his arm muscles.


  「By the way, why didn’t you bring any weapons? It will be safer if you have a sword or a dagger.」(Iris)


  「No. As a researcher who studies monsters, I don’t want to damage my research subject. That’s why I always use my fists to fight.」(Nord)


  After Nord said that, Iris and Kate looked at each other and whispered.


  「He prioritizes his research over his own safety…」(Iris)


  「That’s Nord-san for you…」(Kate)


  
  Chapter 23 : Salamander’s Cave Ⅴ


  「So, Nord-san, your experiment is done, right?」(Kate)


  「Yeah. There’s nothing left I wanna do in this cave.」(Nord)


  「Then let’s get out of here as soon as we regain our strength. We can’t stay in this cave for too long.」(Kate)


  「Kate’s right. That lizard might come after us.」(Iris)


  Kate was restlessly looking in the direction where she came from but Nord sat down on the ground, rummaged through his backpack, and grabbed some candy.


  「Salamanders rarely come out of their nests. Even luring them out is pretty hard. Here. Eat some candy to calm yourself.」(Nord)


  Nord passed two pieces of candy to Iris and Kate.


  The two then unwrapped the candy and ate it.


  「So, are we safe here?」(Iris)


  「I hope so.」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord grinned and put a piece of candy into his mouth.


  「Huh? I thought you were trying to calm us down.」(Iris)


  「They indeed rarely come out of their territory, but how far do you think the range of their territory is?」(Nord)


  「So you say… We’re still within its territory…?」(Iris)


  「Possibly.」(Nord)


  「Ugh… Now I’m worried again…」(Iris)


  Seeing Iris frown, Nord smiled and shrugged his shoulders to reassure her.


  「Don’t worry. I doubt that lizard would take the trouble to chase after small prey like usー」(Nord)


  SHAAAAAAAAAAA!!!


  Just after Nord said that, suddenly, a roar echoed throughout the cave as if putting lie to Nord’s words.


  「「……..」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris and Kate then glared at Nord with cold eyes.


  「No, no. It has nothing to do with what I said, right?」(Nord)


  「Well, yeah… BUT! I’m pretty sure there was someone who sent an uppercut to that lizard’s chin. I won’t say who it was though.」(Iris)


  「Ahh~ You’re right. I won’t say who it was, but that person was crazy. That lizard must be mad because of that.」(Kate)


  「Yeah. If that lizard comes after us, it will be that person’s fault. I won’t say who it was though.」(Iris)


  「Oi, oi. If I didn’t punch it, it would have rammed into us or released its fire breath the moment it came out of the lava.」(Nord)


  Nord immediately made excuses, but Iris and Kate’s gazes didn’t change.


  「Well… That would have been really bad.」(Iris)


  「You indeed gave us the chance to run away…」(Kate)


  Nord’s action was nuts.


  Only insane people like him could punch a Salamander, who had extremely hot skin, with a bare hand.


  「In the end, that lizard released the fire breath but I managed to block it thanks to the artifact Store Owner-san lent me.」(Kate)


  「Ah, I only glimpsed it while I was running. What kind of artifact was that?」(Nord)


  「According to Store Owner-san, it’s called Ice Wall. It’s like a magic crystal containing an ice spell that will create an ice wall when it breaks.」(Kate)


  「Hee… To make an ice wall that can block a Salamander’s fire breath requires a lot of magical power. I expect nothing less from Sarasa-kun.」(Nord)


  The majority of alchemists can turn magic crystals into artifacts that contain spells, but they can only store the spells that they have learned.


  Of course, the power of the spell stored in a magic crystal was affected by the amount of magical power you injected, but other than that, it was also affected by the quality and the size of the magic crystal itself as well as your skills as an alchemist.


  The “skills” that were mentioned were not only the skills of transmuting things as an alchemist but also the skills of using magic.


  In other words, alchemists who can store powerful spells in magic stones were on par with magicians in terms of magic skills.


  「Do you have another one?」(Nord)


  「No. Store Owner-san only lent me that one. It’s an expensive artifact after all. If possible, I didn’t want to use it, to be honest.」(Kate)


  「I see. So, we can’t block the fire breath again, huh?」(Nord)


  「Yeah. Moreover, I can hear a faint sound of rumbling earth coming from the direction of the Salamander.」(Kate)


  「Is that so? But I don’t hear that kind of sound.」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord put his hands at the back of his ears, trying to hear the sound, but he couldn’t.


  However, Kate certainly heard the heavy sound of a large creature walking in the passageway, getting close to them little by little.


  「Kate’s ears are better than ordinary people’s. You can trust her hearing.」(Iris)


  「Is that so? That’s impressive. So, how’s the situation?」(Nord)


  「It seems that the Salamander has breached through the ice wall and is currently walking toward us.」(Kate)


  「So it’s really coming, huh? Nord-san, it’s your fault.」(Iris)


  「Oh, come on! But, hmm… This may be a good chance toー No, never mind.」(Nord)


  As he said that, Nord smirked suspiciously for a second.


  「Oi, you’re not thinking of capturing that lizard, are you?」(Iris)


  「N, No? Of course, not. I’m confident in my muscle strength but my punch didn’t hurt it at all. Moreover, my Heatproof Coat is not as good as yours. I don’t think it can even stand its fire breath for ten seconds. There’s no way we can beat it.」(Nord)


  「Phew… I’m glad you’re thinking reasonably for once.」(Iris)


  「Hey, what kind of person do you think I am?」(Nord)


  「A madman who tried to make a Salamander spawn without thinking about the consequences of his action.」(Iris)


  「A lunatic who dares to punch a Salamander with a bare hand.」(Kate)


  「Well…」(Nord)


  Nord scratched his cheek with his index finger while smiling awkwardly.


  「So now you realize how nuts you are, huh? But no matter how crazy you are, you’re still a man of knowledge. You came here to do the experiment that might make a Salamander spawn, so you must have thought of a plan or two on what to do in this kind of situation, right?」(Iris)


  When Iris asked that, Nord awkwardly looked away for some reason.


  「Umm… My plan was… Run away as quickly as possible.」(Nord)


  「H, Huuhh!? Oh, what a great plan! Good job, Nord-san!」(Iris)


  「No way… We’re doomed… I never thought a researcher could be this idiotic…」(Kate)


  「He may have more knowledge than us but it looks like we’re better than him in terms of the ability to use our brains.」(Iris)


  「Alright, we can continue mocking him later. First, we need to get out of here.」(Kare)


  「Yeah, you’re right.」(Iris)


  「Uhh, I want you guys to stop mocking me, but… Oh well…」(Nord)


  
  Chapter 24 : Sleep Over After A While


  「It would be bad if that Salamander released its fire breath in this narrow passage. You guys are well-equipped so you won’t get hurt, but your luggage will turn into charcoal for sure.」(Nord)


  Hearing Nord’s words, Iris and Kate grinned.


  「Leaving aside this man, we would be very troubled if we lost our luggage.」(Iris)


  「You’re right. Even though we have this man, we won’t be able to survive without our luggage.」(Kate)


  「Umm, guys? You’re talking as if you’re prioritizing your luggage over me. You two are my escorts, right? Right?」(Nord)


  「I’m sorry, but we can no longer take care of a client who behaves recklessly.」(Iris)


  「Oh? Are you sure about that? Looks like there are two ladies who don’t wanna get paid here~」(Nord)


  This time, Nord grinned at Iris and Kate.


  「He’s right, Iris! If he doesn’t wanna pay us, that means we worked so far for nothing!」(Kate)


  「Aa…」(Iris)


  Iris’ face turned pale when she realized that.


  On the other hand, Nord was relieved.


  「But, Nord-san, we have been working hard for you these few days, so I think you should at least pay us fifty percent of the agreed amount now.」(Iris)


  「She’s right. We worked so hard, so it’s only natural if we demand payment now, right?」(Kate)


  「No, no. We agreed that I would pay you when we returned to the village. Besides, you’re planning to abandon me once you get paid, aren’t you?」(Nord)


  Saying that, Nord glared at Iris and Kate with a sharp gaze.


  「Abandon you? N-No, of course not. We were just joking, you know? Well, at least twenty percent was a joke.」(Iris)


  「So that means eighty percent was serious!?」(Nord)


  「It will be a hundred percent if you don’t stop doing something that can endanger us.」(Iris)


  「Alright, alright. I promise I won’t do anything reckless again. I need to bring the results of my research to the government, so I still need you guys to escort me safely back to the village.」(Nord)


  「Good.」(Iris)


  Iris nodded to Nord who sighed sluggishly.


  She then turned her gaze to Kate.


  「Kate, let’s reduce our luggage so that we can run faster. Nord-san, you should do the same if you don’t want us to leave you behind.」(Iris)


  「I have so many expensive artifacts in my backpack but it can’t be helped, I guess. I’m going to bring my notebooks with me, that’s for sure.」(Nord)


  In terms of physical strength, Nord was stronger than Iris and Kate, but his backpack was overloaded. The amount of luggage he was carrying was just too much. He wouldn’t be able to run as fast as Iris and Kate while carrying all of his stuff.


  While Iris and Kate were sorting their luggage, Nord took out notebooks and some papers from his backpack and put them in a small leather bag he could carry on his shoulder.


  「I think we should leave heavy things behind, including the Floating Tent.」(Kate)


  「Ugh… My debt will increase drastically, but it can’t be helped… I think we should dump some of the water in these water bottles as well. It’s quite heavy. We can refill the bottles once we get to the pool at the foot of this volcano.」(Iris)


  「Alright. How about the food? We only need a couple of days to get to the village, so I don’t think we need this much.」(Kate)


  「Umm, I’m not sure. Our lives depend on this food after all.」(Iris)


  「You can leave some of it behind. I can tell the difference between poisonous and non-poisonous plants, so if we run out of food, we can just eat plants in the forest. Well, I can’t guarantee the taste though.」(Nord)


  「Alright, it’s better than dying.」(Kate)


  After they were finished sorting things which ones they would leave behind and which ones they would bring, they got up and were ready to continue running toward the entrance.


  Howeverー


  Brr Brr Brr Brr Brr Brrrrrー!!!!


  The ground started shaking along with the loud sound of earth rumbling that echoed throughout the cave.


  「What is happening!?」(Iris)


  「Guys, be carefuー Uwaah!!」(Kate)


  Suddenly, the ceiling started crumbling and their surroundings were covered by a thick cloud of dust before they realized it.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  [*/TL : The story will progress in Sarasa’s perspective for a while until we get back to Iris and the others later.]


   


  ーA few days earlier in Sarasa’s store in Yok Villageー


   


  「Good luck, both of you.」(Sarasa)


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


  「We’re off!」(Kate)


  Lorea-chan and I waved at the two as they headed for the entrance to the forest where Nord-san was waiting for them.


  「I hope they will be fine.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah… Let’s open the store.」(Sarasa)


  「Un!」(Lorea)


  After seeing Iris-san and the others off, Lorea-chan and I started preparing to open the store.


  Iris-san and Kate-san usually help us open the store before they go to work, but starting today, we will do it with only the two of us for a while.


  Thanks to the Cleaning Seal installed in this house, the store area wasn’t that dusty. We only needed to lightly wipe the counter and the shelves a little bit, and then place the products on the shelves.


  It didn’t take long for the two of us to finish the preparations even without Iris-san and Kate-san’s help.


  While looking around the store, Lorea-chan rested her chin on her hand on the counter and took a breather.


  「Hahh… We won’t see Iris-san and Kate-san for a while, huh…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah…」(Sarasa)


  Without those two around, the store feels a little empty.


  Well, when I was alone, there were not much furniture and products in the store, so it was physically more empty than now though.


  Perhaps I think that the store feels empty because I have gotten used to living together with those two.


  「Sarasa-san, you will be alone at night for a while. Won’t you be lonely?」(Lorea)


  「Umm…」(Sarasa)


  It’s not the first time Iris-san and Kate-san have left for a while, but because the three of us have been living together for a long time, I would be lying if I said I won’t be lonely.


  「Maybe just a little bit.」(Sarasa)


  「T, Then… Can I sleep in this house for a while?」(Lorea)


  「Ah, you want to sleep here? Of course, you can.」(Sarasa)


  「Yaay~! Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  She looks so happy.


  If she wanted to sleep over that badly, she could just ask me anytime. After all, there’s an empty room for a guest in case Leonora-san or Master comes to visit, so she can use that room.


  Is she too shy to ask me to let her sleep here?


  Well, that’s Lorea-chan for you.


  However, Lorea-chan usually comes here in the morning and goes home after having dinner with us. She also takes a bath at night sometimes, so she basically lives here.


  The only difference between her and those two is that she sleeps in her house while Iris-san and Kate-san sleep here in my house.


  「Can I tell my mom now?」(Lorea)


  「Eh? Now?」(Sarasa)


  「Yup!」(Lorea)


  「Well, we have finished the preparations, so yeah. You may go but please be quick, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Okay~! I will return as soon as possible!」(Lorea)


  After replying cheerfully, Lorea-chan rushed to her house.


  She doesn’t need to be in such a hurry though… What an energetic girl.


  After seeing Lorea-chan off, I turned over the sign hanging on the door from [CLOSED] to [OPEN], and then went back into the store.


   


  


  Today’s business went well as always.


  After Lorea-chan and I finished closing the store, we went to the kitchen to have dinner.


  By the way, today’s dinner was a bit more extravagant than usual.


  Of course, I’m not thinking, “Since Iris-san and Kate-san aren’t here, let’s have an extravagant dinner by ourselves!” No, there’s a reason. Trust me.


  Usually, Lorea-chan doesn’t have much time to prepare dinner for us since she has to go home before it gets too late at night.


  After all, there are so many Collectors from other places staying in this village, it’s not good for a girl like Lorea-chan to walk outside late at night.


  However, today she’s going to spend the night here, so she has a lot of time to cook. Therefore, she wants to prepare a different dinner than usual.


  「Sarasa-san, how does it taste…?」(Lorea)


  「Mmm~! It’s really good! Your food is delicious as usual!」(Sarasa)


  After taking a bite, I smiled at Lorea-chan who looked a bit nervous.


  She let out a sigh of relief after I complimented her.


  「Really? I’ve never made this kind of dish before, so I was worried. I’m glad that it suits your taste!」(Lorea)


  「Mm~ Mmm~!! It’s so good that no one would think that this is the first time you’ve made it!」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe~」(Lorea)


  She looks so happy.


  Well, I’m not a connoisseur of food, so I can’t judge her food precisely, but it’s without a doubt a good meal. I would rate it ten out of ten for sure.


  「By the way, it’s been a while since the last time you spent the night here.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re right. I should have stayed overnight here more often.」(Lorea)


  「I remember you once almost fainted in the bath when you stayed here.」(Sarasa)


  「Y, You still remember that!?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, there’s no way I would forget about that.」(Sarasa)


  「Geez! Sarasa-saaan!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan blushed and started hitting my shoulder lightly. I could only smile wryly at her.


  She might think that I was teasing her, but the reason why I can’t forget about that is that she almost fainted because of me.


  Back then, I hadn’t fixed the well yet, so I filled the bathtub with the water I produced with magic.


  As a result, Lorea-chan, who had little resistance to magic, got dizzy and eventually lost consciousness while soaking in the bathtub.


  Fortunately, we bathed together back then, so I was there when that happened.


  I quickly pulled her out of the bathtub, dried her body, and kept her warm. I was so panicked and felt a bit guilty.


  「Ahaha… I’m sorry about that. It was totally my fault.」(Sarasa)


  「U, Umm… It’s not what concerns me… The thing is… You carried me and wiped my… stark naked body… It’s a bit embarrassing, so…」(Lorea)


  「Hm?」(Sarasa)


  She gradually spoke quieter. I couldn’t hear her voice in the end.


  「A, Anyway, please forget about that!」(Lorea)


  「Alright, I will try…」(Sarasa)


  Her face looks red. Is she embarrassed that I touched her naked body…?


  「By the way, I felt very dizzy back then because the water contained magical power, right? Now that I’ve learned a little magic, will I feel dizzy if I bathe in that kind of water again?」(Lorea)


  「I think you will be fine. You have more resistance to magic now.」(Sarasa)


  Because Lorea-chan has worked here for quite a long time, and because she started learning magic recently, she has gotten used to magical power.


  In other words, if you get into contact with the air containing magical power for a long time, or if you start learning magic, your resistance to magical power will increase.


  I’m pretty sure Lorea-chan will be fine even if she bathes in hot water produced with magic.


  By the way, since I fixed the well, I no longer fill the bathtub with magic, so everyone can enjoy the bath.


  「I see… Does that mean I have changed?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Ordinary people usually have a low resistance to magical power because they have no connection with magic, but Lorea-chan, you’re special.」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe, it’s all thanks to you.」(Lorea)


  People who are not used to magic are people who don’t usually use artifacts in their daily routines.


  Before I came here, no one in this village used artifacts but now, most of them do. After all, I made a couple of artifacts for public use. By the way, they were made at the request of Erin-sanー no, the true village mayor.


  Unlike Lorea-chan, Iris-san and Kate-san are different. They have a quite strong resistance to magical power from the beginning.


  Iris-san is a daughter of a noble, and a noble family normally has a couple of artifacts to use in their house.


  Moreover, Kate-san’s mother, Katerina-san is a magic user, so they have gotten used to magical power since they were little.


  「Say, Lorea-chan, do you want to do an experiment?」(Sarasa)


  「Experiment?」(Lorea)


  「I will produce hot water with magic and fill the bathtub with it and see if you can handle it this time. Don’t worry, I will join you.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? But… Umm… Are you sure I will be fine?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. You’re no longer the old Lorea who has low resistance to magical power.」(Sarasa)


  「If you say so…」(Lorea)


  「Alright, let’s take a bath together later.」(Sarasa)


  「Un!」(Lorea)


  She looks happy but also looks a bit embarrassed for some reason.


  Anyway, we need to finish our dinner before taking a bath.


  「Oh, right. Lorea-chan, you didn’t ask me to let you stay here because you thought I would be lonely, right? Can you tell me the real reason?」(Sarasa)


  「So… You noticed…?」(Lorea)


  「Well, yeah…」(Sarasa)


  Somehow I knew that it wasn’t the reason.


  I awkwardly glanced at Lorea-chan with upturned eyes, waiting for her answer.


  「Umm… Honestly, I’m a little envious of Iris-san and Kate-san. They seem to be having fun living with you here… Besides, I admire living like an adult where you live separately from your parents and can be independent.」(Lorea)


  For some reason, she shifted her eyes as she answered. She looked like a child yearning to be an adult somehow.


  I kinda understand her feelings.


  When I lived in the orphanage, sometimes I thought of leaving and starting a new life by myself.


  「Hmm, I see, I see.」(Sarasa)


  「But that’s not the only reason… Somehow, I feel like staying here with you today, so…」(Lorea)


  「Hee~ Is that so?」(Sarasa)


  「U, Un…」(Lorea)


  I knew it.


  She could have asked me anytime if she wanted to stay, but she was too shy to ask.


  What a cute girl.


  Ah, I got an idea!


  Winter is approaching, meaning that Lorea-chan will turn fourteen soon.


  Fourteen years old is old enough to start living separately from your parents, right?


  「Say, Lorea-chan, why don’t you move here and live here with us from now on?」(Sarasa)


  After thinking for a while, I made that suggestion to Lorea-chan.


  
  Chapter 25 : Career Counseling Ⅰ


  「Say, Lorea-chan, why don’t you move here and live here with us from now on?」(Sarasa)


  「C, Can I!?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked surprised but somehow I could tell that she was expecting I would say that.


  「Yeah. If you’re going to continue working for me for a long time, it’ll be more convenient if you live with me.」(Sarasa)


  It reminds me of Master and Maria-san. They have been working together, supporting each other for years. Leonora-san and her worker, Filione-san, also have a similar relationship.


  I hope I can work together with Lorea-chan for a long time just like them, but it’s all up to her.


  Once they get a job that suits them, commoners normally will continue to do that job until they get old and retire. Especially if you get a highly-paid job that requires special skills that only some people can do. You don’t want to throw it away and change jobs.


  Being a clerk at an alchemy shop requires skills. Therefore, that occupation is classified as a highly-paid job.


  It would be awesome if Lorea-chan can continue working for me. But…


  「But I’m not sure if I can stay in this village forever. I might leave and open a store in a big city in the future…」(Sarasa)


  I love this village. It’s a good place to live. However, I don’t think staying here is a good idea. After all, in order to become a bigger alchemist, I need to open a store in a big city.


  Well, I’m not planning to leave anytime soon, but when I leave this village someday, will Lorea-chan come along? That’s the question…


  Of course, I will raise her salary if I’m able to open a store in a big city in the future, but does she think that it’s worth leaving her hometown?


  When I had all those questions in my head, Lorea-chan smiled at me.


  「Sarasa-san, actually, I’ve already discussed this matter with my parents. They told me that if you want to continue to hire me, then I should continue working for you. I think they will be happier if I continue working for you than if I take over the general store.」(Lorea)


  「Is that so? Of course I want to continue to hire you as long as I can, so… will you…」(Sarasa)


  「Un! When you leave this village someday, I will go with you wherever you go!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan answered all the questions in my head in an instant.


  I’m really happy.


  I’m glad that her parents are not the type of strict parents who force their children to take over their business.


  「That’s great! But you don’t have siblings, right? How about the grocery store then?」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry. We have relatives in this village. My parents can ask my cousin to work in the grocery store. He doesn’t seem to want to leave this village, so I think he will gladly accept the job.」(Lorea)


  Because making money in this village is a bit hard, young men in this village will usually leave and work in other places when they are mature enough.


  Michael-san who works in my herb field is an example. If he didn’t leave this village and worked in South Strugg, he wouldn’t have met Izu-san and married her.


  However, not all of them actually want to leave the village just like Lorea-chan’s cousin.


  「Besides, my mom and dad are still young, so they might give me a brother or a sister in the future. Who knows?」(Lorea)


  「Hee… It would be great if that happened before Iー no, we left this village.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! I can just ask them to ‘make’ a sibling for me. I think they will gladly do it.」(Lorea)


  「Lo, Lorea-chan!?」(Sarasa)


  I blushed a little when she said that with a calm face.


  I’m aware that I lack knowledge when it comes to seー I mean, matingー No, I mean, making babiesー No… Arrgh! I don’t know how to express it. It’s so embarrassing!


  When I was at school, I spent most of my time studying. Moreover, my friends were all daughters of nobles, so I’ve never had a talk about… that kind of thing…


  When I worked at Master’s store, no one talked about that topic either. At most, they asked, “Sarasa-chan, do you have someone you like?” Of course, I always answered, “No” back then.


  「Sarasa-san, why are you blushing? Are you not good at this kind of topic?」(Lorea)


  「W, What are you talking about? I’m an adult, you know!」(Sarasa)


  「Hmm~?」(Lorea)


  When I answered while awkwardly looking away from her, Lorea-chan put her index finger on her lips and grinned for some reason.


  As an adult, I tried to look calm in front of her, but then she said something that shocked me.


  「By the way, my mom gave birth to me when she was around the same age as I am now.」(Lorea)


  「Eeeehhh!? A… Ahem. I see.」(Sarasa)


  Daruna-san! Marie-san! What the heck were they thinking!?


  They had… had seー… Khh! I can’t say it! Anyway, they ‘did it’ at a very young age!?


  Had they lost their minds!?


  No. I should calm down… It’s probably a normal thing in the countryside. Perhaps I just don’t know about it.


  [*/TL : Lorea’s mom’s name is Marie, if you forgot.]


  「My mom and dad were childhood friends and they liked each other since they were little. It was decided that they would get married soon, but it seems that they couldn’t wait any longer. My grandma scolded them good when she found out that they already ‘did it’ before they got married.」(Lorea)


  I’m surprised that Lorea-chan knows about it.


  Did her parents tell her?


  No. It must have been her grandma.


  「W, Well, of course, they would get scolded for that… Is having a child at a young age a common thing in a remote village like this?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, kind of. But in my mom’s case, it was a bit too soon for her to get pregnant.」(Lorea)


  「”A bit too soon”, huh…?」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, you’re only a few years older than me, right? Having children at your age is not a weird thing for people in small villages like this, you know?」(Lorea)


  「H, Hee…」(Sarasa)


  Seriously…?


  I can’t even imagine myself having a baby… No, Kurumi doesn’t count. She’s a Homunculus.


  It seems like the culture in the countryside is completely different from big cities.


  When I was still in the royal capital, no one asked me, “When will you get married?”


  Even Master is still unmarried now. Well, in her case, I’m sure she just doesn’t want to get married because she’s too busy with her job.


  「Come to think of it, the old lady who lives near my house once told me thatー Aa… Nevermind.」(Lorea)


  「Eh? Why did you stop? What did she tell you?」(Sarasa)


  I felt like I was given a delicious cake but then she took it back from me. It’s a bit annoying.


  I thought she was teasing me, but the grin on her face turned into an awkward smile.


  「No. You don’t want to know.」(Lorea)


  「I DO want to know. Come on, tell me!」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Can you promise me not to regret it later?」(Lorea)


  「Uhh, I can’t promise you that but please tell me! I’m super curious!」(Sarasa)


  I felt that I wouldn’t be able to sleep well tonight if she didn’t tell me, so I urged her.


  She told me not to regret it later but I’m sure I will feel more regret if we continue the conversation without me knowing what the old lady told her.


  「Alright. I warned you. The old lady told me that… Back then, my mom and dad ‘did it’ in this house.」(Lorea)


  「’Did it’…? You mean…」(Sarasa)


  「Umm, to be exact… ‘making me’?」(Lorea)


  「……….」(Sarasa)


  I was speechless.


  「This was an empty house back then, so my mom and dad sneaked into here at night and then theyー」(Lorea)


  「ーH, Hold on, hold on! Lorea-chan, wait! You don’t have to continue!」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? I thought you wanted to know what happened.」(Lorea)


  「No, no. You said more than enough. Really.」(Sarasa)


  I didn’t want to hear any further, so I hurriedly stopped Lorea-chan.


  Oh, god… I learned something that I shouldn’t have…


  At first, I thought I wouldn’t be able to sleep well if I missed the chance to learn what the old lady told her, but now I feel like I won’t be able to sleep well because I learned about it.


  Hahh… Lorea-chan warned me. I should have listened to her…


  Seeing my blushing face, Lorea-chan opened her eyes wide as if she just realized something. She then awkwardly shifted her gaze.


  Perhaps she realized that she shouldn’t tell someone else about her parents’ secret.


  「Umm… Lorea-chan, let’s change the topic, shall we?」(Sarasa)


  「Y, Yeah. I agree…」(Lorea)


  
  Chapter 26 : Career Counseling Ⅱ


  「Umm… Let’s forget about your parents’ past, and let’s talk about your job.」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah, haha…」(Lorea)


  「Say, Lorea-chan, if there’s something you want to ask regarding your job, please don’t hesitate to ask me, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「It was tough at first, but I love this job and I love being here with you, Iris-san, and Kate-san. Moreover, you pay me well. I have no complaints at all.」(Lorea)


  「Really? I’m glad to hear that.」(Sarasa)


  「It’s not about my job, but… I have something I want to say…」(Lorea)


  「Oh? Then, can you tell me? If you’re going to continue working for me, then we will be together for a long time. You can always tell me if there’s something bugging you.」(Sarasa)


  We have to help each other if we’re going to work together for a long time just like Master and Maria-san.


  I do think that Lorea-chan will become a reliable store clerk like Maria-san in the future, so I want to help her grow.


  Lorea-chan hesitated for a while but then she timidly told me what was on her mind.


  「Back when I just started working here, I didn’t know anything about alchemists, but after seeing you working really hard to help people by making a lot of useful potions and artifacts, I… started to admire you…」(Lorea)


  Saying that, Lorea-chan blushed a bit.


  「Hehe, is that so?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm, Sarasa-san, do you think I can become an alchemist like you? I know I’m too old to enter the school, but…」(Lorea)


  Hee… So Lorea-chan wants to be an alchemist, huh…?


  It makes me happy but… Just as she said, she’s too old to enter the Alchemist Training School.


  Alchemist Training School entrance exams are supposed to be taken at the age of ten, but actually, the age verification is not that strict.


  It’s basically an honor system, meaning that you can lie about your age.


  If you look young enough, you can tell the exam supervisors that you’re ten years old even if you’re eleven years old or older.


  Well, most children from aristocratic families might not be able to lie about their age since the government knows their families.


  However, there’s no way that the government knows about the age of commoners’ children, especially the ones who live in rural areas like Lorea-chan.


  But… Unfortunately for Lorea-chan, she…


  「……」(Sarasa)


  I silently shifted my gaze to Lorea-chan’s chest and shook my head.


  「The age verification when you want to take the entrance exam is not that strict, but… I’m sorry. I don’t think you can fake your age…」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan’s body doesn’t seem like the body of a ten-year-old girl. Especially her… chest.


  Besides, she will turn fourteen soon, so she’s already an adult.


  In the first place, in order to pass the entrance exam, you need to study hard for a few years. It’s not easy after all. Even someone like me needed to study since I was little.


  Moreover, children of commoners don’t usually have time to study because they have to help their parents at home.


  Lorea-chan is smart but even if she could take the entrance exam, she would need a lot of time to study.


  Lorea-chan sighed with a sad face. It seems that she understands that it’s impossible for her to enter the school.


  「I see… As I thought… Hahh…」(Lorea)


  「Don’t be sad. You can’t enter the school but you still have a chance to become an alchemist.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Really?」(Lorea)


  Lorea’s expression became brighter as she learned that she still had a chance.


  「Yes. Actuallyー」(Sarasa)


  I started explaining to her.


  Graduating from the Alchemist Training School is not the only way to obtain an Alchemist License.


  The government’s purpose in establishing the school is to educate people to become great alchemists from a young age, but of course, that’s not their main goal.


  The government’s main goal is to increase the number of excellent alchemists in this kingdom.


  However, the age restriction to enter the school negatively affected their goal, and to prevent that, they hold an alchemist exam once every few years for the public.


  The requirements to take the exam are that you have to train under a full-fledged alchemist (at least an intermediate level alchemist, but usually an advanced level alchemist or higher) and receive a formal endorsement from them.


  If you pass the exam, you will get an Alchemist License. However, passing this public exam is way harder than graduating from the Alchemist Training School.


  After all, common people, especially those who don’t have knowledge about alchemy at all, will have to train very hard under a full-fledged alchemist for years in order to pass the exam.


  Students of the Alchemist Training School spend their days studying from morning until night for five years in order to graduate. Unlike common people, they have a lot of time to study and knowledgeable teachers who teach them.


  If you become a disciple of an alchemist, and that alchemist has a lot of free time to teach you, then you’re lucky.


  However, most full-fledged alchemists are busy with their work, so they don’t have much time to teach their disciples. Therefore, it normally takes ten years or longer for common people to have enough knowledge to pass the public exam.


  Still, even if you had trained under your master for ten years, you wouldn’t be able to beat those who graduated from the Alchemist Training School in terms of knowledge and skills.


  The reason is there are almost no alchemists who are able to teach their disciples everything that is taught at school.


  The teachers and professors at the Alchemist Training School teach their students a lot of things, even the things that are not directly related to alchemy, such as cooking, swordsmanship, woodworking, etc.


  However, not many alchemists are good at those skills. They may be good at one or two things, but not all of them.


  After listening to my explanation, Lorea-chan’s bright expression became a bit gloomy.


  Uhh… I wanted to give her hope by telling her that she still has a chance but… is my explanation discouraging her instead…?


  「…In other words, it’s nearly impossible for me to become an alchemist, huh…?」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, that’s not true. I believe it’s possible.」(Sarasa)


  「Do you really think so…?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. You are smart and able to learn things pretty quickly. It may take you ten years or more, but I can train you as long as you don’t give up.」(Sarasa)


  I’m not a great person like Master, but I’m one of the top graduates from the Alchemist Training School. In other words, I have enough knowledge to teach Lorea-chan everything she needs to know to become an alchemist….. Probably.


  「Th, that meansー!」(Lorea)


  「Yup. I will make you my disciple. Let’s try our best together!」(Sarasa)


  「Un!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan replied to me with a dazzling smile.


  Ahh~ I’ve never thought that I would have a cute disciple.


  My life will get even busier but I think it’ll be fun.


  Chapter 27 : Career Counseling Ⅲ


  「Lorea-chan, before I start teaching you alchemy, there’s something I need to tell you.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, I’m listening.」(Lorea)


  「First of all, as you know… I’m not that good at teaching people.」(Sarasa)


  I can say that I was one of the best students in my grade in the Alchemist Training School back then, but none of my classmates ever asked me to teach them something.


  There were sometimes self-study sessions when the teacher was absent, and outside of class we usually studied on our own too.


  Well, all students in the Alchemist Training School were smart from the beginning. After all, they passed the super difficult entrance exam. Therefore, they prefer to study on their own rather than ask other people to teach them.


  「Honestly, I’m not sure if I will be able to train and teach you well, but I’ll try my best.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  「Ah, there’s one more thing you need to know. Lorea-chan, you don’t have much magical power, so even if you learn everything from me, the chance for you to be a successful alchemist is very slim.」(Sarasa)


  Unlike magicians who need a lot of magical power to cast spells, alchemists don’t need much magical power. The most important thing alchemists need is the ability to manipulate magical power precisely.


  However, it doesn’t mean that having a small amount of magical power won’t hinder your job as an alchemist.


  If you don’t have much magical power, there will be a limit to the number of times you can perform alchemical transmutation. Moreover, you won’t be able to make artifacts or potions that require a lot of magical power to make.


  You still can open a store and work as an alchemist but there’s a chance that you won’t be able to make all the things listed in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy and you won’t be able to raise your rank because of that.


  「Even if it’s slim, as long as I still have a chance, then I won’t give up! Besides…」(Lorea)


  Saying that, Lorea-chan blushed a little for some reason.


  「Umm… My feeling of wanting to help you is strong, so… I think if I learn alchemy, I will be able to help you with your work.」(Lorea)


  「I, I see…」(Sarasa)


  She… She’s an angel!


  What a kind-hearted girl…


  Seeing Lorea-chan frankly say something that made me happy with a slightly red face, I couldn’t hold myself from smiling.


  She works at the counter, but when the store is not busy, she usually spends her time just sitting at the counter, waiting for customers.


  At times like that, she must feel bad for just sitting without being able to do anything to help me.


  I’ll be grateful if she can help me with my alchemy-related work whenever she is free.


  「I’m happy if you want to help me, but learning alchemy is not easy.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, I’m aware of that. But I promise I won’t stop halfway. I will keep learning and I will show you that I’m a good disciple!」(Lorea)


  Saying that, Lorea-chan looked at me with eyes full of determination.


  「Alright. I can’t guarantee that you will definitely become an alchemist under my guidance, but I will train you real hard. I hope you’re prepared for that.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood, Master!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan suddenly gave me a salute and called me “Master”.


  「Ma, Master…?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. You’re officially my master now.」(Lorea)


  「Y, Yeah, but… Ugh, that’s too heavy for me now, and… It’s a bit embarrassing…」(Sarasa)


  「Then, should I call you “Master Sarasa” instead~?」(Lorea)


  「Stop it! that’s even worse!」(Sarasa)


  I flusteredly waved my hands and shook my head as Lorea-chan called me that while smiling mischievously.


  Even though I’m an alchemist, it hasn’t even been two years since I graduated, so I think it’s too soon for me to be called “Master”.


  If my master saw me being called “Master” by Lorea-chan, she would definitely laugh.


  「Fufu. Alright, I will keep calling you “Sarasa-san” then.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, please.」(Sarasa)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  With Lorea-chan becoming my disciple, it doesn’t mean that everything will change all of a sudden.


  She is still my store clerk, and because most of the knowledge she needs as a store clerk of an alchemy store is also the knowledge she needs to become an alchemist, for now, I just continue to teach her basic things like usual but with some additions.


  When I teach her about various alchemy materials, normally, I only tell her about their prices to help her work as a clerk, and where they can be collected so that she can tell Collectors. However, now I also teach her about their utilities and how to transmute them with other materials to make things.


  Learning alchemy is mostly about acquiring knowledge at first. Without it, you won’t be able to move forward after all.


  You can put everything you have learned into practice later when you have enough knowledge.


  Neglecting your studies and performing alchemy transmutation without enough knowledge will only lead you to an accident.


  By the way, if you study at the Alchemist Training School, there will be teachers who can protect you and high-quality safety equipment that will prevent you from getting hurt in case an accident occurs during practice.


  I may be able to protect Lorea-chan, but I think it’s better to practice without risk at all. I don’t want Lorea-chan to get hurt after all.


  Therefore, I decided to just give her lectures about alchemy for a while, and for that purpose, I asked my master to send me alchemy textbooks.


  When I was at school, all the textbooks, reference books, and encyclopedias that I used to study were owned by the school. They were very expensive but the school lent them to the students for free.


  Students from rich families brought their own textbooks but there’s no way an orphan like me could afford them. That’s why I don’t have them now.


  However, now I have enough money to buy them, so I asked Master.


  I still have my notebook I wrote myself when I was at school, but I doubt it will help Lorea-chan study because I didn’t write much information in it. I memorized most of the information I got during lectures at school after all.


  I think Lorea-chan needs some textbooks so that she can study by herself anytime even while she is waiting for customers at the counter.


  While waiting for Master to send the textbooks, for now, I keep teaching Lorea-chan as usual.


   


  


  ーThe next day after Lorea-chan stayed overnight at my houseー


  「Sarasa-san, I’ll be in your care!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan was standing by the front door while carrying a big cloth bag.


  [image: 00013]

  She was smiling dazzlingly at me while bathing in the fresh morning sunlight.


  「Umm… Lorea-chan, isn’t it too soon?」(Sarasa)


  「But the sooner the better!」(Lorea)


  This morning, Lorea-chan woke up early and told me that she wanted to go home briefly and would come back before we opened the store.


  I didn’t think she would pack her luggage and be ready to move to my house today.


  It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since I suggested she move to my house. I think she made her decision too quickly, but I understand that she is excited to move here.


  The cloth bag she was carrying was pretty big, but you might think that it was too small for moving luggage.


  After all, you normally need more than one big bag or case to pack all your stuff when you move to a new home. If you want to bring your bed and furniture as well, you will need a carriage.


  However, there’s already a vacant room with a bed in my house. Besides, Lorea-chan’s house is not far from here, so she can always grab her stuff whenever she wants. That’s why she didn’t bring much luggage today.


  Even though it looks big, Lorea-chan’s cloth bag doesn’t look heavy. After all, Lorea-chan can carry it easily, so it must be packed with changes of clothes and other light items.


  「Umm… I can’t move here today…?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan’s bright smile slowly turned cloudy. Perhaps because she saw me silently thinking to myself for a moment.


  Seeing her worried expression, I hurriedly shook my head.


  「No, no! Of course, you can! It’s just… I thought that I had to talk with your parents before you move here, so…」(Sarasa)


  I’m in the position of the person who welcomes her into my house as my disciple, so I think I need to talk with her parents.


  If Lorea-chan’s house were in a different village or town, I might not be able to visit her parents, but since it’s in the same village, I don’t have any reason not to visit her parents as the person who will be taking care of her daughter.


  I remember when my senior at the orphanage graduated from the Alchemist Training School and became a disciple of an alchemist, her master came to talk with the orphanage manager. However, I was still very little back then so I don’t remember what they were talking about.


  「Talk with my parents? But they have heard everything from me, so I don’t think you have to.」(Lorea)


  「Even so, I still need to talk with them. They must be worried that their only daughter will live separately from them.」(Sarasa)


  「Worried? Fufu. No, not at all. Rather, they were very happy when I asked them to let me live with you.」(Lorea)


  「Ahh, I forgot that Daruna-san and Marie-san were ‘that’ type of parents… But, Lorea-chan, visiting your parents is my responsibility as the adult who will take care of you in their stead.」(Sarasa)


  「”As the adult”…?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked at me with a dubious look for some reason.


  「Y, Yeah, I’m an adult! Well, I’m only two years older than you but I’m an adult, and you’re still a minor. Do you understand?」(Sarasa)


  Hey, you! Yes, you who are reading this! Don’t say that Lorea-chan looks more mature than me!


  I know that her chest is much bigger than mine but we’re now talking about position and responsibility, so appearance doesn’t matter!


  「If you say so… Alright then, let’s go to my house and get it done quickly. We still need to open the store after all.」(Lorea)


  「Don’t worry, we can open the store a bit late today, so we don’t need to hurry.」(Sarasa)


  Hmm… Should we take a day off instead? I need time to prepare myselfl before I talk with Lorea-chan’s parents.


  Also, I think I need to prepare a gift for them. I’ll be taking care of their daughter, so I need to do it properly.


  While I was thinking, Lorea-chan shook her head, showing that she strongly disagreed with me.


  「No, I can’t let my circumstances affect the store’s income!」(Lorea)


  「I don’t mind though. Waiー Lorea-chan?」(Sarasa)


  After putting her cloth bag on the counter, Lorea-chan grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the entrance.


  「Enough talking. Let’s hurry before customers start coming!」(Lorea)


  Hahh… It seems like I don’t have time to prepare.


  「Alright, alright. Let’s go.」(Sarasa)


  Daruna-san and Marie-san are carefree people, but still, they’re Lorea-chan’s parents. I need to be polite to them so as not to make them upset.


  We left my house and went to the general store.


  When we got there, Daruna-san and Marie-san were preparing to open the store.


  「Mom, Dad, I bring Sarasa-san.」(Lorea)


  「G, good morning.」(Sarasa)


  「Oh, Sarasa-san, welcome! How can we help you?」(Daruna)


  「Umm, I want to talk about Lorea-chan. As you have heard from her. She wants to live together with me, but Daruna-san, Marie-san, are you sure you want to let me take care of your daughter in your stead?」(Sarasa)


  After I asked them that, they both looked at each other for a second and smiled at me.


  「Of course! We trust you. We believe that you will take good care of our daughter.」(Daruna-san)


  「She may cause you trouble in the future, but please go easy on her.」(Marie)


  They gave the answer that I expected.


  「But don’t you want her to inherit your general store?」(Sarasa)


  「Honestlyー…」(Daruna)


  Daruna-san and Marie-san started explaining.


  They said that they didn’t want Lorea-chan to succeed them as the owner of the general store because it was kinda risky. They want their daughter to have a safe and promising job.


  Daruna-san has to go back and forth between the town of South Strugg and this village to restock the goods every so often, and it can be risky.


  He said that his friend, who was also a merchant, was attacked by bandits when he returned to his village from South Strugg.


  He also told me that his parents, the former owner of the general store, lost their lives to bandits when they were transporting goods to another town.


  Daruna-san and Marie-san didn’t want their daughter to get into the same trouble.


  The area around this village is safe, but still, they were worried about the safety of their only daughter.


  As her parents, there’s nothing that can make them happier than if Lorea-chan can continue working as a clerk at my alchemy store and have a stable and safe life in the future. Therefore, they gladly leave their daughter to me.


  Now that I’ve confirmed that Lorea-chan got her parents’ permission, there’s no reason not to let her live with me in my house.


  
  Chapter 28 : Growing High-priced Herbs Ⅰ


  「Sarasa-san, what are you plans for today?」(Lorea)


  Because the talk with Lorea-chan’s parents ended sooner than I thought, we were able to open the store at the usual time.


  After we opened the store, Lorea-chan asked me about my schedule for today.


  「Hmm… First, I’m going to check the herb field next to my house and probably I will give Michael-san and Izu-san some guidance if necessary.」(Sarasa)


  「Speaking of them, I heard from Michael-san that their work is going pretty well.」(Lorea)


  「Is that so? That’s great. Well, I’m not that worried since they are handling the herbs that are easy to grow, but I still have to check on them.」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan seems to be more well-informed than me.


  After all, she always interacts with customers and often goes out to buy food ingredients while I rarely leave my workshop.


  To be precise, I do go to the forest or South Strugg from time to time but I rarely walk around the village because I no longer have to go to Diral-san’s dining hall to eat thanks to Lorea-chan cooking for me every day,


  「After that, I’m going to check on my small herb field in the backyard. I’ve been neglecting it for quite some time, so I think I will uproot everything there.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Are you going to stop growing herbs there?」(Lorea)


  「No, no. I’m thinking of growing a different type of herb.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I see. There’s no point in growing the same herbs as the ones that Michael-san is growing.」(Lorea)


  「Exactly. I think I’m going to grow some rare herbs that are hard to grow but can be sold at a high price. Their seeds are expensive though.」(Sarasa)


  「So that means…」(Lorea)


  「I would lose a lot of money if I failed to grow them.」(Sarasa)


  Growing those kinds of herbs is quite risky but I think I have to do it sooner or later because there are some potions that can only be made from them.


  You can find those herbs in the Great Sea of Trees, but they are very rare and only grow deep in the forest. I don’t think there are Collectors in this village who are capable of doing this job, not even Andre-san and his team.


  I can ask Master to send me those herbs but it will cost a lot of money.


  Therefore, I’m thinking of taking the risk and growing them myself instead of buying them or asking Collectors to get them.


  「I see. But, Sarasa-san, you won’t fail, right?」(Lorea)


  「Umm, I don’t know…」(Sarasa)


  「Is there any potions or artifacts that can help you cultivate that kind of herbs?」(Lorea)


  「Ah, now that you mention it, there’s an artifact called “Perfect Plants Nursery” that can help you grow plants perfectly from seeds.」(Sarasa)


  It’s a very convenient artifact if you want to grow plants. However, you can’t use it on just any plants. It won’t work on plants whose cultivation method is still unknown or plants that can’t be grown even by alchemists.


  You don’t need water, fertilizer, or even sunlight to grow plants if you have this artifact. You can even make a small garden inside your house.


  It may sound ridiculous, but it’s only natural because their price is also ridiculous.


  「What an awesome artifact! You don’t have to worry about failure if you have one!」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, IF I have one… Unfortunately, I can’t make that artifact with my current ability. I don’t want to buy one either because it costs almost all of my savings.」(Sarasa)


  「Are they expensive?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. Not many alchemists are able to make them after all. People who usually use them are nobles who like gardening and rich farmers.」(Sarasa)


  By the way, this artifact is listed in volume 9 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy. That’s why not many alchemists can make them, and that’s the reason why they are quite rare.


  Perfect Plants Nurseries are dome-shaped artifacts that are made of glass. You put them on your field and supply them with magical power to use.


  They are made-to-order because they must match the size of your field, and of course, the bigger the size, the more expensive they are and the more magical power you need to operate them.


  The smallest size of Perfect Plants Nurseries can only cover a small flower pot, even so, it costs you the same amount of money as if you bought a decent house.


  I can’t imagine how much it costs for a Perfect Plants Nursery that can cover my entire herb field…


  「That’s super expensive…」(Lorea)


  「Right? But it can guarantee that your plants will grow perfectly. Well, I still don’t think it’s worth the money though.」(Sarasa)


  People who don’t want to waste their money to buy that artifact will choose to grow plants normally by themselves.


  「I won’t buy a Perfect Plants Nursery but there’s actually another artifact that can help me grow plants. It’s called “Seedling Growth Aid Tool”.」(Sarasa)


  「Are they as good as Perfect Plants Nurseries?」(Lorea)


  「Of course not. They’re more inferior.」(Sarasa)


  I started explaining to Lorea-chan how they work.


  Unlike Perfect Plants Nurseries that can help you grow plants from seeds until they are completely mature, Seedling Growing Aid Tools can only help you grow seeds until they sprout and spread roots.


  After I buy the seeds, first, I will plant them in a pot and use this artifact to make them sprout and spread roots. After that, I will move them to my field and cultivate them normally. Of course, I will need to water them and fertilize them after that.


  The good thing about using a Seedling Growing Aid Tool is that the success rate for the plants to grow is significantly higher than if you plant the seeds without using that artifact.


  The first problem you have if you want to raise plants that are difficult to grow is that they barely grow any roots and usually fail to even sprout, but this artifact can help you with that.


  After I finished explaining, Lorea-chan nodded a few times.


  「I see. They’re not as good as Perfect Plants Nurseries but they’re quite convenient. Are they expensive too? I think farmers in this village will buy them if they are cheap.」(Lorea)


  「Well, they are affordable for most people. However, if you don’t have much magical power, you need some magic stones every time you use them, so in the end, it costs a lot of money for people with little magical power.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so? That’s too bad.」(Lorea)


  Seedling Growing Aid Tools can be made by most alchemists so they’re not as expensive as Perfect Plants Nurseries.


  However, not many people want to buy them because they cost quite a lot of magic stones for people who don’t have much magical power. Besides, there are not many people who raise hard-to-grow plants in the first place, so not many people need them.


  「Anyway, I’m going to check on Michael-san and Izu-san now. I’ll be back soon.」(Sarasa)


  「Okay~ You can leave the store to me.」(Lorea)


  
  Chapter 29 : Growing High-priced Herbs Ⅱ


  When I got to my big herb field next to my house, Michael-san and Izu-san had already started working.


  Gatt-san, Michael-san’s older brother, told me that they are serious workers, and it seems to be true. They never slack off and they always pay attention when I teach them something.


  There’s still a lot they need to learn but I think I can entrust my herb field to them with peace of mind.


  「Good morning, Izu-san.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, Sarasa-san. Good morning. The weather is very nice today.」(Izu)


  After reciprocating my greeting with a smile, Izu-san looked up at the sky.


  「Yeah, it is.」(Sarasa)


  Meanwhile, Michael-san, who was working a bit far away, noticed my presence and rushed over.


  「Good morning, Sarasa-san.」(Michael)


  「Good morning. How’s the field?」(Sarasa)


  「I don’t think there’s any problem but… Would you please take a look and confirm it?」(Michael)


  After saying that, Michael-san, who looked a bit uneasy, guided me to take a look at the herbs on the field.


  Hmm… There’s no sign of disease and they are growing healthily. I haven’t even seen any insects yet. This is great.


  「They’re in perfect condition. Michael-san, Izu-san, you guys really did a great job! Winter is just around the corner but I think we will be able to harvest them before it starts snowing as planned.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!? Phew, I was a bit worried. We’re looking forward to our first harvest! Right, Izu?」(Michael)


  「Right! Imagining the herbs I grow will be of use to others makes me happy!」(Izu)


  Michael-san has experienced harvesting crops from helping his parents with their fields when he was young, but for Izu-san, who grew up in a town, this will be her first experience.


  She looked at the herbs with a smile, looking happy that her hard work would pay off soon.


  However, she then noticed something and turned her gaze to me.


  「Sarasa-san, after we harvest these herbs, are we going to plant other herbs or are we going to take a break until spring?」(Izu)


  「Ah, it will be winter soon after all. I think it’s a good chance for you to take a break.」(Sarasa)


  Michael-san and Izu-san’s main source of income comes from this herb field, but they also receive a salary from Erin-san every month for a while until they have a stable life.


  Therefore, they don’t have to force themselves to work in winter.


  Howeverー


  「Umm, actually, I’ll be happy if we can work in winter as well.」(Izu)


  「Eh? Are you sure you don’t want to take a break?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. Are there any herbs that can grow in winter?」(Izu)


  「There are, but growing them will be very tough, you know?」(Sarasa)


  I can buy the seeds for them but I think growing them is too difficult for Michael-san and Izu-san with their current capability.


  Perhaps I should grow the seeds until they sprout and then hand Michael-san and Izu-san the seedlings. Once they take root, they won’t wither easily even in the winter as long as those two don’t neglect to take care of them every day.


  But still, working in the cold air of winter is quite difficult, especially for people who have little experience working in the field like Izu-san.


  「Don’t worry. We’ll do our best! Right, Michael?」(Izu)


  「Y, Yeah! Of course! Sarasa-san, no matter how hard it is, as long as it’s possible to grow herbs in winter, then we’ll do it.」(Michael)


  Seeing Izu-san seeking agreement from him, Michael-san immediately nodded to me a bit in panic.


  「I warned you. It won’t be easy.」(Sarasa)


  「We’ll try our best not to disappoint you.」(Michael)


  「Umm… Can you tell me the reason why you want to work in winter? Erin-san sends you money every month, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, but we need more money because…」(Michael)


  「Our baby will be born soon.」(Izu)


  While saying that, Izu-san stroked her stomach.


  Now that I look at it closely, I feel like her stomach has gotten bigger.


  I see now…


  「I think it will be born in late spring.」(Izu)


  「Hee~ So you will soon have a baby. Congratulations, Izu-san, Michael-san! I see. That’s why you need money. But if that’s the case, then Michael-san will be working alone in winter, right? Then it will be even harder. Are you guys really sure about this?」(Sarasa)


  「Michael will be working alone? No, Sarasa-san, I’m going to work as wー」(Izu)


  Before Izu-san could finish her sentence, I stuck out my hand toward her and shook my head.


  「No, Izu-san. I’m sorry but I can’t allow a pregnant woman to do farm work in winter.」(Sarasa)


  When I said that, Izu-san looked a bit disappointed but on the other hand, Michael-san looked happy for some reason.


  「Yeah, tell her, Sarasa-san! I knew you would say that! I told her I will work by myself in winter so that she can stay at home but she didn’t listen to me.」(Michael)


  「Geez, Michael!」(Izu)


  「Ahaha… I see…」(Sarasa)


  I understand Michael-san’s feelings. He must be worried about his wife and their baby. But…


  I didn’t know that Izu-san, who looked calm, could be so stubborn toward her husband.


  「You didn’t want to listen to me but, Izu, you should listen to our employer.」(Michael)


  「Yeah, I know…」(Izu)


  So… I’m superior to her husband…?


  I think Izu-san should listen to her husband too…


  「Don’t worry, Izu. I’m used to working in fields. I can handle everything by myself, so you can take it easy at home. All you need to do is take care of yourself and give birth to our baby in a healthy condition later.」(Michael)


  「Michael… Alright, but promise me not to overwork yourself.」(Izu)


  「Yeah, I promise…」(Michael)


  「Fufu. I can wait for you at home with peace of mind then.」(Izu)


  「Izu…」(Michael)


  「Michael…」(Izu)


  The two held hands and stared at each other.


  Umm… did they forget that I’m also here with them…?


  I know they are happy that their baby will be born soon, but they should do this kind of thing at their home, not at their workplace.


  「Ahem!」(Sarasa)


  As soon as I purposely cleared my throat with a loud noise, Michael-san and Izu-san hurriedly let go of each other’s hands and smiled awkwardly at me.


  「W, Well then, there’s still a lot I need to do, and since I don’t have to teach you anything today, I’m going back to my house now. Please continue working. If you need something, I’ll be at my house.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood.」(Michael)


  I turned around and left the herb field.


  I feel like they would have kissed if I didn’t stop them.


  Hahh… It’s great that they passionately love each other but I hope they can refrain from flirting with each other in public.


   


  


  After checking on Michael-san and Izu-san, I headed home.


  While preparing my herb field in the backyard, I was working on the flowerbeds which had been neglected for a while in front of my store.


  As a matter of course, the flowers I grew were materials for alchemy.


  I took all the bulbs and stored them. I was planning to use half of them to make potions and other stuff and keep the rest to plant next year.


  By the way, I’m not growing ornamental flowers because I think it’s just a waste of space and effort. I rather use the limited space I have to grow flowers that have more value than only ornamental use.


  After emptying the flowerbeds, I planted some herbs that grow from autumn to winter. They bloom flowers but of course, they’re not as pretty as ornamental flowers, but still, they can make my store look more colorful.


  I’m a girl and I don’t hate flowers. With all these flowerbeds in front of my store, I want to show people that the owner of this store is a girl.


  Well, I’m aware that I’m not so charming as a girl.


  In terms of charm as a girl, I can say that I’m losing to Lorea-chan, but at least I think I’m not inferior to Iris-san and Kate-san.


  Wait… What am I even thinking about? I have no intention of competing with them.


  If I don’t love myself the way I am, that means I disrespect my parents who gave birth to me.


  While thinking about that, I started doing the next task.


  「Anyway, I need to start making a Seedling Growth Aid Tool.」(Sarasa)


  Seedling Growth Aid Tools are plate-shaped artifacts with a half-translucent milky-white color.


  They have four rather large magic stones in the four corners and slightly smaller magic stones lined up on the edges.


  To use a Seedling Growth Aid Tool, first of all, you need to sow some seeds in small pots and then put them on top of the artifact.


  It will automatically adjust the temperature and keep the soil wet. As long as it has enough magical power, the seeds will grow into seedlings that you can then plant in your field.


  I was planning to give the seedlings I will grow later to Michael-san after we harvest all the herbs in my big herb field, but first, I will plant them in my small herb field in the backyard to test the artifact.


  Seedling Growth Aid Tools are quite expensive but they’re not hard to make, so I think I can make one and finish it quickly.


  Oh, right. Before that, I have to ask Master to send me the seeds.


  After I finished with the flowerbeds, I went inside my house, sent a letter to Master via Transfer Device, and started preparing to make a Seedling Growth Aid Tool.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After I finished the artifact, I sowed the slightly expensive herb seeds I got from Master in several small pots and put them on top of the artifact.


  「This one is Chileinove… This one is Jibarwei… This one is Sharnils… This one is Vankao…」(Sarasa)


  After that, I put labels with the name of the herbs on each pot so that I can tell them apart.


  「This one is… Hmm… What is the name of this herb again?」(Sarasa)


  The seeds were divided into small bags, and there was one with the type of seed that I don’t remember.


  These seeds are slightly larger and harder than the other seeds.


  They look like a kind of wheat but resemble apple seeds at the same time.


  I don’t think I have ever seen this kind of seed before. Or… I probably just forget… I’m not sure…


  「Hmm… I think I can find out about them in the encyclopedia I gave to Lorea-chan.」(Sarasa)


  I stood up from my chair, grabbed the small bags with the unknown herb seeds, and left my workshop.


  As usual, Lorea-chan is sitting behind the counter, waiting for customers.


  She is currently writing on a piece of paper while looking at the encyclopedia of alchemy materials. I feel bad to disturb her study but I need that encyclopedia for a moment.


  「Sarasa-san, what’s the matter? It’s still too early for lunch.」(Lorea)


  As soon as she noticed my presence, she looked strangely at me. It’s probably because I rarely come out of my workshop before lunch.


  「I’m not here for lunch. There’s something I want to find out. Can I borrow that book for a moment?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I see. Sure.」(Lorea)


  「I’m sorry if disturbing you.」(Sarasa)


  「Please don’t mind it. Here you go.」(Lorea)


  「Thank you, Lorea-chan.」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan smiled and handed the encyclopedia to me.


  While flipping the pages, I glanced at the piece of paper that Lorea-chan was writing on.


  「By the way, is your study going well?」(Sarasa)


  Yesterday, Master sent me this encyclopedia along with the herb seeds. I asked Lorea-chan to learn about the alchemy materials listed here.


  I told her to write the information she got on pieces of paper as she studied.


  Of course, I didn’t tell her to copy the whole book. I told her to write only the necessary information that Collectors might need and summarize it in an easy-to-understand manner.


  There are two reasons.


  First, I want to inform the Collectors in this village about alchemy materials that they might not know about so that they can start collecting them.


  By doing so, I’m hoping that the income of the Collectors will increase as well as the variety of alchemy materials I can buy from them.


  The other reason, of course, is to help Lorea-chan’s study.


  If she wants to be an alchemist, learning every detail of alchemy materials is quite important for her, and I think taking notes while studying can help her memorize the content of the encyclopedia faster.


  「I don’t think there’s a problem. It’s going well so far.」(Lorea)


  「Is that so? Let me see…」(Sarasa)


  I put away the encyclopedia, took the bundle of papers in front of me, and started reading them.


  「Hmm, hmm…」(Sarasa)


  Although Lorea-chan wrote it with different wording from the encyclopedia itself, she’s able to describe the alchemy materials listed in the encyclopedia very clearly including the information about their characteristics and how to obtain them.


  I think her explanation in these papers is easy enough to understand even for people who rarely read.


  Honestly, I’m quite surprised that Lorea-chan has this unexpected talent. Not only is she good at math but she is also good at writing.


  The only information that is not written is the information about the purchase price of the materials since it always fluctuates depending on the season and the number of stocks in the market.


  I’m planning to make a table of prices on a piece of paper later. I will put it on the notice board in my store and I will update the prices regularly.


  「Lorea-chan, you really did a great job! I didn’t know you were good at writing.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Hehe~ Thank you, Sarasa-san. By the way, have you found the information you want?」(Lorea)


  「Aa, that’s right. Wait a minute.」(Sarasa)


  I forgot for a moment that I had something I wanted to find out.


  I put the paper on the counter and started flipping the pages of the encyclopedia again.


  I had read the same encyclopedia over and over again when I was still a student in the Alchemist Training School, so I have a general grasp of its contents.


  However…


  Hmm… This is weird… I can’t find anything about these seeds here…
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  I wonder why this type of seed is not listed in this encyclopedia…


  This encyclopedia only has information about plants and materials for alchemy, but even so, not all of them have their seeds drawn in this book.


  I know many types of herbs but it’s hard for me to say that I can tell them apart only by looking at their seeds.


  「It’s just my guess but… they are probably the seeds of those delicious fruits that Master usually eats… or maybe, these seeds are actually food ingredients that Maria-san has… They got mixed up with the herb seeds I ordered and Master accidentally sent them… Hmm… No, I don’t think that’s what happened. I doubt Master would make such a mistake. Besides, the bag of these seeds was at the bottom of the package, so Master must put it in the package before the other ones. There’s no way she wasn’t aware of it.」(Sarasa)


  While I was whispering to myself as I thought, Lorea-chan tilted her head and curiously stared at me.


  I think I should ask her. She might know something about these seeds.


  「Lorea-chan, have you seen this type of seed before?」(Sarasa)


  I put the small bag of the seeds on the counter and opened it, showing them to Lorea-chan.


  「Hmm… I’ve never seen them. At least, it’s not the type of seed that farmers in this village use to grow crops.」(Lorea)


  「I knew it… Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  Should I ask Master…?


  No…


  Using a Transfer Device requires a lot of magical power.


  Well, Master may have no problem with that but I don’t want to bother her. She must be very busy at this hour.


  「Sarasa-san, why don’t you just plant them? You may be able to find out when they sprout.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, you’re right. I probably should do that. I still have plenty of empty pots anyway.」(Sarasa)


  If they are really the seeds of the fruit Master usually eats, then growing them in my backyard is not a bad idea.


  Perhaps we will be able to eat those delicious fruits together in the future.


  「Alright then, I’m going back to my workshop. Lorea-chan, you can continue making those flyers. I’m counting on you.」(Sarasa)


  「Un! Leave it to me. If these flyers can be useful to the Collectors in this village, then all my hard work will be worthwhile.」(Lorea)


  As I returned the encyclopedia to Lorea-chan, she clenched her fist on her chest and smiled. She looks so enthusiastic.


  I returned to my workshop, prepared another pot, and sowed the mysterious seeds in it.


  「This will do. Now, it’s time to operate this artifact.」(Sarasa)


  I put my hand on the Seedlings Growth Aid Tool and injected my magical power into it.


  The magic stones embedded at the four corners of the board then glowed faintly in four different colors: red, blue, green, and yellow.


  When I injected more magical power, the magic stones in the edges started to glow white one after another. When all the magic stones are glowing, the magical power supply is complete.


  The amount of magical power required for a Seedlings Growth Aid Tool to keep operating differs depending on the number of pots, the surrounding temperature, and humidity, but normally it should last for about a month.


  By the time the seeds turn into seedlings with a suitable size for planting, I should have finished preparing the field in my backyard.


  「Alright. Now, where should I put this? Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  I need a place that is safe from the rain but exposed to sunlight at the same time.


  I can place it in my room by the window or near the window in the kitchen, but I think the kitchen is better since it’s close to the backyard.


  First, I went to the storage room, grabbed a big empty wooden box, and brought it to the kitchen. I placed it by the window and put the Seedlings Growth Aid Tool with all the pots on it.


  「Great. All I have to do now is to wait until they sprout.」(Sarasa)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  -The next day-


  After lunch, I taught Lorea-chan the basics of manipulating magical power.


  This is a very important skill to master before you can start practical exercises like transmuting alchemy materials.


  Practicing manipulating magical power can be done anytime anywhere, so once Lorea-chan learns how to do it, she can practice even while looking after the store.


  「Yeah, just like that. Lorea-chan, you learn quickly. You don’t have much magical power but I think you have an aptitude for manipulating it.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? It’s all thanks to you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  「Your earth magic practice is also going well. If you keep practicing, I can guarantee that you will get a lot better at it.」(Sarasa)


  「I’ll try my best!」(Lorea)


  Of course, I can’t guarantee that if she gives up halfway, but Lorea-chan is a diligent girl. I don’t think she will give up easily.


  「Being able to manipulate magical power is important, so I suggest you practice this every day. As long as you’re good at manipulating magical power, you will be able to work as an alchemist no matter how little magical power you have.」(Sarasa)


  You can’t be an alchemist by just having a lot of magical power.


  The amount of magical power you have is not that important. Having knowledge and skills that are good enough for you to get a qualification license is more important.


  Unlike magicians who need a lot of magical power to perform spells, alchemists need the ability to adjust the amount of magical power they use when performing alchemical transmutation.


  「Oh, right. Lorea-chan, I want you to remember this. Please don’t perform alchemical transmutation without my permission. If the government found out, they would put you in jail.」(Sarasa)


  After I warned her with a serious expression, Lorea-chan swallowed her saliva and nodded at me.


  「I have no intention of doing that, but… I didn’t know they would put you in jail for that.」(Lorea)


  「Well, Alchemist Licenses are not just pieces of cards, you know?」(Sarasa)


  I started explaining to Lorea-chan.


  People without Alchemist Licenses who attempt alchemical transmutation will be punished by the kingdom.


  The only exception is when you perform it under the guidance of a full-fledged alchemist who has a license. You can’t do it by yourself.


  The reason why the rules are so strict is because fake alchemists or people who pretend to be full-fledged alchemists can be dangerous.


  Without enough knowledge and skills, you can’t make artifacts and potions properly, and poorly made artifacts and potions can cause accidents and great damage to people, especially the potions. Compared to artifacts, poorly made potions are more dangerous because they directly affect human bodies.


  Fake alchemists are mostly people who dropped out from the Alchemist Training School and people who stopped learning alchemy from their masters before they could obtain Alchemist Licenses.


  「ーThat’s why, even if you gave up on becoming an alchemist and quit being my disciple, please remember these rules.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood, but… I will never give up!」(Lorea)


  「Fufu. I know.」(Sarasa)


  Even if she fails the alchemist exam, as long as she doesn’t get discouraged, I don’t think Lorea-chan will give up.


  「Alright, I think that’s enough for today. Practicing for too long is not good, but you should practice from time to time every day.」(Sarasa)


  「Okay. Thank you for today’s lesson.」(Lorea)


  As I saw Lorea-chan nod at me, I stretched my arms upward and let out a sigh.


  Seeing me doing that, Lorea-chan giggled a little. She then walked toward the kitchen drawer and took two empty cups and a teapot.


  「Sarasa-san, since our break time is not over yet, let’s have some tea.」(Lorea)


  「Good idea~」(Sarasa)
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  「Ahh~ Thank you, Lorea-chan. The tea you make is delicious as always.」(Sarasa)


  Watching Lorea-chan practice regulating magical power usage was unexpectedly kinda tiring because I had to see and feel the flow of her magical power to check if she was doing it properly or not.


  However, thanks to the tea she made I was feeling a little relaxed. Its scent calmed me down and its moderate temperature and astringent taste gave a pleasant sensation in my throat.


  「You’re welcome. By the way, Sarasa-san, is there a way or a trick to improve my ability to manipulate magical power faster?」(Lorea)


  「As a matter of course, you can improve it by practicing regularly, but other than practicing, you can also make yourself used to using your magical power. For example, using simple spells to help your work or using artifacts. But because you haven’t learned many spells, you can try to use artifacts. You can feel the flow of your magical power when using artifacts after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Using artifacts…? Like cooking with a Magic Stove?」(Lorea)


  「Umm, Magic Stoves are easy to use even for ordinary people, so I don’t think it will be effective. In this case, a Magic Furnace might be perfect, but…」(Sarasa)


  「Ahh… I remember I melted my frying pan when I used the one in your workshop a while ago…」(Lorea)


  Back when I didn’t have a stove, Lorea-chan once tried to cook for me using the small Magic Furnace in my workshop.


  It’s originally used for blacksmithing so it has the ability to melt metal, but of course, you can also use it to cook, but Lorea-chan didn’t know how to regulate her magical power back then and ended up melting her frying pan and almost burning her hand.


  I fixed her frying pan but I regretted letting her use the furnace.


  Since then, I forbade her to use the furnace to cook. Now that we have a proper kitchen, there’s no need for her to do that anyway.


  Remembering what happened back then, Lorea-chan looked away and smiled awkwardly.


  「What a bitter memory…」(Lorea)


  「Ahaha… Another artifact that may help you practice is probably the Seedlings Growth Aid Tool over there. Unlike a Magic Furnace, it’s not dangerous at all.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, that shining board with pots on top? It looks beautiful.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who was sitting in front of me, put down her teacup, stood up, and approached the Seedlings Growth Aid Tool that I placed by the kitchen window.


  「They haven’t sprouted yet.」(Lorea)


  「Well, it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours. They will sprout eventually.」(Sarasa)


  The main purpose of using a Seedlings Growth Aid Tool is to provide the best environment for the seeds to sprout. The time they take to sprout with this method is not much different from the normal method.


  There are some herbs that grow so fast that they sprout in just one night, but the ones I planted this time are difficult-to-grow types of herbs, so they don’t sprout quickly.


  「It’s still shining beautifully but… It looks pretty dim. Is that normal?」(Lorea)


  「Eh? Really? The magic stones will get dimmer when they start to run out of magical power. They will eventually run out of magical power but it shouldn’t be this soon.」(Sarasa)


  「But look at these stones. They look a lot dimmer than yesterday, right?」(Lorea)


  I stood up from my chair and approached Lorea-chan. She is pointing at the magic stones embedded in the edges of the board.


  They clearly look dimmer than yesterday, indicating that most of the magical power they contain is almost gone.


  「You’re right… I wonder what is happening…」(Sarasa)


  When I made this yesterday, I designed it to contain a lot more magical power than the normal Seedlings Growth Aid Tools do, so I thought that it should work for at least five days without dimming.


  Did I make a mistake while I was crafting it…?


  「Hmm… It’s still working fine so I hope it’s not a serious problem. Anyway, I should replenish its magical power.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, Sarasa-san, would you let me do it?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. Put your hand here and pour your magical power little by little.」(Sarasa)


  「Like… this?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Keep going. You’re doing good.」(Sarasa)


  Although the flow of Lorea-chan’s magical power looked a bit unstable, the magical power in the magic stones is properly replenished little by little.


  After watching over her for a while, she started to look exhausted.


  「Hahh… Sarasa-san, I feel tired somehow…」(Lorea)


  「It’s probably your current limit. Don’t overdo it. You can stop now.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan then released the artifact and took a deep breath.


  「Looks like they’re mostly replenished. You did a great job.」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe, thank you.」(Lorea)


  I put my hand on the artifact and injected my magical power until all the magic stones were full. It only took me a few seconds.


  After that, I helped Lorea-chan, who seemed to be a bit dizzy after using too much magical power, to sit on her chair.


  「It’s important to understand your limit, so it’s better to find out how much magical power it takes before you get dizzy and how long you need to rest to recover. You can sit down and relax for a while.」(Sarasa)


  「Understood. Thank you.」(Lorea)


  While still holding Lorea-chan’s shoulder with one hand, I sat next to her and poured the tea into her cup with the other hand.


  After drinking the slightly lukewarm tea, Lorea-chan sluggishly put her head on the table and stared at the empty chairs where Iris-san and Kate-san usually sit.


  「…I wonder if those two are doing well…」(Lorea)


  「Don’t worry. It’s not like they went to fight a Salamander. They just went to investigate its nest, so I don’t think they will encounter any trouble. They will be home soon unless… that weird researcher makes them stay longer.」(Sarasa)


  I might be a little prejudiced but I think that researchers, especially the weird ones like Nord-san, tend to prioritize their own interests and take unplanned actions. After all, they are the type of people who have a strong curiosity about anything they don’t know.


  「I see… I hope their expedition is going wー」(Lorea)


  『ーーWe are in danger nyaan~ We are in danger nyaan~ Please help us nyaan~ Please help us nyaan~』


  Suddenly, a familiar voice was heard and resounded throughout the house.


  「「………」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  We knew whose voice it was but we also knew that the person who has this voice would never talk cutely like that.


  「Sarasa-san… That was Iris-san’s voice, right? Mind to tell me what is happening?」(Lorea)


  For some reason, Lorea-chan stared at me with cold eyes.


  She seems to know that I was the reason why Iris-san made a cute cat girl voice.


  「W, Well… It would be boring if I used the sound of a bell or something, right? So I asked Iris-san to say that line and used it as the alarm sound.」(Sarasa)


  It was actually the alarm sound from my Resonance Stone.


  Resonance Stones allow you to talk with another person far away in a short time, but I modified mine so that when Iris-san breaks her stone, the stone I’m holding will make an alarm sound instead of allowing us to communicate briefly.


  The reason is I thought that they wouldn’t be able to talk if they were fighting monsters or running away from them. Besides, using an alarm sound is better in my opinion because I’ll be able to notice immediately when they need my help.


  「So you made Iris-san say that line…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, but it doesn’t matter now. More importantly, they seem to be in trouble since they used their Resonance Stone.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh!? Are they going to be alright!?」(Lorea)


  「Calm down. Remember? They have Kurumi with them. I created her in case this kind of situation happens.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! Kurumi-chan! Then, Sarasa-san, please help them!」(Lorea)


  「I’m working on it. They’re quite far from here so it will take some time.」(Sarasa)


  I put my head and arms on the table and tried to relax my body.


  Normally, I should be lying on a bed but I don’t want to waste any more time and make Lorea-chan more worried.


  After I found the position where I could relax every muscle in my body, I started concentrating on linking my consciousness with Kurumi.
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  [*/TL : We’re back to the expedition gang.]


   


  「*Cough cough* Is it over…?」(Iris)


  A few moments later, the ground stopped shaking and the ceiling stopped crumbling. The ground was shaking in a relatively short period of time but for Iris and the others, it felt like an eternity.


  Iris slowly raised her head and looked around but she could only see smoke of dust.


  「Kate, Nord-san, are you guys alright?」(Iris)


  「I’m good. *Cough cough*」(Kate)


  「Me too. We’re lucky we didn’t get buried alive here.」(Nord)


  When the smoke started to disappear, they could finally see each other.


  They slowly got up and looked around. Their coat and luggage were covered in dust and there were chunks of rocks all over the place but none of them were buried in rocks.


  「I think some parts of the cave collapsed and caused the vibration… I have a bad feeling about this…」(Iris)


  「By the way, I don’t know if it’s a good sign or not but I can no longer hear the sound of that Salamander’s footsteps.」(Kate)


  「It would be nice if it gave up on chasing us and went back to the river of lava…」(Iris)


  「Anyway, we should keep going. Let’s go.」(Nord)


  As always, Nord looked so carefree, but what he said was right. They had to keep going.


  Iris and Kate sighed and followed Nord who held his lighting artifact and started heading to the entrance.


  Howeverー


  「Oh, no…」(Iris)


  「Are we… trapped in this cave?」(Kate)


  Their way to the entrance was blocked by large rubbles from the ceiling and walls.


  Iris and the others didn’t expect that. They started to get worried.


  「Nord-san, can you make it brighter?」(Iris)


  「It will consume more of my magical power but… Alright.」(Nord)


  Nord was complaining but then he did what Iris asked. He put more magical power into the lighting artifact he was holding to produce brighter light.


  They were looking around, trying to find an opening to pass through the rubbles but they couldn’t find any.


  「It’s completely blocked…」(Iris)


  「These rocks looks quite heavy but… Nord-san, do you think we can make our way through?」(Kate)


  「It doesn’t seem realistic but we can try.」(Nord)


  They tried to move the rocks by pulling and pushing them but they didn’t even budge.


  「This is no use… I’m confident with my physical strength but I don’t think it’s possible. Besides, we don’t know how deep this pile of rocks is. Moreover, we might make the situation even worse if we carelessly move them.」(Nord)


  「Hmm… You may be right. What should we do then?」(Iris)


  「You guys are learning magic from Sarasa-kun, right? Can you use some kind of earth spell that can blast away this rubble ?」(Nord)


  「I can’t use earth magic, but…」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris glanced at Kate.


  「Well, Lorea and I are learning earth magic from Store Owner-san but she only teaches us earth spells for cultivation. I don’t think they’re useful here. Besides, I’m a beginner. I can’t manipulate my magical power as precisely as Store Owner-san, so I might mess up and make things even worse.」(Kate)


  「I see. That’s too bad.」(Nord)


  Nord nodded a few times and put his fingers on his chin, trying to keep his cool.


  「Nord-san, how can you look so calm?」(Kate)


  「Umm, perhaps it’s because I’m used to getting myself into trouble? I mostly study monsters and their nests after all. I trained my muscles so that I can survive in bad situations but I don’t think they can help this time.」(Nord)


  「Instead of training your muscles, I think you better train yourself to behave so as not to get yourself into trouble…」(Kate)


  Kate was actually right. All that trouble wouldn’t have happened if Nord hadn’t done that dangerous experiment.


  However, Nord smiled cheerfully at Kate as if he didn’t feel guilty at all.


  「Hahaha! I can’t do that. If I lose my adventurous spirit, I won’t be able to call myself a researcher. You see, we researchers will do anything it takes to satisfy our curiosity.」(Nord)


  「But you need at least be cautious of what you’re doing or no one will be able to keep up with you.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. Perhaps that’s the reason why no one wants me to hire them a second time even though I pay them well.」(Nord)


  As Nord said that, Iris and Kate looked at each other and sighed.


  Just like the people who once worked for Nord, they didn’t want to take a second job from him, but considering the bad situation they were in, they decided not to tell him for now.


  「Anyway, shall we go back to where we came from? This is a huge cave and it has many passageways, so we may find another way.」(Nord)


  「Seriously? Ugh… I hope we don’t encounter that lizard again.」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry. Like I said, I don’t hear its footsteps so it most likely stopped chasing us.」(Kate)


  「I hope you’re right… Alright then, let’s go.」(Iris)


  They decided to go back, heading deeper into the cave while looking for another way.


  After walking for a few minutes they saw the way leading to the place where the salamander spawn was blocked by a lot of rubble as well.


  「No way… We’re doomed…」(Iris)


  「I see now. That’s why that lizard stopped chasing us…」(Kate)


  「Wait, is that…」(Nord)


  While they were looking around, Nord found a small opening behind a large chunk of rock that fell from the ceiling.


  「There’s something behind this rock. Hold on. I’ll move it away …Hngghh!!」(Nord)


  Nord put his hands on the boulder and pushed it away, showing a small path that was hidden behind it.


  「Bingo! There’s another path.」(Nord)


  「Good job, but… uhh… I wonder where this passageway leads.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. It might lead us to a dangerous place like a Lava Lizard’s nest or a place full of poisonous gas…」(Kate)


  「Might be. But we don’t have any other choice. We will starve to death here if we don’t move. Let’s hope it leads outside.」(Nord)


  「…Alright. You’ve got a point. But, Nord-san, I don’t think we will be able to protect you if something bad happens.」(Iris)


  「It’s okay. I understand. You guys can leave me if something bad happens. I won’t blame you. You know… I actually feel bad for putting you both into this situation, so…」(Nord)


  「Nord-san…」(Iris)


  Stepping into a dangerous place meaning that their life would be in danger. Nord was no exception no matter how trained he was.


  Looking at Iris’ troubled face, Kate suddenly remembered something.


  She then turned her gaze to Kurumi who was clinging to Iris’ backpack.


  「Gau?」(Kurumi)
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  「That’s right! We have Kurumi! Iris, you still have the Resonance Stone, right? I think it’s the right time to contact Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


  「A, Are we going to use that stone…?」(Iris)


  For some reason, Iris hesitated to use the Resonance Stone which was the only way to let Sarasa know their situation.


  「What’s wrong? Store Owner-san made those stones and Kurumi in case this kind of situation would happen, right? If we don’t use it now, then when will we use it?」(Kate)


  「I know, but…」(Iris)


  「Don’t tell me… We have to pay for it if we use it? I thought she gave it for free.」(Kate)


  「No, no. She did, but…」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris looked to the side and muttered by herself.


  「…But in exchange, I had to do something embarrassing for her…」(Iris)


  「Hm? Did you say something?」(Kate)


  「N, Nothing!」(Iris)


  Iris shook her head in panic. She didn’t want Kate to know what Sarasa asked her to do in exchange for the stone.


  Several days ago when Sarasa was about to complete the Resonance Stones, she called Iris to her workshop when Kate and Lorea were not around.


  She told Iris that she would give her a Resonance Stone for free but Iris had to put on a cat-ear headband and take a cute cat-like pose while saying a cute line which would be the alarm sound for the Resonance Stones.


  Of course, Iris refused at first but after she thought that she could get a precious artifact that might save her life, she listened to what Sarasa said in the end.


  Thinking that her cute line would be heard throughout the store once she broke her Resonance Stone, Iris hesitated.


  Sarasa and Lorea would definitely hear that but it would be very embarrassing if Andre and the other Collectors were inside the store at the same time.


  However, the situation was not good. Just as Kate said, she had to use her Resonance Stone now.


  「So? What are you waiting for?」(Kate)


  「Ugh…」(Iris)


  With somewhat slow movements, Iris took out the Resonance Stone from her bag and let out a heavy sigh.


  「Hahh… Alright, here we go… Eii!」(Iris)


  She then slammed it to the ground.


  The stone broke into pieces, turned to dust, and eventually disappeared.


  Kate blinked her eyes a few times while looking at the disappearing stone. She was kind of disappointed with how plain it was. She thought that the stone would shine or make noises.


  「That’s it…? That’s how you use it?」(Kate)


  「Yeah…」(Iris)


  「What’s wrong? Why is your face turning red?」(Kate)


  「Please don’t ask…」(Iris)


  Iris looked away, trying to hide her blushed face.


  She couldn’t hide her embarrassment as she imagined that her voice saying a cute line echoed throughout the store by now.


  「Is that the artifact Sarasa-kun gave you in case of emergency?」(Nord)


  「Yeah, Store Owner-san should know that we need her help by now… right?」(Kate)


  「Y, Yeah. After she notices the alarm, she will check the situation here through Kurumi.」(Iris)


  It was the first time Iris had used a Resonance Stone, so she was somewhat feeling unsure.


  She took Kurumi who was clinging to her backpack and made her sit on her palms.


  Iris, Kate, and Nord then were staring at Kurumi, waiting for some kind of reaction.


  However, Kurumi was just lying down and yawning like a sleepy bear.


  「Gauu~…」(Kurumi)


  「「………..」」(Iris, Kate & Nord)


  Still, they were patiently waiting without looking away.


  「Umm… I wonder what takes her so long. 」(Iris)


  「I think Sarasa-kun is having a hard time synchronizing her consciousness with our little friend here.」(Nord)


  「You think so? But she did it so quickly before.」(Iris)


  「That’s probably because she was close to this bear. But, normally, it will take you a few minutes before you can synchronize your mind with your Homunculus even though you’re close to it.」(Nord)


  「A few minutes? But she did it in a few seconds back then.」(Iris)


  「Really? Sarasa-kun is indeed amazing… Still, I think she’s having a hard time because our position is far away from hers now. Moreover, we are inside a cave. Normally, it’s impossible for most alchemists, but… Sarasa-kun knows how far this Salamander cave is from her home, right? She must be quite confident that she will be able to do it. 」(Nord)


  「Umm… Actually, before we left, she said that she might barely manage to link with Kurumi.」(Iris)


  「Barely, huh…? So she wasn’t sure? Anyway, let’s believe in her and keep waiting.」(Nord)


  Iris and Kate nodded to Nord and continued watching Kurumi.


  However, Kurumi was only lying down, crawling, and rolling around in Iris’ hands.


  「Kate, look at her~」(Iris)


  「She’s cute as always~」(Kate)


  「Kuchu kuchu kuchu~」(Iris)


  While Kurumi was lying face up, Iris tickled her stomach with her index finger.


  Kurumi then tapped Iris’ finger a few times, telling her to stop.


  「Ahh~ So cute~」(Iris)


  「Fufu~ Yeah, she…. is…… Hm?」(Kate)


  Seeing Kurumi continuously tapping Iris’ index finger, Kate realized something was off.


  「Umm, Iris… I think it’s Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


  「Eh? Ehh!?」(Iris)


  Iris immediately moved her finger away and looked closely at Kurumi.


  Kurumi stood up, put her hand on her forehead, and shook her head as if saying, “Hahh… What are you guys doing?”


  It seemed that Sarasa successfully linked her mind with Kurumi just when Iris started tickling her stomach.


  「I… Is that you, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi folded her arms and nodded.


  「I, I’m sorry! I got carried away!」(Iris)


  When Iris bowed her head, Kurumi raised her hand, telling her that it was fine.


  「Gau. Gau.」(Kurumi)


  She then looked around at the three and tilted her head, asking them to explain their situation.


  「Store Owner-dono, we’re currently trapped inside the cave. Some parts of the cave collapsed probably because the Salamander rampaged around.」(Iris)


  「You’re probably confused because we had killed the Salamander, but it came back to life. It spawned from the river of lava thanks to Nord-san’s bizarre experiment.」(Kate)


  「Ahaha~ I’m flattered~」(Nord)


  「I’m not complimenting you!」(Kate)


  As Kate yelled at Nord, Kurumi sighed and shook her head.


  Sarasa had a feeling that Nord would cause some trouble to Iris and Kate since he was an eccentric researcher, but she never thought that he would revive the Salamander.


   


  


  「Gau gau ga~u! Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi moved her hands and head, making various gestures.


  Sarasa was trying to tell Iris and the others something. Howeverー


  「Umm… I’m sorry, Store Owner-dono. I don’t know what you’re trying to say…」(Iris)


  Unfortunately, they couldn’t interpret Sarasa’s message by just looking at Kurumi’s gestures.


  Kurumi then put her hand on her chin, thinking for a moment, and then jumped off Iris’ palm.


  She then wrote something on the ground with her small hand.


  『Do you have magic stones? At this rate, Kurumi will run out of magical power.』


  Alchemical creatures, Homunculi, keep consuming magical power even when they are idle.


  Kurumi didn’t consume much magical power when she was just clinging to Iris’ backpack, but when she switched into active mode after Sarasa synchronized her mind with hers, her magical consumption would skyrocket.


  And, of course, if a Homunculus runs out of magical power, it will stop working. In other words… Death.


  Knowing that Kurumi was in danger, Kate and Iris hurriedly searched for some magic stones in their luggage.


  「I’m sure I still have some magic stones… but where are they…?」(Iris)


  「I have a few but I’m not sure if it’s gonna be enough…」(Kate)


  「You guys need some magic stones? I have a lot of them since I need them for experiments sometimes.」(Nord)


  While saying that, Nord rummaged through his backpack and took out a leather bag filled with magic stones.


  「Oh! That’s great!」(Iris)


  Nord then handed the leather bag to Kurumi, and then Kurumi took one magic stone from the bag and put it in her mouth.


  「Seeing her eating a magic stone makes me realize that she’s not a normal creature, but…」(Iris)


  「It looks like she’s eating a berry, so cute~」(Kate)


  「You’re right~」(Iris)


  While Iris and Kate were watching her, Kurumi ate another magic stone and wrote on the ground again.


  『Thanks for the magic stones. I made a wrong calculation.』


  Sarasa thought that the amount of magical power she injected when she created Kurumi would be enough to keep her alive at least until Iris and Kate return home.


  It was the first time Sarasa had created a Homunculus, so she didn’t think that the magical power consumption rate would be very high while she was synchronizing her mind with Kurumi’s from a long distance.


  Nord had a lot of magic stones in his leather bag but now that Sarasa had learned that even her magical power she stored in Kurumi’s body could deplete so quickly, she didn’t think that those magic stones would be enough to keep her synchronized with Kurumi for a long time.


  「Sarasa-kun, I don’t mind if you use my magic stones but please leave a few for me. It’s pitch-black here. I need magic stones to use this lighting artifact.」(Nord)


  「Nord-san, that artifact doesn’t require much magical power, right? You can use my magical power to keep it running.」(Kate)


  「Really? The amount of my magical power is not much. I appreciate your help!」(Nord)


  Artifacts that produce light are relatively common. Many people use them.


  There are various types of them, from those used for walking on the streets at night to those that can illuminate a wide area as if it was daytime.


  Nord’s lighting artifact could illuminate the tunnel very well but it had the drawback of consuming quite a lot of magical power, so he needed to use magic stones from time to time.


  「This kind of artifact is quite common but still, they are expensive for people like us. I wish I had one…」(Kate)


  「We rarely explore the forest at night, so I don’t think we need one.」(Iris)


  「Ah, you may be right…」(Kate)


  「Gau! Gau!」(Kurumi)


  While Iris and Kate were having small talk, Kurumi wrote on the ground and stomped her feet.


  『We don’t have much time! Please tell me about your situation in more detail so that we can decide what to do.』


  「Ah, you’re right. Alright, first of allーー」(Iris)


  Iris started explaining. She told Sarasa everything that happened from the time they entered the cave until they were trapped inside.


  Kurumi was folding her hands and nodding while listening to Iris.


  『Alright, I understand. I will think of a way out. I don’t want to waste Kurumi’s magical power, so I will contact you again later. You can check your emergency pack in the meantime.』


  After writing on the ground, Kurumi sat down for a moment and then started crawling around like usual.


  「Are you… Kurumi?」(Kate)


  「Gau~?」(Kurumi)


  After Kurumi responded to Kate by tilting her head like usual, Kate smiled and then picked her up gently with both hands.


  Meanwhile, Nord stared at Kurumi curiously.


  「How fascinating… I’m impressed that Sarasa-kun managed to link with this little bear from her home. Not only can she share the same sight and hearing with this bear but she can also make it move like her own body. But… Is it because Sarasa-kun is a talented alchemist or… is it because this bear is special…? Hmm…」(Nord)


  「Nord-san, don’t even think about it.」(Kate)


  Kate brought Kurumi to her chest and hugged her tightly as if she was protecting her from Nord’s curious gaze.


  She then stared coldly at Nord, but Nord didn’t seem to mind it. He shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.


  「Don’t worry. I won’t do anything to it. I’d be lying if I said that I’m not curious at all but Homunculus is not my research object. More importantly, what did Sarasa-kun mean by ‘emergency pack’?」(Nord)


  「Ah, I think she was talking about the package she gave me before we left. She told me to open it in case of an emergency, but I don’t know what’s inside.」(Iris)


  While saying that, Iris took out a wooden box from her backpack and put it on the ground.


  The box had a size of about 30cm x 20cm with a high of 15cm.


  After Iris opened the tightly sealed metal lid, the three of them looked inside the box with interest.


  「Oh, we got various things here. Potions… Antidote… Medicines… and some stuff for injury treatment.」(Nord)


  「They’re all common items but they seem to be expensive. Uhh… Iris, do we have to pay for them if we use them?」(Kate)


  「Of course. The only thing we got for free was the Resonance Stone.」(Iris)


  「I see…」(Kate)


  「…Well, the stone wasn’t actually free though…」(Iris)


  Iris looked sideways and muttered to herself while recalling when she made a cute voice for the stone’s alarm.


  「You say something?」(Kate)


  「No. Nothing… Anyway, I don’t think we need these items right now, and I hope we won’t need them in the future.」(Iris)


  「You’re right…」(Kate)
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  「Say, Nord-san, if we happened to have to use these potions and stuff, would you pay for them?」(Iris)


  「I’m responsible for our situation right now, so I’d like to pay for them, but… These are quite expensive…」(Nord)


  「So it really is expensive stuff, huh?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. General-purpose potions and medicines are usually a few times more expensive than potions and medicines that can only deal with specific diseases.」(Nord)


  General-purpose potions and medicines are less effective than those for specific purposes, but they are useful in situations where you don’t know what kind of disease you have. Moreover, making potions and medicines that are effective against many symptoms is very difficult, and for that purpose, their price is relatively high.


  「Uhh… I really hope we won’t need to use them…」(Iris)


  「You never know. There might be poisonous snakes or insects if we go deeper. We don’t know where this tunnel leads.」(Kate)


  They were trapped inside the cave and there was no other way but the tunnel that had never been explored before.


  The probability that they would encounter dangerous creatures was not low.


  「You may be right… If by any chance we have to use these potions, I think we should negotiate with Store Owner-dono. I believe she will lower the price for us. Anyway, let’s see what else we got here… Oh, this is…!」(Iris)


  Iris rummaged through the wooden box and found a familiar artifact.


  「A Spring Water Bottle! Store Owner-dono showed me this artifact once. Now we don’t have to worry about water.」(Iris)


  「Really? That’s great! None of us can use water magic. We still have some water for now but it will run out eventually.」(Kate)


  At first glance, the artifact looked just like a white normal water bottle but it was a very convenient artifact.


  Spring Water Bottles can convert magical power into water. If you are a person with an average amount of magical power and don’t want to bring water on your travels, then you may like this artifact.


  Spring Water Bottles are convenient. However, they cannot produce water continuously. There’s a limit to the amount of water they can produce at a time.


  That means, people who have a lot of magical power like Sarasa, can’t use Spring Water Bottles to produce water infinitely.


  「Oh? There’s another one, but why is this one orange?」(Kate)


  Kate found another Spring Water Bottle in the wooden box but unlike the white one that was held by Iris, this one was orange.


  「Ah, this one also produces water but it’s sweet and delicious.」(Iris)


  「Sweet water…? But why?」(Kate)


  「I don’t know. Perhaps it’s for the people who like to drink fruit juice or something.」(Iris)


  Iris looked a bit troubled by Kate’s question. On the other hand, Nord looked a bit surprised when he saw the orange Spring Water Bottle.


  「Don’t you guys know? The orange ones are pretty rare.」(Nord)


  「Is that so? Store Owner-dono said that she made it since she still had the remaining materials from making the white one.」(Iris)


  「Really? That’s impressive. The orange one is way harder to make than the white one, you know? Moreover, it requires more magical power to use. If you just want to drink sweet water, you can just use the white one and mix the water with sugar or syrup, right? That’s why not many people want to buy the orange one.」(Nord)


  To be exact, orange Spring Water Bottles require ten times more magical power than white ones. That’s too inefficient.


  However, the water produced by orange Spring Water Bottles contains sugar. It’s helpful to overcome headaches or stress when your body is low on sugar.


  「I once tasted the water produced by this orange bottle, and it was as sweet as syrup, but I think we have to save our magical power for more useful things.」(Iris)


  「Yeah, I agree. Do we have anything else in this box?」(Kate)


  「Let’s see… Oh, there are some magic stones…」(Iris)


  Iris found things that looked like magic stones and picked them up.


  「Wait, Iris. They’re not magic stones. I think they’re like the stone-like artifact I used to make an ice wall earlier.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. They are artifacts that contain spells. That means…」(Iris)


  「…They are expensive… Say, Nord-san, would you…」(Kate)


  「Alright, alright. I’ll pay for them, so please don’t hesitate to use them when we’re in danger.」(Nord)


  「Thanks. We would end up using all the money we would get from you if we had to pay for them.」(Kate)


  After confirming the effect of each stone-like artifact, Iris shared some of them with Kate, and then they put them in their pocket.


  The number of the artifacts was not many, but for Iris and Kate who couldn’t use powerful spells, those artifacts could be very useful.


  「Next, we got… Paper boxes?」(Kate)


  Kate found three small paper boxes and opened one of them.


  There were many 1cm x 1cm white cubes arranged neatly in the paper box.


  「What are these? Candies…? No, hold on. Could it be that they are portable rations…? I remember I’ve seen them once but I’ve never eaten them.」(Kate)


  「By the way, Store Owner-dono let me eat one back then. It seems that you will feel full for an entire day after eating one or two of these cubes.」(Iris)


  「Really? That’s awesome! We don’t have to worry about starving to death then. I wonder how many cubes we got.」(Kate)


  Kate counted all the small cubes in the paper box. There were three hundred of them.


  「Let’s see what’s inside the other two boxes…」(Iris)


  After Kate was done counting, Iris opened the other two boxes.


  「They’re in different colors, huh…?」(Iris)


  The paper box Kate opened was filled with white cubes, but the other two boxes that Iris opened were filled with yellow and green cubes.


  For some reason, Iris looked disappointed when she saw cubes with different colors.


  「What’s wrong? Are they different from the white ones?」(Kate)


  「Yeah. According to Store Owner-dono, the white ones are the best among these three. They taste good after all. The yellow ones don’t taste bad either but if you eat them on a daily basis, you will eventually get sick. I don’t really understand why, though.」(Iris)


  「Perhaps it’s because the yellow ones have low nutrition. It’s the same as eating bread without meat and vegetables. It’s not healthy for your body if you only eat bread every day, right?」(Nord)


  Seeing Iris and Kate’s confused faces, Nord explained.


  「Ah, I see. As expected from a researcher. You know a lot. So, the white ones are more nutritious than the yellow ones?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. That’s why white portable rations are very expensive.」(Nord)


  「Ahh… I knew it… They are expensive…」(Iris)


  「Specifically, white portable rations are five times as expensive as the green ones.」(Nord)


  「Five times… Are green rations worse than the white and yellow ones?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. After all, they don’t taste very good, but at least they fill your stomach just like the other two. However, it doesn’t mean that green portable rations are cheap. The price of one cube of green portable ration is twice as much as the cost of a commoner’s meals for one day.」(Nord)


  「Seriously…? That means… The price of one of these white cubes is the same as the cost of my meals for ten days…!? That’s insane!」(Iris)


  「That’s why people don’t eat portable rations on a daily basis. Proper meals are cheaper and more delicious. Well, portable rations are emergency food, so you don’t eat them every day.」(Nord)


  「Makes sense… If we take the price into consideration, I think we should consume the green ones first. What do you think, Kate?」(Iris)


  「I agree. They might not taste good but at least we can survive for a few months.」(Kate)


  When Kate said that as she closed the paper box in her hands, Nord looked at them with a serious expression.


  「…Certainly, we don’t have to worry about water and food, but do you guys really think we can survive for months in this cave? I’m not really sure about that.」(Nord)
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  「Mm… Mmm…」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes as soon as I returned my consciousness to my own body was Lorea-chan’s worried face.


  「How are Iris-san and the others!?」(Lorea)


  「Mmm… I’m sorry. Give me a minute…」(Sarasa)


  「O, Okay.」(Lorea)


  My head felt dizzy, perhaps because the long-distance synchronization with Kurumi burdened my mind more than I thought.


  I slowly raised my upper body and supported my head with my hand. Then I took a deep breath to calm myself.


  「Are you alright…?」(Lorea)


  I lightly shook my head and replied to Lorea-chan.


  「Don’t worry. I’m just feeling a bit dizzy. By the way, why are you… Never mind.」(Sarasa)


  「Hm?」(Lorea)


  I wanted to ask her why she is still here. Her break time is long over so she should be standing by at the counter but I understand why she can’t work in this situation. I can’t blame her.


  Besides, she should notice when customers come because we have a doorbell at the entrance, so she doesn’t actually have to be at the counter all the time.


  「Sarasa-san, are Iris-san and Kate-san okay?」(Lorea)


  「They are…ーー」(Sarasa)


  When I felt that my mind had completely synced with my body, I started explaining what happened to Iris-san and the others to Lorea-chan.


  Lorea-chan nodded as I explained but her face turned paler as I continued as if the blood on her face gradually disappeared.


  「EEHHH!? They’re trapped in that Salamander’s cave!? Wh, What should we do? What should we do!?」(Lorea)


  「Calm down, Lorea-chan. Their situation is not good but it’s not the worst either. They’re trapped inside but at least no one was hurt. They found a path leading somewhere. We still don’t know where it leads but it might lead to the outside.」(Sarasa)


  「But what about food and water? Do they have enough?」(Lorea)


  「Before they left, I gave Iris-san an emergency box with plenty of portable rations and artifacts that can produce water. Moreover, there are also useful potions and medicines in the box. They’re quite expensive though. As long as they don’t have complaints about the taste of the rations, they should be able to survive in that cave for quite some time.」(Sarasa)


  「I see…」(Lorea)


  Knowing that they had plenty of food, water, and medicines, Lorea-chan let out a sigh of relief.


  「However… If they couldn’t find a way out, it would be tantamount to delaying their death… 」(Sarasa)


  「Ugh… You’re right… But, Sarasa-san, I don’t want them to die!」(Lorea)


  「Me neither. That’s why we need to think of a way out.」(Sarasa)


  There was no point in panicking, so I tried my best to stay calm.


  Seeing my calm face, Lorea-chan took a deep breath, pulled back her chair, and sat down.


  「Sarasa-san, I think you should go help them. You know the place, right?」(Lorea)


  「I was thinking about that too, but… I don’t think the situation will allow me to help them…」(Sarasa)


  I could go there and blow away the rocks that blocked the way with earth magic, but first of all, the cave collapsed because the Salamander was rampaging.


  If I went to that cave, which was the Salamander’s territory, that lizard would sense my presence and might go on a rampage again which might make the situation even worse.


  We might get buried alive before we could go outside.


  Hearing my explanation, Lorea-chan’s face turned even paler.


  「I see…」(Lorea)


  「Moreover, there’s the possibility that we would have to fight that lizard again. I don’t think defeating a Salamander again would be easy.」(Sarasa)


  「That would be very risky… I remember you said that you barely won last time.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I’m not sure we can win this time. Besides, the cave might collapse before the battle is over.」(Sarasa)


  「Then going to that cave is a bad idea… Uhh, Sarasa-san, do we have other options?」(Lorea)


  「Hmm… I don’t think Iris-san and the others have any other choice except following the path they found.」(Sarasa)


  「But no one knows where it leads, right?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. That’s why they need something to find out where it leads.」(Sarasa)


  「Something like… what?」(Lorea)


  「Actually, there’s an artifact that can confirm whether the path is connected to the outside or not.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? That’s great!」(Lorea)


  「Umm… no. I don’t think it’s that great. This artifact will only give you information on whether the passageway you are in leads to an open area or not. When you actually got to the exit, you might find that the path to the outside was actually a small hole that couldn’t be passed through by humans, or a hole at the ceiling that was impossible to reach, or it was in a wall of a deep cliff, or any other places that impossible for a human to get to. Anyway, this artifact can only tell you that there is an exit. Whether you can reach the exit or not depends on your luck.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Still, it will give Iris-san and the others hope. But… How do you give that artifact to them? You can’t go to that cave, right?」(Lorea)


  「No. They won’t receive the artifact physically.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? What do you mean?」(Lorea)


  「Remember. They have Kurumi with them.」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… So… Hmm?」(Lorea)


  「You look confused. Alright, Lorea-chan, there’s an additional lesson for you about artifacts. Please listen carefully.」(Sarasa)


  I know it’s not the time for a lesson but it’s necessary knowledge if Lorea-chan wants to be an alchemist.


  As Lorea-chan nodded and looked at me with a serious expression, I started explaining.


  Originally, artifacts are tools that allow anyone to use magic. That means what can be achieved with artifacts can also be achieved with magic.


  When alchemists make artifacts, they apply magic formulas to the artifacts by transmuting materials and drawing magical circuits, and these magic formulas are the ones that allow normal people to use artifacts as if they’re using magic.


  In other words, if you know the magic formula of an artifact, you may be able to perform a spell that has a similar effect as the artifact itself.


  Well, theoretically, it works like that. However, it’s not that simple in reality.


  Most of the time, even if you know the magic formula, you can’t perform the spell if it’s too complicated for you. You still need to learn it first.


  For example, even if you can make a Floating Tent, it doesn’t mean that you can perform gravity magic. After all, you don’t have to be able to use gravity magic to make a Floating Tent. You just need to know the magic formula and how to put the materials together.


  That’s why, unlike magicians, alchemists don’t need to be good at magic.


  Lorea-chan nodded and took notes as she listened to my explanation.


  「I see… So you will link with Kurumi and perform the spell to find the exit.」(Lorea)


  「Exactly. Fortunately, the artifact to find the exit doesn’t require complicated materials, so as long as I learn its magic formula, I think I can figure out how to do the spell.」(Sarasa)


  「Hoo~ As expected from a talented alchemist!」(Lorea)


  「Hehe. But… There’s a problem…」(Sarasa)


  「Hm?」(Lorea)


  「Umm… Actually… That artifact is listed in volume 6 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, and… I can’t read volume 6 yet because I haven’t completed volume 5…」(Sarasa)


  「Th, That means…」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I can’t learn the artifact’s magic formula yet…」(Sarasa)


  「Eeehh!? Then what should we do!?」(Lorea)


   


  


  I’ve mastered basic spells used for transmuting materials and some offensive spells because I learned them at school. Moreover, I’ve started practicing magic more often since Hellfire Grizzlies attacked this village and managed to learn some new spells. However, I still don’t know most of the other spells, especially the complicated ones.


  There’s an artifact that can help Iris-san and the others find an exit but of course, I can’t use the spell that has a similar effect with that artifact unless I learn its magic formula.


  Unfortunately, that artifact is listed in volume 6 of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy which I can’t read yet because I haven’t completed volume 5.


  「Since we have no time, completing volume 5 is not an option. It will take quite a long time for sure. Hmm… I guess I have no choice but to depend on my master…」(Sarasa)


  「Are you going to ask your master for help?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I’ll ask her to make a copy of the magic formula of this artifact.」(Sarasa)


  You can’t read certain volumes of the Encyclopedia of Alchemy unless you complete the previous volumes.


  However, there’s a way to know the content of the book you can’t read. It’s simple. You can just ask someone who can read to make a copy of the book.


  「Eh? But Isn’t that illegal?」(Lorea)


  「Umm, you can say that it’s cheating but it’s not completely illegal, actually.」(Sarasa)


  Alchemists open shops for business. They will eventually take apprentices to work at their shop. However, not many alchemists let their apprentices make all the items listed in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 1 because it’s not very profitable for their shops.


  For this reason, many alchemists teach their apprentices to make items listed in volume 2 and 3 even though their apprentices still can’t read those volumes yet because items in volume 2 and 3 are more profitable.


  When I worked part-time at Master’s shop, I also didn’t make artifacts and potions in order from the first volume because Master taught me to make items in volume 2 and 3.


  However, to be able to read the later volumes, I still needed to complete the first volume. Therefore, I made all the items listed in the first volume in my spare time or during classes at school.


  「I see. I think depending on your master is not a bad idea.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, but… She taught me to make some items in volume 2 and 3 because I was her apprentice. Now I’m no longer her apprentice, so I don’t know if she will help me with this, to be honest. Still, I’ll try asking her anyway.」(Sarasa)


  Immediately after saying that, I took a piece of paper from the nearby drawer and started writing a letter to Master.


  While I was writing, Lorea-chan asked me a bit hesitantly.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, is there anything I can do to help?」(Lorea)


  「Hmm, I know you’re worried about Iris-san and the others but it will be helpful if you can tend the store as usual.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I’m sorry! I should be at the counter.」(Lorea)


  「No, it’s okay. I’m not blaming you or anything.」(Sarasa)


  「Of course, I will work as usual, but… Is there anything else I can do?」(Lorea)


  「Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  I understand that she wants to do something at times like this.


  Lorea-chan is smarter and can learn faster than other people her age. She is an amazing girl but I can’t think of something she can do to help in this situation…


  No, wait… There is one thing she can do!


  「That’s right! Lorea-chan, can you supply that Seedling Growth Aid Tool with magical power from time to time for me? I want to save my magical power to link with Kurumi.」(Sarasa)


  For a person with a lot of magical power like me, supplying magical power to a Seedling Growth Aid Tool is not a difficult task but I want to save my magical power as much as possible thinking that a slight amount of my magical power might be able to save Iris-san and the others.


  Moreover, supplying magical power to a Seedling Growth Aid Tool can be a good magic practice for Lorea-chan.


  「Understood! You can leave it to me! If there’s anything else I can do, please tell me.」(Lorea)


  「Alright. Thank you, Lorea-chan.」(Sarasa)


  As Lorea-chan went to the shop floor, I continued writing the letter.


  In the letter, I told Master about Iris-san and the other’s situation and asked her if she could help by sending me a copy of the instruction to make an artifact in volume 6.


  After finishing the letter, I immediately sent it to Master using the Transfer Device.


  A few hours later, I got a reply letter from Master along with the details of how to make the artifact called “Passage Exit Detector” and its magic formula.


  It was earlier than I expected considering that Master had to copy the entire instruction and formula into a stack of paper while doing her work. I’m very grateful to her.


  In the letter, she said, “If your friends fell into a hopeless situation, feel free to contact me again. There might be something I can do for them.” but if possible, I would like to avoid that.


  The reason is that the services provided by master-class alchemists are not free. Asking a master-class alchemist to do something for you costs a fortune. The debt that Iris-san’s family owed to Baronet Kirk a while ago was nothing compared to it.


  But… Master is a kind person. She did what I asked for free even though I’m no longer her apprentice.


  Even if she ended up helping Iris-san and the others directly, I believe she wouldn’t ask Iris-san to pay a ridiculous amount of money.


  She has never met Iris-san and Kate-san but she knows that they are like family to me, so she might make it totally free. However, it would influence the business of the other master-class alchemists. They wouldn’t be happy if Master provided her service to help others for free.


  「Anyway, I’m gonna try to do everything I can. But… If something went wrong and Iris-san and the others’ lives were in danger, I should consider begging Master for help again…」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san are irreplaceable people in my life. I don’t want to lose them no matter what.


  “What about Nord-san”, you say?


  You may think that I’m a cold person but to be honest… I don’t really care about him.


  I do hope that he will be able to come back alive but it’s not because I care about him. It’s because I want him to take responsibility for putting Iris-san and Kate-san into such a grave situation.


  No matter how well he will pay Iris-san and Kate-san when they get home, I don’t think it’s worth the dangers they have been through.


  「Hahh… There’s no point in thinking about that crazy researcher now… I have to analyze this artifact and learn the spell as soon as possible.」(Sarasa)


  I shook my head lightly and started reading the stack of paper that Master sent.


  Detailed instructions on how to make an artifact called a “Passage Exit Detector” were written on the paper.


  First of all, I need to know the materials needed and how to put them together, and then I have to study its magic formula to learn the spell that has a similar effect with it.


  Normally, people use artifacts as tools to perform magic but now I’m trying to use an artifact as a spell, so the process will be the other way around but it’s not that difficult to do actually.


  After all, dissembling things is easier than assembling things.


  The problem is how to get Kurumi to be able to use the spell once I learned it…


  「Hmm… I think Kurumi needs to draw the magic circuit before using the spell. I also need to take the amount of magical power Kurumi can hold into account, so magic stones will be essential. I hope they have enough magic stones for this… Ugh, it’s much more difficult than using a spell myself…」(Sarasa)


  I kept racking my brain thinking of several possible methods in order to rescue Iris-san and the others and get them home in one piece.


  
  Chapter 36 : Thinking Of A Way Out Ⅱ


  「These green rations might not taste good but at least we can survive for a few months.」(Kate)


  When Kate said that as she closed the paper box containing portable rations in her hands, Nord made a serious expression.


  「…Certainly, we don’t have to worry about water and food, but do you guys really think we can survive for months in this cave? I’m not really sure about that.」(Nord)


  Seeing Nord’s face, Iris felt a bit anxious and irritated at the same time.


  「Of course, we understand that we might encounter monsters along this passageway, but…」(Iris)


  「Not only that. There’s another problem…」(Nord)


  「Another problem?」(Iris)


  「You guys don’t seem to be aware of it but this place is pretty hot.」(Nord)


  「Eh…? Aa!」(Iris)


  After Nord said that, Iris yelled as if she just realized something.


  Heat Proof Coats that Iris and Kate were wearing were of such high quality that they didn’t feel the heat even when they were right next to the river of lava where the Salamander spawned.


  Compared to that place, the temperature of the passageway they were currently in was quite low, but Nord, who was wearing a normal Heat Proof Coat, could feel the heat a little.


  When Kate and Iris looked closely at Nord’s face, they could see sweat kept running down his forehead.


  He didn’t show it when he was doing his experiments next to the river of lava because he was too excited but now he looked somewhat tired.


  In such a state, he needed to rest but it would probably be difficult for him to recover his physical strength even if he rested. He would also need a high amount of water.


  「Nord-san, are you okay?」(Iris)


  「I’m alright. I trained to survive in this kind of situation. Luckily, the Floating Tent I bought from Sarasa-kun has a temperature control function, so I can just rest if I can’t take any more heat.」(Nord)


  「I see. If heat is not a problem, then what is “another problem” you were talking about?」(Iris)


  Iris nodded in relief, but then she tilted her head curiously.


  「If we don’t find an exit soon, we might run out of magical power. For example, my Heat Proof Coat keeps consuming magical power. If the surrounding air is getting hotter it will consume even more magical power.」(Nord)


  Heat Proof Coats are made of heat-resistant materials. However, the users still need to supply the coats with their magical power to boost their heat-resistant performance to repel most of the heat coming from the surrounding air.


  The amount of magical power consumed depends on the surrounding temperature. The higher the surrounding temperature is, the higher the amount of magical power needed.


  However, even if you’re not in a very hot place, your Heat Proof Coat will still consume your magical power although it’s not much.


  「You guys don’t seem to be aware of it probably because you have high-quality Heat Proof Coats, but still, they keep consuming your magical power as long as you’re wearing them.」(Nord)


  Heat Proof Coats that Iris and Kate were wearing were on a whole different level from normal Heat Proof Coats because Sarasa made them in order to fight a Salamander. Not only could they perform much better than normal Heat Proof Coats but they also had good efficiency as well. Even Iris, who doesn’t have much magical power, was able to supply her Heat Proof Coat with enough magical power to endure Salamander’s Breath when she fought a Salamander with Sarasa a while ago.


  However, no matter how efficient they were, they still kept consuming Iris and Kate’s magical power as long as they were wearing them. For that reason, they might not be able to keep wearing their Heat Proof Coats for more than one or two weeks in a hot environment.


  Realizing the problem, Iris and Kate made serious expressions.


  「Certainly, that’s a big problem…」(Iris)


  「Yeah… Moreover, we also need magical power to use the Spring Water Bottle to produce water. 」(Kate)


  「Right? Furthermore, we need to keep our stamina in case we encounter monsters.」(Nord)


  「Hmm…」(Iris)


  Iris thought for a moment and took off her Heat Proof Coat to feel how hot it was there.


  「Ugh… It’s very hot… I tried to find out if I can survive without this coat but… Nope. I won’t be able to last even for a day without it.」(Iris)


  Feeling the heat from the surrounding air, Iris quickly put her Heat Proof Coat back on.


  Iris said that but the temperature was actually not too hot that it could kill her in a day. Still, if she wasn’t wearing her Heat Proof Coat and didn’t drink for an entire day, she might die of heatstroke the next morning.


  「So… Does it mean that we’re done for if we run out of magical power…?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, you can say that. We still have magic stones, but Sarasa-kun needs them to keep our little friend alive. Well, I think we can use some of them but the moment we run out of them, as you said, we’re done for. Unless…」(Nord)


  「Unless…?」(Iris)


  「Our magical power recovery ability can keep up with our magical power consumption. But… I don’t think it’s possible. At least for me because I don’t have much magical power and my magical power recovery ability is low.」(Nord)


  「I don’t have confidence either in terms of magical power… Kate, how about you?」(Iris)


  「Hmm… I’m not sure, to be honest…」(Kate)


  If they could recover the same amount of magical power as the amount they needed to keep their Heat Proof Coats working and produce water with the Spring Water Bottle, then there would be no problem.


  However, even Kate, who has the highest amount of magical power among them, wasn’t sure that her magical power recovery ability could keep up with the magical power consumption.


  On top of that, if they encountered monsters, they had to fight, and their physical strength would be consumed in battles. That could affect the amount of magical power they could recover. Moreover, they would need water after the battle, resulting in an increase in magical power consumption.


  「Anyway, let’s decide what to do and make a plan, shall we?」(Nord)


  Nord, who had a slightly tired expression on his face, smiled as he wiped the sweat on his forehead, trying to give Iris and Kate some hope.


  After that, the three of them exchanged their opinions and discussed for a while, but there were almost no options available for them.


  As long as they couldn’t open the blocked path, they had no other choice but to follow the unknown passageway.


  They could stay where they were and wait for Sarasa to help them, but thinking that they couldn’t just keep relying on Sarasa, they decided to do something.


  Following the passageway might lead them into danger but they have no choice but to move forward to find a way out.


  Even if they couldn’t find a way out, the temperature might drop if they follow the passageway.


  With that in mind, Iris, Kate, and Nord picked up their belongings and began to move forward.


  
  Chapter 37 : Looking For An Exit Ⅰ


  「Ugh… Somehow I feel like the surrounding temperature is rising… Do you guys feel it too?」(Nord)


  After walking down the passageway for about half a day, Nord started to suffer from the air that kept getting hotter as they walked.


  They didn’t realize it but it seemed that they had descended to a position lower than the point where they started walking. That was probably why the temperature was rising.


  Iris and Kate didn’t really feel the difference because they were wearing high-quality Heat Proof Coats. They felt bad for Nord.


  「Nord-san, are you thirsty? I’ll make some water for you.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, please…」(Nord)


  While wiping the sweat on his forehead, Nord handed his water bag which was almost empty to Kate.


  Kate then produced some water with the Spring Water Bottle and poured it into Nord’s water bag.


  「Thank you, Kate-kun. How’s your magical power?」(Nord)


  「I think I still have plenty. This artifact didn’t consume much of my magical power.」(Kate)


  This was the fourth time Kate had refilled Nord’s water bag.


  Normally, a person can only produce about fifteen to twenty liters of water per day with a Spring Water Bottle and considering that Kate also had to supply her Heat Proof Coat with magical power, the amount of magical power she had used so far was considerably large. However, she didn’t feel the fatigue caused by the decrease in magical power. Not yet.


  「That’s good news. My muscles would scream if I didn’t drink enough water.」(Nord)


  「「……….」」(Kate&Iris)


  Iris and Kate wanted to say, “Your entire body would scream. Not just your muscles.” but then they thought that Nord’s statement wasn’t necessarily wrong. After all, they thought that ninety percent of Nord’s body was muscles, even his brain.


  「I… see. We should thank Store Owner-san for this amazing bottle when we get home.」(Kate)


  「You’re right.」(Nord)


  Unlike the path leading from the entrance to the river of lava where the Salamander spawned, the path on which they were walking meandered quite a bit.


  There were large rocks and walls they had to climb over, paths with low ceilings they had to pass through by crawling down on the ground, and narrow passageways they had to travel over by walking sideways while holding their bags over their heads.


  Not only did they start to feel pain in their legs but they also started to feel pain in their entire bodies.


  「I’m tired… Kate, can I borrow the Spring Water Bottle?」(Iris)


  「You don’t have much magical power, right? Want me to make water for you?」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. I’ll do it myself.」(Iris)


  「Alright then.」(Kate)


  Kate took the bottle artifact from her bag and handed it to Iris. Iris then immediately produced water and drank directly from it.


  「Pwahh~! I can’t believe cold water can be this delicious!」(Iris)


  「It’s not cold water though.」(Kate)


  Iris had been drinking the water she stored in her water bag. It got a bit warm because the surrounding air was hot.


  That’s why she felt like drinking cold water from the Spring Water Bottle even though the temperature of the water produced was normal.


  「But, man… Walking down this tunnel is harder than I expected.」(Iris)


  「Compared to the passageway leading to the Salamander, this one is a lot narrower. There are also many obstacles along the way.」(Kate)


  「That passageway is big enough for a Salamander to walk through after all.」(Iris)


  「Ah, that’s right! Since this path is too narrow for a Salamander, then we don’t have to worry about getting chased by it or any other large monsters.」(Kate)


  「You’re right, but I can’t say that we’re lucky considering how hard it is to walk down this path.」(Iris)


  In a sense, they were safe from the Salamander and other monsters of the same size, but the path was still difficult for them to walk through. Moreover, they didn’t even know if it led to an exit or not.


  「Nord-san, you still able to keep going?」(Kate)


  「Honestly, I’m not sure… We got chased by a Salamander, got trapped in this cave, and walked through a path with a lot of obstacles for hours… It’s been a rough day.」(Nord)


  「You’re right…」(Kate)


  「Yeah…」(Iris)


  Listening to what Nord said, Iris and Kate looked at each other and sighed.


  Although many unfortunate events occurred, it had not even been a day since they were chased by the Salamander.


  If the Salamander hadn’t gone on a rampage and caused the cave to collapse, they would have been on their way home by now.


  「Nord-san, do you know what time it is? I think we should sleep now…」(Iris)


  「Aa… I forgot that I brought a clock. Hold on a sec.」(Nord)


  Nord put his bag on the ground, rummaged through it, and took out a small pocket watch.


  「Hmm, it’s already dark outside, but it’s a little too soon to sleep. Are we still going to sleep now?」(Nord)


  「Yeah, we need to get some rest, especially you. You’re not wearing high-quality Heat Proof Coats like us, so you must be feeling like you’re gonna pass out by now. Am I right?」(Iris)


  「Ahahah… Looks like I can’t hide it. Alright, but we need to eat before sleeping.」(Nord)


  「Let’s eat all the food we brought from home first. We can save the portable rations for later.」(Kate)


  「It’s as hot as inside an oven here, so food won’t go bad easily, but I agree with you.」(Iris)


  「I hope this won’t be our last supper.」(Nord)


  「「……..」」(Iris&Kate)


  「I’m just joking.」(Nord)


  Iris and Kate couldn’t help but stare at Nord who made such a humorless joke with blank eyes.


  After finishing their dinner, they set up their Floating Tents and went to sleep.


  
  Chapter 38 : Looking For An Exit Ⅱ


  Sleeping in a Floating Tent is quite comfortable, but even so, Iris and Kate didn’t get enough sleep probably because of the anxiety of being trapped in the cave.


  As soon as they woke up, they shook their heads which felt somewhat heavy.


  Iris and Kate then woke up Nord who was sleeping in the other tent, and then the three of them had breakfast before they continued exploring the cave.


  The path was hard to walk just like yesterday but fortunately, they had not found any forksyet, so they didn’t have to worry about where they should go.


  They sometimes found gaps or holes in the wall as they walked but they were too small for them to pass through. Even if one of them was connected to the outside, there would be no point if they couldn’t pass through.


  They thought they were lucky that they had a clear path to follow and they didn’t have to argue with each other, but it only lasted until they found a fork at noon that day.


  「The path branches… Which one should we choose?」(Iris)


  「Whichever we choose, it will be hard to pass through.」(Kate)


  In front of them, there were three narrow paths that humans could barely pass through.


  Moreover, whichever path they choose, there were holes that were wide enough to put one’s feet in the ground, making it even more difficult to walk. They needed to be very careful not to stick their feet into the holes as they walked.


  「There’s no point in thinking since we don’t know where any of them leads. Let’s proceed in order. If we find a dead end, we can go back and choose another one.」(Nord)


  「You’re right…」(Iris)


  Iris let out a deep sigh as she imagined the difficulties they would encounter along the way.


  Their exploration didn’t progress much because the path was difficult to walk. If they found a dead end and had to turn back, they would definitely be even more tired both mentally and physically. Still, they had no choice but to keep going.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  On the fourth day, their stress level began to reach its peak. They started to think that there was no point in exploring the cave aimlessly.


  Suddenly, Kurumi, who had just been clinging to Iris’ backpack without doing anything to save energy, started to move and growled.


  「Gau!, Gauu!」(Kurumi)


  「Ah… What’s wrong, Kurumi…? Are you hungry…?」(Iris)


  「Iris, think about it for a second! It must be Store Owner-san!」(Kate)


  「Eh…? Aa!」(Iris)


  Iris started to lose focus from exhaustion, so Kate shouted at her and grabbed her hand to make her stop walking.


  Kurumi then jumped off Iris’ bag, landed on the ground, and nodded at Kate as if to affirm that she was Sarasa.


  After looking at Iris, Kate, and Nord’s tired faces, Kurumi began to write on the ground.


  『Are you guys okay?』(Kurumi)


  「Thanks to these Heat Proof Coats, we can endure the heat. We haven’t encountered any monsters yet, so we didn’t have to fight. But…」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate once lived in a mansion, but they had been living in a harsh environment since they became Collectors and started working in the forest.


  Still, because they haven’t been Collectors for a long time, they were not used to working in a tough place like a Salamander’s cave.


  The Salamander subjugation mission a while ago was tough, but they had Sarasa with them back then, so they felt a great sense of security.


  However, this time, Sarasa was not with them. They could still communicate with Sarasa through Kurumi, but they wouldn’t be able to rely on her when they had to fight monsters.


  They couldn’t rely on Nord either because he was the person they were protecting.


  In addition to the uncertainty about being able to find an exit or not, they were under a lot of stress. They were more tired mentally than physically.


  On the other hand, Nord was more tired physically than mentally.


  His physical strength exhausted faster than Iris and Kate’s because he wasn’t wearing a high-quality Heat Proof Coat like they were. However, he had been in a much worse environment and had experienced falling into a more critical situation than this in his career as a researcher who studies monsters, so he was less worried than Iris and Kate about their current situation.


  「Sarasa-kun, we have a problem. In order to produce water from the Spring Water Bottle and keep our Heat Proof Coats working, we need a lot of magical power. We will be doomed if we run out of magical power. Do you have any suggestions?」(Nord)


  In response to Nord’s question, Kurumi tilted her head for a moment and wrote on the ground.


  『I don’t think you have to worry about that. Iris and Kate have quite a lot of magical power so they should have no problem with that. Moreover, they’re wearing Heat Proof Coats I made which are far more efficient in magical power consumption than normal Heat Proof Coats.』(Kurumi)


  「Re, Really!?」(Iris)


  「I thought we barely had enough magical power…」(Kate)


  『That’s not true. You should have more confidence in the amount of magical power you have. As long as you don’t use the orange Spring Water Bottle too much, you’ll be fine.』(Kurumi)


  After reading what Kurumi wrote on the ground, Iris and Kate looked at each other and let out a long sigh of relief.


  「We haven’t used the orange Spring Water Bottle even once. We have only been using the white one so far.」(Iris)


  『You can use the orange one to produce sweet water at least a cup a day. You will need sugar.』(Kurumi)


  Drinking something sweet can refresh your mind somehow. That’s why she included an orange Spring Water Bottle in the emergency box.


  「But Spring Water Bottles are artifacts that require a lot of magical power, right? Are we really going to be okay if we use the orange one regularly?」(Iris)


  『I made those bottles. Just like the Heat Proof Coats you are wearing, both of the orange and white Spring Water Bottles you have don’t require as much magical power as normal Spring Water Bottles.』(Kurumi)


  「So they are more efficient than normal ones? I heard that the magical power efficiency of artifacts varies depending on the maker. As expected from a disciple of a master-class alchemist!」(Kate)


  『By the way, it’s a bit of a waste but you can use monster materials as fuel to use artifacts in case of emergency.』(Kurumi)


  Normally, you use your magical power or magic stones to operate artifacts, but actually, you can also use monster materials that contain magical power such as the fangs of Ice Fang Bats and Salamander’s scales.


  However, the efficiency is terrible. It’s worse than using magic stones. Moreover, monster materials that contain magical power are not cheap. It would be a waste of money if you used them as fuel for artifacts.


  That’s why people normally use their own magical power or magic stones since they are way cheaper.


  「Alright. We’ll keep that in mind. We can’t sell expensive materials if we can’t get out of here anyway. Hahaha!」(Nord)


  「Oh, come on! That’s not funny!」(Iris)


   


  


  「We can’t sell expensive materials if we can’t get out of here anyway. Hahaha!」(Nord)


  「Oh, come on! That’s not funny!」(Iris)


  「Haha, I’m sorry, but it’s true, right? I’m prioritizing my life. I will sacrifice everything, even the precious tools and artifacts I use for experiments, to get out of here. 」(Nord)


  After Nord said that while putting his hands on his waist as if he was proud of himself, Iris and Kate put on bitter faces.


  「If you’re prioritizing your life, then why did you do that risky experiment?」(Iris)


  「Don’t forget that we fell into this situation because you revived that lizard.」(Kate)


  「Uhh, of course, I’m aware of it. I’m prioritizing my life but doing experiments is also important for me as a researcher. I’m prepared to sacrifice everything so that I can survive after doing dangerous experiments.」(Nord)


  There was a contradiction in Nord’s speech. Iris and Kate thought that if he prioritized his life, he wouldn’t have become a researcher who studies monsters.


  Nord must have some sort of standard for the necessity of experiments and the risks but it seemed to be quite difficult for other people to understand.


  Iris and Kate, who didn’t understand the way Nord was thinking, sighed and turned their gazes toward Kurumi.


  「So, Store Owner-dono, since you’re contacting us, have you found a way to get us out of this cave?」(Iris)


  Kurumi nodded to Iris and started writing on the ground.


  『Yeah. I’m thinking of using a Passage Exit Detector.』(Kurumi)


  Reading what Kurumi wrote on the ground, Iris and Kate tilted their heads. They didn’t know at all about that artifact.


  However, Nord put his finger on his chin and thought for a moment as if he was trying to remember something.


  「Passage Exit Detector… I’m sure I’ve heard about that artifact before.」(Nord)


  「Is that so? I have no idea about it. Kate, how about you?」(Iris)


  「Me neither.」(Kate)


  「Not many people use that artifact. After all, it’s something that can only be used in very limited situations, such as when you’re exploring an unknown cave or when an accident occurs in a mine.」(Nord)


  This wasn’t the first time Nord had been in a cave. He once went to another cave to investigate a monster a while ago, and he heard about that artifact from the Collectors he hired back then.


  『Nord-san, if you know about that artifact, can you help me explain it to Iris-san and Kate-san?』(Kurumi)


  「Sure. As the name implies, this artifact is used to help you find a way out of a cave. With this artifact, we won’t end up at a dead end when we find a branched path just like before. It will lead us to tunnels that we can pass through. However, there’s a drawback. It can only detect the area within a certain range. We can increase the range but it will increase mana consumption.」(Nord)


  『And it won’t be good since we need to save as many magic stones as possible.』(Kurumi)


  「That’s right. But… Sarasa-kun, how are you going to send that artifact to us? No, wait… Are you planning to use only the spell through this little bear? I heard that skilled alchemists can use magic through Homunculi, so it seems to be true, huh?」(Nord)


  『Yeah, but it’s extremely hard to do. Moreover, it will consume a large amount of magical power, so it would be very tough. That’s why I’m thinking of making the artifact right here.』(Kurumi)


  「Hold on… Making an artifact right here? In this cave?」(Nord)


  Reading the words Kurumi wrote on the ground, Nord, Iris, and Kate looked at each other with doubtful faces, wondering if that was even possible.


  『Well, since I don’t have the right materials and an alchemy pot here, I’m not going to make a Passage Exit Detector in a normal way. What I’m going to make is something like a tool to use a spell that has the exact same utility as a Passage Exit Detector』(Kurumi)


  「I see. But, is that possible?」(Nord)


  『Don’t worry, I asked my master and she said that it’s possible.』(Kurumi)


  「If a master-class alchemist said it’s possible then I won’t doubt it, but who is going to use it? It’s not an artifact that we can use by simply supplying it with magical power, right? It’s a tool to use a spell, right? None of us can use it then.」(Nord)


  『The one who will use it is Kurumi.』(Kurumi)


  「This little bear…?」(Nord)


  「Store Owner-san, you mean that you are going to use the spell through Kurumi, right?」(Kate)


  『I was planning to do that at first, but no. The one who will use it is Kurumi herself, not me. Look. I can’t just keep linking my mind with Kurumi’s, right? When you need the spell, you have to wait for me to link with Kurumi since you can’t contact me from there, and that would be very inconvenient.』(Kurumi)


  「I see… If Kurumi does it for us, we can just ask her anytime we need the spell.」(Kate)


  『Exactly. Oh, no. Kurumi is running out of magical power. Give me some magic stones.』(Kurumi)


  「R, Right away! Iris!」(Kate)


  「Aye aye!」(Iris)


  As soon as they read the message on the ground, Iris hurriedly put her bag down and took out the leather bag with magic stones. She took a couple of magic stones and handed them to Kurumi.


  Kurumi then immediately put the stones into her mouth.


  「I hope we don’t run out of magic stones before we find an exit…」(Iris)


  「Yeah…」(Kate)


  The magical power required to maintain Kurumi’s body was steadily being consumed while Sarasa was linking her mind with Kurumi’s.


  They had no idea how long it would take them to find an exit, so it wouldn’t be good if Sarasa kept linking with Kurumi for a long time.


  『I don’t want to waste any more magic stones, so let’s do it quickly. First, I want all of you to take out all the alchemy materials and artifacts you currently don’t need.』(Kurumi)


  「Understood!」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate took out all the monster materials they had obtained so far while Nord took out all the artifacts he usually uses for experiments.


  After that, Kurumi started choosing the materials needed to build the artifact.


  Of course, most things she needed were from Nord’s artifacts.


  『Nord-san, I need the parts in these artifacts. I’m going to break them apart.』(Kurumi)


  「They’re expensive but it can’t be helped. Go ahead.」(Nord)


  Kurumi nodded to Nord and then started working.


  She used her claws to disassemble the artifacts and picked the parts needed.


  She then put the parts together and drew a magic formula with her claw on a board-like part.


  「Fufu. She looks kinda cute while working.」(Iris)


  「I know, right?」(Kate)


  「How fascinating.」(Nord)


  While watching Kurumi working, Iris, Kate, and Nord found it interesting to see a little bear working like a human, performing detailed work with her tiny fingers.


  It took a while for Sarasa to make the tool with Kurumi’s body, but after consuming three more magic stones while working, she finally finished it.


  『It’s done!』(Kurumi)


  
  Chapter 39 : Looking For An Exit Ⅲ


  『It’s done!』(Kurumi)


  「Umm… I’m sorry if I sound rude but… Store Owner-dono, it looks like junk…」(Iris)


  At first glance, the tool looked like a board with a drawing of a complicated magic pattern and other objects sticking to it in an awkward way.


  『Well, unlike a proper artifact, it looks terrible, but it works.』(Kurumi)


  Iris and the others were not alchemists, so it was natural that they thought that junk-like tool wouldn’t work, but they believe in Sarasa. If she says it works, then it works.


  「So, Kurumi will use this juー I mean, this tool to determine the right path for us?」(Iris)


  『Yup. It’s a bit fragile, so be careful not to break it.』(Kurumi)


  「Since I have plenty of room in my bag now, I’ll carry it. I’ll be careful.」(Nord)


  As he said that, Nord looked at the wreckage of his precious artifacts that had been disassembled.


  Compared to the number of unused parts piled up in the wreckage, there were not many parts that were used to make the tool.


  「Store Owner-dono, can we still use these artifacts?」(Iris)


  『No. They’re garbage now.』(Kurumi)


  「I see… That’s too bad.」(Iris)


  「It’s okay. As long as we can get out of here, this sacrifice will be worth it.」(Nord)


  Artifacts are the combination of alchemy materials and parts that form the base of the artifacts. If you take out any necessary parts, then the artifacts can no longer be used.


  「If that’s the case, then we can just leave them here. Store Owner-san, thank you.」(Kate)


  『No problem. I’m out now. I don’t want to waste the magic stones, so I won’t link with Kurumi fully from now on. Good luck.』(Kurumi)


  Right after she hurriedly wrote that on the ground, Kurumi sat for a moment and looked up at Iris.


  「Store Owner-dono…?」(Iris)


  「Gau?」(Kurumi)


  「It’s Kurumi, huh?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi stood up and nodded as if saying, “Yeah, it’s me!”, responding to Iris’ question.


  After Iris confirmed that it was Kurumi, she gently grabbed her body and lifted her up.


  「Aa-ahh, I didn’t get a chance to say thank you.」(Iris)


  「Me neither. Somehow she looked like she was in a hurry when she wrote on the ground just now. Perhaps she almost reached her limit. She had been linking her mind with our little bear’s for almost an hour from her home, so she must have used a lot of magical power.」(Nord)


  「That must be the case. She had been doing something that most alchemists can’t do for a long duration. It must have been tough for her…」(Kate)


  「You’re right. In order to thank her and repay her kindness, we have to make it home no matter what!」(Iris)


  After Iris said that, the three of them looked at each other and nodded.


  「Ah, by the way, she said that she won’t link with Kurumi fully from now on, right? Does that mean that she will link with Kurumi but not entirely? What’s the difference?」(Iris)


  「Not entirely linking with a Homunculus means that you can only share the same sight and hearing without being able to move the Homunculus’ body. It consumes less magical power but since our little bear will need magical power to use the tool, I think Sarasa-kun will only link to check on us from time to time.」(Nord)


  「In other words, we can’t expect Store Owner-san’s help anymore…?」(Kate)


  After Kate said that with a somewhat disappointed face, Iris shook her head.


  「She has helped us enough. She gave us the emergency pack so that we can survive and a tool to help us find an exit. From here on, we need to do it ourselves. Right, Kurumi?」(Iris)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi cheerfully raised her hand at Iris who was smiling at her while holding her with both hands.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  Sarasa had made them a tool that imitated an artifact called Passage Exit Detector. She said that Kurumi would be the one to use it, but Iris and the others were somewhat worried about whether Kurumi would be able to do it or not.


  However, the opportunity for Kurumi to prove that she could use the tool soon came.


  After taking a break for about fifteen minutes while drinking sweet water produced with the orange Spring Water Bottle, Iris, Kate, and Nord continued their exploration, and a few minutes later, they found a three-way branched path.


  One path was wide enough for them to pass through by crouching, another one was a bit narrow and they had to walk sideways to pass it through, and the last one was a hole that couldn’t be passed through without crawling.


  「The last time we found a branched path like this, we went to the widest one first, but…」(Iris)


  「I think it’s time to use the tool.」(Kate)


  「Alright. Should I put it on the ground like this?」(Nord)


  Nord took out the tool from his backpack and put it on the ground.


  Iris then replied to him with a nod and slowly put Kurumi down.


  「Kurumi, we’re counting on you!」(Iris)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi approached the tool and put her hands on it.


  「Gau….」(Kurumi)


  Along with her groan, the tool began to emit a faint light. After that, she took her hands off the tool and started running in a circle around the tool.


  「Gauu, gau! Gauu, gau!」(Kurumi)


  As Kurumi ran around the tool, the light emitted from it grew brighter and thenー


  「Gagauu!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi stopped running, shouted, and raised her both hands.


  Iris and the others, who were watching the ritual, noticed that Kurumi stopped moving.


  「Is it… over?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi responded to Iris’ question with a nod and pointed her hand to one of the paths.


  「Gau, gau. Gau.」(Kurumi)


  She then shook her head and made an X sign with her hands.


  「This one is a dead end?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  After nodding to Iris, Kurumi pointed her hand to the path with a narrow gap and made the same gesture.


  「I see. So these two paths are dead ends. How about the other one?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Answering Iris’ question, Kurumi made a circle sign with her hands, saying that the other path was not a dead end.


  Because her hands were small, she looked funny when she made a circle sign.


  「Phu! …Ahem. So that means we can pass through this path, right?」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Seeing Kurumi’s funny gesture, Iris giggled a bit. She then asked Kurumi to confirm.


  「I see. Thank you, Kurumi. But… We have to pass through this pathー No, this hole, huh…?」(Iris)


  Iris thanked Kurumi with a smile and then turned her gaze to the hole that couldn’t be passed through without crawling.


  It was very small. Too small if they crawled while carrying their backpacks on their backs. Moreover, they couldn’t see the end because it was long and dark.


  「Well, we have no other choice. We can tie our backpacks with a rope and pull them as we crawl through.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, you’re right…」(Iris)


  「Iris-kun, if you don’t want to go first, I’ll go first then.」(Nord)


  Nord said that to Iris who sighed as she put down her backpack, but Iris shook her head without hesitation.


  「No, we’re your escorts, so we have to go first to confirm that it’s safe to pass.」(Iris)


  After tying her right foot to her backpack with a rope, Iris took a deep breath and approached the hole.


  「Alright. Here we goー」(Iris)


  「ーGau!」(Kurumi)


  However, Kurumi suddenly stood in front of her and spread her hands, trying to stop Iris.


  「Kurumi? What’s wrong?」(Iris)


  「Gau, gau.」(Kurumi)


  「I think she says, “I’ll go first.”」(Kate)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi pointed her hand to Kate and nodded as if saying, “Exactly!”


  「Gau, gau!」(Kurumi)


  After that, she waved her hand to Iris, turned around, and walked toward the hole.


  「Now I think she says, “Follow me!”」(Kate)


  「Alright then. Kurumi, lead the way!」(Iris)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)
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  After seeing Kurumi enter the hole, Iris crouched down and started crawling, following her.


  「You’re small but you look reliable. Kurumi, you’re so cool!」(Iris)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)
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  Twenty days had passed since Iris, Kate, and Nord were trapped in the cave.


  The number of times they ended up in a dead end had decreased greatly thanks to Kurumi and the alley detector tool Sarasa made. Moreover, the temperature had dropped since the tenth day, making it easier for them to explore.


  However, it was hard to say that their situation had improved because monsters started to appear recently.


  Fortunately, the monsters they had encountered along the way were weak. Iris and Kate were able to deal with them easily.


  Still, they couldn’t let their guard down because there were monsters with powerful venom like Black Vipers among the monsters they encountered. However, their fangs couldn’t penetrate the sturdy Heat Proof Coats Sarasa made, and thanks to that, they didn’t have to use the expensive medicines and anti-venom in the emergency box.


  They hadn’t found any difficulties yet but about half a day ago, the situation began to change.


  「Guys, somehow I feel like the temperature is rising again.」(Nord)


  「Is that so? I don’t notice it thanks to this Heat Proof Coat but I can tell that it’s getting humid here.」(Iris)


  Iris and Kate couldn’t feel the temperature change thanks to their high-quality Heat Proof Coats but they could feel with their faces that the air was getting humid.


  Iris and Kate looked at each other and noticed that their faces looked somewhat wet because of the damp air.


  「Perhaps we have been descending and getting close to the underground water… The passage is getting wider and wider, so I hope it’s a good sign.」(Iris)


  Just as Iris said, the passageway they had been walking for the past few days was gradually getting wider the further they walked.


  Now the three of them were even able to walk side by side.


  「Oh? Does it mean we’re close to an exit? That would be great!」(Kate)


  「Kate-kun, I don’t think so. I barely feel any airflow here, so I doubt that we’re close to an exit.」(Nord)


  Kate sighed after listening to Nord’s explanation.


  「Hahh… I know. I’m just trying to be positive, you know?」(Kate)


  「Certainly, we need to be positive, but researchers like me make realistic predictions based on the facts they observe. I doubt we’re close to an exit but I feel like there’s something ahead.」(Nord)


  Nord, who noticed something, made the illumination artifact he was holding brighter and stretched his hand forward to see the dark passageway ahead more clearly.


  There was a vast space a few meters ahead. It was so wide that they couldn’t see its end even with the artifact at maximum brightness.


  When they approached the space, they noticed there was a large amount of water on the floor, reflecting the light.


  「Water…? Is it an underground lake?」(Iris)


  「Neither of you can feel it but the temperature here is quite high. It’s more like an underground hot spring than an underground lake.」(Nord)


  After Nord pointed that out, Iris and Kate noticed that white steam was rising from the water, indicating that it was clearly different from a normal underground lake.


  「Hee… So it’s all hot water, huh? Perhaps this is the reason why the air is getting hot and humid.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, it must be so. But… A hot spring in a cave, huh? I wonder if the water sprung up from a deeper place. This is fascinating…」(Nord)


  「More importantly, Nord-san, can you find out whether we can use this water or not?」(Iris)


  After Iris asked that, Nord tilted his head wonderingly.


  「I can, but we can produce water with the Spring Water Bottles, right?」(Nord)


  「No, I mean… It’s not for drinking, but…」(Iris)


  「Hm? …Aah, I see. You’re both women after all. I understand that your bad body odor bothers you.」(Nord)


  After Nord said that calmly, Iris and Kate sent cold gazes at Nord for some reason.


  「Hey, we know that we stink. You don’t have to say it. It’s rude to say something like that to ladies, you know!」(Kate)


  「Ahaha… I’m sorry, I’m sorry. But, look. I smell worse than you, so you don’t have to worry about that.」(Nord)


  「That’s not what I mean!」(Kate)


  「Nord-san, I think you should learn how to be more considerate toward women or you will never get a girlfriend. Honestly, your face is not bad in my opinion but no woman will want to get close to you if you don’t change.」(Iris)


  「You think so? Women, huh…? To be honest, I don’t really care about romantic relations or anything like that.」(Nord)


  Nord had a good-looking face that most women would like. The scar on his face and his muscular body made him look even more manly.


  However, he never thought of using his good looks to attract women.


  The reason was obvious.


  「For me, my research is more important than looking for a woman to be my future wife. No, you can say that my research IS my wife!」(Nord)


  Nord folded his arms and smirked as he said that, looking proud of himself.


  On the other hand, Iris and Kate face-palmed and sighed.


  「Seems like there’s no point in telling him to learn about women’s feelings…」(Kate)


  「You’re right…」(Iris)


  「Well, I might not understand women’s feelings but I understand that both of you want to bathe quite badly. Don’t worry, I’ll examine this hot spring water for you. Fortunately, I still have the artifact for this. I thought it would be useful, so I didn’t sacrifice it.」(Nord)


  「That’s great!」(Kate)


  Nord was not wearing a high-quality Heat Proof Coat like Iris and Kate, so he was sweating more than Iris and Kate were. However, he is a man who was able to keep doing research without bathing for months, so it didn’t bother him at all.


  Iris and Kate were sweating less than Nord and were not as smelly as him. Moreover, they always wiped their bodies using a towel and water they produced with the Spring Water Bottle before going to sleep in their Floating Tent.


  However, they are women. They want to take a bath so badly.


  They usually take a bath in Sarasa’s house when they return from work, but it has been more than twenty days since the last time they bathed. It was extremely hard for them to endure it any longer.


  Seeing Iris and Kate’s impatient faces, Nord quickly put down his bag, took out the artifact, approached the lake, and started examining the water.
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  According to Nord’s examination result, the underground hot spring water was not suitable for drinking but it was safe for bathing.


  Because the water was so clear that you could see through it, it could also be used for washing clothes and other things.


  After thoroughly patrolling the surrounding area and confirming that there was no danger nearby, Iris and Kate left Nord alone and went a bit deeper to wash their clothes and enjoy the hot spring bath.
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  「Aahh~… I feel alive again~…」(Iris)


  Iris let out a big sigh as she soaked in the water as if she had just finished a hard day’s work.


  Kate sat next to Iris, soaking her body in the water, and let out a big sigh as well as she relaxed her shoulders.


  「Yeah~… It feels so good~… We were lucky to find this underground hot spring. We were finally able to wash our clothes and now we can enjoy a hot spring bath…」(Kate)


  「Moreover, these rocks are hot. They will dry our clothes quickly.」(Iris)


  The surrounding rocks were not hot enough to cause burns but they were hot enough to dry laundry.


  Naturally, Iris and Kate took advantage of that. They did the laundry and put their clothes and Heat Proof Coats on the hot rocks before enjoying the bath.


  「This is truly a paradise in the middle of hell.」(Iris)


  「You’re right.」(Kate)


  「「Aaaahhh~….」」(Iris&Kate)


  They stretched their legs and soaked their body even deeper into the water, feeling the fatigue slowly disappear from their bodies.


  Splash splash splashー


  Meanwhile, Kurumi, who had been staying still to save magical power, was now swimming around next to Iris and Kate.


  「Oh, look at her.」(Iris)


  「Seems like she wants to join us.」(Kate)


  「Gau, gau.」(Kurumi)


  「Ahh~ You’re so cute~」(Iris)


  「Fufu. She looks like a bear-shaped bath toy.」(Kate)


  After swimming around for a few minutes, Kurumi crawled up onto a rock and started scratching the rock while humming.


  「Gau~ ga~~u gau gauu~♪」(Kurumi)


  The rocks around there were quite hard but Kurumi was able to leave marks on the rock with her small claws.


  Watching Kurumi, Iris and Kate tilted their heads curiously. They didn’t understand what she was doing.


  「…What is she doing? Is she sharpening her claws?」(Iris)


  「In the first place, do bears sharpen their claws?」(Kate)


  「I don’t know but they sometimes put claw marks on tree trunks to secure their territory, right?」(Iris)


  「You think Kurumi wants to claim this underground hot spring as her territory? I don’t think that’s the case. She’s a Homunculus.」(Kate)


  「Then why is she scratching that rock?」(Iris)


  「I’m not sure but she sometimes does that since we are trapped in this cave, you know?」(Kate)


  「Eh? Really? Why I’ve never seen her do that?」(Iris)


  「It’s because she always does that behind you.」(Kate)


  Kurumi always clung to Iris’ backpack when she was not moving.


  When Iris and the others took a break, Kurumi sometimes jumped off Iris’ backpack without Iris knowing and started scratching rocks nearby.


  Kate often sat in front of Iris, so she noticed what Kurumi was doing behind her.


  「I’m not sure why she scratches rocks but it probably has a meaning. We won’t know what it means unless we ask Store Owner-san when we get home though.」(Kate)


  「Right…」(Iris)


  After nodding, Iris silently looked down at the water for a moment and whispered to Kate.


  She looked a bit down for some reason.


  「…Say, Kate… Do you think we’ll be able to find an exit and return home in one piece…?」(Iris)


  「Hm? What’s wrong? Are you being pessimistic now?」(Kate)


  「Kinda… Look. We’ve been trapped in this cave for twenty days. We had walked a very long distance but how far do you think we have traveled so far?」(Iris)


  Exploring the cave wasn’t easy. Sometimes they had to crawl on their stomachs, walk sideways, and walk on all fours for hundreds of meters, and there were quite a lot of places where they had to climb and jump.


  It was hard to say that their journey to look for an exit has been going smoothly, and they didn’t know for how much longer they would be trapped in that cave.


  「Honestly, it’s been bothering my mind, but I try not to think about it…」(Kate)


  「I really hope we’re getting closer to an exit, but… There’s the possibility that there’s no exit from here in the first place…」(Iris)


  「Well, it’s a natural cave after all. We’ll never know unless we keep going. But, Iris, it’s too early to give up. You can give up when there’s nothing left for us to eat here, but we still have a lot of food to survive, right?」(Kate)


  Listening to Kate, who tried her best to speak brightly, Iris smiled wryly.


  「Food? You mean those small ration cubes? Haha. Right… We can still survive at least for a few months eating those cubes…」(Iris)


  「I’m not just talking about the ration, but also the monster meat we can collect in this cave. Luckily there are monsters with edible meat here. Well, it’s hard to say that they are tasty though. And… Look. We don’t have to worry about water since we can produce it anytime with the Spring Water Bottle.」(Kate)


  「Well, that’s true… You’re right. It’s too early to give up.」(Iris)


  「We have to keep struggling until we’re on the verge of death. If Adelbert-sama and my mom knew we gave up in the middle even though we still had ways to survive, they would scold us for sure, and my mom would kill me after she was satisfied scolding me.」(Kate)


  「Phu! Yeah, right. And after that, my father would kill me.」(Iris)


  Although Iris and Kate thought of each other as friends, in reality, they were a daughter of a noble and her attendant.


  As the eldest daughter of the Stavern Family, who was loyal to the Lotze Family for decades, Kate was responsible for Iris’ safety. She was strictly told by her parents to protect Iris.


  「Well… I think they will kill us anyway if they found out what kind of situation we got ourselves into…」(Kate)


  Iris, Kate, and Nord had been trapped in the cave for the same amount of time, but Kate might be the one who felt stressed out the most among the three.


  「Don’t worry, Kate. I won’t leave you alone. I’ll defend you when we face our parents after we get out of here, and then we will be scolded and killed together.」(Iris)


  「Iris…」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate looked at each other and smiled.


  「「Phu! Ahahahahaha!」」(Iris&Kate)


  They then burst out laughing, imagining themselves being scolded by their parents together.


   


  


  「Talking about our parents, Kate, I don’t think we should tell our parents about this. They won’t scold us if they don’t know, right?」(Iris)


  Iris talked with a bright expression as if it was a good idea, but Kate shook her head.


  「I’m not sure about that. Look, I believe that Store Owner-san has spent a lot of money to help us. She gave us expensive medicines, hundreds of portable rations, and those awesome bottle artifacts. Moreover, she said that she asked her master for help. Do you think that alone didn’t cost anything?」(Kate)


  「You may be right… Normally, asking a master-class alchemist to do something for you costs a ridiculous amount of money…」(Iris)


  「Right? I know that Store Owner-san is a talented person but it hasn’t been long since she became an alchemist. No matter how good she is at alchemy, I don’t think she knows how to make a tool that has the same effect as an artifact from scrap.」(Kate)


  「The exit detector-like tool that Kurumi uses, huh?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. Her master must have helped her with that. We owe her a lot of money again, but no matter how much it is, we must pay back the money she spent to help us, right?」(Kate)


  「Of course. The Lotze Family always pays back their debts!」(Iris)


  Even if Sarasa told Iris that she didn’t need to pay her back, Iris’ pride would make her pay her debt no matter what.


  Of course, as a member of the Starven Family who has served the Lotze Family for decades, Kate couldn’t ignore the debt either.


  「Right. Now that our debt to Store Owner-san has increased, there’s something we need to do first after we successfully get out of this cave.」(Kate)


  「…We need to tell our parents, huh…?」(Iris)


  「Yup. So, we have to prepare ourselves to receive all the scolding from our parents as soon as we get out of here.」(Kate)


  「Ugh… Say, Kate, don’t you think that we keep losing money since we started working as Collectors?」(Iris)


  「I had been trying not to think about it… Well, we might have been losing money but because we became Collectors, we got to know Store Owner-san, and because of that, I was able to save your life and you were able to save your family from a big debt.」(Kate)


  「You’re right… We’re lucky to know her…」(Iris)


  While Iris and Kate were remembering the moment they first met Sarasa, Nord’s voice was heard from afar.


  「Guys, are you done yetー? I want to take a bath tooー!」(Nord)


  「Aa! O, Okay, we’re almost doneー! Kate, we’ll talk about our parents later after we get home! Let’s quickly wipe our bodies and get dressed before he sees us naked!」(Iris)


  Iris stood up and quickly got out of the hot spring.


  「Calm down. No matter how weird he is, he’s still a person who knows common courtesy… Probably…」(Kate)


  Kate lightly replied to Iris. She then sighed and joined Iris in getting dressed.


  After enjoying bathing in the underground hot spring for the entire day, Iris, Kate, and Nord continued exploring the cave the next day.
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  It’s been ten days since they left the underground hot spring, meaning that they have been trapped in the cave for thirty days.


  They had walked a fair amount of distance but the scenery hadn’t changed at all.


  Moreover, they didn’t have many magic stones left because they kept using them to maintain the magical power in Kurumi’s body.


  「Uhh… There’s another branched path. Should we use the tool again?」(Iris)


  「There are three paths that seem easy to walk on and there’s one narrow path. Hmm…」(Kate)


  Recently they decided to reduce the use of the exit detector tool to save magic stones. Depending on the situation, they might use it or might not use it.


  When they found a branched path which split into two, they would check it one by one. If the one they checked was a dead end, then they would use the other path.


  However, if the path was split into three or four and each of them was hard to walk on, they would use the tool because it would be too much of a pain to check them one by one.


  「I wonder how many magic stones we have left.」(Iris)


  「Not many for sure. I think we have used more than half of them.」(Kate)


  「This is bad… If we ran out of magic stones and we lost Kurumi, I would never be able to face Store Owner-dono…」(Iris)


  「Yeah… We would make Lorea-chan cry too…」(Kate)


  Kurumi needs magical power to use the exit detector tool, but she also needs it to maintain her existence.


  Now that her creator, Sarasa, wasn’t with her, the only thing that can replenish her magical power is magic stones.


  If they ran out of magic stones, Kurumi wouldn’t be able to keep existing and would eventually die.


  For most alchemists, Homunculi were just alchemical creatures. Their death means nothing to them.


  However, it was different for Iris and Kate. They didn’t want to lose Kurumi. They would feel sorry for Sarasa and Lorea if Kurumi died for them.


  「Shall we check these paths one by one as well this time?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. We should save the magic stones we have. Nord-san, are you okay with that?」(Kate)


  「Of course. I don’t want to lose our little bear either.」(Nord)


  Checking the paths one by one would be very troublesome but they decided to do that for Kurumi.


  However, when Iris and the others were about to walk toward the branched path, Kurumi suddenly jumped off Iris’ backpack and landed on the ground.


  「Gauu!!」(Kurumi)


  「Ku, Kurumi!?」(Iris)


  「What’s wrong?」(Kate)


  Iris and Kate were bewildered by Kurumi’s sudden behavior. She rarely got off Iris’ backpack except during break time.


  She glanced at Iris for a second and then started running toward one of the paths.


  「Kurumi, wait!」(Iris)


  「Where is she going!?」(Kate)


  「Guys, we better hurry up and follow her before we lose her.」(Nord)


  「Y, You’re right!」(Iris)


  Iris, Kate, and Nord immediately started chasing after Kurumi, but Kurumi’s athletic ability was surprisingly far superior to the three of them.


  She could pass through narrow spaces without difficulties and could easily climb up steep rock walls with her sharp claws.


  In addition, she ran quite fast on flat ground despite her short legs.


  If Kurumi intended to leave the three of them behind, she could have done that anytime, but she adjusted her speed so that Iris and the others could keep up with her.


  After running for about an hour, Kurumi stopped and turned around.


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  「Hahh… Hahh… I don’t know where you want to take us but… Hahh… Are we there yet?」(Iris)


  「Hahh… I’m tired… Hahh…」(Kate)


  「Hahh… Hahh… It would be great if she didn’t run all of a sudden again… Hahh…」(Nord)


  Iris and Kate put their hands on their knees and tried to catch their breath while Nord sat down on the ground and breathed heavily. He was the most tired because he had the heaviest luggage among the three.


  「Does she want to take us here?」(Iris)


  「Probably, but… there’s nothing here…」(Kate)


  At first glance, the place where Kurumi stopped looked just like an ordinary passage but they thought that there might be something there.
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  At first glance, the place where Kurumi stopped looked just like an ordinary passage. It was not that wide. You could touch its walls and ceiling by spreading your arms.


  The difference from other passageways was that this one turned sharply to the right.


  「Ku, Kurumi-kun, why did you bring us here? Is there something in this place?」(Nord)


  「Gau.」(Kurumi)


  Nord, who was still trying to catch his breath, asked Kurumi curiously.


  Kurumi then answered him and tapped the wall next to her.


  Iris, Kate, and Nord turned their gazes to the wall but even though they stared at it closely, they didn’t find anything weird about it. It just looked like a normal cave wall.


  「Hmm… Perhaps there’s something valuable buried in this wall?」(Iris)


  「Something valuable?」(Kate)


  「Yeah, like a gold vein, maybe.」(Iris)


  「That’s certainly valuable but I don’t think that’s the reason why Kurumi led us here.」(Kate)


  「That’s right. Besides, I don’t think there’s a gold vein either judging from the condition of this wall.」(Nord)


  「Then, why did she lead us here?」(Iris)


  「I don’t know.」(Nord)


  「But I don’t think she led us here without reason…」(Kate)


  While the three were tilting their heads, wondering, Kurumi slowly moved both of her arms up and down, making a gesture as if she was trying to calm them down.


  「I’m sure there’s something here but… Not knowing about it makes me a bit uncomfortable…」(Iris)


  「I can understand… Hm? Hold on. I think I hear something…」(Kate)


  Seeing Kate’s ears twitching, Iris turned around and looked at the surroundings in panic.


  「Hey, don’t tell me there’s a Salamander nearby!」(Iris)


  「That would be bad! We should prepare ourselves in case the ceiling collapses again!」(Nord)


  Right after Nord said that and lowered his waist, bracing himself for the worst case scenarioー


  ーGara gara, gara garaー


  *rattle rattle*


  A rattling sound was heard from the wall that Kurumi tapped earlier.


  A moment later the lower part of the wall collapsed and revealed a hole.


  The diameter of the hole was less than one meter but they could feel a cold wind coming from it along with the cloud of dust.


  「This cold air… D, Does it lead to the outside!?」(Iris)


  「Yup. You’re right, Iris-san!」(??)


  As the cloud of dust began to disappear, a nostalgic voice was heard.


  The moment Iris and Kate saw the face of the person the voice belonged to, tears flowed from their eyes.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  [*/TL : The POV changed to Sarasa’s from this point.]


  「Long time no see, Iris-san, Kate-san! I’m glad you both are okay!」(Sarasa)


  「「Store Owner-dono (-san) !!!」」(Iris & Kate)


  As soon as I crawled out of the narrow hole and stood up, Iris and Kate hugged me tightly while crying.


  I somehow managed to keep my balance so we didn’t fall.


  「Hwaaa~~!! It’s really you, right!? I’m not dreaming, right!?」(Iris)


  「This warmth… It’s really Store Owner-san… Hiks…」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry. I’m real.」(Sarasa)


  I hugged them back and stroked their backs to calm them down.


  I saw Nord-san, who was smiling wryly while watching us hugging each other. He seemed somewhat relieved.


  「Umm… Sarasa-kun, I think you forget someone.」(Nord)


  「Hm? Aah, now that you mention it, there’s another person who’s trapped in this cave. Who was it again…?」(Sarasa)


  「Come on, don’t be so cold.」(Nord)


  「Fufu. I’m just kidding. I’m glad you’re okay too, Nord-san. Well, if you were the only one trapped here, I might not have come to save you. You’re lucky to have Iris-san and Kate-san with you.」(Sarasa)


  「A… haha… I guess I have to thank Iris-kun and Kate-kun…」(Nord)


  I might be a bit cold toward him but it can’t be helped, right? The cause of this incident was him after all.


  After hugging me for a while, Iris-san and Kate-san stepped back and looked at me with watery eyes.


  「Store Owner-dono, we thought we were done for…」(Iris)


  「You have been trapped here for more than a month after all. But it’s alright now. It’s a bit narrow but this hole is connected to the outside.」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san took a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her tears as she smiled at me.


  Kate-san was crying too but she seemed to be fine.


  「Store Owner-san, thank you for coming to save us. I’m sorry if… We troubled you so much…」(Kate)


  「Please don’t say that. There’s no way I would abandon you both. Ah, before we get out, there’s something I have to do.」(Sarasa)


  I crouched down, picked up Kurumi who was sitting by the wall and replenished her magical power.


  She barely has enough magical power to keep her existence going… I’m glad I made it in time.


  Lorea-chan would be very sad if we lost her.


  After replenishing Kurumi’s magical power, I patted her head and complimented her.


  「You did very well.」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  She then replied to me with a nod.


  She… She’s so cute~!


  No, no. It’s not the time for this. We have to get out of here.


  「Sarasa-kun, did you control this little bear’s body and led us here?」(Nord)


  「Yup. We can talk in more detail later. Let’s get out of here first. There are people who are waiting outside.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? So you’re not alone?」(Iris)


  「Of course. It would be tough for me if I came to this forest by myself.」(Sarasa)


  「Forest…? Where are we?」(Iris)


  「You will know soon enough. Let’s go!」(Sarasa)


  I crouched down again and started crawling through the hole, leading Iris-san and the others out of the cave.


   


  


  The hole is a bit narrow but it can’t be helped. I dug it using an artifact for digging holes. The bigger the hole size, the more materials are required to activate it.


  Even though this hole is small, the value of the materials used to dig it is not cheap, but there’s no way I would leave them alone.


  「Guys, welcome back to the outside!」(Sarasa)


  「Ohh! Finally, I can see the sunlight again!」(Iris)


  As soon as they came out of the hole, Iris-san straightened her hips and spread her arms upward, enjoying the sunlight and the fresh air, while Kate-san squinted her eyes as she looked up at the sky and took a deep breath.


  「Aahh~ This cold air feels so refreshing. Is it already winter?」(Kate)


  「Yeah. It snowed a little yesterday. Luckily, it didn’t last for long. If it did, we would have a hard time looking for you guys.」(Sarasa)


  「”We”? …Ah, you said you didn’t come here alone.」(Kate)


  「Yup. I came with these guys.」(Sarasa)


  I turned around and pointed my hand at the three people who came with me.


  「Iris, Kate, I’m glad you’re okay!」(Andre)


  「It must have been tough for you guys.」(Gil)


  「Glad you guys are not injured.」(Gray)


  As their eyes had gotten used to the brightness, Iris-san and Kate-san blinked a few times and looked in the direction I was pointing.


  They opened their eyes wide as they recognized the familiar faces.


  「Andre, Gil, Gray! You came for us too!?」(Iris)


  「You guys… Thank you! Sorry if we made you worry.」(Kate)


  「It’s okay. You should thank Sarasa-chan. We wouldn’t have come if she didn’t tell us what happened to you.」(Andre)


  「She asked us to help her look for you but we haven’t been able to do much to help.」(Gil)


  「Right. I feel like we’re just accompanying her.」(Gray)


  「No, no. What are you talking about? I wouldn’t have made it this far without you three.」(Sarasa)


  Andre-san and the others acted humbled as if they were embarrassed that Iris-san and Kate-san were grateful to them.


  They said they didn’t help much but it wasn’t true. They have been a great help to me.


  To find Iris-san and the others’ location, distance is important. Moreover, to synchronize my mind with Kurumi’s efficiently, I need to be as close as possible to her.


  However, I’m an alchemist. My greatest strength is the ability to make artifacts and potions, but my workshop is in my house, so I will be greatly restricted in what I can do if I leave my house.


  To deal with this problem, I came up with an ideaーー
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  「Hee… It’s small but it’s quite a splendid base.」(Iris)


  「Right? We built this hut so that I can do alchemy anytime here.」(Sarasa)


  My idea was to make a hut that can be used as a base near the volcano and bring a magic furnace and an alchemy pot there.


  First, I bought processed wood from Geberg-san. Andre-san and the others then brought it here and built a small hut. After that, we installed a magic furnace and an alchemy pot inside.


  With body-strengthening magic, I could do it by myself but it would take time, so I asked Andre-san and his party members to help.


  Andre-san, Gil-san, and Gray-san have helped me a lot. They carried wood and other heavy things from the village. They were also sending messages to the village, and patrolling around the hut.


  I pay them daily but the amount I offered was not high and I don’t think it matches the amount of work they have been doing. However, they didn’t complain.


  I believe that they cooperated with me not because they wanted the money but because they wanted to save Iris-san and Kate-san.


  「I see. So, Sarasa-kun, you built this base here so that you can work while trying to grasp the situation inside the cave from here and come up with a rescue plan. That’s interesting.」(Nord)


  Nord-san, who was stretching his body and doing exercise as soon as he got out of the cave, peeked into the hut from behind and joined the conversation.


  However, what he got was cold gazes from the three tough-looking Collectors.


  「So, you are the researcher guy who caused all this trouble, huh?」(Andre)


  「How dare you put Iris-chan and Kate-chan in danger?!」(Gil)


  「They may be your escort but you should put effort into avoiding danger for their sake and for your sake as well.」(Gray)


  Nord-san looked a bit sorry. He smiled cheerfully at the three and replied to them.


  「Haha. You guys are right. I made a mistake probably because I don’t have enough people with muscles this time. If only I had you guys with me, I might have managed to avoid danger.」(Nord)


  I’m not sure if it has anything to do with muscles but after saying that, Nord-san rolled up his sleeve and showed his arm muscles.


  「Hee…」(Gray)


  For some reason, Gray-san stared at Nord-san’s muscles with interest and then did the same thing, pulling up his sleeve and showing his arm muscles.


  Nord-san and Gray-san then exchanged their gazes and smiled at each other.


  I don’t know why but I feel that there’s a strange connection between the two of them now.


  「I see. If that’s the case, then I have nothing more to say.」(Gray)


  「Oi, oi! Gray, why are you so friendly toward him all of a sudden? I don’t even understand what he said. Besides, it doesn’t have anything to do with muscles! Muscles won’t help you if you’re trapped in a cave!」(Gil)


  「Huh? The one who don’t understand is you, Gil.」(Gray)


  After replying to Gil-san with cold eyes, Gray-san turned to Nord-san and stepped closer to him.


  「Those are splendid muscles. Not bad for a researcher. Not bad at all.」(Gray)


  「Thank you. I train my body every day even though I’m a researcher. You have splendid muscles as well. As expected of a Collector.」(Nord)


  「Brother…」(Gray)


  「Brother…」(Nord)


  After passionately looking at each other for a moment, Nord-san and Gray-san entangled each other’s muscular arms and grinned, showing their sparkling teeth to each other.


  「Oh, god… What the hell is happening…?」(Gil)


  On the other hand, Gil-san put his hand on his forehead and looked up at the ceiling.


  Meanwhile, their party leader, Andre-san, sighed and shrugged his shoulders at the corner of the hut.


  
  Chapter 43 : Looking For An Exit Ⅶ


  「Ugh… He likes to show off his muscles as usual…」(Sarasa)


  Looking at Nord-san’s arm muscles, I squinted my eyes.


  His face is not bad and his body is not too big even though he has a muscular body. Some women might think that he’s kind of attractive, but I don’t think so.


  「But, thanks to Nord-san’s muscles, we were able to survive.」(Kate)


  「Eh? What do you mean?」(Sarasa)


  「Sometimes he gave me and Iris boosts to climb up and jump over walls. He also removed big boulders that were blocking our way. It helped us a lot. If he were a frail researcher who needed us to babysit all the time, we might not have been able to explore the cave and find an exit.」(Kate)


  「I see. You may be right. The path was dangerous and difficult to walk after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, you only synchronized with Kurumi a few times but know the situation in the cave?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, more or less, thanks to Kurumi. Right?」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  I haven’t done a complete synchronization with Kurumi since we built the exit detector tool to minimize the usage of Kurumi’s magical power. However, I synchronized only my hearing and sight with Kurumi from time to time for collecting information.


  A true exit detector artifact can give information about the shape of the paths in the cave but the tool we made can’t unless you know the magic formula. To make it work, I transferred the knowledge I got from Master about the exit detector’s magic formula into Kurumi’s mind so that she can use it herself.


  「If you know the situation in the cave, then do you know that Kurumi sometimes made some weird marks on rocks?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. She’s helping me grasp the shape of the underground cave.」(Sarasa)


  Before I came here, I made an artifact that is useful for a Homunculus owner. With this artifact, I can learn Kurumi’s exact location. In other words, I can know where Iris-san and the others are.


  By making a rough map and identifying Iris-san and the others’ location, I was able to guide them here.


  「I see. So that’s how you rescued us.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. Understanding the situation in the cave took a long time but we couldn’t just dig holes at random places, right? It would take a longer time for sure and could damage the environment. 」(Sarasa)


  Drawing a rough map of the cave by only depending on Kurumi’s senses was very hard and required a great deal of scrupulousness.


  I gave Iris-san the emergency box with a lot of rations, so I wasn’t too worried about them starving to death.


  However, I was worried about Kurumi because they only had a few magic stones left. I was worried that Kurumi would run out of magical power and die, so I got a little impatient.


  「Store Owner-dono, thank you for rescuing us, but… You must have spent a lot of money to do all of that…」(Iris)


  「She’s right. Look at this hut. It’s small but building it wasn’t cheap at all, right?」(Kate)


  「Well… Yeah, it wasn’t cheap…」(Sarasa)


  Honestly, I don’t want to think about how much money I’ve spent on this rescue mission.


  I muffled my words and averted my gaze from Kate-san and Iris-san who were asking me questions.


  At least for this moment, I want to forget about the expense and immerse myself in the joy of being able to save them.


  「Let’s not think about money for now. Lorea-chan is worried about you, so let’s go home and show her your faces. She will be relieved as soon as she sees you guys are doing well. Of course, she will be very happy to see Kurumi is doing well too.」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi, who was clinging to Iris-san’s backpack, raised her hand as if she also couldn’t wait to see Lorea-chan.


  「Fufu. You’re right. By the way, we’re still in the Great Sea of Trees, right?」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked around as she asked. I replied to her with a nod.


  「Yup. We’re at the foot of the volcano, to be exact.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Then we can’t rest easy yet.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. We need to go back home while bringing all this equipment. Moreover, it’ll be tough to camp when it gets colder, so we should hurー …Hm?」(Sarasa)


  When I was about to tell everyone that we should hurry, I turned my gaze outside the hut and saw an incomprehensible situation going on there.


  For some reason, Gray-san and Nord-san were shirtless. They were making various bodybuilding poses while glaring at each other.


  「…What are they doing…?」(Sarasa)


  I blinked several times, trying to understand what was going on.


  Seeing my confused face, Andre-san approached me and explained while smiling wryly.


  「For some reason, Gray and Nord started arguing about muscles.」(Andre)


  「I don’t understand…」(Sarasa)


  I couldn’t understand what was happening even after Andre-san explained it to me.


  「Those two looked very close to each other a few minutes ago but why are they arguing now?」(Sarasa)


  「They seem to understand each other in terms of muscles in general but it seems that they have different perspectives on which muscles are more practical. Gray thinks that muscles that are built during actual battles are the best, but Nord has a different idea.」(Andre)


  「I… still don’t understand… I thought Gray-san was a quiet and cool person, but…」(Sarasa)


  As I was perplexed, Gil-san approached me and laughed.


  「Gahaha! Sarasa-chan, you don’t know him. Certainly, he rarely talks but he sometimes laughs like crazy and does stupid things too.」(Gil)


  「He’s our party member after all! Gahaha!」(Andre)


  「Ah, I see. Finally, something that I can understand.」(Sarasa)


  I was a bit surprised but now I understand that Gray-san was actually not a quiet and cool person like I thought.


  Anyway, we can’t just watch this bodybuilding performance forever. We have to stop them and begin the preparation to go home as soon as possible.


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, can you tell them to stop?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Store Owner-dono, we’re grateful to you for rescuing us, but I’m sorry. I don’t think we can do it…」(Iris)


  「Yeah… We’re just fragile girls. A daughter of a noble and her attendant. There’s no way we can stop those beasts.」(Kate)


  Does she mean that I’m not a fragile girl…?


  If I’m not mistaken, Iris-san once told me that she and Kate-san used to train with knights before. She also said they were used to seeing shirtless men.


  Umm… Do I remember it wrong…?


  Oh well…


  「Gil-san, Andre-san, can youー」(Sarasa)


  「ーNah, they won’t listen to us.」(Andre)


  「He’s right. Sarasa-chan, you’re the strongest among us. I think they will listen to you.」(Gil)


  「Eeeehhh…」(Sarasa)


  Why are these people so unreliable at a time like this?


  Well… I can understand though…


  「Haahh…」(Sarasa)


  Looks like I have no choice.


  I let out a deep sigh and reluctantly approached the unpleasantly warm and humid sweat-smelling space.


   


  


  「Nord-san, Gray-san, nobody cares about your stinky muscles, so stop fooling around and let’s return to the village!」(Sarasa)


  「Stinky muscles, you say? Look. Sarasa-kun, muscles are important in life. They’re convenient to have. Well, a skinny girl like you won’t understand though.」(Nord)


  「He’s right. Sarasa-chan, I think you need more muscles.」(Gray)


  「Not just muscles, she also needs some height.」(Nord)


  「Ugh…」(Sarasa)


  I’m aware that I’m skinny and short, perhaps because I grew up in an orphanage.


  However, I like the way I am. As a girl, I absolutely don’t want to be macho like them.


  Who cares about muscles? I have magic!


  How dare they mock a girl’s body like that!


  Looks like I need to teach them a lesson!


  「Nord-san… Gray-san… I think we should find out if you and those muscles you are proud of are stronger than a skinny short girl like me or not. Don’t worry. You don’t have to hold back just because I’m a girl.」(Sarasa)


  As I said that, I cracked my knuckles and glared at them with blank yet intimidating eyes.


  「W, Wait…!」(Nord)


  「Hold on, Sarasa-chan! Let’s… not do it!」(Gray)


  「Hmph. If you’re that confident in your muscles, then can you carry that alchemy pot and magic furnace to the village?」(Sarasa)


  I borrowed Daruna-san’s carriage to bring my alchemy pot and magic furnace here. Because Daruna-san needed his carriage to work, I returned it to him as soon as I was done using it.


  It would take a long time if we had to go back to the village to borrow his carriage again, so I thought of making use of these men’s muscles instead.


  With that in mind, I grinned at Nord-san and Gray-san.


  Gray-san was at a loss for words because he knew how heavy my alchemy pot and magic furnace were because he helped me put them on the cart before we came here.


  Meanwhile, Nord-san, who had no idea about it, was only tilting his head.


  「Alchemy pot and magic furnace…?」(Nord)


  「Ugh…」(Gray)


  「Yup. Hold on a second.」(Sarasa)


  I went to the hut and returned while carrying my alchemy pot and magic furnace with both hands.


  ーDON, DON!


  The two big items made a heavy sound as I put them in front of the two.


  「There you go. Please don’t say that you can’t carry them. A skinny short girl like me can do it, so it should be easy for two men with splendid strong muscles, right~?」(Sarasa)


  Nord-san and Gray-san were looking at me with their eyes wide open as if they couldn’t believe what they saw.


  「Uhh… But, Sarasa-kun, it takes a few days of walking from here to the village, so…」(Nord)


  「No problem. You’ll be in the village in one day if you run.」(Sarasa)


  「You want us to carry those heavy things while running for a whole day in this jungle!?」(Nord)


  「Ooh~? Nord-san, weren’t you so confident in your muscles a minute ago? Iris-san, Kate-san, what do you think?」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san who came to see what was happening quickly read the situation and grinned at Nord-san and Gray-san as well.


  「Well, I think muscles are not something to show off to other people but to be used.」(Iris)


  「That’s right. There’s no point in having splendid muscles if you can’t even use them. Say, Nord-san, are those muscles of yours just for show? 」(Kate)


  「O, Of course not! Oi, Gray, don’t just stay silent. Say something!」(Nord)


  Gray-san had only been looking down at the ground without saying a thing. Perhaps he thought that there was no point in arguing with me.


  「Hmph. As I thought. Muscles that were not born from actual combat aren’t that impressive after all.」(Gray)


  「Huh? You still want to argue about that!?」(Nord)


  「If you think that muscles that are born from training are better, then prove it!」(Gray)


  After yelling at Nord-san, Gray-san approached the alchemy pot on the ground, lifted it, and carried it on his shoulder.


  「Hey, that’s not fair! That pot looks lighter than the furnace!」(Nord)


  Nord-san is not wrong. Certainly, the magic furnace is heavier than the alchemy pot.


  However, since the magic furnace seems to be easier to hold due to its shape, it’s difficult to decide which one is easier to carry.


  「No, it’s just your imagination. They’re almost the same in weight. If you believe in your muscles, then stop complaining and carry that furnace.」(Gray)


  「Khh…! I’m sure it’s lighter than the furnace…. Oh, well…」(Nord)


  Nord-san sighed and approached the magic furnace.


  He carried it and followed Gray-san from behind, running toward the village.


  「Sarasa-chan, let me apologize in Gray’s stead.」(Andre)


  「No, it’s alright. Certainly, I’m a bit surprised by Gray-san’s behavior today but it’s nothing compared to Gil-san’s usual behavior.」(Sarasa)


  「Hey, what does it mean!? Am I usually annoying!?」(Gil)


  「Eh? You don’t realize it?」(Sarasa)


  「Oh, come on!」(Gil)


  Honestly, I think Gil-san is quite dependable and can get his work done perfectly, but he occasionally makes dirty jokes and acts like an idiot.


  He’s not a bad person though.


  「Gil, looks like it’s time for you to start learning how to act like an adult. By the way, Sarasa-chan, I’ve packed all our belongings, so we’re ready to go.」(Andre)


  「Thank you, Andre-san. I know I can count on you.」(Sarasa)


  Compared to Gil-san and Gray-san, Andre-san rarely acts stupid and can always be relied on.


  As expected from their leader.


  「Guys, I think we should hurry or we will lose them.」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked in the direction of where Nord-san and Gray-san went.


  Their backs looked smaller and smaller as they ran toward the village.


  「Don’t worry. They won’t last long running at that pace while carrying that heavy equipment anyway.」(Andre)


  「Yeah. I don’t think they can reach the village in a day. We will join them on the way.」(Sarasa)


  After checking our luggage and making sure that we don’t leave anything in the hut, we decided to start walking.


  「Alright. Let’s go home!」(Sarasa)


  I clapped my hands together and lifted up my luggage.


  「Ahh~ Finally we’re going home.」(Iris)


  「Fufu. I suddenly remember when you cried while saying, “What if we can’t return home? What if we’re trapped in this cave forever?”」(Kate)


  「Wh, What are you talking about? I, I didn’t cry, okay?」(Iris)


  For some reason, Iris-san’s face turned slightly red.


  She then brought her face closer to Kate-san’s and whispered to her.


  「Hey, I told you not to talk about that in front of Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  「Ahaha. Alright, I’m sorry.」(Kate)


  Iris-san glanced at my face while whispering to Kate-san.


  I barely heard her but somehow I knew what she was talking about.


  I couldn’t help but put my hand on my mouth and giggled.


  「Well, we can forget about that but Iris, you didn’t forget about what we should do after we get home, right?」(Kate)


  「Ugh… Reporting to my father…?」(Iris)


  「Yup… We still have more than a day to get home, so we still have time to think about it.」(Kate)


  「We need to come up with a plan to avoid being scolded.」(Iris)


  「You’re right…」(Kate)


  As Iris-san and Kate-san let out a sigh at the same time, Andre-san, Gil-san, and I followed them from behind while smiling.


  The cold wind of winter blew with a rustling noise as we walked through the forest.


  While feeling the coldness of the wind, Iris-san put her hands on her cheeks and looked up at the sky.


  「It’s already winter, huh…? It’s so different from inside the cave.」(Iris)


  「Yeah. It seemed that autumn had passed while we were in the cave.」(Kate)


  Kate-san looked around the surrounding trees and muttered a little melancholically.


  「We had been trapped in there for quite some time after all.」(Iris)


  「But thinking that we’re still alive, losing a chance to enjoy this year’s autumn is not a big deal.」(Kate)


  「You’re right… Winter, huh…? …Somehow I feel like it will be a tough season for us Collectors…」(Iris)


  As Iris-san said that while looking at the sky, snow began to fall as if it responded to her words.


  
  Chapter 44 : Epilogue


  After staying overnight at Diral-san’s inn, Nord-san left the village the next day.


  He said that he wanted to go home quickly and summarize his research results.


  He doesn’t have much money left, so he has to submit his research results to the government as soon as possible and hope that the government likes them and gives him money.


  Nord-san had to pay Iris-san and Kate-san based on the number of days they worked for him. Since they were trapped in the cave for more than thirty days, he had to pay them a big amount of money. In addition, he also paid for the items in the emergency pack they had consumed.


  Honestly, I was a bit worried about him. I asked if he would be able to return home with the remaining money he had but he said, “I’ll be fine as long as I have these muscles!” while laughing and flexing his arm muscles.


  I wonder if he would hunt animals or something with his brute strength…


  He is a researcher, so I guess he knows how to survive in the wild.


  He’s a weirdo but he’s a generous person. He wasn’t stingy at all and fully paid Iris-san and Kate-san even though he didn’t have much money.


  Perhaps his generosity and toughness are the reason for his success in his career.


  On the other hand, Iris-san and Kate-san were just chilling and sleeping all day long for several days.


  I understand why they were not in the mood to work though.


  By the way, Lorea-chan was crying from joy as soon as she saw Iris-san and Kate-san’s faces when we got home. She was so excited and felt relieved at the same time, and as a result, she had a light fever the next day.


  I didn’t think she had any symptoms of illness but I still gave her medicine and a potion to restore her physical strength and told her to rest at home for a few days.
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  -A week after Iris and Kate returned home-


  After Iris-san and Kate-san’s physical strength had recovered and Lorea-chan got better, I made a suggestion.


  「Let’s go to the hot spring!」(Sarasa)


  I stood up and said that while the four of us were eating breakfast at the dining table.


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked a bit puzzled while Lorea-chan didn’t because I told her about it beforehand.


  「Hot spring…?」(Iris)


  「Do we have a hot spring around here?」(Kate)


  「Yup. It appeared a few weeks ago while you guys were trapped in the cave.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Iris)


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked surprised yet somewhat happy.


  Meanwhile, Lorea-chan glanced at me and squinted.


  「Sarasa-san, it didn’t appear. You MADE it, right?」(Lorea)


  「Made it? Store Owner-san, what does she mean?」(Kate)


  Kate-san asked curiously while looking at me with suspicion.


  「Ahaha… Well, she’s right. I made the hot spring.」(Sarasa)


  「Really? How did you do it?」(Kate)


  「You guys bathed in a hot spring lately, didn’t you?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Do you mean the underground hot spring we found in the cave? But how did you know? Could it be…」(Kate)


  「Yup. It’s thanks to Kurumi.」(Sarasa)


  「I knew it. So, what about the underground hot spring?」(Kate)


  「Somehow, I managed to draw the hot water from there to the outside.」(Sarasa)


  「Somehow? Uhh… You made it sound as if it wasn’t a big deal…」(Kate)


  After Kate-san said that as she put her fingers on her chin and tilted her head, Lorea-chan glanced at me again.


  「No, Kate-san. It WAS a big deal. You don’t know how ridiculously expensive the cost was. Right, Sarasa-san?」(Lorea)


  「A, Ahaha… But, Lorea-chan, it was a necessary experiment. Certainly, it wasn’t cheap though…」(Sarasa)


  Because mining is one of the most important industries in this country, there are many artifacts that can be used for mining.


  The artifact I used to dig a hole when I rescued Iris-san and the others was one of them.


  No one makes a living from mining in this village, so there’s no demand for such artifacts. Therefore, I made it myself.


  Normally, artifacts for mining are big but I modified mine and made it as small and compact as possible so that I could carry it around easily.


  Of course, all the materials to make it were not cheap.


  「First, I had to check whether it was safe or not to dig a hole to draw the hot water outside.」(Sarasa)


  「But in order to do that, you needed to know the exact location of the underground hot spring, right?」(Kate)


  「Yup. While you were in the cave, did you realize that Kurumi sometimes drew something on the ground or rocks?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, now that you mention it, she drew something on a stone when we bathed in the hot spring.」(Kate)


  「Store Owner-dono, I remember you mention about it in the hut after you rescued us.」(Iris)


  「I did. Kurumi didn’t just draw without purpose. Her drawings were marks that helped me grasp the shape of the cave.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So that’s how you learned where the underground hot spring was.」(Kate)


  Digging a hole from the outside to the underground hot spring was not easy and cost a lot of precious alchemy materials, but since we can now enjoy a hot spring, it was worth the trouble.


  「So, where did you make the hot spring?」(Iris)


  「It’s actually near the hut I built to rescue you.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so? But I didn’t see it back then.」(Iris)


  「It’s a little away from the hut. It’s near the volcano. I made it there because it’s the nearest spot to the underground hot spring. Actually, I made the hot spring so that you guys could enjoy it as soon as you got out of the cave but it was starting to snow back then, so I thought it best if we immediately went to the village first and returned for the hot spring later.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. If that’s the case, then shall we go after eating?」(Iris)


  「Alright!」(Sarasa)


  「Ahh~ I can’t wait to enjoy the hot spring again!」(Kate)


  


  「The hot spring is in the forest, but… Lorea, you’re going too, right?」(Iris)


  「Umm…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan glanced at me as if asking if she could go with us or not.


  「Of course. I won’t let her be left out this time.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, are you sure…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I will close the store for a while so you can go with us. Don’t worry. There are not many Collectors working in winter anyway, so I think no one will come.」(Sarasa)


  There are not many alchemy materials that could be collected during winter. Moreover, accidents were more likely to occur in winter. In addition to the cold wind, you can’t move fast in the forest due to the snow.


  Collecting materials in the forest during winter could be risky especially if you stay overnight in the forest. It could even endanger your life if you make mistakes while working.


  For this reason, there are not many Collectors who work in winter. They usually stay at inns, enjoying beers with their friends all day.


  If they run out of money, they will find a job in towns or move to warmer regions and work as Collectors there.


  「But, Sarasa-san, you have spent a lot of money recently. You even owe your master money, don’t you?」(Lorea)


  「Uhh…」(Sarasa)


  She’s right.


  To rescue Iris-san and the others, I made a few artifacts that I thought could be useful for the rescue mission.


  First, I made some Homunculus-related artifacts.


  In order to find a rescue method using Kurumi, I created all the artifacts related to Homunculi which were listed in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 5, and tried them one by one.


  I spent a lot of money buying materials to make them.


  Because the materials are quite rare, I asked Master to buy them for me. Of course, I told her that I would pay her money back.


  By the way, the instruction to make a Homunculus was also written in volume 5.


  Other than that, I also make potions for emergencies even though I knew that Iris-san and the others had potions and medicines in the emergency box.


  However, In the end, we didn’t need to use any of the potions, so it was a bit of a waste of money. Still, I’m glad that they were not injured or sick.


  「D, Don’t worry, Lorea-chan. I’m sure it’ll be fine…」(Sarasa)


  After I said that, Lorea-chan glared at me as if saying, “Reeeally~?”


  「Oh, right!」(Iris)


  Suddenly, Iris-san stood up, left the kitchen, and returned while carrying a leather bag.


  「Store Owner-dono, please take this money.」(Iris)


  「Ah, I see! Iris, good idea! Store Owner-san, this is the money we got from Nord-san. He paid us a lot. Please accept it.」(Kate)


  「Well, I don’t think it’s enough to pay back the money you spent to rescue us, but we will pay the rest later. We promise.」(Iris)


  The leather bag that Iris-san put on the table looked quite heavy.


  It made me think once again that Nord-san was a generous person.


  Of course, I’m happy that Iris-san and Kate-san were trying to pay me back.


  However…


  「Umm, I really appreciate it, but… to put it bluntly, it’s not even half the amount of money I spent…」(Sarasa)


  「…Seriously?」(Iris)


  「Just… how much money did you spend…?」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked at me with worried eyes and swallowed their saliva at the same time.


  「All I can say is… I spent quite a lot.」(Sarasa)


  The money Iris-san and Kate-san offered was far from enough to pay all the expenses and my debt to my master.


  「That’s…」(Iris)


  「Umm…」(Kate)


  Imagining the huge amount of money I had spent, Iris-san and Kate-san were looking at each other worriedly.


  Honestly, I don’t think they have to worry about it. Saving them was my own decision. In the first place, I have no intention of charging them for the money I spent to save them.


  「Alright, this conversation is over. We’re going to the hot spring, right? Let’s forget about debt for now and let’s get ready! Lorea-chan, I know you’re worried but you’re going with us. Of course, Kurumi, you’re going too.」(Sarasa)


  「Gau~!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi, who was sitting in the middle of the dining table, cutely raised her hand.


  「Alright… Honestly, I also want to try to bathe in a hot spring. Hehe…」(Lorea)


  「Hahh… You should be more honest with yourself.」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan replied to me with a nod as her cheek turned a bit red.


  After finishing our breakfast, we packed up, closed the store, and went into the forest, heading to the hot spring.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「This is my first time taking a bath in a hot spring. Aaahh~~ It feels so good~… 」(Lorea)


  「Right~? It melts your fatigue and worries away~」(Sarasa)


  A couple of days later, we arrived at the hot spring.


  The four of us were relaxing in the hot spring, enjoying heaven in the middle of the snowy forest.


  「It feels so different from the underground hot spring~」(Iris)


  「Yeah~ Because it’s an open-air bath, we can feel the cold, fresh air and see the scenery around~ I think it’s a bit luxurious for us.」(Kate)


  「Well, normally, only rich people can experience bathing in hot springs after all.」(Iris)


  In some regions far away from here, it seems that people normally bathe in hot springs, but only rich people can go there.


  「Store Owner-dono, this hot water came from the underground hot spring, right? But somehow, I feel like this hot water is more calming than the one in the underground even though they’re the same hot water.」(Iris)


  「Hmm, it’s probably because you have nothing to worry about now unlike when you were still in the cave.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. You’re right.」(Iris)


  「But Kurumi looks as happy as she did when we were bathing in the underground hot spring back then. Fufu.」(Kate)


  「Gau Ga~uu ♪」(Kurumi)


  Kate was looking at Kurumi who was swimming briskly in the center of the hot spring while being surrounded by the four of us.


  I used some Salamander scales and Hellfire Grizzly eyeballs to create Kurumi, so you can say that her main attribute is fire. That’s probably why she looks energetic while swimming in hot water.


  「By the way, this hot spring bath is very well-made. Store Owner-san, I bet you put a lot of effort into making it.」(Kate)


  The base of the bath was hardened with cobblestones and plaster.


  There were solid stone walls surrounding the hot spring that prevented wild animals from entering.


  Those walls won’t be able to stop Hellfire Grizzlies, but since those bears have left this volcano, we don’t have to worry about that. Monsters of their level don’t come out that often, so we can say that we’re safe.


  Even if dangerous monsters appeared, I think Iris-san, Kate-san and I would be able to fight them.


  Bathing in an open-air bath in the middle of the forest like this can be dangerous for most people, but not for those who can fight like us.


  「It was indeed not easy, but Andre-san and the others helped me build this bath.」(Sarasa)


  I hired Andre-san, Gil-san, and Gray-san to help me rescue Iris-san and the others.


  They stayed with me to protect me from danger while I was concentrating on making artifacts and while I was synchronizing my mind with Kurumi’s.


  However, the level of danger around here wasn’t that high, so the three of them helped me build this hot spring bath whenever they had free time.


  「I see. Seems like we also have to thank those three for this amazing open-air bath.」(Iris)


  「Let’s buy them beers the next time we go to Diral-san’s inn.」(Kate)


  「Good idea.」(Iris)


  「You have to thank Daruna-san and Geberg-san too. This bath wouldn’t have existed without their support.」(Sarasa)


  「Will do.」(Iris)


  「My dad didn’t help a lot, actually. He just lent Sarasa-san his cart.」(Lorea)


  「Still, we need to thank him no matter how small his contribution was.」(Kate)


  「That’s right. But of course, there’s someone who deserves our gratitude the most!」(Iris)


  After Iris-san said that, the three of them smiled at each other for a moment and then they moved their gaze toward me at the same time.


  「「Thank you, (Store Owner-dono) (Store Owner-san) (Sarasa-san)!」」(Iris, Kate, Lorea)


  Honestly, I was a bit surprised.


  I scratched my cheek with my index finger and smiled at them.


  「Ahaha… You’re welcome, I guess.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, you rescued us from the cave and made this wonderful bath for us. You don’t know how grateful we are to you.」(Kate)


  「Please don’t mind it. I did it because I want.」(Sarasa)


  「But you spent a lot of money because of it. You even owe your master money, right?」(Kate)


  「Haha… Well…」(Sarasa)


  「Hold on… So, Store Owner-dono is also living in debt, huh…?」(Iris)


  For some reason, Iris-san muttered to herself and grinned at me.


  「Store Owner-dono, since we’re both living in debt, don’t you think we are a good match~?」(Iris)


  「I don’t!」(Sarasa)


  「Pfft. Ahaha! Good one, Iris!」(Kate)


  「Fufu!」(Lorea)


  「I’m just kidding! Ahaha!」(Iris)


  「Hahh….. Phu. Ahahaha!」(Sarasa)


  I sighed at first but then laughed together with them.


  Amidst the cold freezing winter, the laughter of four girls echoed through the white snowy forest.
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