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  Chapter 1 : Prologue


  Due to the snow that had continued to fall for several days, Yok Village became quiet. Even during the day, there were only a few people who came out of their houses.


  This is my first winter in this village.


  The sound of cuckoo birds and the cold air made me want to sit on my chair and stare at the white view of the village from the window for the entire day.


  However, as a full-fledged alchemist and a business person, I can’t just waste my time like that.


  「Guys… I think I need to start making money…」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san, Kate-san, Lorea-chan, and I are currently having tea at the dining table in the kitchen.


  We have been doing this for the past few days. Just chilling while having tea all day because there’s not much we can do in the winter since most of the Collectors in this village are taking a break.


  After listening to what I said, Iris-san nodded a few times as if she understood what I felt.


  「Store Owner-dono, you finally decided to face reality, I see. I’ve been trying not to think about my debt lately, so I understand.」(Iris)


  「Well, we need to look ahead to the future. We can’t just sit here doing nothing but drink tea and eat all day. But… the number of Collectors who work in this season is way lower than I expected…」(Sarasa)


  「Iris and I haven’t gone to the forest these past few days either… Considering the risk of working in the winter, most Collectors choose not to go to the forest.」(Kate)


  「If we work now, we won’t have to compete with other Collectors, but still…」(Iris)


  Gathering materials in the Great Sea of Trees during the winter is extremely difficult and quite dangerous.


  Of course, the cold wind and snow are the main obstacles, but the change of scenery due to the snow that keeps piling up may cause you to get lost in the forest.


  It’s quite risky but as Iris-san said, if you work in the winter, you won’t have to compete with other Collectors.


  For the Collectors who know how to safely explore the forest during winter, it might be a good opportunity to earn money, but for amateurs who are not used to working in winter, it might be the same as suicide.


  「Sarasa-san… is our store in trouble…?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan asked me worriedly but I answered her with a smile to calm her.


  「Don’t worry, we’re not going to go bankrupt or anything… It’s just… Now that I don’t have much money, I can no longer do my research and make progress on the Encyclopedia of Alchemy.」(Sarasa)


  I spent a lot of money and materials to rescue Iris-san and the others.


  Now, I don’t have many materials left in my warehouse and there are only useless artifacts and potions that no one wants to buy in my store.


  Fortunately, most of the Collectors who are not working are still staying in Diral-san’s inn, so I still make a little bit of money from that.


  [*/TL : In case you forgot, Sarasa became Diral’s investor when Diral wanted to expand her inn (ch 2-33), so Sarasa still gets money from Diral every month.]


  However, it’s not enough to buy expensive alchemy materials.


  After all, the materials required to make artifacts listed in volume 5 and 6 are not cheap.


  「Ah, I just remembered. I need to pay tax in the spring… I have to think about it too…」(Sarasa)


  The alchemists in this country have to document the income and the operating expenses of their stores for one year and submit it to the government along with the tax every year.


  I moved to this village and opened my store at the beginning of the spring, so when winter ends, I have to create the document, calculate the tax, and prepare the money to pay for it.


  「Sarasa-san, are you sure our store is going to be okay?」(Lorea)


  「It’s gonna be fine. Our only expenditures are your salary and our food expenses, so it’s not a big deal, I guess.」(Sarasa)


  I fully paid for this house, so I don’t need to pay rent or anything.


  The only employee I have is Lorea-chan, and her salary for one year is nothing compared to the cost of the materials I have bought so far.


  「My salary…」(Lorea)


  However, Lorea-chan lowered her gaze and started to think.


  It seems that she’s still thinking that I pay her too well.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san, I think you should reduce my salary.」(Lorea)


  Yup. I was right.


  「Nope. No can do. We’ve talked about this several times, but Lorea-chan, I won’t reduce your salary no matter what. You deserve to be paid that much.」(Sarasa)


  I understand why she’s persistent about it but I have to firmly reject her idea.


  「Also, I won’t reduce our food expenses either because I don’t want to sacrifice Lorea-chan’s delicious homemade cooking.」(Sarasa)


  「「Agreed!」」(Iris & Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san agreed with me without thinking even for a second.


  We all love Lorea-chan’s homemade cooking after all.


  「Then, Sarasa-san, what’s your plan?」(Lorea)


  「At first, I was thinking of taking a break from alchemy and doing something else for a while, but… Hmm… Perhaps I should go gather alchemy materials myself.」(Sarasa)


  The number of Collectors who visited my store in the past few days is… zero.


  Yes. No one came to sell materials or buy potions or artifacts for almost a week.


  No one will come anyway, so I think going to the forest and gathering materials myself is a good idea.


  Howeverー


  「Hold on, Store Owner-san, we can do that for you. You don’t have much money right now because of us.」(Kate)


  「Kate’s right. Let us do something for you!」(Iris)


  I knew they would say that. They never disappoint my expectations.


  「If you want to help me, that would be great. Going to the forest in winter is risky but I think we’ll be able to manage that.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right! We’re not amateurs! …Are we?」(Iris)


  「Umm, I’m not sure, but… We defeated a Salamander once, so…」(Kate)


  「Haha… Don’t worry. It will stop snowing soon, so I think we’ll be fine.」(Sarasa)


  I don’t want to waste any more time chilling in the kitchen, drinking tea and eating while waiting for customers who never come.


  「By the way, what kind of materials can we collect in this season?」(Iris)


  「Hmm… There are not many materials that can be collected in winter, but… Hold on a sec.」(Sarasa)


  I put my teacup on the table and went to my workshop to get the alchemy material encyclopedia.


  I returned to the kitchen and opened the encyclopedia in the center of the table so that everyone could see the content.


  「Let’s see what materials we can collect around this area during winter… Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  I’m flipping through the pages, looking for the perfect materials to collect.


  Iris-san and Kate-san leaned their bodies forward, looking at the pages with me.


  「Moving around in the snowy forest is quite difficult so plant-based materials are easier to collect than materials from monsters, but it’s not easy to find the valuable ones.」(Sarasa)


  「As Collectors, I think we should aim for something valuable even if we had to fight monsters!」(Iris)


  「But we’re still not used to moving in the snowy forest. I don’t think it will be that simple even with Store Owner-san around. Forget about valuable materials for now. I think we should start with the ones that are easy to collect.」(Kate)


  「Eeeehhh…」(Iris)


  「Kate-san’s right. Winter is long. We should take our time before we’re ready for a more difficult challenge. I think the perfect material for starters isー」(Sarasa)


  ーClang clang.


  While I was still flipping through the pages, suddenly, the doorbell of the store rang.


  「Eh? A customer? It’s been a while.」(Sarasa)


  「Ho~ It seems that there’s a Collector who’s more diligent than us in this village.」(Iris)


  「Diligent? Iris, we haven’t even been working for days…」(Kate)


  「Aah~! Finally, a customer came! I wonder if they want to sell materials or buy something~ I will go check on them~!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan left the kitchen and headed for the store area with a smile on her face.


  She looked so happy to be able to work as a clerk after a while.


  However, when she returned to the kitchen, her face looked somewhat pale.


  「Umm… Sarasa-san…」(Lorea)


  「What’s wrong? Was that a customer?」(Sarasa)


  「No… We have a… suspicious guest…」(Lorea)


  「Suspicious guest…? Is that Nord-san?」(Sarasa)


  「No… Nord-san was indeed suspicious, but this one is more suspicious than him.」(Lorea)


  「More suspicious than Nord-san, huh…?」(Sarasa)


  I wonder who they are…


  Ugh… Honestly, I don’t wanna deal with a troublesome person like Nord-san anymore, but as the owner of this store, I have no choice but to see them…


  「When I saw them, I somehow could tell that they were not an ordinary person, so I told them to wait in the drawing room.」(Lorea)


  Are they an important person or a person of authority…?


  「Alright, I’ll go see them.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, hold on.」(Iris)


  「We’re going with you.」(Kate)


  When I was about to leave the kitchen, Iris-san and Kate-san stood up from their seats.


  They seemed to be worried about me.


  「Alright, thanks. Lorea-chan, I don’t think customers will come but can you wait for us at the counter?」(Sarasa)


  「Okay. Please, be careful.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan sent off the three of us, who left the kitchen and headed for the drawing room, with a worried face.


  Chapter 2 : Suspicious Guest


  The person who was waiting in the drawing room certainly looked suspicious.


  They were wearing a thick coat, a thick muffler that covered their mouth, and a big cowboy hat that covered their face.


  It was still snowing outside, so I could understand why they were dressed that way, but I couldn’t see their face because of that.


  However, from how big their body was, somehow I could tell that they were a man.


  I’ve installed an artifact in this room that can keep it at a suitable temperature, so it’s comfortably warm here, but I wonder why he doesn’t take off his hat and coat…


  He was leaning on the sofa with his legs crossed and his hands folded. From the way he was sitting, somehow I felt like he wasn’t an ordinary person. He was probably a person of authority just like Lorea-chan said.


  Regardless of who he is, I want him to at least show us his face.


  It’s a bit awkward to talk with someone who’s hiding their face.


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


  「No problem. Are you Sarasa Feed?」(???)


  The suspicious person raised his face and asked as Iris-san, Kate-san, and I took a seat on the sofa in front of him.


  I don’t know why but I feel something nostalgic when I see him…


  Oh, right! He reminds me of nobles who came to Master’s shop when I still worked there. Among those nobles, there were people who behaved like him.


  「Yes, I’m Sarasa Feed. Please excuse me, but… may I know who you are?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I should have introduced myself first. My name is Ferik… Ferik Laprossian.」(Ferik)


  「「EEEEEHHH!?」」(Iris, Kate & Sarasa)


  The three of us were surprised when we heard his name.


  It couldn’t be helped. After all, the name of this country is the Kingdom of Laprossian.


  That means this person belongs to the royal family.


  「P, Pardon me, but… Are you really…」(Sarasa)


  「I had a feeling you wouldn’t believe me, but… can you say the same thing after seeing this?」(Ferik)


  The suspicious person who named himself Ferik Laprossian took out a dagger from his pocket and showed it to us.


  On the tip of the handle, there was an engraving of the Laprossian Royal Family crest.


  I heard that only royal family members have this dagger.


  After confirming that the dagger was real, Iris-san, Kate-san, and I immediately got up from the sofa and knelt on the floor. We then brought our faces closer to each other and whispered.


  「Iris, is he really a member of the royal family?」(Kate)


  「I don’t know. I’ve never been to the royal capital, so I’ve never seen any members of the royal family… Store Owner-dono, what do you think?」(Iris)


  「Honestly, I’m not sure. I heard that the members of the royal family have golden hair, but he doesn’t…」(Sarasa)


  I had been living in the royal capital for a long time and I had seen royal family members a few times from a distance.


  Moreover, it was easy to get information about the royal family in the royal capital because people sometimes talk about them, and one of the pieces of information I learned was that the royal family has golden hair.


  However, the suspicious person in front of us has dark brown hair. His hat was covering his face but I could see a little bit of his hair and it looked totally different from the golden hair of the royal family members.


  「Are you guys curious about my hair?」(Ferik)


  「Eh? That’s…」(Sarasa)


  It seems that he heard us…


  「I’m currently in disguise, so this is not my real hair color.」(Ferik)


  After saying that, he took off his hat and muffler, showing his pretty face.


  He has brown eyes and dark brown hair. However, his hair suddenly grew to about shoulder length and its dark brown color changed into golden, and his brown eye color changed to emerald.


  Iris-san and Kate-san were surprised by the sudden change but somehow I had an idea why his appearance changed as soon as he took off his hat.


  That hat is probably a “Disguise Hat”. As the name suggests, it’s a perfect artifact for disguise.


  Normally, Disguise Hats can only change the color of your hair.


  However, there are Disguise Hats that can also change the length of your hair and even the color of your eyes. Of course, Disguise Hats of this type are more expensive than normal ones. Only rich people have them.


  It further proves that this suspicious person is really a member of the royal family.


  「Please forgive us for not believing you, but, Your Highness, what brings you to a small, remote village like this?」(Sarasa)


  「Before I explain, can you guys sit on the sofa? For now, I’m just a traveler, so you can relax while talking with me.」(Ferik)


  Even though he told us to relax, he is still a member of the royal family. We can’t just talk to him like we’re talking to a normal citizen.


  I looked at Iris-san and Kate-san, hoping they would give me advice, but they looked back at me as if they were entrusting the decision to me.


  I then glared at Iris-san with sharp eyes, telling her that she’s a daughter of a noble, so she should be the one who handles this person, but she slowly shook her head as if saying, “I don’t know how to deal with a royal family member!”


  The Lotze Family are nobles but I guess their role is not that important in this kingdom so they rarely meet with the royal family members…


  I guess I have no choice but to do it myself as the owner of this store…


  This is my first time dealing with a royal family member. I don’t want to upset him, so I think I should just listen to him and sit on the sofa.


  「Understood… Please excuse us.」(Sarasa)


  I glanced at Iris-san and Kate-san and we nodded at each other.


  We then stood up at the same time andー


  「ーPffft!」
 「Phu!」
 「Hahmpph…!」


  ーgiggled.


  We couldn’t help but giggle when we saw his head.


  However, we tried as best as we could not to burst into laughter. We could be punished for laughing at a royal family member after all.


  What’s so funny about his head, you say?


  Well, we couldn’t see the top of his head when we were kneeling, but now that we’re standing up, we can see his smooth head skin in the center part of his head.


  Yup. He is actually bald, but only on the top of his head. His gorgeous golden hair is surrounding the bald part of his head.


  If he were an old man, then it’s normal. After all, some people will experience hair loss in old age.


  However, he is a young man.


  A handsome young man who has a good-looking, prince-like face and gorgeous golden hair.


  We found it funny that such a person was actually bald.


  


  

  Noticing the three of us giggling after seeing his bald head, Prince Ferik glanced up at us.


  「What’s the matter?」(Ferik)


  「N… Nothing…」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so?」(Ferik)


  We held our stomachs as hard as we could, trying not to burst into laughter.


  Howeverー


  「Oops.」(Ferik)


  ーwhen the three of us took a seat on the sofa, Prince Felik dropped his hat from his lap.


  When he bowed forward, trying to reach his hat on the floor, we could see his bald head even clearer.


  「Pfff… Pwahahaha!」(Iris)


  「Hey, Iris! Pfftt…!!」(Kate)


  Iris-san couldn’t hold it anymore and burst into laughter.


  However, Kate-san and I didn’t have the right to blame her because the two of us were barely able to hold our laughter.


  It was definitely Prince Ferik’s fault for having such an odd hairstyle!


  Realizing what she has done, Iris-san immediately kneeled and bowed her head deeply. She knew that laughing at the royal family members can be punished.


  Kate-san and I could only watch her with pale faces.


  「Y, Your Highness, please forgive me! I didn’t mean to laugh at you! If you want to punish me, please punish me alone. I’m the only one to blame. The Lotze Family has nothing to do withー」(Iris)


  「ーBwahahaha! Aaah~ Finally someone burst into laughter!」(Ferik)


  「…Eh?」(Iris)


  When Iris-san tried to apologize, Prince Ferik suddenly laughed. He then took his hat and put it next to him.


  The three of us looked at each other with confused faces. We couldn’t tell if this person was mad or not.


  「Hahaha…! Please don’t worry about it. I can understand. Even I, myself, found that my head is funny. You can laugh more if you want.」(Ferik)


  「N, No… I wouldn’t dare to laugh at you again…」(Iris)


  While laughing, Prince Ferik waved his hand at iris-san, who was still confused, telling her that it was fine.


  Now that I learned we wouldn’t get punished, I thought Kate-san and I should apologize as well even though we didn’t burst into laughter.


  「Your Highness, please forgive us too for giggling.」(Sarasa)


  「We didn’t mean to make fun of your hair.」(Kate)


  「It’s alright. At least you guys tried not to laugh, unlike Nord. He laughed like a maniac as soon as I took my hat off in front of him.」(Ferik)


  「Nord…? Do you mean Nordrad Evans?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. The reason why I came to your store is that he recommended it to me. He said that you’re a talented alchemist, Miss Sarasa Feed.」(Ferik)


  「I see.」(Sarasa)


  I never thought that Nord-san was an acquaintance of a royal family member…


  「You are Miss Iris Lotze, right? It’s hard to talk with you if you’re kneeling on the floor like that. You can sit down on the sofa.」(Ferik)


  「Ah, thank you, Your Highness.」(Iris)


  Iris-san slowly stood up and took a seat next to me.


  After confirming that we were relaxed and were able to talk without any pressure, Prince Ferik continued talking.


  「Miss Sarasa, you may have guessed the reason why I came here.」(Ferik)


  「Umm… Is it because you want me to do something about your balー I mean… your head that doesn’t have much hair?」(Sarasa)


  I was about to say “bald” but then I thought of the words to describe his head that didn’t hurt his feelings.


  「Hahaha! You can just say bald. I don’t mind! But, you’re right. Miss Sarasa, I want you to make a potion that can grow hair permanently. Can you do it for me?」(Ferik)


  「If that’s what you want, I think I can help you.」(Sarasa)


  There’s a potion called “Hair Growth Agent” in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy volume 5.


  As the name suggests, it’s a potion to grow hair, and since it’s listed in volume 5, it’s possible for me to make it.


  Actually, the main ingredient to make this potion can be collected in this season. Strangely enough, it’s very good timing to collect them.


  We were looking for the perfect materials to collect in winter a while ago, and I think we should start with this one.


  The material is called “Misanon Root”. They can be harvested in any season, but only those that are harvested in winter can be used as the main ingredient to make Hair Growth Agents.


  In other words, it’s the perfect season for people who need Hair Growth Agents. It’s not strange at all if someone came to my store to order them. Unless… this one is from the royal family. Moreover, he seems to be a prince…


  「Your Highness, may I ask something?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course.」(Ferik)


  「I know that Nord-san recommended my store to you but… Wouldn’t it be better if you just order a Hair Growth Agent in an alchemist store in the royal capital? I’m sure there are many alchemists who can make them there. You don’t have to go all the way from the royal capital to this remote village just to order a Hair Growth Agent, right?」(Sarasa)


  「So you say, I could have just stayed in the royal capital and ordered it from an alchemist store there? For example, your master’s shop?」(Ferik)


  「Eh? Do you know my master?」(Sarasa)


  「Ophelia Millis, isn’t it? Most of the people in the royal capital know her.」(Ferik)


  I know that Master is an amazing person. It’s not strange that royal family members know her.


  As a matter of course, Master is way better at alchemy than me. There’s a world of difference between our skills.


  I think Prince Ferik should have just come to Master’s store and ordered it from her instead of traveling all the way to this village and ordering it from me.


  Master helped me a lot when I wanted to rescue Iris-san and the others from the cave, so if she told me to get her some Misanon Roots to make a Hair Growth Agent, I would gladly do that.


  I wonder why Prince Ferik chose me instead of Master…


  Master sometimes declines the orders from nobles she hates, but I don’t think Prince Ferik chose me because she declined his request.


  Prince Ferik doesn’t seem like a bad person who deserved to be hated after all.


  Does he have another reason why he didn’t order a Hair Growth Agent from Master or any other alchemists in the royal capital…?


  Chapter 3 : Suspicious Guest Ⅱ


  「Certainly, considering the location and the credibility of the store, it would be best to ask your master, Ophelia Millis.」(Ferik)


  Sir Ferik smiled as if affirming that my words were right, but then he shook his head.


  「However, things aren’t that simple in the royal capital. I belong to the royal family, moreover, I’m a prince, and Ophelia Millis is a well-known master-class alchemist. We would definitely attract people’s attention if we made contact. There are so many people in the royal capital and most of them love rumors, especially about us, the royal family. It’s quite difficult to hide secrets there.」(Ferik)


  Some bald people probably don’t care about what people say about their heads, but some of them are concerned about it.


  Sir Ferik didn’t seem to care when we laughed at his bald head, but it seems that he doesn’t want people to know that he’s bald. I think it’s normal, considering his position as a prince of this country.


  It may be a trivial thing, but it’s possible that someone will take advantage of his baldness.


  If the people in the faction that supports Sir Ferik know that he has a bald head, they will try to obtain a Hair Growth Agent before Sir Ferik does to sell favors to him. On the other hand, the people in the opposite faction will try to hinder Sir Ferik from fixing his head and leak the information about his bald head to the public so that he loses popularity.


  「My father told me not to make an appearance in public before I fix my head.」(Ferik)


  「I see… I understand.」(Sarasa)


  Even if Sir Ferik himself doesn’t care about his head, he is still a public figure that has power in this country.


  The fact that a young, good-looking prince is actually losing hair can be a hindrance in terms of diplomacy.


  If he were an old man, then it’s fine, but the problem is that he’s still young yet he’s losing hair. People would think that there’s something weird about him.


  His good appearance has diplomatic value. It would be quite a loss for him as a prince if he couldn’t appear in public with a majestic and charming appearance.


  If I’m not mistaken, the king has yet to decide who will be the crown prince. That means, Sir Ferik will be competing against his brothers.


  The more reason for him to fix his bald head.


  「Therefore, in order to avoid unnecessary trouble, I’d like to obtain a Hair Growth Agent secretly if possible.」(Ferik)


  「Your Highness, may I have a word?」(Iris)


  Iris-san raised her hand, asking for permission to speak.


  「Yeah, sure. As I said before, you don’t need to be so polite toward me.」(Ferik)


  「Thank you. I understand your situation, but why did an important person like you come all the way to a remote village like this yourself? It should have been less conspicuous if you sent an envoy, right?」(Iris)


  「The reason why I came here myself, huh? Miss Sarasa, can you explain it to her for me?」(Ferik)


  When Sir Ferik said that and glanced at me, I nodded at him.


  Iris-san was expecting an answer from Sir Ferik himself, so she looked a bit confused.


  I can understand, but I know the reason why he came here himself.


  「Umm, Iris-san, there are two types of Hair Growth Agents. The first one is the normal type of Hair Growth Agents which can be used by anyone, and the other one is the special type of Hair Growth Agents which are custom-made based on the scalp of the users. I believe Sir Ferik wants the latter.」(Sarasa)


  The normal ones take longer to grow hair than the special ones, and if you stop using them, your hair might start to fall out again, so it’s not that efficient.


  On the other hand, the special ones last for years because they are made so that they suit the user’s scalp. Of course, they cost way more than the normal ones and not many people can afford them.


  In order to make the special type of Hair Growth Agent, it’s necessary to examine the user’s scalp, so those who need them have to go to an alchemy store themselves or call an alchemist to their house.


  Calling an alchemist to the royal palace would attract people’s attention, so there’s no way Sir Ferik would choose that option.


  That’s why he came to my store himself.


  「I see. It’s not as simple as I thought, huh?」(Iris)


  「Of course, it’s not easy. Unlike Bald Potions, Hair Growth Agents grow hair after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Wait… Bald Potions…?」(Iris)


  「Yup. They have the opposite effect from Hair Growth Agents. They make you lose your hair and go bald. They’re way easier to make than Hair Growth Agents.」(Sarasa)


  For now, I can’t make Bald Potions since they’re listed in the Alchemy Encyclopedia volume 10, which is filled with weird, absurd, and useless things.


  The Artifacts and potions that are listed in volume 10 are mostly failed prototypes of products in volumes 1 to 9.


  I don’t know how to make Bald Potions but I heard that they’re easy to make.


  By the way, Bald Potions are the failed predecessor to Hair Growth Agents.


  「Uhh… Are they even people who need such useless potions?」(Iris)


  「Well, they’re indeed useless for us, but… they’re not actually useless for some people. Those potions are popular among certain people because they can permanently remove hair. For example, those who shave their hair for religious reasons. With this potion, they don’t have to shave all the time because they will be bald for eternity. There are also people who prefer to have a bald head because they think it’s more comfortable than having hair.」(Sarasa)


  I remember some people bought Bald Potions in Master’s shop when I was still working there, and surprisingly, they were not cheap.


  「I see. So it depends on people’s preferences. Makes sense. But I think they should change its name…」(Iris)


  「Haha… The names of the artifacts and potions are given by the first alchemist who made them, so no one can change it except the inventor themself.」(Sarasa)


  In my opinion, the name “Bald Potions” is not weird at all compared to the other things listed in volume ten.


  There are many weird artifacts and potions with strange names after all.


  「Alright. Anyway, Your Highness, we understand why you came here. However, you could have come to any alchemy stores that are away from the royal capital, right? You didn’t have to come all the way to this village, especially in this snowy weather. Did you choose to come here because Store Owner-dono is Ophelia-sama’s disciple?」(Iris)


  「That’s one of the reasons why I came here, but the main reason is that Nord told me to see Miss Sarasa.」(Ferik)


  「Nord-san…? So, not only did he recommend my shop but he also told you to see me in person?」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right.」(Ferik)


  「But… Why?」(Sarasa)


  「I’ve known Nord for a long time. You can say that he’s my best friend. I heard from him that he caused you a lot of trouble a while ago. That’s why he asked me to do something for you. So, if there’s anything I can help with, please don’t hesitate to let me know.」(Ferik)


  Chapter 4 : Suspicious Guest Ⅲ


  I spent a lot of money to rescue Iris-san, Kate-san and Nord-san from the cave a while ago.


  Nord-san spent almost all the remaining money he had to pay for Iris-san and Kate-san’s fees and all the medicines, potions, and rations they had consumed while in the cave.


  Even so, it wasn’t enough to pay back the money I spent to rescue him. That’s probably why he felt indebted to me and asked his best friend, Sir Ferik, to help me in his stead.


  「He is a weird person who always prioritizes his research. I’m sorry for all the inconvenience he caused you.」(Ferik)


  「Nord-san was the one at fault. It’s not something you should apologize for.」(Sarasa)


  「Still, let me apologize in his stead. I want to help you but I can’t just give you money. I think it would hurt your pride as an alchemist. That’s why I came with a request. Of course, I won’t pay you the normal price. I will pay you a thousand and two hundred gold coins for a Hair Growth Agent.」(Ferik)


  「「A thousand and two hundredー!!?」」(Iris & Kate)


  「Yes. I’ll give you two hundred gold coins as the advance payment and a thousand gold coins when I see the effect of the potion.」(Ferik)


  Iris-san and Kate-san were surprised by the amount of money Sir Ferik offered.


  Of course, I was also surprised. After all, a thousand and two hundred gold coins is too much for a Hair Growth Agent.


  「Your Highness, are you sure about that? It’s more than twice the market price.」(Sarasa)


  「Only twice!? I thought it was about ten times the market price! Just how expensive are Hair Growth Agents!? Oops.」(Iris)


  Iris-san who shouted in surprise immediately covered her mouth with her hands.


  I understand why she was shocked. The special type of Hair Growth Agent that Sir Ferik wanted is a luxury item after all.


  「Of course, I’m sure. It’s the least I can do to thank you for rescuing my friend.」(Ferik)


  「Understood. However, before I can start making the potion, I need to collect the necessary materials first, so it will take some time.」(Sarasa)


  「No problem. I can stroll around and enjoy this village while waiting.」(Ferik)


  Sir Ferik nodded at me as he said that. He then pointed her index finger at his bald head.


  「By the way, according to my doctor, it seems that I began losing hair because of stress. This is actually one of the reasons why I came here. I wanted to leave the royal capital and forget about my work for a while.」(Ferik)


  「I see.」(Sarasa)


  If he wants to go on vacation, then I think he has chosen the wrong place.


  There’s nothing to see in this village. It’s a remote region after all.


  He might find a lot of things he has never seen before in the Great Sea of Trees, but it’s too dangerous to go there, especially in this season.


  Well, how he will spend his time in this village is not my problem. The only thing I need to do now is to focus on making a special Hair Growth Agent for him as soon as possible.


  「Well then, I hope you enjoy your time in this villaー」(Sarasa)


  「ーPlease stop it! Kyaa!」(Lorea)


  While I was talking with Sir Ferik, I suddenly heard Lorea-chan’s shout from the shop floor.


  「Oraa!!」(??)


  ーGan! ーGasha! ーDon!


  [*crack! crash!]


  I then heard the voice of a man and the sound of someone kicking and punching things.


  「Lorea-chan!」(Sarasa)


  I spontaneously stood up from my seat and turned around, looking at the door leading to the shop floor.


  I wanted to go check on Lorea-chan so badly but I couldn’t just leave my guest alone. He’s a prince of this kingdom, not a normal guest after all.


  Iris-san and Kate-san were looking at each other. They seemed worried as well.


  Seeing our worried faces, Sir Ferik looked at us with a serious face and let us go.


  「Don’t mind me. Just go see your friend!」(Ferik)


  「P, Please excuse us!」(Sarasa)


  I bowed to Sir Ferik and hurriedly approached the door.


  Iris-san and Kate-san did the same and followed me from behind.


  When I opened the door, I saw four men who seemed to be thugs, Lorea-chan who was standing behind the counter with a frightened face, and Kurumi who was standing on the counter while spreading her arms, trying to protect Lorea-chan from the thugs.


  I don’t know what’s going on but I know that these men are bad guys judging from Kurumi’s reaction.


  Kurumi was so brave but seeing her small appearance, the thugs laughed at her.


  「Bwahahaha!」
 「The hell is that? A moving stuffed animal?」
 「Is it trying to protect this girl?」
 「How stupid! Gahaha!」(thugs)


  Certainly, Kurumi’s cute appearance doesn’t look intimidating at all.


  But still, she’s a Homunculus whose job is to protect her masters.


  「Move away, you little shit! Oraa!!」(thug 1)


  One of the thugs raised his hand, trying to blow Kurumi away with his muscular arm.


  「Hmph. What a fool.」(Iris)


  At the same time as Iris-san, who was standing behind me, muttered so, Kurumi jumped forward and landed a dropkick on the thug’s stomach.


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  「Guhaa!!」(thug 1)


  The thug stepped backward once and held his stomach. He looked like he was in intense pain.


  Meanwhile, Kurumi did a backflip in the air once and landed on the counter where she was standing. She then jumped again toward the thug’s face, spun her body, and landed a powerful corkscrew kick on the thug’s chin.


  「Wagauuu!!」(Kurumi)


  [*Kurumi’s version of Bruce Lee’s “Watahhh!”]


  「Gaahh!!」(thug 1)


  The thug was launched in the air for about fifty centimeters from the ground, fell to the floor, and passed out.


  Meanwhile, Kurumi gracefully landed back on the counter.


  「「……….」」(thugs)


  The remaining three men were looking at their unconscious friend on the floor with their eyes wide open.


  They couldn’t believe the stupid-looking stuffed animal they laughed at a moment ago would be able to knock out their friend.


  Actually, Kurumi could have badly injured that thug with her sharp claws. After all, her claws are so sharp that she could easily draw patterns on hard rocks when she was trapped in the cave.


  However, she chose not to use her claws probably because she didn’t want the floor that Lorea-chan had worked so hard to clean to get stained with blood.


  What a good girl.


  「Wh, What the hell just happened!?」
 「That fucking stuffed animal knocked him out!?」
 「No way…」(thugs)


  「She’s not a stuffed animal. She’s this store’s watchdog! More importantly, who are you people and what are you doing in my store!?」(Sarasa)


  「A watchdog, you say…? It’s clearly a bear! Don’t fuck with me!」(thug 2)


  The thug who responded to me took a step forward and raised his leg, trying to kick down a shelf with valuable potions.


  However, that was clearly a bad move. That was something you shouldn’t do in this store.


  Just before his foot hit the corner of the shelf, Kurumi bent her small legs and launched herself from the counter toward the man like a small yellow rocket then punched the man’s leg right in the shin bone.


  「Khh! My leg!」(thug 2)


  While the man was bending forward, holding his broken leg, Kurumi landed on the floor, launched herself upward, and delivered a strong uppercut on the man’s chin.


  「Wagaaauu!!」(Kurumi)


  「Guaahh!」(thug 2)


  The man then collapsed and lay down on the floor unconscious next to the first guy.


  「Wh, What the…」
 「Dammit!」(thugs)


  Realizing how dangerous Kurumi was, the remaining two thugs tried to run away from the store.


  However, there’s no way I’d let them go.


  「Kurumi, stop them!」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Kurumi nodded at me as if saying, “Leave it to me!”


  Before the thugs could turn around, Kurumi jumped toward one of them and hit his stomach with several quick, consecutive hits.


  「Wagau, wagau, wagau!」(Kurumi)


  「Aagh!」(thug 3)


  Right after the man spit blood from his mouth, Kurumi grabbed his cloth and launched herself upward. She did a half-front flip on her way up and kicked his chin from below.


  「Gahgh!」(thug 3)


  「Hiiiiyy!!」(thug 4)


  The man had been knocked out, but before he collapsed, Kurumi used his head as the footing to jump toward the other man who turned around and tried to reach the doorknob.


  However, before he could even touch it, Kurumi landed a rolling thunder front flip kick right at the back of his neck and instantly knocked him out.


  「Wagaauuu!!」(Kurumi)


  「Kahh…!」(thug 4)


  While the men were lying on the floor unconscious, overlapping each other, Kurumi landed on top of them and made a cool martial arts stance as the winning pose.


  「That’s my girl! Well done, Kurumi!」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  While stepping over the unconscious men, I approached Kurumi, crouched down, and picked her up.


  「Kurumi-chan, you’re so cool!」(Lorea)


  「What a fight!」(Iris)


  「She’s like a martial arts master!」(Kate)


  As I held Kurumi up high, Lorea-chan, Iris-san, and Kate-san applauded her.


  She is truly the hero of the day.


  Chapter 5 : Suspicious Guest Ⅳ


  「Lorea-chan, are you okay? What happened?」(Sarasa)


  I approached Lorea-chan and asked her about the circumstances.


  「I’m fine. Kurumi-chan protected me. I don’t know why they came here but these people entered and started rampaging all of a sudden.」(Lorea)


  I looked around and found the table and chairs that we usually use for tea parties were lying upside down on the floor.


  I wonder who they are and for what purpose they came to my store, but more importantly, I’m glad that Lorea-chan is fine.


  「You don’t seem hurt. I’m glad you’re okay.」(Sarasa)


  As I said that, I put Kurumi on the counter and hugged Lorea-chan to calm her down.


  Unlike fighters like Iris-san, Kate-san, and me who are used to violence, Lorea-chan is just a village girl. She must be scared by those men.


  「Lorea, how about the damage they caused?」(Iris)


  Iris-san asked Lorea-chan while fixing the chairs and table’s positions with Kate-san.


  「Don’t worry. They only kicked those chairs and the tea table. You guys came before they could destroy anything else.」(Lorea)


  After Lorea-chan said that, Sir Ferik came out of the drawing room and looked around while wondering what just happened.


  「Whoa… Miss Sarasa, did you beat these men?」(Ferik)


  「No, it wasn’t me, but our lovely little bear here.」(Sarasa)


  I pointed at Kurumi who was sitting cutely on the counter.


  「That… little bear…? Ah, is it a Homunculus?」(Ferik)


  「Yes. She’s the Homunculus I made.」(Sarasa)


  「As expected from Ophelia Milis’ disciple. You made a strong Homunculus despite its cute appearance. Nord said that you’re a talented alchemist and now I can see why. Seems like I can leave the Hair Growth Agent to you with peace of mind.」(Ferik)


  「Thank you for the compliments. You can count on me.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, do you know these people?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… I have no idea…」(Sarasa)


  Ever since I opened this store, there have been a few ill-mannered Collectors who complained about how expensive my products are, but no one suddenly rampaged like these men.


  I’ve never seen their faces, so they’re probably not from this area.


  「What are we going to do with them?」(Kate)


  「Anyway, let’s throw them outside. They’ll just get in our way if they keep lying on the floor like this.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright.」(Kate)


  「Roger that!」(Iris)


  After Iris-san and Kate-san finished tidying up the tea table, we opened the door and started to move the unconscious men outside.


  They might catch a cold sleeping on cold snow but why should I care? They deserve it.


  They’re lucky because Lorea-chan is unharmed. I would have buried them in the snow if they hurt Lorea-chan.


  Ahh~ I’m proud of how kind I am.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


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


  「I don’t mind. By the way, do people like them often come to your store?」(Ferik)


  After Iris-san, Kate-san, and I moved the men outside and left them a little away from my store, I joined Sir Ferik who had been waiting in the drawing room.


  「No, this was the first time. There are Collectors with bad personalities but none of them have ever rampaged in my store. I’ve never seen those men’s faces, so they’re likely not from here.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Please don’t hesitate to tell me if there’s anything I can do to help.」(Ferik)


  「Thank you, Your Highness, but I think we’ll be fine. As you know, we have a reliable Homunculus. Moreover, Iris-san, Kate-san, and I are capable fighters. We can protect ourselves.」(Sarasa)


  The royal family’s power is so great that it can solve almost every problem in this country.


  Honestly, I’m too scared to borrow that power to solve this small problem.


  When I declined his help, Sir Ferik gave me a funny expression for some reason.


  「I see. Alright then. Anyway, let’s talk about my Hair Growth Agent. You need my hair to make it, right?」(Ferik)


  「Yes. I need a few strands of your hair. I also need to check the condition of your scalp and the quality of your magical power to make the perfect Hair Growth Agent for you.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. I will cooperate with you so, please do what needs to be done.」(Ferik)


  「Of course.」(Sarasa)


  After receiving a few strands of Sir Ferik’s hair, I began the examination while questioning him to get the information I needed to make a special Hair Growth Agent for him.


  The composition of the ingredients will change depending on the result of the examination, so I need to do this before gathering the ingredients.


  Making a special potion for someone really is more difficult than making potions for general people, so I need to be careful.


  By the way, the most expensive special potions that are made with individualized formulations aside from Hair Growth Agents are those that are related to women’s beauty.


  After all, the cost of women’s beauty products is outrageous.


  「Your Highness, thank you for waiting. The examination is finished. I’m deeply sorry, but… According to the examination results, I think it will take several weeks of collecting all the necessary materials to complete the special Hair Growth Agent for you…」(Sarasa)


  「Several weeks… I thought it would only take a few days.」(Ferik)


  「Pardon me, but, Your Highness, your magical power and scalp are different from most people, so it will take longer than normal.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Alright, I understand. I will come again when it’s done. I’m counting on you.」(Ferik)


  「Thank you for your understanding.」(Sarasa)


  「Well then, I think I’ll take my leave now.」(Ferik)


  「Let me take you to the exit.」(Sarasa)


  As Sir Ferik stood up from his seat, I also stood up and then guided him to the exit by myself.


  Where are Iris-san and Kate-san, you say?


  Well, they ran away, saying that there was nothing they could do for our special guest now.


  I don’t mind though.


  When Sir Ferik and I got to the shop floor, I didn’t see Lorea-chan at the counter.


  She is probably with Iris-san and Kate-san in the kitchen, having tea.


  I understand why a commoner like her doesn’t want to see a member of the royal family.


  After all, you don’t want to get too involved with people in power.


  Well, you can say that Iris-san is also that kind of person since she is a daughter of a noble, but she’s already like family to us.


  As we got to the entrance, I opened the door and deeply bowed to Sir Ferik, sending him out.


  「Please be careful on your way. I will be waiting for your next visit.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Miss Sarasa.」(Ferik)


  I kept bowing my head until I could no longer hear the sound of Sir Ferik stepping on the snow.


  I slowly raised my head and took a deep breath, feeling relieved that he was finally gone.


  Chapter 6 : Planning And Preparation Ⅰ


  After seeing Prince Ferik off, I turned around the signboard hanging on the entrance from [OPEN] to [CLOSED] and locked the door.


  I then returned to the drawing room and lay down on the sofa.


  「Huu~ Haa~ Taa~…」(Sarasa)


  I let out meaningless groans, trying to get rid of my mental fatigue.


  Soon after, Iris-san and Kate-san entered the room and looked at me apologetically.


  「Store Owner-san, you look tired…」(Kate)


  「It’s because I AM tired… You guys ran away, so no one helped me dealing with that person…」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san looked at each other and smiled wearily.


  「We’re sorry, but we thought that we needed to protect the store in case those thugs came back.」(Iris)


  「That’s right. Besides, you did well without us as if you’re used to dealing with people with authority.」(Kate)


  「Well, nobles sometimes came to my master’s shop when I worked there. However, I was dealing with a member of the royal family this time, so it was different.」(Sarasa)


  Fortunately, I learned some manners at school, so I know how to deal with those people.


  「I never thought I would get involved with the royal family… I’m grateful to Nord-san for his good intentions but it’s a little bit too much…」(Sarasa)


  「I understand, but you can’t just refuse.」(Iris)


  「Of course, I can’t! I wouldn’t dare decline a request from a prince who came all the way from the royal capital to this remote village and tell him to go home!」(Sarasa)


  He said he would pay me well but I’m still not sure if it will be worth the trouble.


  If I made a mistake and failed, my life might be in danger…


  「Sarasa-san, I made some hot tea for you.」(Lorea)


  「Ah, Lorea-chan~」(Sarasa)


  While I was thinking about that, feeling a bit restless, Lorea-chan came in with tea and cookies like an angel who came to free me from my anxiety.


  I immediately raised my body and grabbed the cup of tea Lorea-chan presented.


  As soon as I sipped the tea, the gentle bitterness that spread in my mouth soothed my soul.


  「Ahh~… Thank you, Lorea-chan!」(Sarasa)


  「You’re welcome~ …By the way, when I saw that person, I thought that he was as handsome as a prince, but I didn’t expect he was really a prince.」(Lorea)


  「Certainly, he has a cool, pretty face. Do you like that type of man?」(Sarasa)


  「What do you mean?」(Lorea)


  「I mean do you want to date a handsome man like him?」(Sarasa)


  「Date? No! It’s just… I’ve never seen a handsome man like him, so I’m a bit curious.」(Lorea)


  Now that she mentions it, there are many male Collectors staying in this village but none of them are as good-looking as Prince Ferik.


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, how about you?」(Sarasa)


  「It’s not that I want to date someone like him, but there’s no way a prince would date a commoner like me and Lorea, right? He would likely date a daughter of a noble family like Iris.」(Kate)


  「Hey, what do you mean!? Me? Dating a prince? Nope. Not a chance. How about you, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  「No way. Just… No way…」(Sarasa)


  「Right?」(Iris)


  When I was at school, I remember that female students, especially those from noble families, were longing for marrying a prince. They yelled, “Kyaa! Kyaa!” when they were gossiping about the princes in this kingdom.


  They’re totally different from us…


  「Talking about Prince Ferik, I feel like there’s something off with him.」(Iris)


  「What do you mean?」(Sarasa)


  「He’s a prince but why did he come to a remote area like this without an escort? Store Owner-dono, don’t you think it’s weird? Could it be, Prince Ferik is actually a capable fighter so he didn’t need an escort?」(Iris)


  「I heard the princes of this kingdom were trained by knights, so I do think Prince Ferik himself can fight. However, I also think that he came with an escort. His escort had probably been waiting for him somewhere else while he was here.」(Sarasa)


  That reminds me. I felt like someone was watching us when we moved the unconscious thugs outside. It was probably Prince Ferik’s escort.


  Prince Ferik was wearing quite a few protective artifacts under his jacket, so his escort probably thought that there wouldn’t be any problem even though they were away from him.


  「Umm… I think it’s too late to say this, but… Sarasa-san, I’m sorry I forgot to serve tea for our guest…」(Lorea)


  「Ah, it’s alright. You don’t need to worry about that. Normally, commoners don’t serve tea or snacks when nobles visit their house.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so?」(Lorea)


  「Most nobles don’t want to eat or drink something, especially from commoners because they don’t know what’s in it. Usually, their attendant will prepare drinks or food for them. Well, you can serve tea if you want but you can’t blame them if they don’t even want to touch your tea. It’s rare but if a noble got food poisoned after drinking or eating tea or snacks you served, you would definitely be punished.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Dealing with nobles seems like a pain…」(Lorea)


  While muttering that, Lorea-chan glanced at Iris-san for some reason.


  Iris-san, who noticed Lorea-chan’s gaze, blinked a few times and then shook her head.


  「No, no. My family is different, okay? We’re different. I’m different. Look. It’s not something to brag about but I bet I’m the only daughter of a noble in this country who works as a Collector to pay off her family’s debt.」(Iris)


  「That’s indeed not something to brag about…」(Kate)


  「Right? Besides, I didn’t know that there was such a custom in the aristocratic society in this kingdom.」(Iris)


  「It’s because you didn’t have the opportunity to learn about it…」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. We left the house before I could learn things about aristocratic society. Leave that aside, anyway, now that Store Owner-dono has accepted Prince Ferik’s request, we have to do our best to help her.」(Iris)


  「You’re right. Store Owner-san, you said you can’t fail no matter what. Is everything going to be alright?」(Kate)


  「Well, I’m just going to do this job seriously as usual. However, collecting Misanon Roots won’t be easy. After all, they usually grow in snowy mountains.」(Sarasa)


  I had experienced collecting materials during the winter when I was at school, so I know it won’t be easy.


  Aside from Misanon Roots, I’m planning to collect materials that are easy to find during winter while trying to get used to moving in the snowy mountain and then making the Hair Growth Agent before spring.


  「I have experience collecting materials in a snowy mountain during training at school, but Iris-san, Kate-san, how about you?」(Sarasa)


  「Once again, it’s not something to brag about but I’ve never climbed a snowy mountain!」(Iris)


  「The territory that the Lotze Family governs has no snowy mountain after all. By the way, we need to prepare certain equipment to climb a snowy mountain, right?」(Kate)


  「Yup. And the quality of the equipment can affect our survival rate, so we need to be careful. Moreover, we need to prepare other things too.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… I bet it will be costly…」(Iris)


  「Sure it will…」(Sarasa)


  I have two hundred gold coins I got from Prince Ferik as the advance payment.


  It should be enough, but honestly, I still feel a bit worried…


  Chapter 7 : Planning And Preparation Ⅱ


  「If only I still had plenty of alchemy materials in my storage, I might be able to use them to make some equipment…」(Sarasa)


  「I’m sorry, Store Owner-dono… You used almost all of them to save us, right?」(Iris)


  Listening to my mutter, Iris-san lowered her head.


  「No, it’s alright. I’m not blaming you. Of course, it’s not that I regret it either. I’m glad I did it. I was able to rescue you guys because of it.」(Sarasa)


  I used most of the materials I had saved up to make artifacts that could be used for rescuing Iris-san and the others. As a result, my storage is almost empty now.


  No, it’s not really empty actually.


  I still have some artifacts there for the time being. I have to think about how to deal with them later.


  「Store Owner-san, you’re too kind… I will give you Iris’ body to repay your kindness. You can do whatever you want to her.」(Kate)


  「That’s right! You can do whatever you want to my boー Hey, what does that mean!? You should have said, “we will repay your kindness with labor”!」(Iris)


  「Of course, we will repay her with labor too. Look. Our remaining debt to Store Owner-san is so huge that we couldn’t complain if she wanted to sell us to a brothel. Let’s say that your body is for the interest. She can hug you instead of a hot water bottle on cold nights.」(Kate)


  「Wait, so I’m just a replacement for a hot water bottle? That’s terrible! If that’s the case, Store Owner-dono, you can use Kate’s body instead of mine. I hate to admit it but she has bigger boobs than mine, and she has a warm body. She will make a nice and soft body pillow!」(Iris)


  I knew they were just fooling around, but I looked at them alternately with a serious face.


  Certainly, Kate’s body seemed to be more comfortable to hold.


  I approached her and hugged her.


  「S, Store Owner-san!?」(Kate)


  「Hmm… I see, I see…」(Sarasa)


  Just like Iris-san said, Kate-san’s body is warm and very comfortable. She smells nice too.


  But then I glanced at Lorea-chan who was standing next to us. I lowered my gaze and looked at her chest.


  Kate-san’s not bad, but… I think Lorea-chan is more comfortable to hug than her…


  「Sarasa-san…?」(Lorea)


  「A, Ahaha… I’m just kidding. I just wanted to try hugging Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


  Saying that, I let go of Kate-san.


  「I see. Well, I think Kate-san is too big to use as a hugging pillow, so why don’t you try using me instead?」(Lorea)


  「Eeeehh!?」(Sarasa)


  I never thought Lorea-chan would recommend herself to be used as a hugging pillow.


  As I recalled the night when I slept together with her in the same bed, I blushed a bit.


  「Ca, Can I…?」(Sarasa)


  「Fufu. I’m sorry. I’m also just joking.」(Lorea)


  It’s a joke, huh? That’s kinda disappointing…


  「Anyway, even if you can do whatever you want with Iris-san and Kate-san’s bodies, you won’t get money from it.」(Lorea)


  「Well, that’s true.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, I was the one who started this but let’s stop fooling around. Store Owner-san, how are we going to make money before we can go to collect Misanon Roots on the snowy mountain? Shall we collect different materials first?」(Kate)


  「That’s not a bad idea but we don’t have much time until spring, and I don’t want to trouble my master again…」(Sarasa)


  Going to the forest to collect materials and sell them to make money is not a bad idea. However, I think we will need a lot of time to wander around the forest to collect materials, return to the village, and go to South Strugg to sell them.


  I can send them to Master and ask her to sell them for me in the royal capital, but… I feel like I’ve been relying on her too much lately.


  I was her disciple, but I’m now a full-fledged alchemist myself.


  Iris-san and Kate-san’s lives were at stake last time, so I had no choice but to rely on her, but this time, I want to do it by myself.


  「Umm, it would be nice if I could help you, but I can’t fight or walk around the snowy forest to collect materials… I can go around the village, trying to sell artifacts and potions, but…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan murmured. Hoping that she could do something to help, but after listening to her, I got an idea.


  「That’s right! We can sell artifacts!」(Sarasa)


  「Umm, I know it came from me, but I don’t think it’s a good idea… You know that most villagers and Collectors in this village can’t afford your artifacts, right?」(Lorea)


  「No, no. We won’t sell them in this village. We will sell them at South Strugg. Well, if Leonora-san would give me permission to do that though.」(Sarasa)


  Selling artifacts or potions in a town that has an alchemy shop is the same as picking a fight with the alchemist who owns the shop.


  Even for me, if someone did that in this village without my permission, I would definitely consider it an act of hostility.


  However, I can also sell my artifacts to Leonora-san instead at a lower price than the market price for her to sell to the townspeople.


  Either way, I need to talk to her first.


  「I have to go to South Strugg to buy some materials anyway, so I will ask her about this while I’m there.」(Sarasa)


  The worst-case scenario is that Leonora-san won’t let me sell my artifacts at South Strugg and she doesn’t want to buy my artifacts. I won’t be able to make money and I will most likely fail to make a Hair Growth Agent for Prince Ferik.


  If that happened, my businessー No, my life would be over.


  Prince Ferik didn’t seem tyrannical, but I want to avoid failing a request from a royal family member no matter what.


  If I can’t sell my artifacts, perhaps I will ask Leonora-san if I can borrow her money.


  Or… Since the alchemists I saved from Yok Baal still owe me money, I can hand over the rights over their debt to Leonora-san.


  「Anyway, I have to go to South Strugg and negotiate with Leonora-san sooner or later, but before that, we need to gather information.」(Sarasa)


  「Kate and I will do that for you. First, we will gather information about the habitat of Misanon Roots.」(Iris)


  「That would be great. Also, please ask around about things like the knowledge and necessary items to climb a snowy mountain if possible.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, but don’t expect too much, okay?」(Kate)


  Saying that, Kate-san nodded and turned her gaze toward the shop floor where nobody was around.


  「People with such knowledge and experience won’t take a break during winter after all.」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. Anyway, please ask the Collectors at Diral-san’s inn and gather as much information as you can get from them.」(Sarasa)


  「「Roger that!」」(Iris & Kate)


  Chapter 8 : Planning And Preparation Ⅲ


  After seeing off Iris-san and Kate-san who went to gather information, Lorea-chan and I continued drinking tea in the kitchen.


  「Ahh~ The tea you brew is delicious as always~」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe, thank you. So, Sarasa-san, what are we going to do now? Shall we go to the village chief’s house? I doubt he has useful information you need though…」(Lorea)


  「No, we’re not going there. The other villagers don’t seem to have useful information either since they don’t usually go to the forest in winter.」(Sarasa)


  The only exception is Jasper-san, Ells-san’s husband. He is a hunter, so he sometimes goes to the forest even during winter.


  However, I don’t think he has ever set foot on a snowy mountain. There’s no reason for him to go too far from the village after all.


  「For now, I think I will start preparing the necessary equipment to climb a snowy mountain.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? I thought you didn’t have enough materials to make any equipment or artifacts.」(Lorea)


  「Well, that’s true, but that doesn’t mean that there’s nothing I can do. First, I think I will make a list of the items and equipment we might need.」(Sarasa)


  Since there are no Collectors in this village who usually go to a snowy mountain in winter, I think I will make the equipment just for ourselves.


  If I make more than we need, no one will buy them after all. Besides, I can’t afford to spend money on extra equipment.


  「I wonder what kind of equipment we’ll need… Lorea-chan, you have any idea?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… I think winter clothes and some protective wear are essential.」(Lorea)


  「That’s right. We still have Heat-proof Coats but since it’s not that effective in a cold environment, I think we better make some winter clothes.」(Sarasa)


  Heat-proof Coats can also prevent cold air, but it’s not as effective as when you use them in a hot environment.


  Wearing Heat-proof Coats is not that different from wearing normal coats in a cold environment, so I think we should wear proper winter clothes.


  「But you can add a function that warms your body from inside the coat, right?」(Lorea)


  「That’s possible, but it’s not a good idea. It will warm your body but it may endanger your life at the same time.」(Sarasa)


  「What do you mean?」(Lorea)


  「Acting without sweating is an iron rule when you climb a snowy mountain. If you sweat in a cold environment, especially on a snowy mountain, your body will get cold and you will be more likely to catch a cold. You may even get frostbite and die. Moreover, we may have to fight monsters while searching for materials.」(Sarasa)


  As a matter of course, you move a lot while fighting. As a result, you will sweat a lot.


  If you restrict your movements so that you don’t sweat, you might die from enemies’ attacks, but if you move quickly in a battle, you might die from frostbite due to sweating.


  The only way to survive is to kill your enemies quickly before you start sweating.


  「That’s why we also need underwear that can absorb sweat. As for winter clothes, I think we need hooded winter coats, thick trousers, boots for walking on snow, thick gloves, hats, and earmuffs.」(Sarasa)


  「Do you need hats and earmuffs even though the coats have hoods?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. We won’t use the hoods unless in a blizzard. Hoods block your vision after all. The other things we may need are probably sunscreen and sunglasses.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? You need sunscreen in winter?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan asked curiously.


  It’s cold in winter, so I can understand why she was a bit confused.


  「Sunlight can still be a bit troublesome even in winter, especially in open areas without trees. Moreover, the sunlight reflected from the snow is quite harsh. Well, it won’t hurt your skin if you only work for a few hours, but we will be collecting materials for a few days.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Snow can reflect sunlight. That’s why you need sunglasses too.」(Lorea)


  「Yup. They are important in order to reduce the risk of making mistakes due to glare during battle. Other than winter clothes and protective wear, I think we also need sleeping bags and potions that can raise our body temperature. I will improve the heater function of my Floating Tent too just in case so that we can sleep comfortably at night.」(Sarasa)


  After I’m done making the to-do list and the list of the necessary items, I let out a sigh.


  「Hmm… I think that’s all we need for now.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s a lot of stuff.」(Lorea)


  「Lacking preparation can be life-threatening, so it’s normal.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… But do you have enough money for all of these items?」(Lorea)


  「Hmm, certainly, the money I got from the prince may not be enough, but if I buy cheaper materials then I have to think of a way to make the equipment and artifacts without reducing their performance which is incredibly hard to do…」(Sarasa)


  It would be stupid if we lost our lives because I make poor quality equipment because I bought cheaper materials.


  「It’ll be difficult since most materials needed can’t be replaced with cheaper ones, except for pelt, I guess.」(Sarasa)


  「Do you mean the pelt to make coats, boots, and things like that?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Pelts from monsters are the highest quality pelts you can get. Animal pelts are not as good as monster pelts, but they’re much cheaper. Coats made from monster pelts are extremely expensive. Two hundred gold coins I got from Prince Ferik is barely enough to pay for three of them.」(Sarasa)


  「Two hundred gold coins for three coats… Certainly, that’s very expensive…」(Lorea)


  「That’s why I’m thinking of using animal pelts. I think I will use sheep pelts to make the coats.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. But since they’re cheaper than monster pelts, they must have a disadvantage, right?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, but it’s not something to worry about. Animal pelts are just slightly thinner than monster pelts.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s it? Then why are their prices so different?」(Lorea)


  「Coats made from monster fur and pelts are usually worn by nobles and rich people for status. 」(Sarasa)


  「I see…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan doesn’t seem to understand why people buy super-expensive items when they are cheaper substitutes.


  「Lorea-chan, you know, nobles like to show their fortune to others, especially those who regularly appear in social circles. Well, except for humble nobles like the Lotze Family.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I see. Certainly, it’s hard to imagine Iris-san showing off an expensive coat and accessories to the other nobles…」(Lorea)


  「Fufu. I know, right?」(Sarasa)


  「By the way, is there something I can do to help you make the equipment?」(Lorea)


  「Ah, I want you to help me with the sewing work. Also, I want you to make lunch boxes for us to eat while we’re working on the snowy mountain.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, you can leave it to me.」(Lorea)


  「Oh, right. I want you to make us delicious sweets too.」(Sarasa)


  「Sweets? Isn’t it better to have something that fills your stomach like bread?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan tilted her head as she asked me, looking a bit confused, but I strongly denied her.


  「Your lunch boxes will be enough to fill our stomachs. What we need is the food to satisfy our desire as girls who love sweets!」(Sarasa)


  「Ahh, I see.」(Lorea)


  「We will be working on a snowy mountain for a few days. Unable to eat sweets when we want to will affect our mental state after all.」(Sarasa)


  「Fufu. I understand. I will do as best as I can to prepare delicious lunch boxes and sweets for you. Of course, I’ll try my best doing the sewing work too!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan clenched her fists and smiled at me, as if saying, “you can count on me!”


  I know I can depend on her.


   


  

  


  Iris-san and Kate-san came back in the evening. They looked down for some reason.


  「So… Did you guys get any useful information?」(Sarasa)


  Judging from their expressions, I don’t think I would hear good news from them, but I still asked anyway.


  As I expected, they both sighed and shook their heads.


  「Nope… We talked to Andre and other veterans, but none of them had any experience working on a snowy mountain.」(Iris)


  「In the first place, they rarely work in winter. When they have no money during winter, they will gather materials but only in the nearby forest.」(Kate)


  「I see… I was expecting it, but… That’s too bad.」(Sarasa)


  It seems that I have no choice but to rely on the knowledge and experience I got from school.


  I’m worried because the snowy mountain I went to during practical training at school was not as dangerous and hard to climb as the snowy mountains in the Great Sea of Trees.


  「But, Store Owner-dono, it’s not that we returned empty handed!」(Iris)


  Iris-san said that as she puffed out her chest, looking proud of herself.


  「Oh? Alright, I’m listening.」(Sarasa)


  「After investigating for a while, I found that Andre-san’s senior, who has retired from their job as a Collector and moved to South Strugg, might have the information we need. 」(Iris)


  「…We heard about it from Andre-san, by the way.」(Kate)


  「Oh, Kate, come on! Can’t you let me show my reliable side to Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris-san pouted. It seems that she wanted to make it sound as if finding that information was her own achievement.


  Kate-san shrugged and shook her head.


  「Well, reports must be accurate, you know?」(Kate)


  「But I wanted to show my reliable side as an Onee-san just for a bit…」(Iris)


  [*/TL : “Onee-san” here means older girl or older lady.]


  「Wait… Onee-san…?」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, did you forget…? I’m four years older than you.」(Iris)


  「………………..Ah, come to think of it, you are.」(Sarasa)


  「What’s with that long silence!?」(Iris)


  I’ve never thought of Iris-san as an Onee-san because she rarely behaves like a girl older than me, but there’s no way I could tell her this.


  I know she’s older than me, but to be honest, I feel that she’s more like a troublesome little sister than an older girl.


  Kate-san’s different. She’s definitely an Onee-san without a doubt.


  「Ahaha… A, Anyway, we may get some useful information if we visit Andre-san’s senior in South Strugg, right? That’s nice to know since I have a plan to go there to visit Leonora-san soon.」(Sarasa)


  「Mumu….. Forget about me. What about you and Lorea? Did you guys make some progress on the preparations?」(Iris)


  Iris-san groaned while still pouting, looking a little dissatisfied, but then she loosened her expression and looked at me and Lorea-chan alternately.


  「We’ve finished making a list of things we will need. It seems that we have to purchase some materials, so I think I better go to South Strugg as soon as possible. Lorea-chan, do you think your dad will lend me his cart?」(Sarasa)


  I will need a cart to bring artifacts to sell and bring back the materials I will buy. There will be quite a lot of stuff to carry. I don’t think the backpack I got from Master will fit all of them.


  「I think he will. My dad rarely goes to buy goods in winter after all, but I will ask him to make sure.」(Lorea)


  「Thank you. Your dad’s cart has the Koro Koro I made, so it’s easier to pull than Geberg-san’s cart.」(Sarasa)


  「If I’m not mistaken, Koro Koro is an artifact that makes wheels spin more smoothly, right?」(Iris)


  [*/Koro koro = roll roll]


  「Yeah. Daruna-san asked me to install it on his cart a while ago.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Then, Store Owner-dono, let me go with you. I will pull the cart for you. I’d like to hear directly from Andre-san’s senior as well.」(Iris)


  「Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  I usually go to South Strugg by running, but since I will have to pull a cart this time, I doubt I can run at full speed.


  Iris-san has gotten better at using body-strengthening magic. Since she has an aptitude for physical enchantment, she keeps getting better at it, moreover, at a considerably high pace.


  She should probably be able to keep up with my speed even while pulling a cart.


  「Alright. We will be going the day after tomorrow, so we have an entire day to prepare tomorrow.」(Sarasa)


  「Got it.」(Iris)


  I need to select artifacts that I will sell at South Strugg and make a calculation of the minimum required materials I will buy.


  After that, I have to prepare some money and prepare the questions that I will ask to Andre-san’s senior.


  「Oh, right. I forgot to ask this. Do you know where exactly Andre-san’s senior lives?」(Sarasa)


  「U, Uhh… I’m sorry. I just know his name. It’s Marley.」(Iris)


  Iris-san lowered her eyebrows apologetically as she told me that.


  「Andre-san said that he only heard that his senior moved to South Strugg after retiring, so he doesn’t know exactly where he lives. He doesn’t even know if his senior still lives there or has already moved to another town.」(Iris)


  「I see… I may trouble her, but I think I will tell Leonora-san about this and ask her if she can find out where he lives. I also need to ask her about what kind of artifacts can I sell at South Strugg.」(Sarasa)


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  The next day, I was busy for the entire day.


  In the morning, I contacted Leonora-san with the Resonance Box artifact, asking her about the artifact I can sell and asking her if she can find out the whereabouts of Andre-san’s senior, Marley.


  After that, I went to Lorea-chan’s house to repair some parts of Daruna-san’s cart that we will be borrowing the next day.


  At noon, I went home and prepared everything we needed for the trip to South Strugg tomorrow with Iris-san.


  After everything was settled down, we were planning to relax in the kitchen while having some tea, but before we could do that, uncouth-looking customers visited my shop.


  One of them opened the door roughly and shouted.


  「Who’s the owner of this shop!? Show me your face!」(man)


  Chapter 9 : Thugs Ⅰ


  「Who’s the owner of this shop!? Show your face!」(man)


  Along with such a rough voice, a young man came into my store. He was accompanied by five tough-looking men.


  Judging from his somewhat young face, I think he is in his early twenties, and judging from his fat body due to unhealthy habits, he is probably a rich merchant or an aristocrat.


  Either way, there’s no doubt that he brings trouble into my store.


  I stretched my hand backward, prompting Lorea-chan to hide behind me, and took a step forward.


  Iris-san and Kate-san also stepped forward, lining up next to me.


  「I’m the store owner.」(Sarasa)


  「Hoo, so you’re the alchemist of this store, huh? …Not bad.」(man)


  The man observed me from my head to my toes and grinned.


  His grin looked disgusting but I tried to keep my expression straight.


  「Who are you? What do you want?」(Sarasa)


  「Hmph. You don’t even know the face of the most powerful man in this region? Oh, well. Yesterday, I got a report that some men had become victims of unprovoked violence in this store. I also heard that there was a pseudo-noble here, so I, Baronet Kirk, the feudal lord of this region, took the trouble to come here myself.」(Kirk)


  Pseudo-noble…? Does he mean Iris-san? But although she is a daughter of a knight, she’s genuinely a noble.


  As I thought that, the man glanced at Iris-san. It seemed that my guess was right.


  At first, I didn’t believe that he was really Baronet Kirk, but then I thought that there was no way a commoner would know that Iris-san is a noble.


  Looks like that this man really is Baronet Kirk.


  I had never met him until now, but I heard many bad rumors about him from the villagers. They said that Baronet Kirk was not a good person, and now that I’m meeting him myself, I can understand why.


  I have a feeling that he was the one who sent the thugs from the other day, and he probably did that to set us up for his scheme.


  What a pain…


  Iris-san clenched her fists and gritted her teeth. She seemed to be very angry.


  She took a step forward and glared at Baronet Kirk


  「Unprovoked violence, you say…? Then we don’t have any idea about that. We indeed knocked out some men the other day, but they were thugs who tried to attack us, so I think what we have done to them was right.」(Iris)


  「Oi, oi. Don’t you think it’s terrible to call those pitiful victims “thugs”? As the feudal lord of this region, I can’t overlook this problem. I want justice for those poor men.」(Kirk)


  I squinted my eyes, glaring at Baronet Kirk who said such nonsense while grinning.


  「You’re trying to do your best as the lord, I see. However, Kirk-sama, you can rest assured because it’s not something for a feudal lord like you to handle.」(Sarasa)


  「Huh?」(Kirk)


  「Don’t you know? Territorial laws don’t apply to what happens inside alchemy stores. In other words, it’s not something for a feudal lord to worry about.」(Sarasa)


  The only laws that apply to alchemists are the royal laws.


  It had been determined by the government in order to distribute alchemists evenly throughout the kingdom and to protect them from bad feudal lords who want to manipulate them with strange laws. In other words, alchemists’ rights won’t be violated by unreasonable territorial laws.


  In our case, even though Baronet Kirk said that there was a violent act in my store, I won’t be unfairly judged by him because I’m an alchemist and I’m bound by the laws of the kingdom.


  「Therefore, if those ‘victims’ wanted to take legal action against me, they have to report it to the government in the royal capital.」(Sarasa)


  After I explained, Baronet Kirk looked down and gritted his teeth as his face turned red in anger.


  「Ghhh…!!」(Kirk)


  Well, I don’t think the government would believe those ‘victims’ and punish me though.


  I have nothing to hide, and I believe the judicial authorities in the royal capital are not rotten enough to make a man like him in favor.


  I’m pretty sure this person is planning something. After all, someone as busy as him won’t take action for a trivial matter like this.


  The question is… what is he planning?


  「You ignored your people when Hellfire Grizzlies attacked this village a while ago as if it wasn’t an important matter but why are you willing to take action on a trivial matter now?」(Sarasa)


  After I asked Baronet Kirk with a tone as if I was interrogating him, one of the men standing behind him glared and shouted at me.


  「How dare you speak to Kirk-sama like thaー」(man)


  However, Baronet Kirk raised his hand, telling him to calm down. He then smirked at me.


  「Hmph. I can’t deny that. I was busy at that time.」(Kirk)


  「Busy, huh? And now you came because you’re free?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course not. Just so you know that I didn’t come just for this ‘trivial’ matter, but I came also because I haven’t received taxes from some fields in this village. You know what I mean, right?」(Kirk)


  「…..」(Sarasa)


  I frowned after listening to him.


  I once asked Ells-san about taxes in this village.


  According to her, a certain amount of tax is collected every year regardless of whether the harvest in the said year was successful or not.


  It’s kinda like a poll tax, but since the regional government never takes the trouble to census the population, the amount of tax collected will be the same even if the population decreases.


  However, most of the villagers have a small income so the taxes are too much for them.


  That was the reason why Erin-san wanted to develop medical herb fields in this village. She wanted the villagers to have a stable income.


  However, it seemed that Baronet Kirk wanted to tax the medical herb fields too.


  「Are you really a feudal lord? Don’t you know that you shouldn’t tax herb fields!?」(Iris)


  Iris-san said that to Baronet Kirk in my stead while still glaring at him.


  Baronet Kirk responded to her by grinning and shaking his head as if making fun of her.


  「Haha. Now that I’m looking at you closely, I think I know you… You are the daughter of a poor knight noble house, the Lotze Family, aren’t you? I see… so you’re working as a Collector in this village, huh? I bet living as a poor noble is so hard for your father that he has to force his daughter to work. Gahaha!」(Kirk)


  「Khh!!」(Iris)


  Iris-san clenched her fists and gritted her teeth even harder.


  I understand her feelings. It’s only natural if she’s mad after the person who scammed her father into a big debt made fun of her like that.


  「A feudal lord has the authority to decide the tax, don’t you know? Ah, you had no idea about it perhaps because your father is too stupid to govern a territory.」(Kirk)


  Seeing the grin on Kirk’s face as he said that, Iris-san couldn’t hold her emotions in any longer.


  She raised her fist, trying to punch Baronet Kirk. However, I quickly grabbed her arm from behind and tried to calm her down.


  I know her feelings. I wanted to smack him too, but it would be really bad if she punched a feudal lord for real…


  Baronet Kirk flinched but then he glared at me.


  「Anyway, I’ve decide to tax the medical herbs in this village!」(Kirk)


  Chapter 10 : Thugs Ⅱ


  「Anyway, I’ve decided to add a tax on the medical herbs in this village!」(Kirk)


  「I see. Certainly, a feudal lord has the right to decide the tax. I can’t deny it.」(Sarasa)


  It has nothing to do with me, an alchemist, though.


  「Hmph. You seem to have more knowledge than this ignorant noble’s daughter.」(Kirk)


  「What did you say!?」(Iris)


  Iris-san tried to step closer to Baronet Kirk, but I immediately grabbed her shoulder, trying to calm her down.


  「As a feudal lord, you can indeed add a tax on the medicinal herb fields in this village, but unfortunately, none of the villagers own medicinal herb fields here as far as I know.」(Sarasa)


  After I said and smirked at Baronet Kirk, the disgusting grin on his face disappeared. He frowned and glared at me.


  「Huh!? You think I’m stupid!? There’s a huge herb field next to this house, isn’t there!?」(Kirk)


  「That’s right! No matter how you look at it, it’s a herb field without a doubt!」(man 1)


  「Do you think we wouldn’t know just because it’s surrounded by high fences!?」(man2)


  Baronet Kirk pointed his chin toward the herb field next to my store and shouted. Some of the men behind him also shouted at me.


  They looked angry, thinking that I was trying to fool them. I shook my head in response to their anger.


  「Aah, that herb field is mine, not the villagers’. Everything that is owned by an alchemist, including fields, is not subject to regional or local taxes. It has been decided by the law of the kingdom. Don’t you know that?」(Sarasa)


  To be precise, alchemists don’t have to pay any taxes to the local lords. They only have to pay taxes to the central government in the royal capital.


  By the way, even though the herb fields cultivated and harvested by alchemists are subject to state tax, if the herbs harvested from them are processed into potions, then the tax will be added to the annual potion sales, not to the fields themselves.


  Because of that, the annual tax reports of alchemy stores can be more complicated compared to other businesses’.


  「You are a feudal lord. A noble. But you have no idea about it, huh?」(Sarasa)


  「Khh…!!」(Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk was at a loss for words. His face gradually turned redder as if his blood rushed to his head.


  I think this man deserves an insult for making fun of Iris-san’s family.


  The Lotze Family may indeed be poor, but they are splendid nobles, especially Iris-san’s father, Adelbert-san. He was willing to live in debt so that his people could be free from hunger.


  He can’t even be compared to Baronet Kirk who has never done anything good for his people even when this village was suffering from the Hellfire Grizzly attack.


  Nevertheless, I didn’t want problems with a feudal lord, so I hoped that he would just go home right away, but he didn’t seem to want to give up yet.


  「D, Do you think you can get away with that bullshit!? The people who take care of that field must be the residents of this village, right!?」(Kirk)


  「They are. So, what? It doesn’t mean that the herb field is theirs, right? Or you say that, if I, an alchemist, hire a clerk to take care of my shop, then my shop will become theirs? If you really think that way, then your foolishness is beyond help. As an alchemist, hiring assistants is a matter of course, you know?」(Sarasa)


  The ones who take care of my herb field are Michael-san and his wife, Izu-san, and they depend their lives on the harvest of the field, but even so, the herb field itself is still mine. They both just work for me.


  There’s no problem in calling that herb field “An alchemist’s herb field”, unless Michael-san and Izu-san sell the harvest to other people without me knowing, but I doubt honest people like them would do that.


  「How dare you speak to me like that!」(Kirk)


  「Well, I’m sorry. But if you still have complaints, please feel free to speak to the judicial authorities in the royal capital.」(Sarasa)


  「Enough with your lecture! This land belongs to me! As long as you live here, you’re also a citizen of this territory! Just shut your mouth and pay your taxes already!」(Kirk)


  「No, no. No matter where alchemists live, they are still registered as residents of the royal capital, so even though I live here, I’m technically still a citizen of the royal capital, not this territory.」(Sarasa)


  I tried my best to calmly reply to Baronet Kirk who was ranting and raving.


  Just like the state tax, this is also the kingdom’s policy.


  The kingdom can’t allow the alchemists who they raised by investing time and money to be ‘stolen’ by local lords, that’s why all the alchemists who graduated from the Royal Alchemist Training School are registered as residents of the royal capital.


  That’s the reason why we, alchemists, pay taxes to the central government.


  The only exceptions are those from aristocratic families who govern a territory. They won’t be registered as residents of the royal capital. However, they would still have to pay taxes to the central government.


  So, basically, all alchemists are under the jurisdiction of the kingdom.


  「Don’t tell me… You have no idea about it either? And you call yourself a noble?」(Sarasa)


  「Gnunu…!!」(Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk got even madder after I said that.


  I was trying not to make him even angrier but I couldn’t help but make fun of him for a bit.


  「Now you know there’s nothing you can do here. I suggest you go home now. You’re just wasting your time here.」(Sarasa)


  「You little…!! Don’t get so full of yourself just because you’re an alchemist! A filthy commoner will always be a filthy commoner no matter what they do!」(Kirk)


  ーDON!!


  「….!!」(Sarasa)


  Baronet Kirk stamped his foot on the floor as he mocked me.


  It seems that there’s no point in expecting a good attitude from this person.


  However, what he said was kind of true. Even though as an alchemist I’m legally protected by laws, I’m not a noble. I’m still a commoner in his eyes.


  Only master-class alchemists like my master have high social status. She’s not scared of nobles at all.


  However, unlike her, I’m just a novice alchemist who just graduated from alchemy school less than a year ago.


  I’m not a citizen of this region, but considering my relationship with the villagers in this village, I should try my best to avoid conflict with this person.


  Should I just do what he said and pay the taxes…?


  I’m afraid that if I keep being stubborn, he will vent his anger on the villagers…


  「Baronet Kirk, may I say something?」(Iris)


  「Huh?」(Kirk)


  Seeing my troubled face, Iris-san stepped forward.


  「You better choose your words carefully when you talk to Store Owneー I mean, Sarasa-san.」(Iris)


  「Hmph! Why should I speak carefully to a commoner!?」(Kirk)


  「She’s not a commoner. Sarasa-san and I are already engaged, and when we get married, she will be the head of the Lotze Family.」(Iris)


  「That’s right. When we get marriedー…. Eh?」(Sarasa)


  「Wha!?」(Kirk)


  Iris-san suddenly said something that surprised both me and Baronet Kirk with a smirk on her face.


  I was so confused, but luckily, Baronet Kirk didn’t notice it.


  「Marriage…!? Between women!? Are you messing with me!?」(Kirk)


  Yup. He reacted as I expected.


  Marriage between the same sex in aristocratic society is not prohibited, but it’s not common either.


  Not just Iris-san, Kate-san also stepped forward and glared at Baronet Kirk.


  「Oh? So you think that same-sex marriage is weird?」(Kate)


  「Of course it’s weird! It’s unnatural!」(Kirk)


  「Hee~ I wonder if it’s okay to say that.」(Kate)


  For some reason, Kate-san looked so confident that she would be able to handle this raging man.


  She smirked at him and said someone’s name.


  「…Marquis Filmus… I’m sure you know that person.」(Kate)


  「Ghh!! That’s…! Ko… Koho! Koho! *cough cough* …Dammit, it seems that I have a bit of a throat problem so I said something I shouldn’t have said! Dammit! Koho koho!」(Kirk)


  For some reason, Baronet Kirk started to act weird after he heard the name Kate-san mentioned.


  He obviously pretended to cough while wandering his gaze around.


  「Y, You guys just misheard things, so I warn you not to spread any strange rumors! You hear me!?」(Kirk)


  After talking hastily like that to us, he quickly turned around.


  「I, I’ll leave for today! Guys, let’s get the hell out of here!」(Kirk)


  「「Y, Yes, sir…!」」(men)


  Not only me but the tough-looking men who were following him were also confused by the sudden change in his behavior.


  However, they didn’t say a word and followed Baronet Kirk, leaving my store in a panic.


  I have no idea what just happened but I let out a sigh of relief when I heard the sound of the shop door closing.


  

  


  「…Are they really gone?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, I think we’re fine now. Lorea-chan, were you scared?」(Sarasa)


  「Not really. You guys were here for me after all.」(Lorea)


  「I see.」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan said that she wasn’t scared but I’m still a bit worried, so I turned around, trying to look at her face, but what I saw surprised me.


  「Lo, Lorea-chan… Why are you holding that in your hands…?」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan was holding Iris-san’s sword with both hands while Kurumi was standing on top of her head.


  They seemed to be ready for a battle… A battle that fortunately didn’t happen…


  「Well, I thought Iris-san might need it, so…」(Lorea)


  「I, I see…」(Sarasa)


  I noticed Lorea-chan went to the back room for a minute, but I didn’t think that she went to grab Iris-san’s sword.


  「That’s Lorea for you! You think quickly! Store Owner-san might be able to handle those thugs with bare hands, but I would need my sword to fight them.」(Iris)


  「Iris-san, what are you talking about? There’s no way I’d be able to fight those tough men bare-handed.」(Sarasa)


  「Says someone who beat a Hellfire Grizzly bare-handed.」(Kate)


  「Right?」(Iris)


  Ugh… I was trying to show them that I’m just a fragile girl, but it seems impossible…


  Well then, I think I’ll just act like usual and say something they might expect.


  「Well, you see, I don’t want to touch those filthy men, so…」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I see. So you say that you could beat them easily but you just didn’t want to touch them.」(Kate)


  「I expect nothing less from a great fighter like you!」(Iris)


  「That’s Sarasa-san for you!」(Lorea)


  Ahh… They will think of me as a strong fighter even more instead of a fragile girl…


  「Y, You guys may think that I’m a capable fighter but I don’t usually use violence on bad people without thinking, okay? I normally try to talk with them first.」(Sarasa)


  Except for bandits, of course.


  Those people killed my parents. I will never have mercy on them.


  「Of course, I understand. We can’t just kill a noble’s underlings after all!」(Iris)


  「I know when to go easy on bad people, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Really? But you threw away the thugs that Kurumi knocked out the other day on the snow like trash. Well, I helped you with that though.」(Iris)


  「They tried to hurt Lorea-chan, so of course, I treated them like trash!」(Sarasa)


  「Ahaha… I see. I totally agree with you.」(Iris)


  「Anyway, that arrogant lord and his people are gone thanks to your quick thinking. Well done, Iris-san, Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


  「No problem!」(Iris)


  Iris-san put her hands on her waist and made a smug face.


  「By the way, how did you come up with that fake story in such a short time? Me? And you? Are engaged? Fufu. That would be hilarious. I was surprised that dumb lord believed it. Haha!」(Sarasa)


  「Uhh…」(Iris)


  I was laughing, but Iris-san, who was just smiling with a smug face, suddenly looked away awkwardly for some reason.


  「Hm? What’s wrong?」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… Store Owner-dono, actually… It’s not totally fake…」(Iris)


  「Eh? What do you mean?」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, Madam Lotze, Iris’ mother, wants you to marry Iris.」(Kate)


  「…Eh? …Huh? Eeeehh…!?」(Sarasa)


  「I’m sorry. My parents knew that the debt I owe you has gotten bigger since you rescued us from the cave. You have invested a lot of time and money into us.」(Iris)


  「However, we haven’t been able to pay you back. Madam said, “Even if I give her my Iris, I don’t think it’ll be enough. The other thing we can give her is the family inheritance”. 」(Kate)


  So Iris-san’s mother is planning to give me the inheritance of the Lotze Family!? Is she insane!?


  I don’t think it’s a good thing to hand over to a stranger like me. Inheritance is the most important thing for a noble family after all.


  Besides, I can’t say “I’ll take your daughter” either, right?


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, your presence in this house is already helpful enough for me. There’s no way I’d take the most important thing to the Lotze Family.」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san always help me. When I need some materials, they are willing to go to the forest to collect them for me.


  Not just collecting materials, but they also help me with anything else whenever I need their help.


  「I’m happy that you think that we’re helpful. However, my parents want to give you a clear form of thanks.」(Iris)


  「The Lotze Family is a weak noble house but Madam doesn’t want the other houses to think that the Lotze Family is ungrateful to their benefactor.」(Kate)


  「Uhh… I think I can understand that, but…」(Sarasa)


  If the other nobles thought that the Lotze Family was ungrateful, they might never want to help them. The Lotze Family would have a hard time looking for help from the other noble families when they need them.


  It would be tough to live in an aristocratic society like that where reputation is everything.


  However, the inheritance of the Lotze Family is too heavy for me.


  Well, I understand Iris-san’s parents’ feelings but to be honest, it troubles me…


  「Hee… So, Sarasa-san is going to become a noble, huh? Hee… Isn’t that something to be proud of?」(Lorea)


  「Of course, it is! Especially in this kingdom where the number of nobles rarely increases!」(Iris)


  In some other countries, you can buy noble status with money, but you can’t do that here in the Kingdom of Laprossian.


  In order to become a noble in this kingdom, you have to make a great achievement and a huge contribution to the kingdom. Even so, you will only join the lower ranks of the aristocracy.


  However, there’s an easier way to become a noble which is by marrying a daughter of a noble family and taking over its heritance, but it rarely happens since no nobles want to marry their daughters to a commoner. Well… except for the Lotze Family, I guess…


  Chapter 11 : Thugs Ⅲ


  「Lorea-chan, you may think that becoming a noble is amazing, but the responsibility one has as a noble is huge. Being a noble is not easy, you know?」(Sarasa)


  Gaining a higher status than commoners in society is one of the merits of becoming a noble. However, working as a noble is not easy, especially if you want to become a good lord like Adelbert-san. You have to be ready to make sacrifices for your people.


  「Store Owner-san, if you think the work as a lord is troublesome and don’t want to do it, it’s fine. We’ll take care of it for you. My parents just want you to inherit the Lotze Family even if it’s just for formality’s sake.」(Iris)


  「But still. That’s too much to ask of me.」(Sarasa)


  Unlike nobles who sometimes marry for political purposes, I’m just a commoner.


  I have a dream of becoming a successful businessperson like my father and mother who were successful merchants.


  I might also want to get married to someone I love in the future.


  If I married Iris-san, even if it was just for formality’s sake, I would have a hard time marrying someone else.


  「Umm… If you don’t want to marry me no matter what, then an alternative is adopting a child that either Wisteria or Cattleya will give birth to in the future. I want you to think about it, but you can take it easy.」(Iris)


  「That’s asier said than done… Wisteria and Cattleya are your little sisters, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Yup! Both of them are pretty cute! I’ll introduce them to you when you come to our house someday. I’m sure you’ll get along well with them.」(Iris)


  I haven’t met them before, but Iris-san once told me about them.


  Wisteria is ten years old. She is a cheerful and active girl just like Iris-san.


  On the other hand, Cattleya, who is two years younger than Wisteria, is a calm and modest girl.


  「Store Owner-dono, can you at least think about it for now? I’m sorry if I sound pushy, but I can’t disobey my parents…」(Iris)


  「Uhh… Alright, I’ll think about it…」(Sarasa)


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


  The Lotze Family wanted to give me something substantial as an expression of gratitude. I would disgrace their honor if I strongly refused it. Besides, it’s not something that should be done in the near future, so I guess I’ll take my time and think about it for now.


  It would be great if Iris-san and Kate-san could fully pay their debt to me before our marriage is decided.


  「By the way, Kate-san, when you mentioned Marquis Filmus’ name, Baronet Kirk looked so frightened. Who is that person?」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, she is the lord and the head of the Filmus Family.」(Kate)


  「”She”…?」(Sarasa)


  「Yup. She is a woman but she married a woman too.」(Kate)


  「「…Eh?」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  Lorea-chan and I were surprised.


  Same-sex marriages among nobles are very rare. I couldn’t believe there was actually a noble who married someone the same sex as them. Moreover, that person is a marquis who has a high position in society.


  That’s why Baronet Kirk, who thinks that same-sex marriages are strange and unusual, looked afraid when he heard that name.


  If Marquis Filmus knew that Baronet Kirk thought that way, Baronet Kirk might be in trouble.


  「Did she really marry a woman to become her wife…?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. However, even though she likes women, she doesn’t seem to have a concubine.」(Kate)


  「That’s rare for a noble.」(Sarasa)


  It seemed that Kate-san had been doing a lot of research on same-sex marriages in this kingdom since Iris-san’s parents decided to engage her with me.


  She then found out about Marquis Filmus during her investigation.


  「I bet she is famous in the aristocratic society. Even Baronet Kirk knows about her.」(Sarasa)


  「She is. If she heard what that jerk said about same-sex marriages, she would destroy him for sure. A baronet is no match for a marquis after all. Saying that same-sex marriages are weird and unnatural means an insult to her.」(Kate)


  「Just as I thought. That’s why he was suddenly acting strange like pretending that he had a throat problem. What an idiot.」(Sarasa)


  I understand that he had no choice but to cover it up, but pretending to have a bad throat all of a sudden was just funny.


  When I was amazed by Baronet Kirk’s stupidity, Iris-san giggled.


  「Did you see how desperate he was? Pfftt! He clearly said that same-sex marriages are weird, but still trying to defend himself by telling us that we heard it wrong. He’s such a clown.」(Iris)


  He seemed to be panicked because he was afraid that we might tell Marquis Filmus about what he said about same-sex marriages.


  That’s why he told us not to spread strange rumors.


  「Same-sex marriages, huh…? I wonder what it feels like to marry someone of the same sex… As a commoner, I can’t imagine myself marrying a girl.」(Lorea)


  「You know, there are also male nobles who married other men in this kingdom.」(Kate)


  「Hee… Nobles are amazing. By the way, if Baronet Kirk comes to mess with us again, can we ask Marquis Filmus for help?」(Lorea)


  「I’m not sure. it’s not that simple. Lorea, in an aristocratic society, borrowing someone’s help is the same as using their power. If we want to borrow her power, then the marriage between me and Store Owner-dono will be decided regardless of Store Owner-dono’s decision.」(Iris)


  「Eh?」(Lorea)


  「Look. Marquis Filmus is pro-same-sex-marriages and will help people who want to marry the same sex. If we ask for her help but won’t get married in the future, it’s the same as deceiving her. She would crush the Lotze Family for good!」(Iris)


  What Iris-san said was right.


  She will help us if Iris-san and I get married in the future.


  If we use her power but don’t get married as she thought, she would think that we were a bunch of people who just want to take advantage of her power.


  It’s the same as picking a fight with her. A knightly household like the Lotze Family won’t stand a chance against a marquis.


  「Th, That’s no good, then… Can you do something without asking for her help?」(Lorea)


  「Well, it depends on how persistent Baronet Kirk is. Anyway, if he comes again, we will use Marquis Filmus’ name just like before. I don’t know how long it will work, but I think we’ll be fine. I thought Baronet Kirk was a cunning and clever person, but he actually was kind of a shallow person who lacked intellect.」(Sarasa)


  I knew that Baronet Kirk was not so clever after I successfully saved Adelbert-san from the debt he owed him.


  「Instead of a feudal lord, I think he’s more like…」(Sarasa)


  「The boss of a group of thugs?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, exactly that!」(Sarasa)


  I clapped my hands as Lorea-chan said that.


  「I’ve met many arrogant nobles when I worked at my master’s shop, but I feel like Baronet Kirk is kinda different from them. He spoke as if he didn’t think he needed to hide his bad intentions unlike most nobles.」(Sarasa)


  「I noticed that too. I wonder if he is really a noble.」(Lorea)


  Even Lorea-chan, someone who has been living in this village for a long time, didn’t seem to know much about the feudal lord of this region.


  Chapter 12 : Thugs Ⅳ


  Lorea-chan and I were wondering if Baronet Kirk was really a noble.


  He was trying to speak pompously, but when he got mad, he spoke like a thug who didn’t even try to hide his bad intentions.


  Putting his status as a baronet aside, I think someone who can speak while hiding his intention like Prince Ferik is much scarier than Baronet Kirk because you can’t tell what he is thinking.


  There’s also the possibility that Baronet Kirk spoke like that on purpose because he didn’t think it was necessary to cover his intentions while talking with girls like us.


  If that was what happened, then it would further proof that Baronet Kirk was not a clever person. After all, a smart person wouldn’t show their emotions without thinking while negotiating even with someone far younger than them.


  「By the way, after Baronet Kirk visited the Lotze Family for the first time, I did some research on him. Do you guys know that he is the third feudal lord in this region?」(Kate)


  「So he’s the third feudal lord? I didn’t know. My parents and the other villagers don’t talk much about him.」(Lorea)


  「You know, South Strugg was not that big of a town a long time ago. It was once a small, undeveloped village. The first feudal lord was a capable person. He began the development of South Strugg, and was continued by his successor, the second feudal lord. However, the development had stopped since the third lord, which is the current Baronet Kirk, started governing this region.」(Kate)


  「So that’s what happened. I can see why. That devious lord will never continue the task of his great predecessors. All he does is collect taxes from people without even caring about the development of his region.」(Sarasa)


  「Not only that. About ten years ago, the previous lord was about to be promoted to a higher noble rank due to his achievement, but it didn’t happen because his heir, the current Baronet Kirk, caused some kind of great trouble.」(Kate)


  Today was the first time Baronet Kirk and I had met face-to-face, but no matter how you look at him, I feel like he’s a straightforward person in a bad way.


  Iris-san is a straightforward person too but she’s just being too honest.


  「Well, to put it simply, he’s an ignorant idiot, a scumbag in the form of a human being, and an imbecile. We’re living in this village which is a part of his region but I don’t want us to get involved with him more than this if possible.」(Kate)


  After Kate said that, insulting Baronet Kirk without hesitation, Iris-san shrugged her shoulders and giggled as if saying that she agreed with Kate-san.


  Seeing the two’s behavior, Lorea-chan and I looked at each other.


  「Hold on, I think there’s something off… If Baronet Kirk really is dumb, how did he manage to fool Adelbert-san into owing him a huge amount of debt? Even if the documents and stuff were done by an expert, I don’t think he made the plan all by himself.」(Sarasa)


  If I didn’t save the Lotze Family, Baronet Kirk would have taken them over for sure.


  Fortunately, we managed to solve that problem. However, even though we won, Baronet Kirk didn’t lose much money and wasn’t harmed at all due to the contract that was cleverly made.


  The plan was too perfect for an idiot like Baronet Kirk.


  This is only my wild guess but I think there’s someone who instructed Baronet Kirk to cause harm to the Lotze Family and made the plan for him.


  「Hmm… You may be right. Iris’ father is a kind person, but he’s not stupid. It’s hard to think that Baronet Kirk was able to fool him by himself. Either he got the idea from someone or there was someone who assisted him from the shadows… Considering that South Strugg didn’t suffer any damage from this, I think it’s the later.」(Kate)


  「You’re right. He’s clearly an idiot who gets mad quickly. I think this time he acted on his own without consulting his mysterious colleague first.」(Iris)


  From the assumption that Baronet Kirk was a fool, we came to the conclusion that there’s someone clever who is assisting Baronet Kirk without us knowing.


  After seeing him in person and judging that he’s really a fool and an impotent lord, I think that mysterious assistant is very likely to exist.


  「If our guess is right, then occasionally leaving this store is quite risky…」(Sarasa)


  Tomorrow, Iris-san and I are going to go to South Strugg to sell artifacts and buy materials. I think we’ll be there for two or three days at least.


  Kate-san will be staying with Lorea-chan, so I think she will be safe.


  However, Lorea-chan will be alone for more than a week when we go to collect Misanon Roots on a snowy mountain in the near future.


  Even if the alchemist was absent, attacking an alchemy shop was the same as ignoring the government’s policies.


  The attacker can be punished, and if they are a noble, they will be stripped of their title.


  If Baronet Kirk came to attack my shop, he could try to threaten the villagers to keep their mouths shut to keep it a secret from the government and accuse me of lying.


  However, the villagers are not the only people who live in this village. There are many Collectors staying here.


  They would spread rumors about my store being attacked by him, and the government would eventually hear about that.


  But… What if he borrowed his mysterious assistant’s wisdom again and found a way to attack my store without risking his own safety?


  That would be really bad…


  I could still build my house if they did come to attack and destroy it, but if they hurt Lorea-chan…


  Dammit. I don’t wanna think about the worst-case scenario, but…


  Seeing me pondering by myself, Iris-san made a suggestion.


  「Store Owner-dono, why don’t we take Lorea with us when we go to collect Misanon Roots?」(Iris)


  「Take her with us? To a snowy mountain?」(Sarasa)


  Certainly, I don’t have to worry about Baronet Kirk and his men hurting Lorea-chan if she is with us, but…


  I can’t risk her safety by taking her to a snowy mountain either.


  「Iris-san, aren’t you underestimating how dangerous a snowy mountain is?」(Sarasa)


  「I haven’t been on a snowy mountain before so I might sound like I underestimate it, but Store Owner-dono, which one do you think is more dangerous, Lorea-chan being with us, the people who can protect her anytime, or Lorea-chan being left in the store all by herself?」(Iris)


  「That’s…」(Sarasa)


  「We can leave Kurumi with her to protect her, but what if those people learned from their mistakes and found a way to take Kurumi down? She may be strong but she is still a small little bear. There must be a way to defeat her, especially if you are in a group of people.」(Iris)


  「Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san is right. The chance for Kurumi to be able to defeat multiple thugs for a second time is quite slim.


  But if we take Lorea-chan with us, I doubt she will be able to stand the tough environment of the snowy mountain. Even though we’ll be there with her, she may catch a cold or get hurt from falling.


  I can just ask her to take days off and tell her to stay in her house until we come back, but I wonder if a diligent girl like her will like this idea…


  「Store Owner-san, why don’t you ask the person herself?」(Kate)


  「Ah, you’re right. Lorea-chan, what do you think? You can just take a break from work for a while if you want, you know?」(Sarasa)


  I was hoping that Lorea-chan would choose to stay at her home.


  Howeverー


  「I… I want to go with you guys!」(Lorea)


  She looked at me with sparkling eyes and said that without hesitation.


  She looked excited somehow.


  Chapter 13 : Shopping Ⅰ


  「I… I want to go with you guys!」(Lorea)


  「…Eh? Lorea-chan, you can take breaks from work but you choose to go with us? A snowy mountain is very cold and quite dangerous. Are you really sure?」(Sarasa)


  I asked Lorea-chan to confirm if she was just being considerate, but she nodded and looked at me with a serious expression.


  「Of course. Sarasa-san, before you came to this village, I thought I would spend the rest of my life looking after my family’s general store, but since you came, my life has totally changed.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan relaxed her face, turning her serious expression into a smile, and continued talking.


  「Thanks to you, I’m now able to work at this store and have learned a lot of new things. You even teach me magic, and because of that, I can even use a little magic. Sarasa-san, I want to keep trying and learning new things, so please let me go with you!」(Lorea)


  Seeing her saying all that with a bright face, I feel like I can’t bring myself to say no…


  Her desire for learning new things is so strong, and as her master and her employer, I think I should let her do what she wants.


  「Hmm… Alright… You may go with us.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, but I need to tell your parents first.」(Sarasa)


  Daruna-san and Marie-san trusted their daughter to work at my store because they thought that working as a clerk at my store would be safer than working as a merchant because she doesn’t have to walk outside with a lot of valuable goods that are prone to becoming the target of bandits.


  Therefore, I thought at least I had to tell her parents before taking her to do a dangerous job, but Lorea-chan stopped me.


  「Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  「Y, Yes?」(Sarasa)


  I spontaneously straightened my back when Lorea-chan called me with a loud voice.


  「I’ve been working here for months as an official employee of this store, so I don’t think you have to tell my parents about my job every time. I should be the one telling them, not you.」(Lorea)


  I understand what she means, but I still think it’s my responsibility as her employer.


  「Uhh… Iris-san, Kate-san, what do you think?」(Sarasa)


  As the people who are older than us, I asked the two for their opinions.


  「Hmm… At first, I thought Lorea was right about this, but then again, considering that she is still a minor, I… I’m not sure, to be honest. Perhaps Kate has a better opinion.」(Iris)


  Kate-san shrugged when Iris-san glanced at her.


  「Well, I think Lorea’s parents will understand. I think one of the reasons they allowed Lorea to work here is because they hope that Lorea will become independent and will be able to take care of herself. Store Owner-san, after you left the orphanage, did you ask for someone’s permission to decide your future path?」(Kate)


  「No, I decided it myself.」(Sarasa)


  Not just after I left the orphanage, even right after my parents died and I entered the orphanage, I’ve been deciding everything on my own.


  I think I understand what Kate-san was trying to say.


  If I can be independent at such a young age, why can’t Lorea-chan?


  Lorea-chan and I are not so different in age. I think I should start trying to trust her more.


  「Alright, I understand. Lorea-chan, I will treat you as an adult from now on. I won’t say anything to your parents, but in exchange, you should tell them in detail, and if they don’t give you permission to go with us, you should stay at home until we’re back. Do you understand?」(Sarasa)


  「Understood! Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


  「HOWEVER!」(Sarasa)


  When Lorea-chan smiled brightly at me, I raised my index finger and looked at her with a strict face.


  「There’s one condition. If your parents do allow you to go with us, I want you to listen to what I say and I want you to stay close to us. Don’t ever think to wander around without us.」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry, I got it!」(Lorea)


  「Good. I will put extra winter clothes for you on the ‘To Buy’ list for now.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you!」(Lorea)


  「Iris-san, we’re going to South Strugg tomorrow. Do you have anything to report?」(Sarasa)


  「I don’t think there’s a problem with the preparations, but I think we have to bring some cooking utensils in case we camp on the way?」(Iris)


  「No, I don’t think we need that. My plan is we’re going to arrive in less than one day, so we’re not going to camp on the way. Lorea-chan, I’m sorry but, can you make bentos for Iris-san and me for tomorrow’s lunch?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course. You can leave it to me.」(Lorea)


  「Hold on, Store Owner-dono! We’re going to go to South Strugg with a cart full of artifacts and materials, right? We will need more than a day!」(Iris)


  When Iris-san said that with a confused face, Kate-san nodded in agreement.


  「Iris’s right. You both may be able to go to South Strugg in less than a day by running while using body-strengthening magic, but how about the cart? The road from this village to South Strugg is quite bumpy, if you run while pulling the cart, the items in the cart will surely get damaged.」(Kate)


  Of course, I’m fully aware of that.


  It’s not that I don’t have a solution for that.


  「Don’t worry, it’ll be fine, because I have an artifact called ‘Shock Absorbing Cushion’, also known as ‘Lazy Cushion’!」(Sarasa)


  A Shock Absorbing Cushion or a Lazy Cushion is an artifact in the shape of a mattress than can absorb shock and vibration.


  If I put it on the cart, the items I will bring to South Strugg will be unharmed from shock even if we pull the cart while running on a bumpy road.


  「’Lazy Cushion’…? Somehow I can understand that its function is absorbing shock as the first name suggest, but… why is it also called Lazy Cushion?」(Iris)


  「Wait a second. It’ll be faster if you feel it yourself than if I explain it to you.」(Sarasa)


  After saying that, I went to my workshop and returned with the Shock Absorbing Cushion or Lazy Cushion that I made the other day with the remaining materials in my storage.


  I spread the mattress, which was about fifteen centimeters thick with a length and width of about two hundred centimeters, on the floor.


  「Ta-da! This is a Shock Absorbing Cushion, also known as a Lazy Cushion!」(Sarasa)


  「It looks just like a thick mattress. It doesn’t look like anything special.」(Iris)


  「Well, it’s not something you can tell by just looking at it. Eii~!」(Sarasa)


  I stood behind Iris-san and pushed her down onto the mattress.


  「Uwaa!! Store Owner-dono, what are you doing!? …Hm? Hmm?? W, What is this feeling!? I feel like my body is being sucked into the mattress!」(Iris)


  「Fufu. I’m sorry for pushing you down all of a sudden. How’s that? It makes you feel like you want to lie down forever, right?」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san who was lying on her stomach on the mattress exhaled, feeling so comfortable.


  「Yeah, it does! Ahh~ I’m not sleepy but I feel like I don’t want to get up for the rest of the day~」(Iris)


  Seeing Iris-san’s reaction, Kate-san and Lorea-chan also lay down on the mattress.


  「Uwahh… What a weird sensation… My body feels like “funyaaaa”, no, maybe “munyuuuu”? It’s hard to explain.」(Kate)


  「Ahh~ Certainly, you don’t want to get up after lying down on this mattress…」(Lorea)


  「Be careful not to fall asleep, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? Why?」(Iris)


  「Because you will feel sore all over your body if you sleep on it for a long time. It’s an artifact for absorbing shock, not an actual mattress for sleeping. You feel strangely comfortable as if your body is being sucked into the mattress because it’s killing any shock or vibration that comes to your body. Moreover, it’s not good to be used for sleeping because it lacks elasticity and rigidity. That’s why it will make your body stiff later on.」(Sarasa)


  「I see… What a dangerous trap…」(Iris)


  「It’s normally used to protect fragile items in a cart while traveling. It’s very useful for merchants who often move from one place to another. Sometimes, rich people and nobles also use it as a sitting pillow when riding in a carriage.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Riding a carriage for a long time will hurt your butt after all. This cushion can certainly make your journey more comfortable.」(Iris)


  「But, Iris-san, considering how big your butt is, I don’t think you need it.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who was lying down next to Iris-san, stretched her arm toward Iris-san who was lying on her stomach, and grabbed her buttcheek.


  「H, Hey, Lorea, what do you mean by that!? My butt is not that big, you know!」(Iris)


  「Hoo~ Certainly, you don’t need a cushion for your butt when riding a carriage. This lump of fat will absorb all the shock.」(Kate)


  Imitating what Lorea-chan did, Kate-san also grabbed Iris-san’s buttcheek from the other side.


  「Hey, you two! Stop grabbing my butt!」(Iris)


  「Store Owner-san, you want to join?」(Kate)


  「Eh!? Store Owner-dono will join!? W, Well… I… don’t really mind…」(Iris)


  「I won’t! Geez… Anyway, this artifact is not for sleeping, so get up already!」(Sarasa)


  Seeing the three fooling around on the mattress, I sighed and shook my head.


  Anyway, with this Lazy Cushionー No, Shock Absorbing Cushion, Iris-san and I can run at full speed without worrying about the items on the cart tomorrow.


  Chapter 14 : Shopping Ⅱ


  On the next day, in the early morning, Iris-san and I loaded the cart we borrowed from Daruna-san with artifacts and homemade lunch boxes made by Lorea-chan.


  After that, the two of us left the village for South Strugg.


  We used body-strengthening magic and started running.


  Even though the items on the cart are protected by the Shock Absorbing Cushion, there’s a limit to how hard the impact can be absorbed, so we didn’t run at full speed. Besides, I don’t want to damage Daruna-san’s cart because of running too fast.


  The safest method to carry goods from one town to another is to use a Floating Board. You don’t have to worry about bumpy roads since the board is floating in the air. However, you need to use your magical power in order to operate it.


  Supplying magical power to a Floating Board while maintaining body-strengthening magic to run all the way to South Strugg is very tough even for me.


  That’s why I decided to just use a normal cart.


  On the way, Iris-san and I occasionally stopped to take breaks, enjoying Lorea-chan’s lunch boxes or just drinking water. We also used this opportunity to take turns pulling the cart.


  Fortunately, we didn’t encounter any trouble along the way. When the sun was about to set, we arrived at South Strugg as planned.


  「Whoaa… It really took us less than a day… I thought we would definitely camp on the way.」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked up at the gate of the town of South Strugg with a disbelieving face.


  「Daruna-san’s cart is different from other carts because I’ve installed Korokoro on it.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, you once told me about it before. It’s an artifact that can make wheels spin more smoothly, right?」(Iris)


  「Exactly. That’s why we were able to pull this cart while running with considerably small effort.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So… What are we going to do now? Are we going to sell these artifacts first?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. We can’t just sleep in an inn while leaving all these valuable items on the cart.」(Sarasa)


  I think all the artifacts on this cart are worth more than a single commoner’s house. They are easy targets for thieves.


  Therefore, I decided to go to Leonora-san’s shop first.


  I parked the cart in front of the shop and left it to Iris-san.


  As always, the street in front of Leonora-san’s shop was clean. She always cleans it up every day.


  As soon as I entered the shop, Leonora-san and her employee, Filione-san, greeted me.


  「Welcome, Sarasa!」(Leonora)


  「Long time no see, Sarasa-chan.」(Filione)


  「Leonora-san, Filione-san, it’s been a while.」(Sarasa)


  I greeted them back and politely bowed my head to them.


  Perhaps because I had informed Leonora-san that I would be coming, so they both were standing by and waiting for me.


  「Leonora-san, thank you for helping me this time as well. I’m sorry for asking so much of you.」(Sarasa)


  A few days ago, I contacted her and asked her to buy my remaining artifacts all of a sudden.


  First of all, I thought that I had to apologize. However, when I apologized, Leonora-san raised her hand and smiled at me.


  「Don’t worry about it. Anyway, before we talk further, let’s bring the artifacts inside. The security around here is not that good lately.」(Leonora)


  「Alright.」(Sarasa)


  I nodded at Leonora-san who made the suggestion while looking at the cart and Iris-san through the shop glass window.


  Leonora-san and Filione-san then followed me heading outside the shop and called out to Iris-san who was standing on guard next to the cart.


  「Hello there! You must be Iris, right? I’ve heard about you from Sarasa but this is the first time we’ve met.」(Leonora)


  「Ah, it’s nice to meet you, Leonora-dono. Thank you for always helping us.」(Iris)


  「No problem. By the way, this is my partner.」(Leonora)


  「I’m Filione. I work at Nora’s shop as a shopkeeper, but not only the shop, I’m also taking care of her and other things. Nice to meet you, Iris-chan.」(Filione)


  「I, Iris…’chan’!?」(Iris)


  「Eh? You don’t like being called like that?」(Filione)


  「No, no. I just think it’s a bit girly for someone like me, but you can call me that. Nice to meet you too, Filione-dono.」(Iris)


  Iris-san was bewildered for a moment when Filione-san called her with the honorific of ‘chan’, but couldn’t complain after seeing Filione-san’s smile.


  「Alright, then. Let’s bring these artifacts inside. You can put the big ones on the floor in the corner, and the smaller ones on the counter.」(Leonora)


  The big number of artifacts that filled a large merchant’s cart was not a big deal if four people were taking care of them. It didn’t take long for us to move them from the cart to the shop.


  The last artifact was the Shock Absorbing Cushion that I put on the floor of the cart. I rolled it up and brought it inside the shop.


  「Hmm, why did you only bring common artifacts?」(Leonora)


  「So that you can easily sell them in this town. I thought you would have a hard time if I brought artifacts that are not commonly known.」(Sarasa)


  Leonora-san, who was observing the artifacts while taking notes and making calculations, stopped writing and looked at me.


  「You didn’t have to worry about that, you know? Anyway, how about this much for all of them?」(Leonora)


  Saying that, Leonora-san wrote a number on a piece of paper and showed it to me.


  「Eh? But, isn’t it too close to the regular price? You can lower it more if you want.」(Sarasa)


  「No, it’s fine.」(Leonora)


  The price Leonora-san offered was not too different from the market price. She won’t get much profit from it.


  Moreover, there’s the possibility that she wouldn’t be able to sell them all since selling artifacts that are not made on request is quite difficult.


  「But… are you really sure?」(Sarasa)


  I asked her one more time, but she gave a wry smile.


  「I said it’s fine. You can think of it as my apology for leading that troublesome man to your place.」(Leonora)


  「Troublesome man? …Ah, you mean Nord-san?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. He came to your place because I recommended your shop to him.」(Leonora)


  That reminds me. Nord-san brought a letter from Leonora-san when he first came to my shop.


  「I heard he caused you a lot of trouble. I swear I will punch him in the face the next time he visits my shop!」(Leonora)


  Saying that, Leonora-san cracked her knuckle with a scary smirk on her face.


  She trains her body a lot, so she has a quite muscular body for a middle-aged woman.


  I hope Nord-san won’t die the next time he comes here…


  Chapter 15 : Shopping Ⅲ


  「I swear I will punch him in the face the next time he visits my shop!」(Leonora)


  「Le, Leonora-san, I don’t think you need to do that…」(Sarasa)


  「It’s alright. I want to do it for my own self-satisfction. Because of that man, two of your friends almost died from being trapped in an unknown cave. Iris, I feel sorry for you. It must have been difficult dealing with that weird man.」(Leonora)


  Leonora-san turned her gaze to Iris-san and looked at her with an apologetic face.


  「I wish I could say, “That’s not true”, but I can’t lie to myself… Yeah, it was hard dealing with Nord-san. Being trapped in a cave for a few months was tough, but being forced to capture so many Lava Lizards was more painful, to be honest…」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked into the distance while remembering the time when she almost fainted from exhaustion after capturing Lava Lizards with Kate-san.


  I didn’t experience it myself but my eyes swelled up with tears from just listening to their story.


  Listening to what Iris-san said, Leonora-san raised her eyebrows and distorted her mouth.


  「He… He told you to capture Lava Lizards!?」(Leonora)


  「Yeah, because he needed some of them for his research.」(Iris)


  「Alright, I will not only punch his face once, but I will do it five timesー No, ten timesー No, I’ll probably do it until he learns his lesson!」(Leonora)


  「We definitely need to teach him a lesson~」(Filione)


  While Leonora-san cracked her knuckles, Filione-san smiled. However, I could feel a killing intent in that smile.


  「P, Please don’t kill him. He might have forced us to do grueling work and we were trapped in the cave because of him, but he paid Kate and me well for escorting him.」(Iris)


  「Hahaha! Of course, of course. He’s one of my regular customers after all. My store’s income will decrease if I kill him.」(Leonora)


  Leonora-san laughed as she made such an unfunny joke.


  I wonder if we would get involved with Nord-san again in the future.


  Well… I hope not…


  However, for better or worse, I was able to become acquainted with Prince Ferik because of him.


  「Anyway, Leonora-san, you sure you won’t regret buying my artifacts at this price?」(Sarasa)


  「Geez. How many times should I tell you? I’m one hundred percent sure!」(Leonora)


  「Thank you very much! I’m currently in need of money, so this helps me a lot! …Oh, right. By the way, have you noticed any particular changes in this town lately?」(Sarasa)


  「Hmm… There are no obvious changes but I heard that Baal Trading Company has been in a mess lately. It has something to do with Iris’ family, right?」(Leonora)


  「So, you know about it?」(Sarasa)


  When Iris-san’s father was trying to pay his debt to Baronet Kirk after he was tricked, he looked for aristocrats or rich merchants who could lend him money, and he found Hou Baal at that time.


  Hou Baal agreed to help him pay his debt in exchange for marrying Iris-san. However, as a matter of course, no one agreed with that condition.


  We then tried to make money ourselves by hunting a Salamander and selling its materials.


  Fortunately, we made a lot of money and won the mediation. As a result, Iris-san didn’t have to marry Hou Baal. (the story in volume 3)


  Perhaps the stress of not being able to marry Iris-san affected his work as a merchant and his company.


  We didn’t spread any information regarding the problem between the Lotze Family, Hou Baal, and Baronet Kirk, but Leonora-san seemed to know about it.


  「Information is important after all, especially if you’re doing business in a big town like this. I never thought that both father and son would mess with you and they both ended up losing.」(Leonora)


  「Ahaha… I don’t know what to say about that…」(Sarasa)


  Hou Baal is the son of Yok Baal, the cunning merchant who once picked a fight with me by trying to manipulate the market price of Ice Fang Bats’ fangs, hoping I would go bankrupt and borrow money from him. (the battle of Ice Fang Bats fangs in volume 2)


  However, with Leonora-san and Filione-san’s help, we were able to outplay him.


  After losing almost all of his fortune, Yok Baal made a contract with a criminal group and ended up being killed by them because he couldn’t pay off his debt, and since then, his son has taken over the Baal Trading Company.


  「Baal Trading Company was big and successful when Yok Baal was the leader, but their business hasn’t been doing well since his son took over.」(Leonora)


  After Leonora-san said that as she shrugged her shoulders, Filione-san giggled a little evilly.


  「Fufu. That’s how you will end up if you mess with Sarasa-chan.」(Filione)


  「Uhh… I feel like a villain now… But I was able to win against him thanks to your help.」(Sarasa)


  If I was working on my own, the best thing I could do was probably drive Yok Baal out of the village.


  It was thanks to Leonora-san and Filione-san’s cooperation that we were able to trick Yok Baal back and make a lot of money off him.


  I feel that I didn’t contribute much, to be honest.


  「Hmm, certainly you’re still young and don’t have enough experience to deal with a cunning scumbag like Yok Baal by yourself, but you did really well, you know?」(Leonora)


  「If we were the ones who pushed Baal Trading Company into the water, then Iris-chan was the one who hit it with a stick and sank it.」(Filione)


  Iris-san raised her eyebrows and waved her hands when Filione-san suddenly talked in parables and mentioned her name.


  「Eh? Me!?」(Iris)


  「Yup. Because Hou Baal couldn’t marry you, Baal Trading Company has been in a mess lately.」(Filione)


  「But I didn’t even do anything useful. Store Owner-dono did everything for me and my family.」(Iris)


  「So that means Sarasa-chan was the one who sent the finishing blow then.」(Filione)


  「You think so? I was just trying to remove the chain of debt that wrapped around Iris-san’s father’s legs.」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-chan, you’re such a humble girl. You were going against Baronet Kirk when you were trying to help the Lotze Family, right? Not many people would dare to oppose a noble, you know?」(Filione)


  「Uhh, you’re overestimating me… Ah, speaking of Baronet Kirk, he came to my store with some bodyguards the other day.」(Sarasa)


  I almost forgot that I wanted to ask Leonora-san about Baronet Kirk.


  「Baronet Kirk? Came to your store? The person himself?」(Leonora)


  「Yeah. He came all of a sudden and accused me of hurting ‘innocent men’ who were actually thugs who tried to attack my store a day before he came.」(Sarasa)


  While recalling what happened the other day, I told Leonora-san everything, hoping that she would be able to help me with this problem.


  

  


  After I told Leonora-san about what happened the other day when Baronet Kirk came to my store, she put her index finger and thumb on her chin and thought for a moment, and then moved her gaze to Filione-san.


  「If he did come to your store himself, then… Hmm, come to think of it, Fi, that old man is not currently in this town, is he?」(Leonora)


  「Yeah, I heard that he has been absent for a few days. That’s probably the reason.」(Filione)


  Leonora-san and Filione-san nodded at each other as they confirmed something.


  However, Iris-san and I don’t understand at all what they were talking about.


  「Leonora-san, who is the ‘old man’ you mentioned?」(Sarasa)


  「There’s an old man who has been serving the Kirk Family since the previous generation. I’m not sure if it’s correct to say that he’s Baronet Kirk’s assistant, though.」(Leonora)


  「That old man is a smart and clever person. He is the one who manages the Kirk House and controls the current Baronet Kirk.」(Filione)


  「Hold on… So, he’s like an evil puppet master?」(Sarasa)


  「No, that’s not what I mean. You know that the current Baronet Kirk is an incompetent lord, right? What I mean by ‘he controls the current Baronet Kirk’ is that he restrains that stupid lord from doing stupid things. He managed to keep the Kirk House and this territory away from loss due to Baronet Kirk’s stupid actions.」(Filione)


  「That’s right. It’s no exaggeration to say the reason this town has continued to be as prosperous as it was under the previous lord is because of this old man.」(Leonora)


  I see. So, it seems that Baronet Kirk won’t be able to do anything right without this old man.


  By the way, Leonora-san and Filione-san’s evaluation of Baronet Kirk was terrible, which isn’t really surprising.


  I thought the same after actually seeing him in person the other day.


  Leaving Baronet Kirk aside, I’m honestly curious about the old man Leonora-san and Filione-san mentioned.


  「Iris-san, do you know about that old man?」(Sarasa)


  「No, I’ve never heard of him before, but… I heard from my father that when Baronet Kirk came to our mansion, he was with an elderly man.」(Iris)


  「That old man doesn’t usually show up in public, so not many people know his face, but I think that was him.」(Leonora)


  「Do you think so?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. Anyway, Baronet Kirk went to Sarasa’s store and picked a fight with you guys probably because that old man is absent. Now that the watchdog is absent, he can do whatever he wants.」(Leonora)


  「I see… But there’s also a chance the old man was actually the one who pulled the strings, right?」(Iris)


  When Iris-san made such a guess, Leonora-san thought for a moment and then shook her head.


  「No, I don’t think so. That old man is smart. He must have known that picking a fight against Sarasa was a suicidal act.」(Leonora)


  「Uhh, Leonora-san, you make it sound like I’m a monster or something… Look. I’m just a normal cute, fragile girl.」(Sarasa)


  「Ahaha! I’m sorry, I’m sorry!」(Leonora)


  「Leonora-dono, she’s lying!」(Iris)


  Suddenly, Iris-san denied me.


  「Mumu!?」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, you’re indeed cute. I approve of it. However, you’re not a normal fragile girl, right?」(Iris)


  Ugh… I want to deny her but since she admitted that I’m cute, I think I’ll forgive her…


  Seeing our silly exchange, Filione-san giggled.


  「Fufu. Iris-chan’s right. Sarasa-chan, you’re cute, but Nora is right too that picking a fight against you is the same as suicide. Attacking an alchemist without justification alone could be a crime. Moreover, you’re a disciple of Ophelia Millis. You know what I mean, right?」(Filione)


  「Yeah, I think I understand what you mean. My master is not afraid of nobles, especially those of low rank like a baronet.」(Sarasa)


  Master once kicked a baron out of her store after they said something unpleasant to her. There’s no way she will be afraid of Baronet Kirk.


  Filione-san thought that if anything happened to me, her disciple, she would surely take revenge.


  「Anyway, I don’t think you need to worry about the old man, but you better keep an eye on Baronet Kirk. We still don’t know what he’s planning.」(Leonora)


  「Alright, I’ll be careful. Well then, it’s getting late, so I think we’ll leave now. We still have to find an inn after all.」(Sarasa)


  When I looked outside through the store window, the sun had started to set.


  It would be better if we could find an inn before dark.


  「That’s right. Leonora-dono, do you know any recommended inns around here?」(Iris)


  「Waaait, hold on, hold on. What are you guys talking about? I thought you would spend the night here.」(Leonora)


  「Eh? I indeed usually stay at your place but I came with Iris-san this time. We can’t cause you any trouble.」(Sarasa)


  「Geez. You’re both still young. You shouldn’t hesitate to receive an elder’s kind offer. Besides, it’s hard to find a good inn that still has empty rooms at this time of day. We still have plenty of rooms here, enough for the four of us, so don’t worry.」(Leonora)


  When I was about to decline, Leonora-san patted my back and Filione-san smiled at me.


  「Sarasa-chan, you know Nora. Once she said that she won’t let you go. I’ve already bought enough ingredients for four people, so you don’t need to worry about dinner either if you stay here.」(Filione)


  「Umm…」(Sarasa)


  I glanced at Iris-san while thinking about what we should do.


  Iris-san then brought her face closer to mine and whispered.


  「Store Owner-dono, you don’t have much money right now. I think we should stay here.」(Iris)


  Good and safe inns in South Strugg are not cheap.


  No matter how I think about it, staying at Leonora-san’s house is the best choice right now. Moreover, I won’t have to worry about dinner.


  Besides, I think what they said was right. It would be rude to decline elders’ kind offers.


  Well, I think I have no choice but to stay here and let them take care of us.


  「Alright then, we’ll be in your care.」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you, Leonora-dono, Filione-dono!」(Iris)


  Leonora-san and Filione-san looked happy when Iris-san and I bowed our heads as we said that.


  Chapter 16 : The Retired Collector


  The next morning, Iris-san and I left Leonora-san’s house and walked around the town of South Strugg to look for Andre-san’s senior who had retired named Marley.


  By the way, we left Daruna-san’s cart at the back of Leonora-san’s store, so it’s in a safe place.


  The town of South Strugg is much bigger than Yok Village. Normally, it would be extremely difficult to find a person in a big town like this, but fortunately, we have a good informant who knows almost everything about this town, Filione-san.


  I asked Leonora-san to find out about Marley a few days before I came to this town. It seemed that Filione-san was the one who did the investigation.


  Filione-san was able to find out about Marley’s whereabouts in just a few days. I can say that her ability to collect information is amazing.


  「According to Filione-san, Marley-san’s house should be around here…」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, I think that’s it.」(Iris)


  After looking around the area that Filione-san told us about for a while, we found a small house with a small garden. The house was about half the size of mine.


  The house looked cheap but it was well-maintained. A perfect house for a retired Collector, I think. Well, I don’t know if Marley-san owns this house or rents it.


  One thing I know is that he was a great Collector back then. If not, he wouldn’t have been able to retire with a lot of savings. Working as a Collector is a very dangerous job after all. You might die before retiring.


  「Please excuse me! Is anyone there? Marley-san?」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and I approached the house and then I knocked on the door.


  Not long after, an old man with a bald head and white beard opened the door.


  He was old but he didn’t look weak at all. His tough-looking face and muscular body described how harsh his life was when he was a Collector.


  The old man looked at us with a suspicious gaze and asked.


  「Yes? Can I help you?」(old man)


  「Umm, we heard that this is Marley-san’s house. He was once a Collector in Yok Village.」(Sarasa)


  「Hoho~ I never thought I would hear my old name again. Yes, I’m Marley. Who are you ladies?」(Marley)


  「My name is Sarasa. I’m an alchemist. I own the alchemy store in Yok Village.」(Sarasa)


  「And I’m Iris, a Collector.」(Iris)


  「Marley-san, there’s something I want to ask you. May I have some of your time?」(Sarasa)


  After we introduced ourselves, Marley-san changed his suspicious gaze into a smile and opened the door wide, prompting us to enter his house.


  「Of course, of course. Please come in.」(Marley)


  「Thank you, Marley-san.」(Sarasa)


  As we entered his house, Iris-san whispered to me.


  「He seems like a good person.」(Iris)


  「I agree.」(Sarasa)


  Because he was a retired Collector, I thought he would be a narrow-minded and stubborn old man, but it seemed that I was wrong. He seemed to be a gentle person, which was completely different from what I imagined.


  When I thought about it again, he was gentle probably because he was a Collector.


  After all, Collectors tend to work together with other people. Your work would be harder if you don’t get along with others.


  「I’m sorry for coming all of a sudden.」(Sarasa)


  「It’s alright. I have nothing to do anyway. Please have a seat.」(Marley)


  Marley-san guided us to the living room and offered us chairs.


  After confirming that Iris-san and I were sitting at the table, he pulled his chair and took a seat.


  「So, what can I do for you?」(Marley)


  「I heard that you gathered Misanon Roots when you were a Collector.」(Sarasa)


  「Misanon Roots? Ah, I see.」(Marley)


  「None of the Collectors in Yok Village have ever collected them, so…」(Sarasa)


  「I see. Now I understand why you came. If you’re going to gather Misanon Roots, then you will be going to a snowy mountain, right?」(Marley)


  「That’s right. We are still inexperienced in climbing a snowy mountain, so I’d be happy if you can give us some advice.」(Sarasa)


  「Umm… I can give you some tips, but climbing a snowy mountain can be very dangerous, even for veteran Collectors. Ah, by the way, do you know Andre?」(Marley)


  「Yes. We heard about you from him.」(Sarasa)


  「When I and my friend, Kate, went to the inn to look for someone who has experience of climbing a snowy mountain, Andre-san told us about you.」(Iris)


  After Iris-san added that, Marley-san scratched his bald head and nodded to himself.


  「I see. I wish I taught Andre and his party members about collecting materials on a snowy mountain when I was still active… Please wait a minute.」(Marley)


  Marley-san left his seat for a while and came back with a large roll of paper.


  He spread the paper on the table and started explaining.


  「I may seem like I’m exaggerating, but you can say that this is the culmination of my entire career as a Collector.」(Marley)


  What was drawn on the paper was a detailed map of the Great Sea of Trees. Marley-san seemed to draw it himself little by little when he was a Collector.


  There were many detailed notes on each spot such as the list of materials that can be obtained in that place. Other than that, he also marked dangerous places and added a list of monsters that live in each of those places.


  I have a book about the Great Sea of Trees, but I think this map contains more information than that book.


  「It’s been quite a long time since I retired, so the information may be a little old, but I think it’s still quite relevant. By the way, Misanon Roots can be collected around here. However…」(Marley)


  Marley-san pointed at one point on the map. It was circled in red, meaning that it was a dangerous area with dangerous monsters.


  「There are Giant Snow Centipedes around here.」(Marley)


  「Giant centipedes, huh…? That sounds like trouble…」(Sarasa)


  「Indeed. Because of them, I rarely went there to collect Misanon Roots when I was still active. I only went there when I teamed up with strong veteran Collectors.」(Marley)


  Marley-san frowned as if he was remembering what happened while he was there a long time ago.


  Seeing his face, I sighed. It seemed to be way more dangerous than I expected.


  However, Iris-san tilted her head and asked me with a curious look on her face.


  「Store Owner-dono, are Giant Snow Centipedes that dangerous?」(Iris)


  「Ah, you haven’t encountered them, have you? As the name suggests, they are large centipedes. They are as big as a hut. They move quickly on the snow by crawling. If you don’t enter their territory, they won’t attack you. However, once they are hostile toward you, they will persistently attack you.」(Sarasa)


  「Just as this young lady says. They are very persistent. I remember when my team and I encountered them, we had no choice but to fight until we killed them because it was impossible to escape. As a result, some of our people were heavily injured in the battle…」(Marley)


  Marley-san let out a heavy sigh while remembering the terrible fight.


  「I see… That’s quite troublesome. By the way, Store Owner-dono, are they stronger than Salamanders?」(Iris)


  「They are one of the most dangerous monsters, but nope. Salamanders are stronger for sure.」(Sarasa)


  「Oi, oi. Why are you comparing them with Salamanders? Indeed Giant Snow Centipedes are terrifying monsters, but they are nothing compared to those evil lizards, you know?」(Marley)


  「Hmm, now that you tell me that, I feel like they’re not a threat anymore.」(Iris)


  Seeing Iris-san loosen her expression as she said that, Marley-san tilted his head.


  「Eh? How can you say that?」(Marley)


  「Because Store Owner-dono, this lady here, has killed a Salamander before.」(Iris)


  「Re, Really!? That’s incredible… I knew some capable alchemists back then but none of them have ever killed a Salamander. Young lady, you’re stronger than you look, I see.」(Marley)


  「Ahaha… But Iris-san, I would never be able to do that without you and Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


  「But still, you were the one who did the most work and delivered the final blow.」(Iris)


  「Anyway, since you guys have beaten a Salamander before, I don’t think Giant Snow Centipedes will be a problem. Still, you need to be careful. Young lady, you can take this map if you want.」(Marley)


  I was surprised by Marley-san’s unexpected offer. I looked at him with eyes wide open.


  「Can I? Really? Isn’t it something important to you?」(Sarasa)


  「I don’t mind. I spent most of my life exploring the Great Sea of Trees to draw this map. Certainly, it’s something important to me, but it would be a waste if no one uses it, right? I actually thought about handing it over to Andre when I retired, but I didn’t teach him enough to be able to use this map safely and effectively…」(Marley)


  Giving someone only information about profitable materials can sometimes lead them to danger if they don’t have enough knowledge and experience.


  It seems to be the reason why Marley-san decided to keep this map until now.


  「Thank you, Marley-san. I will take good care of it. How can I repay your kindness?」(Sarasa)


  「Nah, I don’t need anything from you. My wife and I are old enough to not care about trading favors, so don’t worry about it. Right, honey~?」(Marley)


  After Marley-san said that while glancing in the direction of the kitchen, an old lady came out and slapped his hairless head while giggling. She then immediately returned to the kitchen.


  「Oh, right. You don’t need to do anything for me, but can you please provide the Collectors in your village with information you think they need to know?」(Marley)


  「Actually, I’ve already done that. I thought I would make more money if the Collectors in the village had more information.」(Sarasa)


  「Hahaha! I see. You’re such a clever alchemist. By the way, how are Andre and his party members doing?」(Marley)


  「They’re doing fine. As veteran Collectors, they sometimes help us and other Collectors.」(Sarasa)


  「Hee~ Those inexperienced kids are now veteran Collectors, huh? Time passes so quickly…」(Marley)


  Marley-san smiled happily.


  From his expression, I can tell that he was a good senior for Andre-san and the others back then.


  Chapter 17 : Returning Home Ⅰ


  After leaving Marley-san’s house, Iris-san and I went to the leather store that was recommended by Leonora-san.


  I was planning to buy materials to make winter clothes there.


  Fox fur and weasel fur are popular materials to make winter clothes because of their lustrous color, but these kinds of fur are quite expensive.


  Unless you are a noble or a rich person who wants to show off, you can choose cheaper ones.


  Therefore, I chose sheep fur. It doesn’t look as beautiful as fox fur and weasel fur, but it can protect you from cold as well as they do.


  After buying sheep fur and other necessary materials and tools, we returned to Leonora-san’s store and immediately prepared to return to our village.


  「I wish you would stay one more night.」(Leonora)


  「Ahaha… Thank you, but I want to finish my work as soon as possible.」(Sarasa)


  While arranging the materials I ordered, Leonora-san said she wanted me to stay longer, but I shook my head to decline her kind offer.


  Although I still have a lot of time before the deadline, I want to finish Prince Ferik’s request as soon as possible so as not to disappoint him.


  Besides, I’m a bit worried about Lorea-chan.


  Kate-san is staying with her, and they have Kurumi with them, so I don’t think I have to worry about them, but still…


  We don’t know when Baronet Kirk and his men will come back after all…


  Seeing my worried face, Filione-san frowned and rubbed her chin with her hand.


  「Sarasa-chan, are you worried that Baronet Kirk will come to your store again?」(Filione)


  She then asked me that question as if she could read my mind.


  「Yeah, kinda…」(Sarasa)


  「Actually, we did an investigation while you were at Marley’s house and we found something fishy about Baronet Kirk.」(Filione)


  「We don’t know the details because there’s a lot of uncertain information, but you may need this in the future.」(Leonora)


  After Leonora-san said that, Filione-san handed me a large envelope.


  Judging from its thickness, I think there are dozens of sheets of paper inside.


  「Thank you. I really appreciate it.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re welcome, but please don’t rely too much on it because it’s just information that we think still insufficient to use against Baronet Kirk.」(Filione)


  「Understood.」(Sarasa)


  They said that this information is still insufficient, but I think they’re really amazing. I don’t know how but they were able to collect so much information in a short amount of time.


  「Sarasa, before you leave, make sure you have bought all the items you need.」(Leonora)


  「Don’t worry, I’ve checked them all. I even bought extra materials in case I made some mistakes.」(Sarasa)


  Thanks to Leonora-san buying my artifacts at a higher price than I expected, I was able to buy extra materials.


  The artifacts and tools we need are not very difficult to make, so I don’t think I would make mistakes, but it’s always nice to have some extra materials, right?


  「Store Owner-dono, I finished loading the cart. We’re ready to go.」(Iris)


  「Thank you, Iris-san.」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san, who was putting the items I bought into the cart while I was talking with Leonora-san and Filione-san, came into the store.


  I thanked her and returned my gaze to Leonora-san and Filione-san.


  「Sarasa, if you need money again, don’t hesitate to tell me. As your senior, I’ll try my best to help you.」(Leonora)


  「Thank you very much, Leonora-san. I’m currently in debt, so I’m indeed in need of money, but the one I owe is my own master, so I can take my time to make money and pay my debt. Besides, thanks to you buying my artifacts at a higher price, I still have some money to spare. 」(Sarasa)


  While saying that, I shook my backpack, and then the clinking sound of coins striking against one another was heard.


  「Well, that’s great. Still, I can’t forgive that crazy researcher for making you use a tremendous amount of money to save your friends. As I said yesterday, I promise you I will punch him in the face for you.」(Leonora)


  「Y, You don’t have to, but… Please don’t kill him. Haha…」(Sarasa)


  「Hahaha! I won’t, I won’t.」(Leonora)


  「Talking about Nord-san, do you know that he is a friend of Prince Ferik?」(Sarasa)


  「Prince Ferik is the first prince of this kingdom, right? I didn’t know that Nord was his friend…」(Leonora)


  Leonora-san didn’t seem to know about it, but on the other hand, Filione-san put her hand on her chin and nodded as if she was expecting it.


  「I see. As I thought…」(Filione)


  「Fi, you know about it?」(Leonora)


  「Nora, do you remember that Nord once told us that he has a connection with someone with authority?」(Filione)


  「Ah, I remember. But did you expect that this ‘someone’ was a prince?」(Leonora)


  「I did, honestly. This is only my guess, but the government thinks that Nord’s research is useful for the kingdom. However, he is the type of person who often causes trouble to others, even to himself when he does his research, so he must have someone who is supporting him from the shadows, and that person must be someone who has power and high status in this kingdom.」(Filione)


  「「You’ve got a point!」」(Sarasa, Iris, & Leonora)


  The three of us, other than Filione-san, nodded at the same time because of the very convincing explanation by Filione-san.


  「Well then, it’s getting late, so I think we’ll be going now. Leonora-san, Filione-san, thank you for your help. I won’t forget your kindness. Ah, by the way, Filione-san, thank you for the dinner and breakfast. Your food was super delicious!」(Sarasa)


  「Really? Fufu. That makes me happy. Here. I made lunch boxes for both of you. You can eat them on the way.」(Filione)


  「Whoaa! Thank you!」(Sarasa)


  「Filione-dono’s homemade lunch! I bet it’s better than luxurious food in a fancy restaurant!」(Iris)


  「You’re exaggerating! It’s nothing special, really. But I hope you guys enjoy it.」(Filione)


  「Sarasa, as you know, there are only the two of us here, so I would be happy if you come to visit again.」(Leonora)


  「I will. I wonder if we can get home before dark.」(Sarasa)


  「Going to Yok Village from South Strugg in less than a day, huh…? You’re insane as always…I kinda feel bad for Iris. She has to keep up with you while pulling the cart, right?」(Leonora)


  Leonora-san put her hand on her forehead and shook her head. She then looked at Iris-san with a sympathetic gaze.


  Without denying it, Iris-san smiled wryly at her.


  「Ahaha… It will be tough for sure, but fortunately, it seems that I have an aptitude for body-strengthening magic, so I can keep up with Store Owner-dono. Besides, we will take turns pulling the cart.」(Iris)


  「Hoo~ I see, I see. You will surely become a good fighter in the future.」(Leonora)


  「She is good at body strengthening magic not only because she has an aptitude for it, but she also practiced really hard every day. That’s why she was able to master it in a short amount of time.」(Sarasa)


  「Oh, stop it, Store Owner-dono. I feel embarrassed when you praise me too much like this.」(Iris)


  Iris-san shyly looked away and scratched her cheek with her index finger.


  She can be cute sometimes.


  「Fufu!」(Sarasa)


  I giggled, slapped her shoulder, and opened the door of the store.


  Before I left, I turned my face to Leonora-san and Filione-san and said goodbye for the last time.


  「Leonora-san, Filione-san, I’ll come again!」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, Store Owner-dono, wait for me! Leonora-dono, Filione-dono, thank you for taking care of us! Until we meet again!」(Iris)


  After saying goodbye to Leonora-san and Filione-san, Iris-san hurriedly ran toward me.


  「Be careful on your way home!」(Leonora)


  「Please come again~!」(Filione)


  We waved our hands to the two and left the store while pulling the cart that was filled with materials.


  Chapter 18 : Returning Home Ⅱ


  When we came to this town yesterday, we left the village early in the morning and arrived in the afternoon. It took us about eight hours.


  Today, it was already afternoon when we left Leonora-san’s store, so if it takes the same amount of time, we may need to stay overnight on the way because the road at night is dangerous.


  However, I don’t want to spend the night outside with a cart full of precious materials because it’s too risky.


  Therefore, I told Iris-san to prepare herself because we would be running faster than when we came to this town yesterday.


  「Our goal is to get home before the sun sets!」(Sarasa)


  「Aa-ahh… I knew it… I wonder if I can keep up with your speed with my current ability…」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry. All you need to do is run one and a half times faster than yesterday.」(Sarasa)


  「Ugh… It sounds easy but it’s definitely hard to do…」(Iris)


  「You can do it, Iris-san! If you push yourself to the limit, you’ll get even stronger!」(Sarasa)


  「Get stronger… Alright! I’ll do it! I’ll push myself to the limit!」(Iris)


  「That’s the spirit! Don’t worry, we will run as fast as we can but we won’t overdo it. We’ll take a break and eat Filione-san packed for us at some point. Let’s go!」(Sarasa)


  After encouraging Iris-san, I pulled the cart through the town gate and started running.


  「Store Owner-dono, wait for me!」(Iris)


  Iris-san then quickly ran after me.


  Actually, Iris-san wouldn’t be able to get home before dark with her current body-strengthening ability, but since she has an affinity for this ability, I think she might be able to make it somehow if she pushes herself to the limit.


  Walking down the street at night with a cart filled with valuable items can be very dangerous. However, that’s not the only reason why I want to get home before dark. The other reason is, of course, because I want to eat Lorea-chan’s food when it’s still warm for dinner!


  After six hours of running while pulling the cart, we arrived at home right after sunset.


  「Ah, Sarasa-san, Iris-san, welcome home!」(Lorea)


  「Welcome home!」(Kate)


  「We… We made it… Hahh… Hahhh…*heavily breathing*」(Iris)


  「Well done, Iris-san! I knew you could do it!」(Sarasa)


  「It was tough…」(Iris)


  「Hey, Iris, are you alright?」(Kate)


  Seeing Iris-san sweating a lot and breathing heavily, Kate-san approached her.


  Iris-san then put her weight against Kate-san and hugged her.


  「Kate, can you take me to our room?」(Iris)


  「Geez. Are you a baby? What about dinner?」(Kate)


  「I think I’ll skip. I don’t have the energy to eat… I’m sorry, Lorea.」(Iris)


  「Don’t mind it. I will warm your food later so that you can eat it in the morning.」(Lorea)


  「Thank you…」(Iris)


  After thanking Lorea-chan, Iris-san closed her eyes.


  Kate-san then carried her like a princess and took her upstairs to their room.


  As for me, I went straight to the dining table and enjoyed Lorea-chan’s warm food.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  After moving the materials from the cart to my workshop, I immediately started working on making the necessary artifacts and equipment the next day.


  I decided to make winter clothes first. Of course, the ones I will make are not ordinary winter clothes. They are actually artifacts.


  First of all, I treated the sheep fur I bought in South Strugg to improve its quality and cold protection performance.


  After that, I cut it into pieces to make coats, boots, gloves, etc.


  I picked four pieces and handed them to Lorea-chan and Kate-san for them to sew the fur into coats.


  While they were sewing, I moved on to the next task which was making snow boots from sheep hide.


  I made snow boots that do not slip on ice and do not easily sink into the snow. It was quite hard to make but with these boots, we will be able to move around on the snow easily.


  After I was done with the boots, I made winter gloves.


  I made them thin yet warm so as not to interfere with our fingers movements.


  After that, I made snow glasses with windproof and anti-glare functions from the materials I bought from Leonora-san.


  Lorea-chan and Kate-san finished making the coats when I was done with the glasses, so I immediately added a heating function to the coats.


  If we put on everything, I’m sure we will be able to work normally even in the coldest place in the kingdom.


  「Phew… The winter clothes for the four of us are done… Oh, right! I almost forgot that I need to make sunscreen too! We are girls after all, so we need to take care of our skin.」(Sarasa)


  The sunlight is strong on the snowy mountains. Moreover, the snow is reflecting the sunlight, making it even stronger.


  Your skin will get tanned if you’re working on a snowy mountain for an entire day without sunlight.


  「Considering we will be fighting monsters, I think we will need earmuffs.」(Sarasa)


  Covering our faces with the hood of our winter coats will be enough to warm our ears and face, but it will narrow our field of vision.


  Therefore, fighting while covering your head with a hood is a bad idea. On the other hand, earmuffs can protect your ears from the cold without blocking your view.


  Of course, these earmuffs are also artifacts just like the coats, boats, gloves, and glasses, so they have some kind of functions that normal earmuffs don’t have.


  The earmuffs I will make can reduce the sound of the wind and make it easier for us to hear things going on around us even in a blizzard.


  「When the weather gets rough and the wind blows really hard, I think we’ll need a large dome shelter to prevent our Floating Tent from flying away in the wind.」(Sarasa)


  While considering various things that might happen, I updated my to-do lists.


  The longer I think, the more items that we might need come to mind.


  However, I can’t just make all of them since the materials are limited. I have to make choices according to our priorities.


  Therefore, I decided to make the essential items first and use the remaining materials to make other items we may need.


  For the next few days, I kept working day and night, making all the necessary items.


  Just like Iris-san when she did her best to run all the way from South Strugg back to home, I push myself to the limit. The difference was that I was doing my best with the transmutation work.


  Chapter 19 : Snowy Mountain Ⅰ


  After the preparation was completed, Iris-san, Kate-san, Lorea-chan, and I gathered in front of my store.


  We are wearing the winter clothes I made in the last few days.


  Because I used sheep fur to make most of the winter gear, and because the transmutation process made the fur more fluffy, we looked all white except for our faces. I think the people who see us from afar would think that we were sheep.


  I could have dyed the fur, but I decided not to because I thought that we might be able to use these white fluffy winter clothes for camouflage to hide in the snow in case we were chased by monsters.


  The only one who wasn’t in white was Kurumi.


  Since she is a Homunculus that has stronger resistance against extreme temperatures than humans, I didn’t make her any winter clothes.


  By the way, Kurumi will be by Lorea-chan’s side all the time as her escort to protect her while we are working.


  「Guys, are you ready to go?」(Sarasa)


  「I’m ready!」(Iris)


  「Anytime.」(Kate)


  「I’m good to go!」(Lorea)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  Everyone replied to me energetically.


  「Alright. Before we go, there’s something I need to confirm.」(Sarasa)


  I turned my gaze to Lorea-chan and looked at her with a serious face.


  「Lorea-chan, did your parents really allow you to go with me?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. I’ve gotten their permission to go with you. I told them that I would be gone until spring just in case.」(Lorea)


  「I see. I don’t think we will be staying on the snowy mountain until spring… Probably.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-san, you should be more certain.」(Kate)


  「Well, we don’t know what will happen on the snowy mountain. The chance we’ll have to stay until spring is low, but it’s not zero…」(Sarasa)


  I hope everything will be going smoothly so that we can return home as soon as possible.


  「Lorea-chan, Daruna-san didn’t say anything when you told him that you would be gone until spring?」(Sarasa)


  「He was a little surprised, but he thought that I would be fine as long as I’m with you.」(Lorea)


  「Ughh… I’m happy that your dad trusts me, but it gives me a lot of pressure…」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, you don’t have to worry too much. We should be fine. After all, we’re not going with a researcher like Nord-san this time! Hahaha! Ha…」(Iris)


  After making that joke, Iris-san glanced at me and fell silent all of a sudden.


  「We should be fine… right?」(Iris)


  「Hey, it’s true that I do experiments sometimes, but I’m not Nord-san, okay!?」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry, Iris, she won’t do anything reckless as long as Lorea is with us.」(Kate)


  「You’re right. Lorea is truly our lifeline.」(Iris)


  「I said I’m not Nord-san! Geez! Enough joking and let’s start moving, shall we?」(Sarasa)


  「「Okay~」」


  I let out a heavy sigh and started walking, leading the three to the forest.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  A few days after walking through the forest, we finally reached the mountains.


  Thanks to Lorea-chan’s delicious meals, we were able to keep walking without much stress.


  「So far so good~」(Iris)


  「Yeah, but it’s just the beginning.」(Sarasa)


  「The real deal starts from here, huh?」(Iris)


  「To be exact, it will start when we cross this mountain and get to the next mountain which is the location where we can find Misanon Roots.」(Sarasa)


  Our destination is much further north than the mountain which was once inhabited by the Salamander we had defeated, so we still have quite a long way to go.


  The area around here has been snowing since early fall, so the snow is kinda thick, but thanks to the winter boots I made, we don’t have a problem walking on the snow.


  However, I’m still worried about Lorea-chan.


  「Lorea-chan, let me know if you’re tired, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Don’t worry. I’m not tired at all. I’ve been practicing my physical strength after all.」(Lorea)


  Now that she mentions it, when she still worked at her family’s general store, she sometimes helped her neighbors work in their fields in exchange for some crops, so her stamina is different from children who grew up in the city.


  Since she started working at my store, she rarely does farm work, but recently, she has been training with Iris-san and Kate-san so that she has enough stamina and physical strength to keep up with us.


  「I see. But remember not to overstrain yourself, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Okay~」(Lorea)


  「Iris-san, Kate-san, how about you? Are you tired?」(Sarasa)


  When I asked them a bit worried, they both smirked at me as if telling me that my worry was unnecessary.


  「Store Owner-dono, you know how tough we are, right?」(Iris)


  「We work in this forest almost every day, so walking all day long here is nothing to us. You don’t have to worry about us.」(Kate)


  Now I feel stupid for asking them that question.


  They indeed work in this forest almost every day. You can say that this forest is their workplace.


  Still, I was worried about them because they had been fighting monsters that tried to attack us along the way.


  Moreover, they have more luggage than Lorea-chan and I.


  「Both of you have been carrying heavy luggage while walking and fighting monsters. Of course, I’m worried about you.」(Sarasa)


  「Store Owner-dono, you’re so kind. Thank you for your concern, but we’re really fine.」(Iris)


  「That’s right. Besides, there are not many active monsters in this season, and the monsters we have fought so far were weak, so we still have a lot of stamina.」(Kate)


  Monsters in winter are not as active as they are in the warm season.


  The number of encounters with monsters is small compared to when we went to this forest to hunt a Salamander a while ago.


  Moreover, the monsters we have encountered so far were not strong monsters. Iris-san and Kate-san were able to kill them easily without my help.


  Of course, we didn’t just throw away the monsters we defeated.


  We butchered them so that Lorea-chan could cook the meat and I could use the other parts as alchemy materials.


  「If you still have a lot of stamina, then that’s great because you will need it to climb this mountain.」(Sarasa)


  When I said that and pointed my index finger to the top of the mountain, Iris-san, Kate-san, and Lorea-chan swallowed nervously at the same time.


  「Climbing this mountain will be quite tough, so please don’t push yourself too hard and let me know if you’re tired.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright…」(Lorea)


  「We understand.」(Iris)


  「Good. Now let’s keep going!」(Sarasa)


  After reminding everyone once again, I started walking up the mountain.


  

  


  After climbing the mountain for a couple of hours, Lorea-chan’s pace started to slow down.


  Even though she has quite a lot of stamina, she isn’t accustomed to climbing a mountain, so it’s not weird that she gets tired quickly.


  「Lorea-chan, you’re tired, aren’t you? Let’s take a break.」(Sarasa)


  「Y, Yeah… I’m sorry…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan replied to me with an apologetic look.


  「You don’t have to apologize. Don’t worry, you will adapt to the environment sooner or later, so don’t overburden yourself and take it easy or else you will catch a cold.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright.」(Lorea)


  When I raised my index finger and told her that, she loosened her expression and nodded at me with a smile.


  It’s very risky to keep going when you’re tired. Your immune system may weaken and you would likely catch a cold. In some cases, you may lose your life, so I firmly told Lorea-chan to take a rest.


  「Lorea, taking a break too soon is not a bad thing. I’m also a little tired, to be honest.」(Iris)


  「Iris is right. We also need to take a break to secure the energy to fight monsters in case we encounter them on the way, so don’t feel bad about it.」(Kate)


  Iris-san and Kate-san didn’t seem tired at all but she said that so that Lorea-chan doesn’t feel bad about taking a break so soon.


  「Un. Thank you.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan, who realized their kindness, smiled at them.


  In terms of energy consumption, I think Iris-san, who uses a sword to fight monsters, uses more energy than Kate-san who uses a bow, shooting monsters from a distance.


  It would be bad if Iris-san suddenly couldn’t move during a battle due to fatigue, so occasionally taking a break while getting ourselves used to climbing this mountain is not a bad idea at all.


  Now that everyone agreed to take a break, we stopped by under a big tree to eat sweets and have tea for about fifteen minutes. After that, we continued walking.


  We took frequent breaks while climbing the mountain, and depending on the situation, we sometimes prepared to camp while the sun was still high and rested early.


  We really took our time to climb, and we finally got to the first mountain ridge after a few days of climbing the mountain.


  The scenery from here was completely different from when we were still at the bottom.


  「Whoaa…」(Sarasa)


  「Wonderful…」(Iris)


  Iris-san and I who walked a few steps ahead let out a voice of admiration and awe at the sight in front of us.


  The first thing that caught our eyes was the snow-covered slope.


  We need to descend that slope to reach our destination which is the neighboring mountain.


  The slope and the mountain ahead were completely covered in white, meaning that it wouldn’t be easy to get to the destination.


  「Wow, it’s all white…」(Kate)


  「It’s beautiful…」(Lorea)


  Soon after, Kate-san and Lorea-chan caught up with us. They also admired the beautiful scenery in front of them.


  「I think we better put on our snow glasses and reapply sunscreen here. The sunlight is getting stronger.」(Sarasa)


  We applied sunscreen on our faces and other exposed areas, put on our snow glasses, and started descending the slope.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  Because it’s slippery, descending a snow-covered slope can be extremely difficult, but not for us thanks to the snow boot artifacts I made.


  「Store Owner-dono, these boots are amazing! I can easily walk down this slope with little effort.」(Iris)


  「Normally, people would have a hard time descending a slippery slope like this.」(Kate)


  「Yeah. I would have slipped a few times if I were wearing normal snow boots. The artifacts Sarasa-san made are amazing as always!」(Lorea)


  「Hehe, thank you. This is actually my first time using these boots. I’m glad they’re working as intended.」(Sarasa)


  By the way, when I went to a snowy mountain for practical training at school, the teachers only provided us with the minimum equipment. We had to prepare other equipment on our own.


  I was just a poor orphan back then, so there was no way I could afford snow boot artifacts back then.


  I ended up wearing hand-me-down ordinary snow boots from the orphanage and had a terrible experience walking down a snowy slope back then.


  Now, I’m having a great experience with these snow boot artifacts I made. Descending a slippery snowy slope feels like walking on a flat road.


  However, no matter how great my snow boats are, they still have flaws.


  「These boots are great, but because we are walking on snow, it’s not as grippy as when we walk on the ground. I feel like the grip is only to prevent us from slipping.」(Kate)


  「Is that so? …Hmm… Certainly, it feels a bit strange, but honestly, I don’t really mind it.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan was jumping on the spot like a rabbit to test the boots. She didn’t slip even though she was jumping on a snowy slope.


  「Well, there’s nothing wrong with the grip of the boots, but I think it will feel a bit strange when you are in combat.」(Kate)


  Kate-san was right.


  You won’t feel anything strange if you just walk normally, but it may feel a bit strange when you put strength in your feet to dash or dodge enemies’ attacks in a battle.


  Actually, you can increase the grip power of the boots if you put your magical power on the boots, but I think it will be hard for Iris-san and Kate-san to do that while fighting in combat.


  「Let’s see…」(Iris)


  Iris-san dashed and did some quick steps.


  「Hmm… Certainly, it feels a bit strange. However, it’s still much better than wearing normal snow boots.」(Iris)


  「Well, it would be really hard to fight with normal snow boots after all. I wonder how Marley-san and his party members fought Giant Snow Centipedes when they explored this mountain back then.」(Kate)


  「Marley-san said that some of his party members were heavily injured, right? It’s probably because they had a hard time moving around the snow while fighting.」(Iris)


  「That makes sense. We are lucky to have Store Owner-san’s snow boots.」(Kate)


  「Hmm, I think you two shouldn’t fight monsters until you get used to moving quickly with my boots. We should try to avoid encounters with monsters from here. Please don’t let your guard down.」(Sarasa)


  Iris-san and Kate-san nodded at me in agreement.


  While walking down the slope, the two kept dashing around to get used to moving quickly with my snow boots.


  Chapter 20 : Snowy Mountain Ⅱ


  While descending the slope, we occasionally took breaks and took a little detour when I felt the presence of monsters nearby.


  「Hm? Something is moving… Is that a… white rabbit!? Waah~」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan pointed at a white rabbit jumping on the snow about a hundred meters ahead.


  It’s not a big rabbit, but its body is covered in white fluffy fur. If it wasn’t moving, no one might have noticed it because its white fur looked just like the snow.


  「Oh! Good job, Lorea! We can have sautéed rabbit for dinner tonight!」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked happy. She thought she would be able to eat rabbit meat tonight.


  However, Lorea-chan seemed to think differently.


  「W, Wait! I didn’t tell you because I want us to hunt it! I didn’t see it as dinner! I just think that it’s white and cute! Right, Kate-san?」(Lorea)


  「Eh? Y, Yeah, sure… It’s… It’s cute.」(Kate)


  When Lorea-chan looked back at Kate-san and asked for her consent, Kate-san lowered her bow and smiled awkwardly at Lorea-chan.


  She seemed about to shoot the rabbit.


  As a hunter, her action wasn’t wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to kill the rabbit in front of Lorea-chan.


  「Kate-san… did you just… draw your bow…?」(Lorea)


  「A, Ahaha…」(Kate)


  Seeing Kate-san’s suspicious smile, Lorea-chan pouted.


  「Lorea-chan, is this your first time seeing a white rabbit?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. I’ve only seen brown and blackish ones. Sometimes I buy rabbit meat from Jasper-san. It’s so delicious~! …Umm…」(Lorea)


  After saying that, Lorea-chan returned her gaze to the white rabbit. She seemed to be perplexed.


  The rabbit is cute, but it’s still meat for us who are trying to survive in this cold white mountain.


  「So… Shall I… hunt it…?」(Kate)


  Kate-san raised her bow and asked Lorea-chan who still looked confused.


  「Ughh… I’m sorry white rabbit-chan… We will gratefully eat you… Kate-san, please do it without making it suffer.」(Lorea)


  「Alright.」(Kate)


  The moment Lorea-chan turned her face away, Kate-san quickly drew her bow and shot an arrow straight at the tiny head of the rabbit.


  The rabbit was dragged one meter on the snow by the force of the arrow and stopped moving. It seemed to be dead instantly.


  Kate-san then put back her bow on her back and went to collect the rabbit’s body.


  She picked up the rabbit, cut its neck, and drained the blood on the spot before she returned to us.


  「Uuu…」(Lorea)


  「Gau, gau (Dear, dear)…」(Kurumi)


  Seeing Lorea-chan groaning while glancing at the rabbit’s headless body, Kurumi crawled on her shoulder and stroked her head, trying to calm her down.


  「Thank you, Kurumi-chan.」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan grabbed Kurumi gently with both hands and brought her to her chest.


  Seeing Lorea-chan’s sad expression, Kate-san, who just returned, hurriedly dismantled the rabbit with an awkward expression on her face.


  「Uhh… Somehow I feel like I did something really wrong…」(Kate)


  「No, you didn’t.」(Sarasa)


  As a hunter, Kate-san did the right thing.


  The thing is, Lorea-chan, who normally just receives meat to cook, has a different perspective from Kate-san who usually hunts animals.


  「Lorea-chan, if it’s hard for you, I can cook this rabbit later.」(Sarasa)


  When I suggested that, Lorea-chan immediately shook her head.


  「No, cooking is my job. Besides, I want to do it for the sake of white rabbit-san. I will cook it into a delicious sautéed rabbit. That’s the only thing I can do for it.」(Lorea)


  「I see…」(Sarasa)


  Wait… Does that mean it won’t be delicious if I’m the one who cooks it?


  Well, I admit that I’m not as good as Lorea-chan, but I still can cook, okay?


  In the end, Lorea-chan cooked the rabbit that night. It was so delicious, exceeding my expectations.


  I’m glad I wasn’t the one who cooked it.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  The next day in the afternoon, the environment started to change.


  The surrounding area began to become dark, and cold, strong wind began to pierce our cheeks which were not protected by any winter gear.


  When I looked up at the sky, I saw black clouds covering the sky and snow was starting to fall from them.


  「This is bad… Let’s hurry and find a place where we can avoid the wind.」(Sarasa)


  「But, Store Owner-dono, you have an artifact that can protect us from the wind, right?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, but I feel like the wind will be very strong. The stronger the wind, the more magical power is required. I don’t know when it will stop, so it’s better if we can find shelter. The artifact will be our last resort if we can’t find it.」(Sarasa)


  The artifact is called “Dome Shelter”. It can protect us from something that is flying at a certain speed like wind, snow, and rubble, but of course, it can’t protect us from monsters.


  When we inject the artifact with magical power, it will create a dome-shaped magical barrier around us.


  It’s a handy artifact, but unfortunately, it has a flaw. It consumes a large amount of magical power to create the magical barrier.


  I prepared it to protect us from the snowstorm, but judging from how black the clouds are, I think the incoming snowstorm will be very strong. I don’t know how long it will be, and I don’t want to waste too much magical power.


  I have more magical power than normal people, but it doesn’t mean that my magical power is inexhaustible.


  Also, I don’t want to waste magic stones because they are precious items to keep Kurumi alive. Unless we are in a situation where we really need to use magic stones, I won’t use them.


  Therefore, I think it’s best to find a natural shelter for the time being.


  「Alright, sounds good to me. I hope we will find shelter.」(Iris)


  「Oh, right! Hold on.」(Sarasa)


  Suddenly, I remembered that Marley-san made a detailed map of this area. He might mark places that could be used as shelter.


  Before the wind got any stronger, I crouched down and took out the map.


  「There it is! There’s a cave that we can use not far from here.」(Sarasa)


  「Wonderful! Let’s get going then!」(Iris)


  Now that we know where to go, we speed up our steps and manage to reach the cave before the storm hits.


  The cave is not too small but not too big either. The space is enough for us to set up the Floating Tent and a small campfire.


  

  


  The blizzard got even stronger in the evening, trapping us in white darkness.


  I decided to use the Dome Shelter to protect us from the wind coming from the entrance of the cave.


  Because most of the wind was blocked by the cave, the Dome Shelter didn’t require much magical power, so it was all good.


  After eating the white rabbit we hunted this noon, we went to sleep early, hoping that the weather would be better the next day.


  However, even after the sun rose the next day, the blizzard still hadn’t stopped yet.


  The sound of the roaring wind and the white view of the blizzard that kept going made Lorea-chan feel uneasy.


  On the other hand, Iris-san and Kate-san, who have been through worse, looked calm.


  「Compared to when we were trapped in the cave with Nord-san, it was nothing at all. Moreover, we have Store Owner-dono here!」(Iris)


  「That’s right. Even if we wouldn’t be able to move from here for a while, we still have a large supply of food.」(Kate)


  I’m glad that they trust me, but I’ve never been stuck in bad weather like this before, so I can’t say that we’ll be fine.


  However, as Kate-san said, at least we still have a lot of food, and we have a small magic stove that Lorea-chan could use to cook delicious food for us.


  We don’t have to worry about temperature thanks to the Dome Shelter and the Floating Tent, and we also have a portable toilet next to the Floating Tent.


  So, I’m sure we can survive even if we were stuck here for a while.


  My biggest concern is boredom. There’s not much we can do here in a cave after all.


  We might get stressed if we had to stay here for days. That’s what I was worried about, but fortunately, after spending another night in the cave, the blizzard stopped the next day.


  We finally could see the clear blue sky on the third day of staying in the cave.


  Thinking that the storm might be back if we stayed any longer in the cave, we decided to pack up and head for our destination.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「Everyone, we’re finally here! This is the place where we can collect Misanon Roots.」(Sarasa)


  Fortunately, we arrived at the destination safely without any problem after a few days of walking from the cave.


  I spread my arms and waved at the three who were walking a few meters behind me.


  However, they looked somewhat confused. Probably because the scenery still hadn’t changed a bit.


  「Umm, Store Owner-dono, there’s nothing here. I can only see snow.」(Iris)


  「Well, it’s probably because there has been a blizzard for three days.」(Sarasa)


  According to Marlye’s map, there’s no doubt that our destination is here. The blizzard a few days ago must have brought a large amount of snow to this area.


  As a result, the ground that was supposed to be the habitat of Misanon plants was buried deep in the snow so that not even a trace of the plants could be seen.


  I thrust a stick into the snow to find out how deep it was. I did it in several spots, and I think it’s between fifty centimeters to one meter deep.


  「By the way, Store Owner-dono, how do you normally find Misanon plants?」(Iris)


  「Their stems usually stick a few centimeters out of the snow but as you can see, since they are completely buried in the snow like this, we can’t tell where they are. We have to randomly dig around this area. Hahh… This job will take longer than I thought…」(Sarasa)


  Misanon stems should look like thin sticks, but there’s nothing like that in this snow-covered area.


  Collectors who normally collect Misanon Roots usually stick long wooden sticks where Misanon plants grow before winter as markers in case they were buried in snow like this, but unfortunately, none of the Collectors in the village normally collect them.


  「Don’t worry, we’ll try our best no matter how long it will take. Right, Kate?」(Iris)


  「Yup. It’s our job after all.」(Kate)


  「I will help too!」(Lorea)


  「Thank you, guys…」(Sarasa)


  I’m glad I have reliable friends.


  「Oh, right! Sarasa-san, can you blow off the snow in this area with magic?」(Lorea)


  「If you’re asking if I can do that, then yeah, I can.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s Sarasa-san for you!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan’s eyes were sparkling somehow, but then I shook my head in panic.


  「H, However, an avalanche will likely occur if I do that!」(Sarasa)


  We’re not even allowed to make noises on snowy mountains, let alone blow away the snow in an entire area.


  I can’t use loud explosive spells here.


  「I see… Then, we have no choice but to dig out the snow until we find the stems. Let’s do our best, everyone!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan clenched her fists and showed us her cheerful smile.


  I can’t just keep complaining after seeing Lorea-chan, who was the youngest among us, show her enthusiasm.


  「Yeah, let’s try what we can do first!」(Sarasa)


  「Ouu!」(Iris)


  「Let’s finish it quickly!」(Kate)


  「Gauu!!」(Kurumi)


  Even Kurumi showed her enthusiasm. She crawled up Lorea-chan’s back, stood up on Lorea-chan’s shoulder, and raised her arms.


  「Oh? Kurumi, you want to dig the snow too? But I think it’s too dangerous for you since you’re too small. You should justー」(Iris)


  「ーGau!」(Kurumi)


  「Aa!」(Iris)


  Denying Iris-san, Kurumi shook her head, jumped onto the snow, and dived in.


  「Kurumi-chan!」(Lorea)


  「Hey, are you alright!?」(Iris)


  Lorea-chan and Iris-san spontaneously stretched their arms toward the snow. However, when they were about to dig, the snow was moving.


  It seemed that Kurumi was swimming around in the snow.


  「I think she just wants to play. You see, Kurumi was born from our genes, that means she has Iris’ personality too.」(Kate)


  Iris-san glared at Kate-san after listening to her reasoning.


  「Hey, what do you mean by that!? I never play around during work, okay!?」(Iris)


  「No, Kate-san. I don’t think Kurumi is just playing around.」(Sarasa)


  I don’t think a smart Homunculus like her will just play around when her masters are having a hard time.


  Not long after she dived in, Kurumi came out of the snow and looked at me while waving her hands.


  「Gau, gau!」(Kurumi)


  「So, what are you doing, Kurumi?」(Sarasa)


  「Gau! Gau, gau!」(Kurumi)


  She is pointing at the hole in the snow where she came out.


  「Sarasa-san, I think she wants us to dig the snow in this spot. Right, Kurumi-chan?」(Lorea)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  「Hm? …Aah! I see now! Good job, Kurumi!」(Sarasa)


  As soon as I realized what Kurumi just did, I took out a shovel from my bag and started digging.


  Not long after, we saw something poking out of the snow.


  「Store Owner-dono, could it be…」(Iris)


  「Bingo! It’s the stem of a Misanon plant!」(Sarasa)


  I kept digging and pulled out the Misanon plant from the ground to expose its roots.


  We finally got our first Misanon Root!


  「Whoaa! Well done, Kurumi-chan!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan picked Kurumi up and hugged her.


  「Not only is she cute and strong but she also has a sharp sense of smell like a dog!」(Kate)


  「You’re amazing, Kurumi!」(Iris)


  Hearing Kate-san and Iris-san compliments, Kurumi, who was in Lorea-chan’s hands, put her fist on her chest and made a kinda smug face as if saying, “You can leave it to me!”


  When I made Kurumi, I designed her to have stronger resistance and stronger senses than humans, but I never thought that her sense of smell would be this strong.


  「Kurumi, can you find the other Misanon plants?」(Sarasa)


  「Gau!」(Kurumi)


  「Great! We still have to dig through the snow, but with Kurumi’s help, we can collect Misanon Roots much faster. Let’s do it, guys!」(Sarasa)


  「「Yes, Ma’am!!」」(Iris, Kate, & Lorea)


  Chapter 21 : Encounter Ⅰ


  Kurumi’s keen sense of smell was very accurate.


  All we needed to do was dig the spot she pointed at and we would find Misanon plants every time.


  Thanks to her we have zero trouble collecting Misanon Roots.


  Digging through the frozen ground took a bit of time, but the four of us managed to collect quite a lot of Misanon Roots in less than a day.


  Now that we already had enough Misanon Roots to make a Hair Growth Agent for Prince Ferik, there would be no need for us to stay any longer in this cold winter mountain, so we decided to return home.


  Howeverー


  「Oh, no… Looks like we can’t just go home without facing any trouble…」(Sarasa)


  「What’s wrong, Store Owner-dono? Did you feel something dangerous with your Sensing Magic?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, unfortunately…」(Sarasa)


  It seems that we have entered the habitat of Giant Snow Centipedes before we realized it.


  On the way here, we took a detour to look for a cave to avoid the blizzard a few days ago, so we didn’t pass this area, but we took the shortest path on the way back now. However, we didn’t realize that this area was the habitat of one of the most dangerous monsters in this kingdom.


  Actually, I had a feeling that we might end up here since the areas around where Misanon plants grow were red zones according to Marley-san’s map.


  The reaction that was caught by my Sensing Magic this time was clearly different from the ones I had sensed until now.


  I could tell that it wasn’t an animal or a weak monster. It was a very strong monster for sure.


  「It’s most likely a Giant Snow Centipede, and it’s heading here.」(Sarasa)


  「Dammit! Do you think we can avoid it?」(Iris)


  「We could run into the forest to hide, but as you can see, there are no trees here. We’re surrounded by this white landscape.」(Sarasa)


  We are currently walking through a snowy field. It has a great view, honestly, but there are no trees for us to hide.


  We can run without a problem on the snow thanks to the snow boots artifact I made, but Giant Snow Centipedes can slide across the snow really fast.


  I don’t think we can escape from them even though Iris-san and I use body-strengthening magic to run while carrying Lorea-chan and Kate-san.


  「So we have no choice but to fight, huh?」(Iris)


  「ーOr we can dig the snow and hide beneath it until that monster passes.」(Kate)


  「No, Kate-san, I don’t think it’s a good idea. If that giant centipede sensed us and attacked us, we would be done for. We wouldn’t be able to dodge since we were trapped in the snow.」(Sarasa)


  「She’s right. That’s too risky. It’s much better to fight. Don’t worry, Kate. We have Store Owner-dono with us. There’s no way we will lose!」(Iris)


  「I see. Yeah, you’re right!」(Kate)


  Oh, please. Don’t expect too much from me. It only gives me pressure…


  Well, I can fight, but fighting is not my forte. I’m an alchemist after all.


  I will only fight if it’s necessary.


  「I really hope we don’t need to fight it, but… Here it comes, guys.」(Sarasa)


  I pointed my index finger to the small hill about a mile away from here.


  There was something long and big sliding on that hill. There’s no doubt about it… It’s a Giant Snow Centipede.


  Lorea-chan clung to my arm the moment she saw it.


  「Sa, Sarasa-san…! Isn’t that too big for a centipede!?」(Lorea)


  「That’s why they’re called ‘Giant’ Snow Centipedes. If they were small, no one would be scared of them because you could just kill them with insecticide or by stepping on them.」(Sarasa)


  「That makes sense, but… Ugh… I didn’t expect it would be that big.」(Lorea)


  While squinting her eyes, trying to see the giant centipede that was a mile away from us more clearly, Lorea-chan hugged my arm even stronger.


  「No, Store Owner-san, Lorea is right. It’s too big! I think it’s bigger than the Salamander we fought a while ago.」(Kate)


  Kate-san, who has the sharpest eyesight among us, confirmed that it was larger than the Salamander we fought.


  I couldn’t tell exactly how big it was but I could tell that it looked just like a centipede.


  It has a long body and many legs. It also has a pair of long antennae and strong-looking jaws.


  It has a metallic body that shone in seven colors. Mostly green. It looks so flashy while moving on the pure white snowfield.


  「It may be bigger, but it’s weaker than the Salamander.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure? …Hold on… There are people surrounding that giant monster!」(Kate)


  「Really?」(Sarasa)


  Just as Kate-san said, I could see small figures of people around the large feet of the giant centipede.


  They seemed to be running away from the centipede.


  There were some of them whose feet were buried in the snow. Perhaps because they were not wearing snow boot artifacts like us. However, they didn’t stop running.


  They were not running fast, but they managed to dodge every attack from the giant centipede. They must have a lot of stamina.


  「I wonder if they are Collectors.」(Kate)


  「Most likely, but… I’m not sure.」(Sarasa)


  The nearest village from this mountain is our village. However, the Collectors in our village are mostly taking a break, so I doubt they came from our village.


  There are some other villages surrounding the Great Sea of Trees but they are not as close as Yok Village. I think they came from one of those villages.


  However, what makes me curious about them is their number.


  Normally, Collectors make a party with no more than six people, but there are clearly more than ten of them.


  Collectors will make a party of more than ten people only when they want to subjugate strong monsters such as Salamanders.


  Do they want to hunt Giant Snow Centipedes from the beginning?


  No… I don’t think so…


  Salamanders are good subjugation targets because their scales are precious alchemy materials that can be sold at a very high price.


  Other than that, they sometimes harm people after they are carried away to nearby villages by the lava flow when the volcano where they live erupts. That’s one of the many reasons why people hunt them.


  However, unlike Salamanders, Giant Snow Centipedes don’t have body parts that can be sold at a high price. They also don’t come down to human settlements and harm people.


  In other words, you have no reason to hunt Giant Snow Centipedes unless you’re tired of living or want to face danger to challenge yourself.


  Did those people come to collect Misanon Roots just like us?


  Hmm, I think that’s the most possible reason I can think of.


  「Oi, oi…! I think they’re approaching us!」(Iris)


  For some reason, those people were running toward us with a Giant Snow Centipede chasing after them from behind.


  As soon as they noticed our presence, they raised their hands and shouted at us.


  「You there! Please, help us!!!」(man)


  

  


  「You there! Please, help us!!!」(man)


  While running away from the Giant Snow Centipede, those men waved at us, asking for help.


  Howeverー


  「Hmm… They look suspicious…」(Kate)


  「Yeah, I think so too.」(Iris)


  「Eh!? Why? Are you guys not going to help them?」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, people who ask for help aren’t necessarily good people, you know?」(Sarasa)


  For example, you found someone on the highway asking for help. However, when you helped them, they stabbed you in the back and stole all your belongings.


  Bandits sometimes use that kind of trap to trick kind people.


  It’s not that we don’t want to help them, but we need to be cautious.


  Unlike Iris-san, Kate-san, and I, Lorea-chan can’t fight. I can’t let them bring that giant centipede any closer to us.


  「I can attack that monster with a strong offensive spell from here, but I might hit those people too…」(Sarasa)


  My target was the giant centipede, so I would try not to hit those people. However, the shock wave coming from my attack might hurt them.


  Even if they avoided the shock wave, there was still the risk of them being caught by an avalanche.


  「It may be safer for us if you shoot a powerful spell from here, but we still don’t know if those people are friendly or not, so… I don’t think you should do it. You don’t want to hurt innocent people, right?」(Kate)


  「Of course…」(Sarasa)


  Seeing Kate-san who showed reluctance and Lorea-chan who was nodding next to her, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.


  If they were bandits or bad people who tried to trick us, of course, I would shoot a powerful spell not only at the giant centipede but at them as well without holding back.


  However, we can’t tell just from looking at them. They might be just unlucky Collectors who happened to encounter a Giant Snow Centipede. Who knows?


  「Uhh, it looks like we don’t have a choice but to help them and kill the centipede.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re right. If they were innocent people and we let them die in front of us, I don’t think I would be able to sleep well tonight.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, but let’s stay vigilant. We still don’t know who they are.」(Iris)


  Our own safety is indeed our top priority, but I don’t think we can ignore those people. Moreover, Lorea-chan seemed to be worried about them. She anxiously looked at them.


  Now that we have decided what to do, Iris-san, Kate-san, and I nodded at each other and held our weapons.


  At the same time as Kate-san drew her bow, Iris-san shouted, warning those people.


  「You guys! Stop running straight to us! Run to the sideー!!」(Iris)


  As soon as Iris-san finished the warning, Kate-san released her arrow.


  It hit one of the centipede’s antennae that was about to reach the person who was running the slowest.


  KSHHHAAAAAAA！！！


  The Giant Snow Centipede screamed in agony when Kate-san’s arrow penetrated its left antennae.


  However, Kate-san frowned, not because of the ear-piercing scream but because of the result of her attack.


  「Dammit! I thought my arrow would at least cut off its antennae!」(Kate)


  When we fought a Salamander a while ago, Kate-san wasn’t even able to hurt it a little with her arrows.


  She was so frustrated about that and asked me to upgrade her bow even though it cost her money.


  So, I modified her bow by embedding some magic stones into it so that Kate-san could infuse it with magical power.


  Her bow would become more powerful depending on the amount of magical power she put into it.


  In other words, the resilience of the bow and the speed of the arrow would increase in proportion to the amount of magical power consumed.


  However, Kate-san’s bow was a cheap bow that was originally made from low-quality wood because she didn’t have much money to buy a good one. Because of that, there was a limit to the amount of magical power she could put into her bow.


  Her bow would break if she kept putting magical power into it after it had reached its limit.


  Her bow had indeed become twice as powerful as before, but even so, it didn’t have enough power to sever the Giant Snow Centipede’s antennae.


  「Don’t worry, Kate-san. At least your arrow hurt it.」(Sarasa)


  「Well, yeah, but I wish I could do more damage.」(Kate)


  「Then you have no choice but to buy a good quality bow or use special arrows.」(Sarasa)


  「Ughh… I know, but… I don’t have much money…」(Kate)


  Kate-san looked down and sighed.


  Whether she chose to buy a new bow or special arrows, it would cost her a lot of money, especially the special arrows.


  The Ice Arrows I handed to her when we fought a Salamander were special arrows that could freeze enemies when hit, and of course, they were not cheap.


  There are some special arrows that could be used multiple times. You can collect them after using them. However, that kind of special arrow requires maintenance, and again, it costs money.


  Unless you are a rich Collector who uses a bow, you don’t want to use special arrows as your main ammunition.


  「Perhaps I can make it cheaper for you.」(Sarasa)


  「Really!?」(Kate)


  「Anyway, we can talk about it later. It’s coming. Prepare yourself!」(Sarasa)


  After being hit by Kate-san’s arrow, the Giant Snow Centipede turned its face toward us.


  I could feel a killing intent coming from it. Perhaps it now sees us as its enemy.


  It then began moving toward us by gliding on the snow real fast.


  「Here it comes!」(Sarasa)


  Chapter 22 : Encounter Ⅱ


  Now that the Giant Snow Centipede is targeting us, some of those people are running to the left and some others to the right just as Iris-san warned them.


  A few people were kicked and got injured by the centipede as it rushed toward us, but we didn’t have time to worry about them.


  「Kate-san, you stay here and protect Lorea-chan! Iris-san, you go with me!」(Sarasa)


  「Okay!」(Kate)


  「Aye, sir!」(Iris)


  Kate-san stood up in front of Lorea-chan and drew her arrow, ready to shoot anytime, while Iris-san and I unsheathed our swords and dashed toward the centipede.


  「First, we aim for the left legs!」(Sarasa)


  「Roger that!」(Iris)


  This Giant Snow Centipede can move quickly on the snow with its many legs.


  If we can cut off some of its legs and reduce its movement speed, we will have an advantage because we can move swiftly thanks to the Snow Boots artifact we are wearing.


  The people who were running away from the monster were dumbfounded when they saw Iris-san and I dashed on the snow really fast toward the monster.


  Iris-san and I were running toward the centipede’s left side since its left antenna was damaged by Kate-san’s arrow.


  I thought that it wouldn’t attack us with its damaged antenna, but I was wrong. When we were still about a few meters away from it, that monster swung down its left antenna at us.


  However, its movement was kind of slow, probably because it was hurt, so it wasn’t difficult for us to avoid it.


  Iris-san, who was running ahead of me, suddenly increased her speed drastically to avoid the antenna.


  On the other hand, I slowed down a bit for a few seconds, waiting for the antenna to come down.


  Iris-san successfully avoided the attack. The injured antenna couldn’t beat Iris-san’s speed and hit the ground.


  Immediately, I, who had been waiting for that moment, dashed forward and swung my sword vertically at the antenna.


  KSSHHHAAAAAAAAAA！！！


  The Giant Snow Centipede cried loudly as its left antenna, which was as big as an adult male’s body in thickness, was cut off by my blade.


  Right after, the giant centipede started moving slowly in a zigzag. Perhaps because it lost an antenna.


  「Store Onwer-dono, I knew you would cut off its antenna, so I tried my best to dodge! Nice one!」(Iris)


  As she complimented me, Iris-san sped up even more and swung her sword horizontally, cutting off a few of the centipede’s legs on its left side.


  The giant centipede then lost its balance and collapsed to the ground.


  「You did great too, Iris-san! Well done!」(Sarasa)


  「Thank you!」(Iris)


  Giant Snow Centipedes are one of the toughest monsters to defeat because they can move quickly on the snow and attack you with their strong antennas and jaws.


  However, if you can move quickly on the snow without your feet being stuck in the snow, there’s a chance to win.


  With the Snow Boots artifacts I made, we could easily avoid its attacks.


  Now that its antenna was hurt and it lost some of its legs, this giant centipede is nothing more than just a large bug to us.


  Well, it’s still threatening for normal people.


  「Iris-san, you take the remaining left legs! I will go for the right antenna!」(Sarasa)


  「Alright!」(Iris)


  Iris-san and I split up. She went straight to the left side of the centipede while I went to the right side.


  The Giant Snow Centipede seemed to be confused for a moment when we split up, but then it glared at me.


  Seems like it decided to attack me first since it still has its right antenna.


  It swung down its right antenna toward me


  Fortunately, this monster is not very smart. If it was, it wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.


  Although the right antenna was much faster than the damaged left antenna, with my Snow Boots artifact, I can still dodge it easily.


  I used body-strengthening magic to enhance my legs and stepped back quickly right before the antenna hit me.


  Just like before, the moment the antenna hit the ground, I immediately stepped forward and swung my sword.


  KSSHHH！！！


  However, it didn’t cry this time. Instead, right after its right antenna was cut off, it immediately tried to attack me with its jaws.


  I quickly jumped to avoid it and used the opportunity to try to attack its right eye.


  The centipede realized what I was going to do and tried to move its body to the left to avoid my blade. Howeverー


  「Ora, ora, oraaa!!!」(Iris)


  ーIris-san was running while cutting off its remaining left legs.


  The giant centipede who lost all of its left legs lost its balance and wasn’t able to avoid my attack.


  I plunged my sword and stuck the blade deeply into its right eye.


  Soon after, I pulled out my sword, jumped off its face, and started running along its right side while cutting off all of its right legs.


  ーSlash! Slash! Slash! Slash!


  I think there were fifteen legs on each side, so there were thirty in total. Those legs were slightly harder than the antennas but were not hard enough to stand a chance against my blade.


  KSHAAAAAA！！！　KSSHHHAAAAAAAAAA！！！


  The giant centipede who had lost both of its antennas and all of its legs could only wriggle on the snow, hoping that its body would hit us.


  However, Iris-san and I could easily dodge it by taking a few steps backward.


  「Alright. Now it’s time to end its life!」(Sarasa)


  「I leave the rest to you, Store Owner-dono!」(Iris)


  I nodded to Iris-san who was breathing heavily on the other side and concentrated my magical power on my entire body using body-strengthening magic.


  I jumped high into the air, swung my sword vertically as I fell toward the giant centipede, and cut off its giant head.


  Thus, our first fight against a Giant Snow Centipede was over.


  

  


  「Well done, Sarasa-san, Iris-san! It ended faster than I expected.」(Lorea)


  「I was holding my arrow the entire time, thinking that I could probably support you from here but you guys defeated it so quickly. I thought Giant Snow Centipedes were more dangerous.」(Kate)


  Seeing that the giant centipede had stopped moving, Lorea-chan and Kate-san approached us.


  Listening to what Kate-san said, Iris-san made a slightly complicated expression and pointed at the severed head of the giant centipede.


  「You think it’s not that dangerous? Look at those sharp jaws! If you can’t keep up with its speed, you would get cut in half by that! Thanks to these snow boots that Store Owner-dono prepared for us, I could move quickly on the snow.」(Iris)


  「Giant Snow Centipedes are considered to be dangerous monsters because they can move really fast on snow, but if we can move as fast as them, there’s nothing to be afraid of.」(Sarasa)


  「Now that you mention it… If we didn’t have these boots, we might have ended up like those guys.」(Kate)


  「Exactly.」(Sarasa)


  Kate-san turned her gaze to the side, looking at three men approaching us.


  There were about ten of them at first, but some of them were injured and some others ran away in different directions.


  There were also people who were not moving at all… They might have lost consciousness or… died.


  Lorea-chan looked at those people with a worried look on her face.


  「Are we… going to help them…?」(Lorea)


  「I want to help but I don’t know if we have enough supplies to help them all…」(Sarasa)


  Normally, Collectors only bring enough supplies for themselves. So do we.


  Therefore, if you encountered people in need of rescue, it would be quite difficult to decide whether or not to help them.


  Climbing a snowy mountain unprepared can endanger your life, so you need to bring various items. Because even the necessary supplies weigh a lot, it’s difficult to carry extra supplies.


  If you force yourself to help others even though you only have enough supplies for yourself, you might end up dying before you could reach the bottom of the mountain.


  All we can give them is just a little bit of food and a little bit of medicine. We need to keep some for ourselves.


  However, we still don’t know who these people are. We will help them if they are just Collectors who are having a bad day, but we will ignore them if they are bad people.


  「They look just like Collectors, but for some reason, my instinct says that they’re not.」(Iris)


  「Hmm, I don’t think they are Collectors either… I smell something familiar from them. I noticed it while fighting.」(Sarasa)


  「Come to think of it, I smell something that stinks. What is this smell?」(Kate)


  Kate-san twitched her nose, trying to smell it, and then frowned.


  「Hmm… I think it’s the smell of an alchemical substance that attracts insects. Collectors usually use it to lure insects that can be used as alchemy materials, but… Why did they use it here? Didn’t they know that it could attract Giant Snow Centipedes?」(Sarasa)


  「I didn’t know such a thing exists…」(Lorea)


  「Even if we need to collect insects in the future, I will never use that kind of thing!」(Iris)


  「Yeah, me neither.」(Kate)


  The three of them frowned. Perhaps they were imagining many insects crawling and surrounding them.


  Of course, I don’t want to use it either. I made some bottles of it but they are strictly sealed and stored in my warehouse.


  I used bottles that are more durable than normal ones just in case because it would be a catastrophe if it spilled on the floor even just a little bit.


  「Honestly, I’m a bit curious about that dangerous substance… None of us used it, right?」(Lorea)


  「Of course. In other words…」(Sarasa)


  There’s no need to think about it. It must be those men.


  「But why did they do that? Did they want to lure Giant Snow Centipedes out?」(Kate)


  「Whatever the reason is, they look suspicious to me. ーーYou guys, stop right there!」(Iris)


  Iris-san took action without hesitation. While holding her sword, she turned toward the men who were approaching us and told them to stop.


  「Who are you? Where did you come from?」(Iris)


  The men whispered to each other. They seemed to have a little discussion.


  After that, the two of them turned back and walked toward their injured friends who were lying on the snow, while the other one stayed.


  The one who stayed pulled out his sword and dropped it on the snow, trying to tell us that he meant no harm. He then continued approaching us slowly.


  When we were finally able to see his face and clothes more clearly, Iris-san raised her eyebrows. She seemed to know something about him.


  「That equipment… Those people look just like Collectors from afar, but if I’m not mistaken, that equipment belongs to the regional army.」(Iris)


  When Iris-san put her thumb on her chin and said that, Kate-san nodded in agreement.


  「Yeah, you’re right. I’ve seen it before.」(Kate)


  「Regional army…? So you say that those men are Baronet Kirk’s men?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. Look. There’s an engraving of the Kirk Family crest on his armor, right?」(Kate)


  「Ah, now that you mention it.」(Sarasa)


  A reasonably decent armor is quite expensive in this kingdom.


  You would need a huge budget to hire soldiers and provide them with good armor.


  「They had a lot of money to make all that armor, unlike my family who don’t even have the money to hire soldiers. Haha…」(Iris)


  Thinking how poor her family was, Iris-san chuckled awkwardly.


  It was natural for the Lotze Family, who couldn’t even pay their debt themselves, to hire soldiers, let alone buy expensive armor.


  However, Adelbert-san is a good lord and his people love him, so I think his territory is peaceful enough to the point it doesn’t need any soldiers to protect its peacefulness.


  「Anyway, I don’t think this encounter is a coincidence.」(Iris)


  「You’re right. There’s no way Baronet Kirk’s soldiers happened to climb this snowy mountain, happened to be attacked by a Giant Snow Centipede, and happened to run in our direction.」(Sarasa)


  「Also, they seem to use that substance as if they intended to lure the Giant Snow Centipede to us from the beginning.」(Kate)


  「Yeah… They’re very suspicious…」(Iris)


  Saying that, Iris-san raised her sword and stuck it out toward the man who was walking toward us.


  Chapter 23 : Encounter Ⅲ


  Iris-san raised her sword and stuck it out toward the man who was walking toward us.


  「W, Wait! I have no intention to fight! I threw my weapon away. You saw that, right?」(man)


  「I did, but you’re probably a martial artist who can fight without a weapon. Who knows?」(Iris)


  「What? No, no! I really don’t want to fight! I just want to talk. I swear!」(man)


  By the way, the man’s legs were buried in the snow up to his knees. Because of that, he looked like he was the same height as Lorea-chan and me.


  He wouldn’t be able to move quickly like that, let alone attack us, and considering that he didn’t do anything to hinder us while we were fighting the centipede, he might not be lying when he said he didn’t have the intention to fight.


  However, we can’t let our guard down. Iris-san was doing the right thing to keep holding her blade toward that guy.


  「Don’t worry. We’re not a barbarians who would attack you without reason. Whether we will attack you or not is up to you. First, I want you to answer my questions.」(Iris)


  「A, Alright…」(man)


  「You guys are Baronet Kirk’s soldiers, aren’t you? Tell us your name and your purpose here!」(Iris)


  「…My name is Madison. I’m the commander of the sixth garrison force from the town of South Strugg. The feudal lord ordered us to lure a Giant Snow Centipede to that alchemist girl.」(man)


  Saying that, the man called “Madison” glanced at me.


  He answered Iris-san’s question honestly without trying to deceive us.


  However, Iris-san frowned as if she became more suspicious of him.


  「Hee… I didn’t expect you would answer so honestly.」(Iris)


  「I told you the truth because I want to gain your trust. I watched how you defeated that giant monster. You are just young girls but you are stronger than us. We would die for sure if we fought you. ーNo. Even if we don’t fight you, many of us will die for sure. As the captain, I want to increase the chance for my men to survive as much as possible.」(Madison)


  While saying that, Madison turned his face and looked at his men.


  Some of them can walk, but others can only lie on the snow, writhing in pain.


  I can’t tell how bad their injuries are from here, but the number of injured people clearly exceeds the number of people who can walk.


  If we abandon them, most of them would definitely die on this mountain. Only a few of them might be able to return safely to the town.


  「I see. You have chosen wisely. Next question. How did you lure that giant centipede?」(Iris)


  「The alchemist who works for the feudal lord gave us a substance that can attract Giant Snow Centipedes.」(Madison)


  「I see. But didn’t you think that we could have taken a different route? What if you didn’t cross paths with us? You would all be dead!」(Iris)


  「Of course, I took that into account. We didn’t use the substance until we saw you. After we saw you and confirmed the route you were taking, we used the substance to lure a giant centipede. Well, I didn’t take into account how dangerous the monster was though… We were desperately trying to dodge its attacks while bringing it to you…」(Madison)


  「Hmph. You seem to be a reasonable person who cares about your men, but why did you accept this horrible job?」(Iris)


  「How could we refuse? We are just mere citizens who are hired to be soldiers. I swear that nobody wanted to do this job. It was very risky, and we didn’t want to hurt anyone. We became soldiers because we wanted to protect people, not to hurt them. However, we had no choice but to accept this job. We had no power to refuse the feudal lord’s command… I’m not asking for forgiveness, but please take that into consideration on how you will treat us.」(Madison)


  Madison sighed and frowned. He then looked at us with an entreating face.


  However, Kate-san shook her head resolutely.


  「No. How we will be treating you depends on your actions from now on.」(Kate)


  「…Makes sense.」(Madison)


  「Hold on. I still don’t get how you planned to lure the giant centipede to us. Look. If we decided to abandon you and run away, you all would be killed, right? How could you guarantee that the centipede would attack us?」(Iris)


  「When we got close enough to you, I planned to throw this at you.」(Madison)


  Saying that, Madison took out a small vial from his pocket. He then stepped closer to me and handed it to me.


  I carefully grabbed it and opened the lid a little.


  Soon after, a slightly sweet yet pungent smell leaked out from the vial.


  「…!!」(Sarasa)


  As soon as I realized what it was, I hurriedly closed the lid and frowned.


  「Store Owner-dono, you know what it is?」(Iris)


  「It’s similar to the substance that can attract insects but I think this one has the odor that can make giant centipedes excited and increase their killing intent. Once this odor sticks to your body, giant centipedes will definitely try their hardest to kill you.」(Sarasa)


  It was just my guess though. I’ve never made this kind of substance because it’s not listed in the volumes of Alchemy Encyclopedia that I could read.


  However, I’ve heard from Master that there are some alchemical substances that can make specific monsters angry, so I think my guess was correct.


  This man said that he got it from an alchemist who works for Baronet Kirk, right?


  There are two alchemists in South Strugg; Leonora-san and the male alchemist who once tricked the Collectors from my village.


  There’s no way Leonora-san would help Baronet Kirk harm us, so it must be that sly alchemist.


  I heard that he went bankrupt because no Collectors had visited his store since I warned people about his evil deeds.


  I see… It seems that he has been staying at Baronet Kirk’s place and working for him since then.


  They are both bad people, so they would make a good team, I guess…


  「While we were busy fighting that giant centipede, you could have thrown this vial at us, but… Why you didn’t do that?」(Sarasa)


  It could increase the giant centipede’s killing intent and would make it move faster.


  Well, I don’t think we would lose anyway, but if the smell stuck on our bodies, at least it would force us to fight more giant centipedes on our way to the bottom of the mountain.


  Listening to my question, Madison smiled wryly at me.


  「…The moment I realized how young you are, I couldn’t bring myself to do it… You reminded me of my daughter… I just… I don’t want to kill girls who are the same age as my daughter… I shouldn’t have lured and brought the centipede to you, but…」(Madison)


  「But, what? If you really didn’t want to kill us, you could have just returned to the town and told that evil lord of yours that you failed, right?」(Iris)


  「It would have been great if we could do that, but… No… Someone from the feudal lord’s private army was watching us.」(Madison)


  「Hold on… What do you mean? Aren’t all of you from the same army?」(Iris)


  「No, that man was from the private army. The private army is the feudal lord’s most trusted people. They will do any dirty work for their master, but me and my men are different. As I said, we are from the sixth garrison force of the town of South Strugg. Our original job is to maintain public order and protect the town. To be exact, we patrol around the town, catch thieves, stop fights between citizens, prevent monsters from entering the town, and things like that. It’s rare for us to receive direct orders from the feudal lord himself.」(Madison)


  After explaining to us, Madison let out a long sigh.


  From his face, I could tell somehow that he was forced to accept this job.


  「My men and I have families in South Strugg. If we refuse the feudal lord’s order… Well… you know what he would do to our families, right?」(Madison)


  When Madison said that as if asking for our consent, the first one who nodded and replied to him was Lorea-chan.


  「I think I can understand… Commoners have no power against nobles after all…」(Lorea)


  「But, Lorea, not all nobles abuse their power to oppress commoners, you know?」(Iris)


  「Fufu. Of course, I know.」(Lorea)


  When Iris-san muttered with a little dissatisfied face, Lorea-chan replied to her with a smile.


  「So, where is the man from the private army who was watching you?」(Iris)


  Iris-san bluntly asked about that person even though we didn’t know if he was still watching us or not.


  I was a bit worried, but Madison answered Iris-san’s question with a giggle and a mischievous smile on his face.


  「He’s dead.」(Madison)


  


  Chapter 24 : Collecting Information Ⅰ


  「So, where is the man from the private army who was watching you?」(Iris)


  「He’s dead.」(Madison)


  「He’s… dead…?」(Iris)


  「Yeah. He ‘died in an accident’ when we tried to lure a Giant Snow Centipede.」(Madison)


  「Hee… Died in an accident, huh?」(Iris)


  「Yup. He died in an accident.」(Madison)


  When Iris-san asked once again to confirm, Madison-san nodded to her still with a grin on his face.


  There are two possibilities, either that person from the private army really died in an accident or someone killed him and made it look like an accident. However, I already know the answer judging from Madison-san’s expression.


  「I understand it’s a selfish request, but… would you guys help us? You know how evil the feudal lord is, right? He is holding our families hostage, so we couldn’t refuse this job for the sake of our families’ safety.」(Madison)


  「So, you want us to treat your men’s injuries and escort you all to the bottom of the mountain?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes. Of course, we will accept any punishment for what we did, but, please help us first.」(Madison)


  What they did to us was a crime but because they were just following their lord’s order, it’s hard to think of it that way.


  I can understand their desire to protect their families and I can understand why they couldn’t refuse this job.


  I shouldn’t blame the people who just wanted to prioritize the safety of their families, but…


  It’s hard for me, as someone who was targeted, to not blame them.


  Well, since we didn’t suffer any damage, I don’t mind helping them, honestly.


  However, even if we help them, there are problems they cannot avoid.


  「Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  When I groaned and looked at Iris-san and Kate-san, they looked back at me with troubled faces.


  Seeing our troubled faces, Lorea-chan timidly talked to me.


  「Umm, Sarasa-san… Can we do something for them?」(Lorea)


  「Lorea-chan, you’re so kind… These people almost killed you, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「I know, but… I didn’t feel that I was in danger because I believed that you would protect me. Besides, I didn’t get hurt, so… It’s hard for me to blame them.」(Lorea)


  While saying that, Lorea-chan put her hands together and timidly wandered her gaze.


  As a commoner, she must feel sympathy for these people who can’t disobey nobles.


  I’ve been in a better position since I became an alchemist, but I was once in a position close to the bottom of society, so I can understand her feelings.


  I’d be lying if I said that I don’t want to save them. However, in order to do so, there are problems that need to be resolved.


  It was Iris-san who pointed it out on my behalf.


  「Lorea, even though they didn’t kill us, the fact that they were trying to harm an alchemist doesn’t disappear. They have committed a pretty serious crime. In most cases, it could be punishable by death.」(Iris)


  「I see… I understand that the consequence of trying to kill someone is that you might get yourself killed, but…」(Lorea)


  The problem is how serious was the crime that Madison-san and his men had committed.


  They were being chased by a giant centipede and bringing it to someone else. It was quite a vicious act, but it was unlikely that they would be punished by death because of that.


  However, things work differently when the other party is an alchemist.


  If you endanger an alchemist’s life or kill them even if it was unintentional or purely an accident, you would likely get punished by death.


  It would be worse if it was planned. The probability of being punished by death would be more than 90%.


  Alchemists are national assets that the country spends a lot of money on to raise. That’s the reason why you can be punished if you hurt them or try to hurt them.


  「Moreover, even though she looks like a poor Collector, Iris is a daughter of a noble. The fact that they also endanger a daughter of a noble may make things worse for them.」(Kate)


  「Yeah, Kate’s right. Even though I look like a poorー Hey, that’s rude!」(Iris)


  Kate-san shrugged her shoulders and sighed when Iris-san pouted and glared at her.


  「Iris, can you even say, “I’m a noble’s daughter! Have a good day, everyone! O~hohoho~!” while smiling proudly and behaving elegantly like a noble’s daughter normally does?」(Kate)


  「Ugh… I can’t… However, no matter how far I am from the image of an ideal noble’s daughter, I’m still a noble’s daughter.」(Iris)


  「Exactly. These people would be severely punished if the government knew that they tried to kill you, a noble’s daughter, and Store Owner-san, an alchemist.」(Kate)


  A commoner attacking a noble can be considered a heavy crime and can be severely punished.


  Madison-san didn’t seem to realize that Iris-san was a noble’s daughter. His face became even more pale.


  「Kate’s right. Madison-san, was it? Normally, the one who commands the soldiers is responsible for what the soldiers did, but do you think Baronet Kirk will take the responsibility?」(Iris)


  「……..」(Madison)


  Madison-san silently looked down when Iris-san asked him that question.


  He seemed to realize that there was no way Baronet Kirk would take responsibility.


  「No… I don’t think so… The feudal lordー I mean, that wicked evil man would likely blame us for everything so that he could avoid being punished…」(Madison)


  Madison-san gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. He looked so frustrated.


  「…So from the beginning, we are just the pawns that he can throw away anytime he likes, huh? Dammit!!」(Madison)


  He then frustratedly kicked the snow on the ground.


  「There’s another problem. Knowing how evil Baronet Kirk is, if he knew that you and your men failed to kill us, he might use your families to force you to fight against us. He would likely say, “If you don’t kill those bitches, I will execute your families!” or something like that.」(Sarasa)


  「Khh…!!」(Madison)


  Now that their families’ lives are at stake, I don’t think Madison-san and his men can easily tell Baronet Kirk that they have failed.


  Considering that possibility, Madison-san and his men had no choice but to fight us. However…


  「We are soldiers, but before we were hired not long ago, we were just normal citizens who didn’t know how to fight… After watching your battle against that giant centipede and learning how strong you are, I think the chance for me and my men to win against you is very slim…」(Madison)


  Most of Madison-san’s men are injured. I don’t think they have a chance to win against us.


  However, if they don’t fight us, Baronet Kirk will likely execute their families.


  Madison-san could only close his eyes and bite his lips. He didn’t know what to do.


  


  Chapter 25 : Collecting Information Ⅱ


  After thinking while looking down for a while, Madison-san slowly raised his face and stared at me with a serious, determined expression.


  「Miss Alchemist, my men were just following my orders. They didn’t have a choice. Do you think the government will forgive them if I offer my head?」(Madison)


  「Hmm… I don’t know. It’s up to them to decide.」(Sarasa)


  I can understand the feelings of Madison-san who wants to protect his subordinates with his own life.


  However, it’s the judicial authorities in the royal capital who will decide their punishment, not me.


  Judging from similar cases in the past, I don’t think they will take extenuating circumstances into account, so they will likely ignore Madison-san’s request.


  Because it will be too much of a hassle to investigate this case in detail, I have a feeling that Madison-san and his men would be executed right away without further investigation.


  For the bureaucrats in the royal capital who are mostly nobles, commoners from local territories are not so important that they would spend their precious time for their sake.


  They are only interested in nobles and important people’s circumstances, so I don’t think they will take commoners’ individual circumstances seriously.


  「Then… How about you? If I give you my head, would you forgive my men and not report them to the government?」(Madison)


  「Even if we don’t report you to the government, your lord will execute your family if he knew that you had failed, right? Besides, receiving your head won’t make me happy at all. It’s not even worth a penny for me. However, if you give me your lord’s head, I’ll be more than happy!」(Sarasa)


  「Uhh… How could you say something scary with such a cheerful smile…?」(Madison)


  I smiled at Madison-san who looked at me with an awkward face.


  「Because he’s a scum who deserves to die.」(Sarasa)


  I think Baronet Kirk was trying to dispose of us and Madison-san’s army altogether from the beginning. That’s why he was planning on using a Giant Snow Centipede.


  Instead of dealing with us head-on, he was trying to dispose of us in an unlawful way.


  Moreover, he is taking hostages so that Madison-san and his men can’t resist.


  I think he is worse than bandits, and I think a man like him deserves to die.


  「Store Owner-san, calm down. No matter how evil Baronet Kirk is, he is still a noble.」(Kate)


  Seeing me grinning like a villain, Kate-san put her hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me down.


  「Sarasa-san, Kate-san’s right. He is a noble, soー」(Lorea)


  「ーSo we need to prepare and make sure we won’t get into any trouble. Killing him with your own hands is not the only way after all.」(Kate)


  「That’s riー Wait, that’s not what I was trying to say!」(Lorea)


  「My parents owed a lot of debt because of that man. Store Owner-dono, I’ll do anything I can to help. I’m sure people will be happy if an evil leader like him dies.」(Iris)


  「Iris-san, not you too! …Are you guys serious about it…? I still think that messing with a noble will lead you into a serious problem…」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan seemed to worry about us.


  「Lorea, did you forget that I’m from a noble family? Well, my parents won’t be involved in this matter but it won’t be commoner vs noble, but noble vs noble.」(Iris)


  「You may be right… But, still…」(Lorea)


  「Alright, we can talk about what to do to Baronet Kirk later. For now, let’s help Madison-san’s men, shall we?」(Sarasa)


  「Y, You want to help us?」(Madison)


  「I’ve never said no, have I? But there’s a limit to how much we can help.」(Sarasa)


  「I understand. Thank you!」(Madison)


  After thanking me, Madison-san turned around and looked at his men.


  It seemed that while we were talking, the people who still could walk were setting up tents and carrying those who couldn’t move and gathering them in one place.


  One of them ran over here, approaching us. Perhaps he noticed that our conversation had ended.


  He stopped in front of Madison-san and saluted him.


  「Sir, we have finished gathering the injured men!」(soldier A)


  「Good work. So… How many have died?」(Madison)


  Madison-san asked worriedly, but his man answered him with a smile.


  「Fortunately, no one died. Some of them are not moving because they lost consciousness.」(soldier A)


  「I see. Thank god…」(Madison)


  「Well, no one died except for the man from the private army.」(soldier A)


  「Hmph. I don’t care about that asshole.」(Madison)


  「I knew you would say that. We took all his belongings and left the body on the hill.」(soldier A)


  「Good.」(Madison)


  The soldier raised his thumb up with a big smile on his face. Madison-san smiled too in response.


  「Are these guys really okay with that…?」(Iris)


  It seemed that Iris-san couldn’t help but murmur to herself after seeing the two men smiling over someone’s death.


  It’s not that I don’t understand her feelings, but the man from the private army worked for Baronet Kirk, planning to kill us all. There’s no way we would take the trouble to carry his body to the town.


  「So… How’s the negotiation going, Sir?」(soldier A)


  The soldier lowered his hand and glanced at us as he asked Madison-san.


  Madison-san then turned his gaze to me. I nodded at him and he nodded back at me.


  「These ladies agreed to help us. I still don’t know what will happen to us if we make it to the town though.」(Madison)


  「So, we don’t have to fight these ladies? …Thank god. I really didn’t want to fight girls in a cold place like this. I can only ‘wrestle with girls’ on a warm bed after all! Gaahahaha!」(soldier A)


  The man laughed after making a dirty joke, but then Madison-san immediately hit his head.


  「Ouch! Captain, what was that for!?」(soldier A)


  「Carter, be careful with your words!! There’s a noble lady here!」(Madison)


  When Madison-san said that while looking at Iris-san, the young soldier who is called Carter immediately raised his face and turned his gaze to Iris-san.


  「Se, Seriously!? P-Please excuse me, Ma’am!」(Carter)


  He then bowed to Iris-san.


  「For God’s sake… Ojou-san, I’m sorry I didn’t educate my subordinate well.」(Madison)


  Madison-san also bowed to Iris-san.


  They both seemed to be afraid of nobles. That’s why they couldn’t defy Baronet Kirk.


  「No, no. I’m indeed a noble but at the same time, I’m also a Collector. I’ve heard male Collectors make dirty jokes at a bar many times, so I don’t mind it. But… are you okay? Does it hurt?」(Iris)


  「Ahaha… It hurts, but I’m fine. Thank you.」(Carter)


  Carter-san bowed once again to Iris-san to thank her and looked at me.


  「Are you the alchemist lady?」(Carter)


  「Yup. I’m Sarasa.」(Sarasa)


  「It’s nice to meet you. And… I’m sorry about what happened. There are some guys with serious injuries that needed to be treated quickly, so I’d be grateful if you follow me now.」(Carter)


  「Alright, but please refrain from making vulgar jokes, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「Haha! I got it.」(Carter)


  I didn’t want Lorea-chan to hear too many vulgar jokes, but when I looked at her, she seemed to be fine with those kinds of jokes. Her face didn’t change at all.


  Come to think of it, people normally get married at a very young age in the countryside, so that’s probably why Lorea-chan is used to it.


  Now that we decided to help these people, Iris-san, Kate-san, Lorea-chan, and I followed Madison-san and Carter-san from behind, heading toward the place where they placed the injured people.


  

  


  Madison-san’s squad has twelve members. Three people are unharmed including Madison-san, and nine people are injured.


  Among the injured people, five of them can still walk and four others can only lie down.


  Those who still can move set up tents for those who cannot and let them lie down on warm fur mats. However, we can’t stay here for too long since the weather might change at any time.


  「Alright, I’ll examine your friends but don’t ever think of attacking me while I’m doing it. I may look weak, but I can kill Hellfire Grizzlies barehanded. If you make any suspicious movementsー」(Sarasa)


  「ーI know, I know. We won’t do anything to you. You can trust us.」(Madison)


  Since their families are still being held hostage by Baronet Kirk they still have a reason to kill us. That’s why I still don’t trust them completely.


  I don’t want them to think that they might be able to win against me while I’m not holding my sword.


  Honestly, I really don’t want to kill them. They’re not bad people. They are only being manipulated by their lord. Therefore, I warned them just in case.


  「There’s no way I would mess with her after watching her fight that giant monster…」
 「Right? And I don’t think she was lying about killing Hellfire Grizzlies barehanded…」
 「Seriously… So there’s a monster inside that cute girl, huh?」
 「There’s a sayingー Every rose has its thorns. I think that’s perfect for her.」(Madison’s subordinates)


  I’m not sure if it’s a good thing or not. All of them seem to be afraid of me…


  They started whispering with each other, talking about me, but… I can still hear them!


  They called a cute, delicate girl like me a monster! That’s very rude! But… I think it’s better if they think of me that way in this situation…
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  After examining these people for a while, I found that there are two people with relatively minor injuries such as bruises and broken fingers, three people with broken arms, three people with broken legs, and one person, who has the most serious injuries, with both thighbones, one arm, and several ribs broken.


  Honestly, I’m surprised that they all survived. They may be commoners who can’t fight before they joined the army not long ago, but Madison-san seems to have trained them pretty well.


  Even a team of strong Collectors might have a few deaths if they fight a Giant Snow Centipede.


  Well, Madison-san’s squad didn’t actually fight the centipede. They were just luring it to us, so that’s probably why they survived.


  Still, dodging fatal attacks from the centipede while running on the snow needs a lot of stamina and good fighting skills.


  「This guy is the vice-captain, Lloyd… Do you think he will survive another day with all those injuries?」(Madison)


  While looking worriedly at the unconscious man with the most injuries, Madison-san asked me.


  However, before I could answer, one of his men kneeled on the ground and bowed to me.


  「Miss Alchemist, please save him! It was my fault! Vice Captain… He got attacked because he protected me!」(soldier B)


  It seems that the most seriously injured person, who’s called Llyod, is the vice-captain of this unit, and he was hurt badly protecting his subordinate.


  His injuries look bad. Both of his legs are crooked because of the broken thighbones. He won’t be able to walk for a while for sure.


  Fortunately, none of his broken ribs pierced his internal organs, so his heart and lungs are safe.


  It doesn’t seem to be life-threatening injuries, so he won’t die anytime soon.


  His subordinate, whose life was saved by him, is begging me to save him.


  He looks young. Perhaps he’s the same age as me.


  He is bowing down to me but I can see tears dropping from his eyes. It seems that he deeply regrets what happened to his vice-captain.


  Even though he also has a broken leg, it seems that he can’t forgive himself because his vice-captain almost died due to his own mistake.


  「Please, Miss Alchemist! He saved my life! I will pay no matter how expensive the treatment is!」(soldier B)


  「Oi, Patrick, calm down! I’ve known this guy for a long time. He is too kind… He saved you because he wanted to save you. That’s it. So stop blaming yourself!」(Madison)


  Seeing the soldier, who is called Patrick, keeps begging me, Madison-san put his hand on his shoulder and tried to calm him down.


  「But, Captain…!」(Patrick)


  「Don’t worry. His life is not in danger. The injuries look bad but they’re not life-threatening.」(Sarasa)


  「Re, Really!? Thank god…!」(Patrick)


  「If you understand, then stop yelling and let him sleep for now.」(Sarasa)


  「A, Alright. I’m sorry…」(Patrick)


  「Please forgive him, Miss Alchemist. So, what’s your plan?」(Madison)


  「Hmm, I think I will deal with those with broken limbs first. We want as many men who can move as possible.」(Sarasa)


  Honestly, I really want to heal the vice-captain first, but because we lack supplies and there is the possibility that the weather suddenly changes, I decided to prioritize increasing the number of people who can walk.


  「I see. That’s a wise decision.」(Madison)


  「However, I don’t think our supplies of medicines will be enough. I can use healing magic, but it won’t be that simple…」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, you’re really good at magic. You can heal broken bones easily, right?」(Lorea)


  「Not ‘easily’, but I can, yes. Ah, come to think of it, Lorea-chan, I haven’t explained about healing magic to you, have I? I can certainly heal injuries with healing magic, but at the same time, it drains the patient’s physical strength.」(Sarasa)


  The treatment using healing potions also drains the user’s physical strength, but it’s not as intense as the treatment using healing magic.


  The higher the quality of the healing potions, the less physical strength is drained.


  This theory also applies to the treatment using healing magic. The better you are at using healing magic, the less physical strength will be drained from your patients.


  「I’m good at magic, but I’m an alchemist, not a magician. Besides, healing magic is not my best type of magic. If I push my limit, I can probably fix one person’s broken arm or leg, but I can’t guarantee that person will be strong enough to move after that.」(Sarasa)


  I can heal someone but they might need to rest for a few days to regain their strength.


  It wouldn’t be a problem if we were in a safe place, but we are in a snow field. There’s nothing but snow here.


  If we sleep in a place like this we might freeze to death.


  I brought a few potions for restoring physical strength from home just in case, but we used almost all of them. It won’t be enough for all of the injured people here.


  Besides, I was planning to save those potions in case we had to fight strong monsters on the way home.


  「I see… So, even if you can heal someone with serious injuries, they’ll have to rest for a while.」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Do you remember what happened to Iris-san after I fixed her severed arm?」(Sarasa)


  「Now that you mention it, she had to rest a few days even though you always gave her potions for regaining stamina. I see… So there’s no instant way to heal people, huh?」(Lorea)


  「Actually, there are some ways to instantly heal people. However, if you force someone with heavy injuries to recover in a short period of time, they might end up with bad aftereffects. These kinds of methods won’t be used unless there’s someone in a critical condition who will die soon if they don’t recover immediately. 」(Sarasa)


  Chapter 26 : Collecting Information Ⅲ


  Before we can move away from this place, first, I need to treat the people with broken legs.


  「Madison-san, we will need some wooden sticks or something that can be used as splints and crutches. Can you find them for me?」(Sarasa)


  「Right away!」(Madison)


  Without delay, Madison-san dashed toward the place with a few trees not far from here.


  「Patrick-san, was it? I’ll start with you. Can you lie down?」(Sarasa)


  Patrick, who was begging me to heal the vice-captain, was sitting next to me, so I decided to start with him.


  「A, Alright.」(Patrick)


  「And, you two. Can you hold him down?」(Sarasa)


  I asked two Madison-san’s subordinates who were not injured; Carter and a person whose name I don’t know to hold Patrick down for me.


  「「Y, Yes, Ma’am!」」(Carter & his friend)


  Although they were still puzzled, the two immediately held Patrick’s foot and hip down so that I could adjust the position of his bones easier.


  「Gwaaaa…!!」(Patrick)


  As soon as I started massaging his broken leg, Patrick screamed.


  Unable to bear the pain, he tried to move his leg, but Carter and his friend were doing their best to hold him down.


  「Don’t move! You’re a soldier, right? A soldier should be able to endure this much pain!」(Sarasa)


  「B, But… Ghhh…!! It hurts so much…!!」(Patrick)


  「I know it hurts but it will hurt more if you don’t stop moving! Here, you can bite this. It will make you feel a bit better.」(Sarasa)


  I took out a clean cloth from my bag, rolled it, and put it in Patrick’s mouth.


  「I’m gonna press it harder. I hope you can endure it.」(Sarasa)


  「Hhnngh!! Hhngghh!! Hngghhh!!!!」(Patrick)


  Patrick bit the cloth as hard as he could when I put more strength in my hands while massaging his leg.


  Just like when he was begging me to heal the vice-captain, his eyes were filled with tears, but this time, he was crying from enduring the pain.


  I kinda feel bad for him, but we still have several patients left, so I need to do it quickly.


  Iris-san and Kate-san, who were standing behind me, frowned while watching Patrick suffer in agony.


  「Uhh… Store Owner-san really has no mercy when treating heavy injuries…」(Kate)


  「I know, right…?」(Iris)


  「Well, I can fix his leg with less pain but it will take a very long time. We need to hurry, you know?」(Sarasa)


  After massaging Patrick’s leg for a while, I was finally able to put the broken bones together and adjust them into the right position.


  Luckily for Patrick, Madison-san came back at the right time with some durable-looking twigs and long wooden sticks.


  Immediately, I took a few of the twigs, put them around Patrick’s leg, and wrapped them all together with a bandage.


  After that, I applied a thick transparent liquid to the bandage.


  「Sarasa-san, what is that?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan seemed to be curious about the liquid.


  「It’s the liquid for hardening bandages. If you apply it on bandages and leave it for a while, the bandages will stiffen. It can help you stop the bone fractures from moving too much.」(Sarasa)


  After applying the liquid while explaining to Lorea-chan, I cast healing magic on Patrick’s leg with a little bit of magical power just to ease the pain and speed up the healing process a little.


  「Alright. It’s done!」(Sarasa)


  「Ahh… Thank you… very much…」(Patrick)


  「Don’t move your leg too much, okay?」(Sarasa)


  「A, Alright…」(Patrick)


  Patrick sighed in relief, knowing that his suffering was over.


  「Phew… I’ll go see another patient.」(Sarasa)


  I left Patrick behind and approached another soldier with a broken leg who was lying down in another tent.
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  Fortunately, the other patients with bone fractures were more stoic than Patrick. They were able to endure the pain and didn’t move too much while I was treating their injuries. As a result, I finished their treatment quicker than I expected.


  Thinking that we still have time, I went to check the condition of the person with the most serious injuries, Llyod, the vice-captain.


  He still hasn’t regained consciousness yet. He was hardly breathing due to the broken ribs.


  Aside from broken ribs, he also has some bad lacerations, a broken arm, and broken thighbones.


  It will be very hard to move him with all those injuries, especially the broken ribs. If we move him carelessly, his broken ribs might puncture his internal organs and endanger his life.


  I put my index finger and thumb on my chin and started thinking.


  「Anyway, moving him will be very risky with those broken ribs, so… I think I will try to heal his ribs with healing magic for now.」(Sarasa)


  「Eh? But, Store Owner-donoー」(Iris)


  「I know. I won’t be able to heal his ribs completely with my remaining magical power, but I think I still have enough to at least stick his ribs together even for a bit so that we can move him more safely.」(Sarasa)


  I’m a bit worried because it will drain his physical strength, but if his ribs heal even a bit, he should be able to breathe easier.


  I gently put my hands on his chest and started concentrating my magical power in my hands.


  「Hahh… Haahh… *breathing heavily*」(Sarasa)


  As I expected, it was quite tiring because I had to use almost all my remaining magical power to stick his ribs together. However, Lloyd-san could breathe more smoothly a while later.


  「Hahh… Alright. I think his consciousness will return after a while. Madison-san, we need to keep him warm.」(Sarasa)


  「Got it… Oi, Carter, bring all the blankets you can find!」(Madison)


  「Right away, Sir!」(Carter)


  Carter and his friend who still can move immediately started rummaging through the bags and brought as many blankets as they could find. I then slowly put the blankets on Lloyd-san.


  After that, I came out of the tent. I washed my hands, stretched out, and took a deep breath.


  「Aaahh… What a busy day…」(Sarasa)


  「Sarasa-san, you look tired. Are you okay?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah, but don’t worry. I almost used up all my magical power but I will recover after resting for a bit.」(Sarasa)


  「Not only are you tired physically but also mentally, right? Are you sure you’re really okay?」(Lorea)


  「Well, I’m not a doctor after all. But, I’m fine.」(Sarasa)


  Alchemists can also heal people, but our main job is to make potions and artifacts, so you can say that we are less experienced than doctors.


  Nevertheless, now that I’ve treated their injuries, we should be able to descend this mountain soon.


  Chapter 27 : Taking Measures For The Future Ⅰ


  While I was resting, Madison-san, who had finished instructing his subordinates to prepare for leaving, approached me and bowed deeply to me.


  「Miss Alchemist, I really appreciate your help. Thank you. Now all my subordinates can return to their homes…. Well, we still don’t know what will happen to us when we get home though…」(Madison)


  「We can talk about it on our way back. First, we need to focus on descending this mountain safely. You can never underestimate snowy mountains after all.」(Sarasa)


  「You’re right… Umm, by the way… About the cost of treatment, how can we…」(Madison)


  「Ah, about that…」(Sarasa)


  It’s quite difficult for me to decide how much they should pay for the treatment I provided.


  First of all, we’re not in a safe place. That means medicines and potions are precious, so I should set the price a bit higher than normal. Moreover, I almost used all my magical power to treat these people’s wounds.


  If they were Collectors, they could pay with materials they had collected along their way up here, but they’re not. They’re soldiers.


  From the size of their bags, I could already tell that they ignored all the alchemy materials they could collect. Or maybe, they didn’t collect materials because they don’t have knowledge at all about them.


  Anyway, I don’t think they can pay for the treatment right here, right now.


  「If you have money or alchemy materials, you can pay me with that, but… you don’t, do you?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah… I’m sorry… I have little savings at home I can give you when we safely return, but… I don’t think it will be enough…」(Madison)


  Madison-san is a captain of a troop, but I think his income is almost the same as the other commoners in town.


  I don’t think he would be able to pay for the treatment.


  In the first place, we still don’t know if they can even return to South Strugg safely without alerting Baronet Kirk.


  「Can I at least do something for you to express my gratitude?」(Madison)


  「Hmm, if that’s the case, then… Can you help me dismantle that giant centipede and transport its materials?」(Sarasa)


  There are almost no valuable materials you can get from Giant Snow Centipedes, but I spent some energy to kill one. I just don’t want to waste my efforts.


  The materials from Giant Snow Centipedes are cheap but I can still get some money if I sell them, right?


  Since Madison-san and his men don’t have much stuff in their bags, I think they can help me carry some materials even though the value of the materials won’t be enough to cover the cost of treatment.


  「Alright, I’ll gladly help you with that. If there’s anything else we can do to help, please tell us.」(Madison)


  「Actually, there is. I want you and your men to cooperate with something important.」(Sarasa)


  「Like what…?」(Madison)


  「I want your testimony to help me deal with Baronet Kirk.」(Sarasa)


  I don’t know if their testimony will be enough to weaken Baronet Kirk’s power, but we need as much evidence as possible.


  「I see. Of course, we will cooperate! He may be our boss, but now, he’s also our enemy.」(Madison)


  「Good. Anyway, shall we dismantle the centipede before leaving?」(Sarasa)


  「Alright. I’ll go get some men who can help.」(Madison)


  Madison-san went back for a while and returned with a few men who can help us dismantle the giant monster.


  The reason why Giant Snow Centipedes can slide on the snow really fast is because the carapace on their legs is shaped like a long, thin boards.


  First, we took that board-like carapace off the legs and made some sleds from it to carry our luggage and the people who can’t walk.


  Since we didn’t have enough materials, the sleds seemed a bit fragile, but I think they will hold until we get to the town.
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  Thanks to the sleds we made of the Giant Snow Centipedes’ legs, we managed to descend the snowy mountain without a problem.


  Currently, we are in the forest near the bottom of the mountain.


  Because it will get dark soon, we decided to set up a campsite here.


  After setting up tents and preparing food for dinner, we gathered around the campfire and talked about what to do while eating.


  「Madison-san, if you return to South Strugg, Baronet Kirk will notice for sure. He will execute you and your family if he knows that you have failed. So… I don’t think returning to your home is the best choice in your current situation.」(Sarasa)


  「But… Where else should we go then…? Should we hide in your village for a while?」(Madison)


  「No. Yok Village is a part of his region, so there’s no point in hiding there. Hmm…」(Sarasa)


  While I was thinking, Iris-san looked at me and raised her hand.


  「Store Owner-dono, I have a suggestion.」(Iris)


  She then glared at Madison-san for some reason.


  「But first, Madison-san, let me ask you this once again… Can I trust you and your men?」(Iris)


  「You can trust us. We’re not your enemy.」(Madison)


  Madison-san then replied with a serious face.


  「…I see.」(Iris)


  Responded to Madison-san’s serious answer, Iris-san closed her eyes and nodded to convince herself.


  「Alright. This forest is not far from my family’s region. You and your men can hide there for a while.」(Iris)


  「Hey, Iris, are you sure?」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry, Kate. I know my family’s region is not as prosperous as other regions. Therefore, Madison-san, you and your men might be guests, but you’ll have to work to feed yourselves.」(Iris)


  「Of course. We will do anything to survive.」(Madison)


  「Alright. I was the one who suggested it, but it’s my father who will decide whether or not you’re allowed to enter his territory since it might trigger a conflict between my family and Baronet Kirk’s. So, I have to see my father first to get his approval before I can guide you there.」(Iris)


  「I see. I leave it to you then. Thank you.」(Madison)


  Madison-san bowed to Iris-san as he thanked her.


  「I will go tomorrow morning. I think I can get home in half a day if I run while using body-strengthening magic.」(Iris)


  「Iris, are you sure you want to go alone?」(Kate)


  「Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I’m good at body-strengthening magic after all. Right, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  「Yeah, you have an aptitude for that. But remember to keep watch on your surroundings while running, okay? You’re fast, so you might hit a tree branch or slip over a rock or something.」(Sarasa)


  「Hehe~ I’ll keep that in mind.」(Iris)


  Iris-san looked happy. Probably because I said that she was fast.


  

  


  The next morning, Iris-san went to the Lotze Family’s mansion as planned to explain the situation to her father and asked his permission to let Madison-san and his men hide in his territory for a while.


  Since Iris-san was running with body-strengthening magic, it didn’t take long for her to come back.


  After explaining everything to her father, Adelbert-san, she got his permission to guide Madison-san and his men to the Lotze Family’s territory.


  Knowing how kind Adelbert-san is, he probably couldn’t ignore these poor soldiers.


  After spending another night in the camp, Iris-san and Kate-san decided to go to the Lotze Family’s territory with Madison-san and his men, while Lorea-chan and I decided to go back to the village.


  「Well then, we’ll head to my parent’s home… Store Owner-dono, are you sure you’ll be alright?」(Iris)


  「We’ll be fine. Look. We’re not even carrying much stuff. It won’t take long for us to reach the village.」(Sarasa)


  By the way, to kill time while waiting for Iris-san in the camp, I processed some of the materials we got from the Giant Snow Centipede we killed.


  I threw away the useless parts and kept the rest. After that, I asked Madison-san and his men to transport some of them to the Lotze Family’s mansion.


  Materials from Giant Snow Centipedes can’t be sold at a high price but they are useful to make various things like medicines or even weapons.


  By the way, the materials I will bring back to the village are only the ones that can’t be processed without proper tools, so I need to be in my workshop to process them.


  Therefore, Lorea-chan and I don’t carry much stuff unlike Iris-san and the others.


  「That’s great, but that’s not what I’m concerned about.」(Iris)


  「Ah, are you worried that Baronet Kirk will send more men to my store?」(Sarasa)


  「Yeah. He probably won’t stop messing with you.」(Iris)


  「Don’t worry. You know that I can fight, right? I will protect Lorea-chan no matter what. If he sends thugs like before, I’m sure I’ll be able to handle it easily… But… Wait a minute… I doubt it will happen but, what if he hired strong mercenaries…?」(Sarasa)


  Veteran mercenaries who are actually good at fighting usually gather in the royal capital and some big cities. They rarely come to the countryside such as this region.


  However, what if they happened to have business here and Baronet Kirk found them by coincidence?


  He is rich, so I think he would be able to hire veteran mercenaries no matter how expensive their service was.


  「…I should have realized this possibility sooner… Perhaps I should make some powerful offensive artifacts or something to help me defeat them!」(Sarasa)


  While I was wondering what kind of artifacts I should make, Iris-san shook her head and waved her hands.


  「Hold on, hold on! This country is not so dreadful that you can easily find people who can win against you in a fight!」(Iris)


  「You think so? But I don’t think I can win against royal knights. They are strong, you know?」(Sarasa)


  「Y, Yeah, they may be strong. ーNo, that’s not what I’m talking about! I don’t think you will lose to Baronet Kirk’s men whoever they are. I’m not worried about that. What I’m worried about is that you’ll snap and ended up killing him without thinking!」(Iris)


  「Me? Snap? No way~ I’m a mild-mannered person after all~ Fufu.」(Sarasa)


  I put my hand on my mouth and giggled like a good lady, trying to show that I’m not an emotional person.


  However, the surrounding people thought the exact opposite thing.


  「（Oi, you heard that? She said she’s a mild-mannered person. She’s joking, right?）」
 「（I remember how her face looked like when she slaughtered a pack of wolves by herself last night…）」
 「（Ahh… She killed them all before we could even prepare our weapons…）」
 「（She’s far from a mild-mannered person I know.）」
 「（Uhh, did we misunderstand the meaning of the word “mild-mannered” from the beginning…?）」(soldiers)


  Ugh… I wish they would whisper to each other quieter so that I couldn’t hear them…


  By the way, it’s been a few days since I treated their injuries. They are getting better little by little.


  Now, most of them are able to walk on their own, except the vice-captain, Lloyd, who has the worst injuries.


  Even so, only about half of them are able to fight.


  That’s why I dealt with the pack of wolves that attacked us last night by myself and killed them quickly so that none of the soldiers had to fight.


  However, it seemed that my act made them even more convinced that I’m a monster or something…


  No, I’m not mad. I’m not mad at all.


  I’m a mild-mannered person with a gentle heart after all!


  「Store Owner-dono, I know that you are a gentle and kind person.」(Iris)


  「Iris-san! I knew you would understand!」(Sarasa)


  「However! You can be merciless sometimes. Don’t you realize that?」(Iris)


  「Eh…?」(Sarasa)


  「She’s right. Store Owner-san, what would you do if you found your shop had been burned down by Baronet Kirk’s men when you reached the village?」(Kate)


  「U, Umm…」(Sarasa)


  The small herb field in the backyard and the small garden in the front yard that I take care of…


  The well-built fences that Geberg-san and the other villagers worked so hard to make for me…


  The fancy exterior walls and roof that I like…


  The stylish sign and the interior that was arranged to my liking…


  The calming atmosphere of the shop floor when the four of us have tea at the small rounded table…


  Imagining all of those were burned down to the ground by someone, I couldn’t help but grit my teeth and clench my fists really hard.


  「I would…」(Sarasa)


  「My guess is that you would get overwhelmed by anger, lose control, and end up killing Baronet Kirk.」(Iris)


  Khh…!! I can’t let my emotions control me!


  「I would….」(Sarasa)


  Howeverー


  「I would……. not… kill him…………….. Perhaps…」(Sarasa)


  「Perhaps!?」(Iris)


  「Calm down, Store Owner-san!」(Kate)


  「W, What do you mean? I’m totally calm. My head is as cool as an ice block. Ahahaha!」(Sarasa)


  「But, Sarasa-san, your face looks kinda scary…」(Lorea)


  Whoops… I have to calm down…


  I don’t want to make Lorea-chan worry…


  「Store Owner-dono, you may be an alchemist, but you’re just a normal alchemist, not a master-class one. Moreover, you’re still a novice, right? You will be in big trouble if you kill a noble.」(Iris)


  「Y, You worry too much! I can control myself, okay?」(Sarasa)


  I may be an alchemist, but as long as I’m not a master-class alchemist, I’m the same as a commoner.


  If a commoner kills a noble, they will be executed even if they have a good reason to kill that noble.


  It can’t be avoided even if you have connections with great people in this kingdom.


  However, it will be different if you’re also a noble even if you are in a lower rank.


  If you’re a noble, there’s a way to kill another noble without getting punished, and that way is through a duel.


  Duels between nobles are sometimes born from disputes or power struggles.


  In duels, you won’t be responsible for the death of your opponents.


  「Store Owner-san, if you can’t control yourself and end up killing that bastard, you have to deal with the witnesses.」(Kate)


  「That’s right. You have to kill all the witnesses and leave no evidence behind. But, can you even do that?」(Iris)


  「Geez! I won’t kill that man!」(Sarasa)


  Hahh… They worry too much…


  Chapter 28 : Taking Measures For The Future Ⅱ


  「Store Owner-san, if you can’t control yourself and end up killing that bastard, you have to deal with the witnesses.」(Kate)


  「That’s right. You have to kill all the witnesses and leave no evidence behind. But, can you even do that?」(Iris)


  「Geez! I won’t kill that man!」(Sarasa)


  They worried too much…


  Seeing their serious expression while saying that, I couldn’t help but sigh and shake my head.


  I’m sure I can control myself… but…


  I think I should make some kind of non-lethal poison for offense just in case I snap.


  If Baronet Kirk really burned down my store as we imagined, there’s no way I could let him go without being punished, right?


  While wondering if there’s a recipe for making the poison I need in the Encyclopedia of Alchemy, I grinned spontaneously.


  Madison-san and his men started whispering to each other after seeing my grinning face.


  「Captain, I think we just heard something we shouldn’t hear…」(soldier 1)


  「At times like this, you should pretend you didn’t hear anything.」(Madison)


  「But, Captain, they have treated our injuriesー No, they have saved our lives! If there’s something we can do to repay their kindness, I think we should do it, and the only thing we can do for these ladies is to deal with Lord Kirk!」(soldier 2)


  「He’s right. In the end, if we don’t do something about him, our families’ lives will be in danger!」(soldier 3)


  「Unlike you guys, I no longer have a family… However, I can’t just let the lord take control of the lives of my friends’ families! I don’t want you guys to experience the sadness of losing a family! Captain, we have to stop that evil man!」(middle-aged soldier)


  「「Senpai…!!」」(younger soldiers)


  A few young soldiers hugged a middle-aged soldier who seemed to be their senior and shed tears.


  I was honestly quite moved at first, but then Iris-san interrupted.


  「Hold on, hold on! Don’t just suddenly make up your mind as if you’re going to a war or something! You’ll all get killed if you go now! Anyway, I think you should go to my family’s territory as planned for now. I asked my father if you can migrate to our family’s territory, not just hide there temporarily, and he said he would welcome you anytime. 」(Iris)


  「Move to… The Lotze Territory…?」(Madison)


  「Yeah. You can bring your families if you want.」(Iris)


  Normally, the more residents a territory has, the higher the tax revenue is and the more powerful that territory is.


  Therefore, it’s difficult for a feudal lord to let their people migrate to another territory.


  However, migrations within the country are not prohibited by law. You can live wherever you want within this country. There’s no restriction for that. Even the local lord can’t stop you.


  The reason why the government allows that is because they hope that the local feudal lords will do their best to make their respective territories as prosperous as possible so that their people don’t want to leave.


  If there are people who run away from a territory, that means there’s a problem with the way that territory’s feudal lord governs.


  Because of that, the feudal lords in this country compete with each other by developing their own territory to become the most prosperous one. The country believes that this kind of competition will increase national power.


  By the way, if a feudal lord fails to govern their territory and leads it to destruction instead of prosperity, the government will demote them and confiscate the territory from them.


  People are free to move to other territories as they like. However, it’s a difficult thing to do, especially for common people. There’s no guarantee that they will be able to lead a good and financially stable life in their new home.


  After all, it’s difficult to find a job and a place to live, especially if you don’t have connections or relatives in the new place.


  Common people will never move to another territory unless they are forced to do so.


  However, because these soldiers knew the difficulty of adapting to a new place, they were not smiling even after listening to Iris-san’s words.


  「We’re thankful that your father will allow us to live in his territory, but I’m not sure if we’ll be able to live a good life there. If I’m not mistaken, the Lotze Territory is an agricultural region, right? Most of us are amateurs in terms of farming…」(soldier 1)


  「Besides, I doubt there will be any remaining land for us to cultivate.」(soldier 2)


  「That means we should start by clearing the forest, huh? Sounds like a lot of trouble…」(soldier 3)


  「Oi, oi. Why do you sound pessimistic? No matter how hard it is, if it can save our family’s lives, then there’s no reason not to do it! Fortunately, we all have trained our bodies in order to become soldiers. Clearing the forest to make our farmland shouldn’t be a problem for us! 」(Madison)


  「Captain…」(soldier 1)


  「Yeah. Captain’s right!」(soldier 2)


  「I’m sorry for being pessimistic… Now that I think about it, starting life from zero is not a bad idea.」(soldier 3)


  「Geez… Why do you guys like to jump to conclusions so hastily?」(Iris)


  When Madison-san and his men fell into an ‘it’s better than dying’ mood, Iris-san interrupted them again and shook her head.


  「I said my father will welcome you to his territory, didn’t I? Don’t worry about land to cultivate. Well, it’s hard to say that you can expect a profitable harvest as soon as you move there, but you don’t have to start from clearing the forest.」(Iris)


  「Really…? So, you have land for us to cultivate? That would be awesome, but…」(Madison)


  Not only Madison-san, but his men were also looking at Iris-san with doubtful faces.


  As one of the soldiers said earlier, normally, farmland is something that is passed down from generation to generation.


  Therefore, there’s no excess farmland that can be used by immigrants, so it’s natural for them to be doubtful.


  「I understand why you’re doubtful, but we will cooperate. Not only us, but Store Owner-dono will also cooperate with you. Right, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


  「Eh…? I mean… Yeah, of course!」(Sarasa)


  「So, Miss Alchemist will help too? Then it will be possible…」(Madison)


  Madison-san and his men looked at me for a moment and then nodded to each other in agreement.


  By the way, I taught Lorea-chan and Kate-san some spells to cultivate land.


  I think it will be a good opportunity for them to put what they have learned into practice.


  「Although we will cooperate, you still have to work hard, but it’s better than staying in South Strugg and dying, right?」(Iris)


  Seeing Iris-san say that with a smile on her face, the soldiers’ expressions brightened.


  「Of course! Thank you, Ma’am!」(soldier 1)


  「Ma, ‘Ma’am’…? Uhh… Can you address me with something else?」(Iris)


  「Then, what about ‘Iris ojou-sama’?」(soldier 1)


  [*ojou-sama = young lady]


  「Ugh… The people in my family’s territory call me ‘Iris ojou-sama’. If you’re going to become a citizen there, you can call me that, but… Oh, well, you can call me whatever you like.」(Iris)


  「Understood, Iris ojou-sama!」(soldier 1)


  Iris ojou-sama, huh…?


  Honestly, that sounds weird to me…


  No, not only me. It seemed that Lorea-chan also felt the same. She asked Kate-san.


  「Is she really called ‘ojou-sama’ in the Lotze Territory…?」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. She is the rightful heir of the Lotze Family after all.」(Kate)


  「「Iris ojou-sama…」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  Lorea-chan and I tried to say it at the same time.


  There’s nothing wrong with it.


  Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with it, but…


  The word “Ojou-sama” somehow made me think of an elegant lady in a gorgeous dress, which is far from Iris-san’s image.


  「By the way, Kate-san, what about you? How do they call you?」(Lorea)


  「Umm… “Kate-sama”…」(Kate)


  「「Kate-sama…」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


  Coincidentally, my voice and Lorea-chan’s voice overlapped again.


  Kate-san’s family is the retainer of the Lotze Family, so it’s not strange that the people in the Lotze Territory call her that.


  Unlike “Iris ojou-sama”, I feel like “Kate-sama” fits her persona so much.


  Chapter 29 : Back To The Village


  「Thank God! My house is still in one piece!」(Sarasa)


  After parting with Iris-san and the others, Lorea-chan and I returned to the village and were welcomed by my beautiful castle which hadn’t changed since we left.


  ーNo. Actually, there’s a minor change.


  The fence in front of the entrance to the store is partially broken, but I can fix it easily.


  I’m glad that none of the windows are broken. Glass windows are expensive after all.


  「Phew… I’m glad that you don’t have any reason to go to Baronet Kirk’s mansion and go berserk there.」(Lorea)


  「I said I can control myself. Geez…」(Sarasa)


  While pouting at Lorea-chan, I unlocked the door and entered the store area.


  Even though we have been gone for a while, the inside is not too dusty. It seems that the ‘cleaning’ function of the engraved seal that was installed in this house by the previous owner is still working fine.


  I went toward the kitchen and checked the magic stone embedded in the outer wall of the kitchen under the staircase. This magic stone is the core of the engraved seal of this house.


  「…Hmm, I see… As I thought…」(Sarasa)


  「What’s wrong, Sarasa-san?」(Lorea)


  「The magical power in this seal has decreased drastically. I filled it up before we left but it’s less than half full now.」(Sarasa)


  Normally, it takes a very long time for the seal to consume half of the magical power it has stored.


  We were only gone for a couple of weeks but it consumed more than half. It means that there was a situation, where the seal required a lot of magical power, that occurred while we were gone.


  「Do you know what exactly happened?」(Lorea)


  「My guess is that Baronet Kirk’s men came and tried to break in, but the ‘anti-crime’ function of this engraved seal worked and prevented them from getting in. That’s probably why none of the glass windows are broken.」(Sarasa)


  Other than the ‘cleaning’ function, the engraved seal of this house also has an ‘anti-crime’ function that prevents strangers from getting inside the house while there’s no one inside.


  Honestly, I didn’t know exactly how effective it was because I’d never tested it before, but now I know that the engraved seal’s anti-crime function is very effective. It’s not very efficient though ‘cause it consumes a lot of magical power.


  「By the way, Sarasa-san, do you know how much magical power it consumed while we were gone?」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan asked curiously.


  I’m glad that she has gotten more and more interested in magic.


  「Umm… It’s difficult to say how much exactly. This engraved seal can hold a huge amount of magical power. When I first came to this house, I tried to fill it with my magical power, but I couldn’t fill it completely even though I poured all my magical power into it in one go. (chapter 1-5)」(Sarasa)


  「I see… Does that mean it can hold more magical power than you do? That’s awesome!」(Lorea)


  「I know, right?」(Sarasa)


  「By the way… Do you remember when you blew away trees to make an open area in the forest near the backyard? How much magical power did you use back then?」(Lorea)


  I remember a few months ago, Iris-san and Kate-san needed a place to practice their fighting skills, so I made an open space in the forest behind this house by blowing away the trees around with a powerful earth spell.


  「Umm… I don’t think I used a big amount of magical power. I think I used only… ten percent, maybe?」(Sarasa)


  「T, Ten percent!? That powerful spell consumed only ten percent of your magical power!? Oh, god… We might be in trouble!」(Lorea)


  「What do you mean?」(Sarasa)


  For some reason, Lorea-chan’s face turned pale all of a sudden. It makes me worry a bit.


  「This engraved seal used eighty percent of your magical power to prevent Baronet Kirk’s men from entering this house, right? Then those men might have been injured badlyー No, they might have been killed!」(Lorea)


  「Killed by this engraved seal? Umm, Lorea-chan, you can’t make such a simple comparison since the magical power efficiency of this engraved seal is far different from using a spell.」(Sarasa)


  Well, I would definitely kill Baronet Kirk’s men if I used eighty percent of my magical power to use offensive spells directly against them, but this house’s engraved seal doesn’t have any offensive functions.


  The ‘anti-crime’ function of this seal is all about crime prevention and is basically non-lethal.


  「I don’t know exactly what this seal did to Baronet Kirk’s men to prevent them from entering this house, but I don’t think it would kill them.」(Sarasa)


  「Are you sure…?」(Lorea)


  「Don’t worry. This seal consumed a huge amount of magical power mostly for defensive purposes. Even if those men tried to force their way in, probably the seal would only paralyze them or something to make them unable to move. I don’t think it would kill them.」(Sarasa)


  「Ugh… What if Baronet Kirk himself was with them…? I can’t feel relieved yet…」(Lorea)


  「Rather than worrying about that man, we better start preparing to open the store. It’s been closed for a long time. There may be people who needed potions or something else while we were away.」(Sarasa)


  「…You’re right… But I’m still worried. I’ll go gather information from the villagers first. Ah, I’ll also buy some food. I’ll be back in a moment!」(Lorea)


  「Alright. I’ll prepare to make hair growth agent in my workshop then.」(Sarasa)


  Lorea-chan then went outside to gather information and buy food ingredients while I worked in my workshop.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  At night, I enjoyed Lorea-chan’s delicious meal for dinner as usual.


  During our expedition, Lorea-chan was in charge of cooking our meals, but I think the meals she made in a proper kitchen are better than the ones she made during the expedition.


  「Sarasa-san, I asked some people while shopping for food ingredients. There were indeed some men who tried to break into this house.」(Lorea)


  「I’m not surprised. Any villagers witnessed what exactly happened?」(Sarasa)


  「No, unfortunately. The villagers knew that those were Baronet Kirk’s men. They didn’t want to get involved, so they just saw them from afar.」(Lorea)


  「I see. That’s a wise decision.」(Sarasa)


  Baronet Kirk’s men have been in my store a few times to pick a fight with me. The rumors about it have spread throughout the village, so most of the villagers know the circumstances already.


  If the men who tried to break into my house were thieves, I’m sure the villagers would do something, but they were Baronet Kirk’s men. There’s nothing the villagers could do against them.


  Commoners will never stand a chance against a noble after all.


  I don’t want them to sacrifice themselves just to save my shop either, so I’m glad no one tried to stop those men.


  「But, Sarasa-san, there was someone who shot an arrow at those men.」(Lorea)


  I was shocked when Lorea-chan said that. I spontaneously stood up from my seat and opened my eyes wide.


  「S, Seriously!? Who was that?」(Sarasa)


  「Jasper-san.」(Lorea)


  Jasper-san… No way…


  I’m grateful that he was angry for my sake, but I don’t want him to be punished because of that!


  Chapter 30 : Finishing The Order


  「No way… This is not good! I need to go to Ells-san’s house!」(Sarasa)


  I panickedly stood up from my seat, but when I was about to dash, Lorea-chan stopped me.


  「Wait, Sarasa-san! Jasper-san is okay, don’t worry. Right before he shot his arrow at Baronet Kirk’s men, Ells-san quickly pulled his arm, so he missed the shot. Ells-san then forcefully dragged him into their house to hide.」(Lorea)


  「Really…? Thank god…」(Sarasa)


  I dropped onto my chair and breathed out in relief.


  Jasper-san is a reliable neighbor, but I don’t want him to fight against Baronet Kirk’s men and put himself in danger for me.


  Thankfully, his wife, Ells-san, is a cool-headed person.


  「Should we tell everyone about our conflict with Baronet Kirk?」(Sarasa)


  「No, I think most of the villagers already know about it.」(Lorea)


  「Is that so? Wait… Don’t tell me… They are ostracizing us?」(Sarasa)


  Conflict with a noble, especially a feudal lord who governs a territory, could be fatal in a small village like this.


  I can understand if there are some people who choose to avoid us.


  Well, I think it’s good. The villagers will be safer if they avoid us, but… I feel kind of lonely, honestly.


  While I was thinking about that, Lorea-chan giggled.


  「Fufu. Sarasa-san, all the villagers think that you are the hero who saved this village. On the contrary, they think that Baronet Kirk is scum. As the feudal lord, he didn’t even do anything when those Hellfire Grizzlies attacked this village. Don’t worry, everyone in this village is your ally.」(Lorea)


  「You think so? Honestly, it makes me happy, but that means we have more reasons to tell everyone not to fight against Baronet Kirk for my sake. I can handle it myself.」(Sarasa)


  「Alright, I will tell everyone. By the way, have you finished the prince’s hair growth agent?」(Lorea)


  「Yup. Luckily, I was able to finish it without making any mistakes, so it cost less than I expected. All I need to do is to give it to the prince, but I can’t contact him from here.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So we just have to wait for him.」(Lorea)


  「Yeah. I think he will come by spring.」(Sarasa)


  While talking about various things, Lorea-chan and I finished our dinner.


  After that, we took a bath, chilled in the store area for a bit, and then went to sleep.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  Five days later, His Highness Prince Ferik came to my store. I was surprised when I saw him entering my store because I thought he would come when spring arrived. so it was much earlier than I expected.


  The reason he came much earlier than I expected is probably because he ordered someone to watch over me. They sent a report to the prince as soon as they confirmed my return so that the prince could immediately go to this village from the royal capital.


  It’s nice to be able to give him the ordered goods early, but… I’m in trouble…


  I was able to talk with him before because I have Iris-san and Kate-san with me, but they went to accompany Madison-san’s troop to the Lotze Territory and haven’t come back.


  Iris-san is a noble, and Kate-san was taught by her mother to speak with royalty. Their presence alone could support me emotionally while I’m talking with the prince, but… They’re not here…


  Lorea-chan is here with me, but I can’t ask her to sit with us. After all, Prince Ferik’s gaze and presence can do a lot of ‘damage’ to her. I’m sure she will pass out from just sitting in front of him for five seconds.


  I want him to go home for now, but I can’t just tell him that I haven’t finished his hair growth agent and tell him to visit me again another time. I can’t lie to the royal family.


  Aahh… I wish I could bury myself in a hole now…


  It’ll be really tough for me to face a prince of this kingdom by myself, but it can’t be helped.


  「W, Welcome to my store, Your Highness. It’s a pleasure to have you here for the second time.」(Sarasa)


  I nervously welcomed the prince, guided him to the drawing room, and sat on the sofa face-to-face with him.


  「So, have you completed my hair growth agent?」(Ferik)


  「I have.」(Sarasa)


  I nodded and put the bottle of hair growth agent on the table.


  「Please apply it on your head in the morning when you wake up, and at night before you sleep. I think it will grow your hair by around ten centimeters in about three days.」(Sarasa)


  「I see. So my hair won’t grow instantly.」(Ferik)


  「Well, I can make a hair growth agent that can grow your hair instantly, but I don’t think it’s the best way to grow your hair since you have unique hair. However, I can make it for you if you want.」(Sarasa)


  「No, I want to have strong, good hair even if it will take time. Besides, I still have a lot of time until I have to make an appearance in public, so I’m not really in a hurry.」(Ferik)


  While replying to me, Prince Ferik smiled at me and put the hair growth agent in his pocket.


  He then took out a leather bag full of gold coins from his jacket and placed it on the table.


  「Thank you for your hard work. Here’s your reward.」(Ferik)


  「P, Please wait a minute… Are you sure you don’t want to check its effectiveness first? You can pay me once your hair grows.」(Sarasa)


  「It’s not necessary. You are Master Millis’ disciple, so I trust you. Well, if it doesn’t work, I will complain to your master and demand compensation from her. Fufu.」(Ferik)


  「A, Ahaha…」(Sarasa)


  Ugh, Master will scold me good if that happens…


  Well, because my client is a prince, I put great care and attention into making it, so I think it’ll be fine.……….. I hope…


  「I’m sorry, I’m just joking. I’ve checked your grades when you were a student at the Royal Alchemist Training School. It seems that you were an excellent student. It was only natural that someone as great as Ophelia Millis would make you her disciple. I wasn’t lying when I said I trust you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t come all the way here from the royal capital just to do business with you.」(Ferik)


  His words make me happy, honestly, but… Hold on…


  He checked my grades…? That means my personal information was leaked!?


  No, wait… In the first place, the government runs that school, so it’s not weird if a member of the royal family can have whatever data they want from the school.


  Well, I’m not boasting or anything but I had excellent grades when I was at school, so it’s all good, but still… it’s kinda embarrassing when one of the greatest people in this kingdom learned about your grades…


  「Anyway, thank you for the hair growth agent, Miss Sarasa. Now I have accomplished one of my goals in coming here.」(Ferik)


  「One of your goals in coming here…?」(Sarasa)


  Does that mean that he has more business in this village?


  Now that he mentions it, since I have physically checked the skin of his head when he first visited my store, he had no reason to come here again just to collect the hair growth agent. He could just stay in the royal capital and ask someone to get it for him.


  I wonder what his other business is in this remote area…


  Chapter 31 : Dealing With The Client Ⅰ


  「One of your goals in coming here…? Do you have more business in this village?」(Sarasa)


  「Not exactly in this village, but in this region… What do you think my other business is?」(Ferik)


  「Eh…?」(Sarasa)


  “I wouldn’t ask if I knew it!”


  If he wasn’t a prince, I would reply like that… Well, I’ll just take a guess then…


  I started thinking with the limited information in my head.


  Because he doesn’t want anyone else to find out about his bald head, I don’t think it’s related to his head or the hair growth agent.


  Could it be…


  「Does it has something to do with Baronet Kirk…?」(Sarasa)


  Prince Ferik raised the corner of his lips when he heard my answer.


  「Why do you think so?」(Ferik)


  「Umm…」(Sarasa)


  I think he knows about my conflict with Baronet Kirk, but I don’t think someone as great as him would take the trouble to deal with it. In the first place, it’s the problem between me and Baronet Kirk.


  Unless… Baronet Kirk did something that was detrimental to the country.


  But… I wonder what he did…


  While I was thinking, I suddenly remembered what Kate-san and Iris-san said about South Strugg.


  「South Strugg…? Ah, that’s right!」(Sarasa)


  「Oh? Seems like you just realized something.」(Ferik)


  「Yes, and I think it has something to do with the town of South Strugg that Baronet Kirk governs. South Strugg is not a large city, but the trade between that town and the country to the south, The Principality of Dorland, had continued to expand for decades until it eventually stopped growing when the current lord started governing.」(Sarasa)


  The royal capital is located in the eastern part of the kingdom, so the largest trading partner of this kingdom is the country of Ubel which is located in the east.


  Another trading partner of this kingdom is the Principality of Dorland, which is located in the southwest of the kingdom. It’s far from the royal capital but the kingdom managed to establish a business relationship with that country thanks to the existence of the town of South Strugg which is not too far from it.


  In the beginning, the trade with the Principality of Dorland wasn’t that good. The kingdom could only make a small profit from it.


  However, the situation started getting better several decades ago when this region was governed by the first lord of the Kirk House.


  It became even better when the second lord of the Kirk House paved the highway that connected the Principality of Dorland with the town of South Strugg. Because of that, the number of people who travel between the Principality of Dorland and the town of South Strugg increased, as did the number of transactions.


  The trade with the Principality of Dorland was getting better from time to time, and the town of South Strugg became prosperous.


  Both the first and the second lord of the Kirk House had transformed South Strugg from a mere post town into a trading town. The townspeople were very grateful to both of them. They lived a good life without anyone starving.


  However, when everyone thought that the town of South Strugg would become one the most prosperous cities in the kingdom, it stopped growing when the third lord of the Kirk House, the current Baronet Kirk, started governing.


  「I see. That’s not a bad guess.」(Ferik)


  「Umm, it’s just my speculation, but… Would you like to hear more?」(Sarasa)


  「Of course. Please continue.」(Ferik)


  Prince Ferik smiled and looked at me with a sharp gaze.


  「A while ago, the head of the Lotze Family, Adelbert-sama, asked a professional mediator from the royal capital to help him solve his conflict with Baronet Kirk. You know about that and thought that you might be able to use the same method.」(Sarasa)


  The kingdom wants to trade more with the Principality of Dorland and grow their business relationship, but the current Baronet Kirk is a hindrance and can even become an obstacle.


  However, since this region, which is governed by Baronet Kirk, hasn’t fallen into destruction, the government can’t punish Baronet Kirk just yet. If they forcefully punish Baronet Kirk, they might lose trust with the other nobles.


  Therefore, they had to find another way, and while looking for that, the mediation method that Adelbert-san decided to use to solve his problem with Baronet Kirk caught Prince Ferik’s eye.


  Perhaps Prince Ferik found out about the conflict between Adelbert-san and Baronet Kirk because I asked my senior, who was a daughter of the marquis, to help me find an expert mediator. The marquis’ family is close to the royal family after all.


  「It isn’t too hard to find out that I was involved in that matter. After you found out about me, you did some research to know more about me by asking the Royal Alchemist Training School for my personal information. That’s why you knew about my grades. After you learned about me, you sent your best friend, Nord-san, to me.」(Sarasa)


  Nord-san came soon after we solved the conflict between Adelbert-san and Baronet Kirk, and I think it’s a little suspicious.


  When I glanced up at Prince Ferik, waiting for his reaction, he raised the corners of his lips even more.


  Honestly, I’m a bit scared of his wicked-looking smile…


  「I see, I see. Fufu. That’s a good speculation. I expect nothing less from someone who graduated from the Royal Alchemist Training School with excellent grades. You’re right about Baronet Kirk. Nobles are people with high status in this kingdom. They have important responsibilities. I can forgive mediocrity, but I will never forgive imbecility.」(Ferik)


  He didn’t give me a clear affirmation, but his words showed that my guess wasn’t too far off.


  「What you said was almost right, except for one thing, and I have to correct that. I didn’t send Nord, nor ask him to investigate you. I had no idea that he came here. Well, you know, he’s full of surprises, after all. Let me apologize one more time for all the trouble he had caused.」(Ferik)


  「P, Please raise your head! He is indeed weird, but he’s a responsible person!」(Sarasa)


  I panickedly waved my hands and shook my head when Prince Ferik lowered his head and apologized in Nord-san’s stead.


  Looking at my panicked face, Prince Ferik giggled.


  「Fufu. You laughed at my bald head once, right? So you don’t have to be so nervous.」(Ferik)


  「Aa… That’s… I, I’m sorry…」(Sarasa)


  I was lost for words when Prince Ferik read my expression easily.


  「You have a sharp mind, but you still have to learn how to deal with royalty and get used to them. Ah, maybe I can include this kind of lesson in the curriculum at the Alchemist Training School. I can ask some royal family members who have free time to teach the students.」(Ferik)


  Prince Ferik put his fingers on his chin and muttered his ridiculous idea.


  Nooo! Stop it!! My juniors will cry for sure! Especially those who are not from noble families!


  When I was at school, we took a lesson about manners, but the lecturer was a noble, not a royal family member.


  Talking with a noble and talking with royalty is a whole different thing. If you upset a royal family member, they might chop your head off! Especially if you are a commoner and have bad grades in school!


  


  Chapter 32 : Dealing With The Client Ⅱ


  「Well, I can think of changing the curriculum later. For now, let’s talk about Baronet Kirk. Just as you guessed, that man is a cancer for this kingdom. I just ‘removed the weight a little’, and that fool began to act rashly without thinking.」(Ferik)


  “Remove the weight a little”? I wonder what it means…


  Does it mean that Prince Ferik did something that prompted Baronet Kirk to do something evil so that he has a reason to punish him?


  Hmm… I’m not really sure, but… I wonder what he did…


  Does it have something to do with his visit to my shop?


  Somehow, I have a feeling that visiting my shop is a part of Prince Ferik’s plan to deal with Baronet Kirk, but I don’t think Baronet Kirk knows about his visit.


  After all, if Baronet Kirk knew that Prince Ferik had visited my shop, he wouldn’t have dared to come to my shop and pick a fight with me.


  「I would have changed the way I would treat him if he started to behave wisely and act prudently, but… his personality seems to be the opposite of wise and prudent. I wish the previous lord of the Kirk House could disinherit him soon after he caused a problem in this kingdom.」(Ferik)


  It’s nice to know that Prince Ferik planned to take down Baronet Kirk, and I understand that he needed Baronet Kirk to do something bad, but we got involved because of that and I don’t think it’s acceptable.


  I’m still nervous talking with him, but I want to express my dissatisfaction.


  「Your Highness, please forgive me if I’m being rude to you, but I want you to know that my friends and I came across a dangerous situation because of getting involved in your plan.」(Sarasa)


  Listening to my complaint, Prince Ferik narrowed his eyes and smiled suspiciously.


  「Is that so? Then I should apologize. I’m sorry. But you are Ophelia Millis’ disciple. You must have been able to deal with the danger you came across easily, right?」(Ferik)


  Judging from his suspicious smile, I think he knows about what happened to us in the snowy mountain.


  I wonder how much this wicked prince knows… For some reason, I feel like I’m dancing in the palm of his hand…


  Well, as he said, we have been able to deal with the danger, which was the Giant Snow Centipede, relatively easily. However, I want him to think about Madison-san and his men. They almost died after all.


  Did he think that replacing a useless lord was better than saving a small number of commoners? Well… Maybe?


  Nevertheless, We saved Madison-san and his men, and now they’re under our protectionー The Lotze Family’s protection, to be exact.


  Since the prince seems to know everything, I don’t think Madison-san’s testimony is necessary anymore, but a promise is a promise. As the daughter of a merchant couple, I can’t break it. We can’t just leave Madison-san and his men alone because we don’t need them anymore.


  Ahh… How I really wish Iris-san and Kate-san were here. They should be able to help me convince this scheming prince.


  Well, I guess I have no choice but to do it myself…


  「Your Highness, judging from your expression and the way you talk, you seem to know about what happened to us. Am I right?」(Sarasa)


  「Well, more or less.」(Ferik)


  「Then, you should know about the soldiers from the town of South Strugg. Your Highness, they were justー」(Sarasa)


  「ーMiss Sarasa, I’m not so stupid that I will blame the soldiers for their commander’s wrongdoings.」(Ferik)


  「I, I’m sorry…」(Sarasa)


  I was startled a little when Prince Ferik interrupted me, but I felt relieved to know that he wouldn’t blindly punish Madison-san and his men.


  When I glanced at his face, he grinned and showed me a nasty smile.


  「I’m planning to completely destroy Baronet Kirk. I don’t like doing things halfway. Miss Sarasa, I do think that we have the same interests here. You know what I mean?」(Ferik)


  He then stared at me right in the eye as if he was testing me.


  Hmm… I think he wants me to help him think about the plan, but… I think that’s a terribly unreasonable favor to ask someone who doesn’t have much information like me.


  If I had a boss like him at work, I would resign after a few days of working for sure.


  「Umm… I think the soldiers can be the witnesses.」(Sarasa)


  「Hmm… No, I think it’s too weak. They are commoners, right? It would be different if they had a written order with Baronet Kirk’s signature or something.」(Ferik)


  As I thought… You can’t punish a nobleman with just the testimony from commoners.


  Baronet Kirk could just say, “I didn’t know anything. They did it on their own accord”, and got away with it.


  Iris-san is a noble, but I doubt that the government would listen to her as long as we couldn’t prove that Madison-san and his men were only following orders from Baronet Kirk.


  「Oh, right. Baronet Kirk was cooperating with an alchemist to attack us. How about we interrogate that alchemist?」(Sarasa)


  「Do you mean Joseph? He is also a noble, so it won’t be that easy.」(Ferik)


  「Umm, I’m sorry. I don’t know his name.」(Sarasa)


  We are talking about the alchemist who scammed many Collectors a while ago. I don’t know his name but I remember his sly face when he tried to scam me the first time I visited his shop in South Strugg.


  Leonora-san probably knew his name, but I never asked because I lost interest in him after he went bankrupt.


  After I answered honestly, Prince Ferik giggled as if I said something funny.


  「What a pathetic man. I wonder what kind of face he would make when he learns that the girl who destroyed his business and career didn’t even know his name. Miss Sarasa, I bet he has a lot of grudges against you.」(Ferik)


  「Eehhh… All I did was just warn the Collectors around here that his shop was a scam.」(Sarasa)


  「That’s right, and he went bankrupt because of that. You’ve done a good thing. The Royal Alchemist Training School and the government, including myself, should be ashamed for graduating a bad alchemist like him…」(Ferik)


  Well, even though the school teaches us to be good alchemists, it’s hard to change people’s personalities.


  「If possible, I would like to revoke Joseph’s alchemist license, but I don’t think it would be easy even for a prince like me.」(Ferik)


  「Speaking of him, I have secured the alchemical substance he made to attack us.」(Sarasa)


  I thought that it could be good evidence, so I decided to take it when Madison-san showed it to me.


  「That’s great! What about Baronet Kirk himself? Do you have anything that can be evidence to deal with him?」(Ferik)


  「Unfortunately, I don’t have any evidence that is related to the attack to us, but I have some documents that might be useful.」(Sarasa)


  Thinking of evidence, I suddenly remember that Leonora-san and Filione-san made me some useful documents based on their investigation on Baronet Kirk.


  「Well done!」(Ferik)


  Prince Ferik seemed so happy about it.


  I went to my workshop to get the documents that I store in my backpack artifact and handed them to Prince Ferik.


  

  


  「Hmm… I see…」(Ferik)


  Prince Ferik was reading the documents I gave him while smirking.


  「I never thought you would investigate this far. Seems like you’re better than I expected.」(Ferik)


  「Umm, forgive me, but it wasn’t me who did the investigation and made these documents.」(Sarasa)


  「It doesn’t matter. The fact that you’re the one providing this information to me doesn’t change.」(Ferik)


  Hmm… I feel like he is testing me or something.


  It’s great that he wants to take Baronet Kirk down, but I don’t think he needs to ask me for evidence and information.


  I think he is a powerful person who can easily collect any information he wants.


  「Your Highness, do you really need this information? I would think someone as great as you would already know this much.」(Sarasa)


  「Not really. Sometimes, even information like this is quite valuable for me.」(Ferik)


  Is that reeeeally so…?


  It may be disrespectful, but I can’t stop thinking about how suspicious this person is…


  「Now we need to think of how we will catch him.」(Ferik)


  Uhh… He won’t tell me to do it myself, right…?


  If Baronet Kirk came to my store again, I might be able to catch him, but… It would be so much trouble for sure.


  If we had to catch him in his mansion in South Strugg, a battle against a large number of his private soldiers would likely occur.


  No matter how you think about it, it’s not something that a mere alchemist like me can solve.


  「Miss Sarasa, you don’t have to worry too much. Actually, I’ve already thought of several plans.」(Ferik)


  Seeing my worried face, Prince Ferik said that.


  「I, I see…」(Sarasa)


  「Well thenー」(Ferik)


  He then raised his right leg.


  Oh? Is he going to go home now? Finally!


  「ーTalking too long makes me thirsty.」(Ferik)


  When I saw him raise his leg, I thought he was going to stand up, but no.


  As he said that, he put his right leg on top of his other leg, sitting cross-legged, and then put his back against the sofa, taking a relaxed posture.


  Khh! I thought he would go home!


  「D, Do you want to drink something, Your Highness?」(Sarasa)


  Just go home already, goddammit!


  Ahh… How I wish I could say that out loud in front of him…


  Unfortunately, I’m just a commoner, and my commoner’s brain automatically offered him a drink when he said he was thirsty.


  I hate myself…


  「Tea would be great.」(Ferik)


  「Understood. Please wait a moment.」(Sarasa)


  「Ah, hold on. It would also be great if you have something sweet for me to eat while having tea.」(Ferik)


  Something sweet, he says? Hey, I’m not your servant, okay!?


  In the first place, he should know that we don’t have any pastry shops in this remote village.


  Perhaps I should give him the honey from Rotten Fruit Bees that almost killed Iris-san and Kate-san a while ago.


  Well, it would be very funny to see him suffering from a stomachache and begging me to let him use my toilet, but then my head would no longer be connected with my body in the next few days.


  Umm… Perhaps Lorea-chan can make him cookies or something. Her homemade cookies are as good as those that are sold in the royal capital, so I don’t think that spoiled prince would complain.


  「My employee can probably make you something but it will take some time.」(Sarasa)


  「I don’t mind. I have a lot of time.」(Ferik)


  Yeah, but I don’t have a lot of time to deal with you!


  I hope he will go home after having tea…


  「…Well then. Please wait a moment.」(Sarasa)


  Feeling the sadness of being a servant, I stood up and left the drawing room.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「Lorea-chan, can you make some cookies?」(Sarasa)


  「Cookies? We still have some leftovers from yesterday’s afternoon tea time. I made quite a lot after all. By the way, is he still here…?」(Lorea)


  When I went to the shop floor and asked Lorea-chan, she glanced at the drawing-room curiously.


  「Yeah. He said he wants to have some tea and snacks.」(Sarasa)


  「Eeeh!? Awawawa…!!」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked panicked for a moment. She then brought her face closer to mine and whispered to me.


  「Y, You want to serve the cookies I made to the prince!?」(Lorea)


  「Well, we don’t have any pastry shops or confectionery shops in this village, so it can’t be helped. I can go to your dad’s grocery store and buy something, but…」(Sarasa)


  「No, no! Don’t! None of the snacks my dad sells are good!」(Lorea)


  Th… That’s so mean… I hope she never says that to her dad. He would be sad for sure.


  「Then we have no choice but to give the prince the cookies you made yesterday.」(Sarasa)


  「W, Wait! I’ll bake new ones! At least, I want to serve him something fresh!」(Lorea)


  As soon as she said that, she flipped over the sign on the reception desk to “Taking A Break”, and then dashed to the kitchen.


  I think the leftover cookies are good enough though. After all, Lorea-chan’s homemade cookies are good even after a few weeks.


  I sighed and followed Lorea-chan to the kitchen to help her prepare the tea.


   


  


  Chapter 33 : Dealing With The Client Ⅲ


  「Eh!? Sarasa-san, you’re making tea for the prince, right? Are you sure you want to use the cheapest tea leaves we have?」(Lorea)


  I was preparing the tea while Lorea-chan was hurriedly making the cookie dough. She turned to me when she noticed me taking out the cheapest tea leaves we have from the drawer.


  「Well, you see. He is a prince, so he always drinks expensive, high-quality tea, right? I want him to experience a new taste.」(Sarasa)


  Because we always have tea almost every day, we have various tea leaves of various qualities. The one I bought from Daruna-san’s grocery store is the cheapest one, and the one I got from Master is the most expensive one.


  The one I got from Master is quite popular in the royal capital, so Prince Ferik has probably gotten bored of it. Therefore, I think I should serve him the cheapest one, which he probably has never tasted before.


  ーNo, it’s not because I don’t want to waste expensive tea leaves, of course… Not at all…


  Oh, right! Perhaps I should serve him my homemade tea.


  It’s a blend of normal tea leaves with the leaves of the local trees from the nearby forest. I usually drink it after meals.


  He said he was interested in local cuisines, so I think he will like it.


  「Forget about the cheap tea leaves, I will serve him my homemade local tea!」(Sarasa)


  「I think that’s a good idea.」(Lorea)


  「You think so? I thought you would disagree.」(Sarasa)


  「The blend you make is a bit different from the one that the villagers here usually make, but I think it’s delicious.」(Lorea)


  「Fufu. I’m glad you think so. By the way, how about the cookies?」(Sarasa)


  「I’m thinking of making them as usual, but… Perhaps I should add more sugar. What do you think?」(Lorea)


  「No, I don’t think you should change anything. Your cookies are already delicious with the usual recipe.」(Sarasa)


  「Is that so? Thank you. I will make them like usual then~」(Lorea)


  Lorea-chan looked somewhat happy when I said her usual cookies are delicious.


  She continued making cookies while humming.


  Knowing that she would serve the cookies to a prince, I thought she would be nervous and make some mistakes, but it looks like I don’t have to worry about that.


  In the first place, I don’t think there’s a point in adding sugar to make them a little sweeter.


  I’m not lying when I say Lorea-chan’s homemade cookies are delicious. I do think they taste great.


  However, they are quite different from the expensive cookies that are made by professional pastry chefs and are usually sold in the royal capital.


  I still remember the taste of the cookies I ate when I visited my senior, Priscilla-senpai, in her mansion when I was still at school.


  They used ingredients that can’t be found in this remote area, so it’s very hard for Lorea-chan to make cookies exactly like the ones in the royal capital.


  Well, she doesn’t need to make one. It was Prince Ferik who unreasonably demanded cookies, after all. He doesn’t have to eat them if he doesn’t like them.


  I doubt he would hate Lorea-chan’s cookies, though.


   


  ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


   


  「Mmm~ It’s delicious. Not bad. Not bad at all.」(Ferik)


  Prince Ferik’s impression after eating Lorea-chan’s cookies was great.


  Lorea-chan made them, so of course they’re delicious!


  It would be disrespectful of him if he said they were terrible. You say “Delicious!” when you eat something delicious, so I doubt Prince Ferik was lying.


  「They taste quite different from the cookies I usually eat, but I like these ones.」(Ferik)


  「I’m glad you like them.」(Sarasa)


  It’s great that he likes Lorea-chan’s cookies, but the problem is will he leave after enjoying those cookies and tea…?


  “Go home already! Go home already! Go home already!”


  I stared at the prince while saying that in my mind, but whether he was ignoring me or he really didn’t feel anything from my gaze, Prince Ferik kept enjoying the cookies and tea with a calm face.


  He even asked me to pour more tea into his cup… I have a feeling that he’s not going to leave soon…


  「………..」(Ferik)


  「………..」(Sarasa)


  He kept drinking tea and eating the cookies, while the only thing I could do was watch him in silence.


  I know that Lorea-chan’s cookies are so delicious that he can’t stop eating them, but I want him to say something.


  Sitting face-to-face with a prince without talking feels so awkward to me.


  Ahh… Can someone do something about this heavy atmosphere…?


  I really hope someone comes and breaks this awkwardness…


  Iris-san… Kate-san… Customers… Anyone… Please…!


  「Alchemist girl, I know you’re here! Get out and show me your face!」(man)


  Uhh… I did hope someone would come, but judging from that crude yell, I don’t think they are a good person…


  Fortunately, Lorea-chan is not currently at the counter. She is now resting in the kitchen.


  She looked fine while she was making the cookies, but then she was exhausted mentally when she was done and realized that the one who would eat her cookies was a prince of this kingdom.


  I’m the only one who can deal with the ‘guest’ who just came, but I can’t just leave Prince Ferik alone.


  When I glanced at Prince Ferik, he smiled and turned his gaze toward the door connecting the drawing room with the shop floor.


  「Don’t mind me. You can go.」(Ferik)


  「Please, excuse me for a moment.」(Sarasa)


  I quickly stood up from the sofa, bowed once to Prince Ferik, and left the drawing room.


  As soon as I stepped into the shop floor, I saw Baronet Kirk and some of his men.


  I squinted and sighed. I was kinda expecting it, actually.


  This village is quite far from South Strugg. Normally, people won’t go back and forth from South Strugg to this village unless they are merchants like Daruna-san.


  Does he have nothing else to do other than mess with me?


  

  


  「Hah! You finally come out.」(Baronet Kirk)


  「What do you want from me this time?」(Sarasa)


  I frowned and asked the sly man who was mischievously smirking at me.


  He then pointed his index finger at me and shouted.


  「Sarasa Feed, I demand an apology and compensation from you!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Huh? What are you talking about?」(Sarasa)


  I should be the one demanding an apology from him, not the other way around.


  He should apologize to me for trying to kill me.


  「Many of my private soldiers got seriously injured the other day because of you!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Hold on. I’ve been away for a few weeks. I didn’t do anything to your private soldiers.」(Sarasa)


  「You may not have done anything to them, but your house did!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「My house? Ahh, I see now…」(Sarasa)


  I didn’t know what he was talking about at first, but then I figured it out after he said that my house did it.


  When I returned from the snowy mountain, I noticed the amount of magical power consumed by the engraving seal in my house was unexpectedly high. Judging from it, I got a slight idea about what happened while I was gone, so I wasn’t surprised.


  Because the magic formula of the engraving seal was complicated, I didn’t know exactly what the seal did to Baronet Kirk’s men in order to protect this house, but it probably released some kind of magical blast or something and hurt those men.


  Whatever the seal did to those men wasn’t my fault. It was theirs for trying to destroy my house.


  「Hmph. Seems like you have realized what happened. Now you have to pay for it!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Wait… so you say that I have to apologize to you and give you something as compensation because your men got injured after they tried to destroy my house…?」(Sarasa)


  「You do understand what I’m talking about. As compensation, I want you to give me half of your sales as tax every month and I want you to hand me the eldest daughter of the Lotze Family. I heard that they owe you a huge amount of money, so tell them that you will clear their debt to you if they hand me their eldest daughter. After that, I want you toー」(Baronet Kirk)


  「ーDon’t be ridiculous! Do you think I will do what you say?」(Sarasa)


  Thinking that listening to his absurd demands was a waste of time, I interrupted him.


  「Huh?」(Baronet Kirk)


  「I think I’ve already told you that alchemists are not obliged to pay taxes to the local lords, so I don’t have to give you anything and I don’t have to apologize to you for anything.」(Sarasa)


  If he was a good lord who would use the tax money for developing this village or helping the villagers in need, I would gladly pay even though I don’t have to, but there’s no way he would do that, not in a million years.


  He never helped his own people when they were in trouble, instead, he raised the tax and caused more trouble for them.


  I would rather die than pay taxes to a scumbag lord like him.


  Of course, I don’t have any intention, not even for a moment, to hand over Iris-san to him either.


  I wish I could put a rock into his mouth which could say nothing but nonsense so he would shut up.


  When I glared at him with that in mind, he gave me a disgusting smirk and started talking with confidence.


  「Yeah, you’re right. Certainly, you have no obligation to pay taxes to me, but there won’t be a problem if you pay voluntarily, right?」(Baronet Kirk)


  「…What do you mean? Do you think I will voluntarily hand you the money I earned from my hard work?」(Sarasa)


  「Yes, you will.」(Baronet Kirk)


  When I asked while frowning at him, he replied to me with a grin as if he was really confident of what he said.


  「I heard that you are on good terms with the people in this village. The merchant family who owns the general store, for example. If I’m not mistaken, their daughter is working for you as a clerk, isn’t she? You know, I can doubleー No, triple the tax they have to pay whenever I want. Ahh~ I wonder if they’ll be able to keep food on the table if I do that to them~」(Baronet Kirk)


  「……..」(Sarasa)


  His grinning face while he was saying that really pissed me off.


  If he wanted to harm Lorea-chan, I still could do something to protect her because she is my employee, but this man was using her family as a hostage. That’s beyond my limit…


  As the feudal lord of this territory, Baronet Kirk can multiply the taxes that Daruna-san has to pay to him. It doesn’t go against the law of the kingdom.


  If that happened, all the money Daruna-san earned would be used only to pay taxes. As a result, Lorea-chan would definitely be sad.


  Imagining Lorea-chan was sad because of this scumbag, I scowled at Baronet Kirk with more hatred.


  Not only Daruna-san, but the other villagers might also be in trouble too if Baronet Kirk raised the taxes.


  Well, if this man had a decent brain that works, he should understand that if he raised the taxes too much, the villagers might leave this village and his noble status might be in danger of being revoked as a punishment for failing in governing the territory.


  However, he looked so confident. Perhaps he thought that the villagers wouldn’t leave.


  I would say, he’s probably right. After all, leaving this village and adapting to a new place is not easy, especially for the people here who have been living in this village since they were born.


  For example, Lorea-chan’s dad, Daruna-san. As a merchant, Daruna-san would have a hard time if he had to move to another town. He can keep selling goods in this village because the villagers trust him. However, gaining people’s trust in a new place as a merchant is not easy at all, especially if he had to compete against other merchants.


  Daruna-san and the other villagers here are kind to me. I feel like they are more than neighbors to me, and I don’t want them to be in trouble.


  「Khu khu…! Seems like you know what I’m thinking. If you don’t want the villagers to suffer, you have no choice but to do what I say! Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you to give me all your money. You can still have just enough to survive and continue your store. I’m a generous lord after all. Gaahahaha!」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk laughed, showing his wicked smile to me.


  I felt like there was a thin strand of thread in my head, and it broke the moment I saw his disgusting smile.


  I reached my limit.


  I can try to persuade him and his men to leave or… use force to drive them away.


  Of course, they won’t leave even if I tell them to leave, so it seems that I have no choice but to choose the latter.


  「Aa-ahh… I might end up in jail after this, but… someone has to teach this scumbag a lesson, right?」(Sarasa)


  「Hm? What the hell are you talking about…?」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk looked at me with a puzzled face when I muttered to myself.


  I looked around and quietly counted the number of ‘enemies’ in front of me.


  There were four people; Baronet Kirk and three thugs who seemed to be soldiers of his private army.


  The soldiers look strong. They seem to be able to fight, but I don’t think they’re a threat to me.


  ーーAlright, let’s do it!


  I made up my mind and used Body Strengthening Magic to power up my physical strength.


  However, before I could attack them, Prince Ferik came out from the drawing room and stepped into the shop area.


  「Baronet Kirk, I thought a busy person like you wouldn’t have time to come to this remote area just to mess with a novice alchemist. I heard you talk about something very interesting. Would you let me join the conversation?」(Prince Ferik)


  「…Who the hell are you?」(Baronet Kirk)
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  「Baronet Kirk, I thought a busy person like you wouldn’t have time to come to this remote area just to mess with a novice alchemist. I heard you talk about something very interesting. Would you let me join the conversation?」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik, who had been enjoying tea and cookies, suddenly appeared in front of us.


  「…Who the hell are you?」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk asked, but Prince Ferik ignored him and glared at him with a stern look.


  「Baronet Kirk, you are under suspicion of having sent an army into a royal territory without permission.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Whaー!?」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk was at a loss for words. His men also held their breath and took a step back. They looked nervous for some reason.


  Sending an army into a royal territory without permission was the same as pointing your sword toward the royal family and would be considered a rebellion. Those who were involved could be punished by death.


  I don’t know if Baronet Kirk really did such a thing. I don’t even know what he is planning in the first place. However, judging from his reaction, he probably did it but he didn’t seem to realize it.


  「I’ve never done that! I’m not that foolish! In the first place, is there even a royal territory nearby?」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Yes, there is one nearby, and you did send your army there.」(Prince Ferik)


  While saying that, Prince Ferik pointed his thumb toward the back of my houseー No, wait… I think he’s pointing at the Great Sea of Trees.


  Areas with plenty of alchemy materials like the Great Sea of Trees belong to the government and are considered royal territories.


  I forgot about that because areas like that are a little different from the areas that are directly under the government’s control like the royal capital. People, especially Collectors and alchemists are free to go there, but sending an army is different.


  The reason why areas with plenty of alchemy materials belong to the government is because alchemy materials are too precious for local lords to hold for themselves. The biggest income of this kingdom comes from alchemy after all.


  Baronet Kirk sent his army to the snowy mountain, and because his purpose was to kill me, of course, he didn’t ask the government for permission. It can be regarded as “invading the royal territory”.


  「You sent your army to the snowy mountain in the Great Sea of Trees, didn’t you?」(Prince Ferik)


  「I, I… didn’t! How dare you falsely accuse me!? You don’t even have any proof! In the first place, who the hell are you!? You’re talking with a noble, so watch your fucking tongue!」(Baronet Kirk)


  This man doesn’t seem to recognize Prince Ferik’s face.


  Nobles should know the faces of royal family members.


  Well, Iris-san didn’t know when she first met Prince Ferik, but she is just a daughter of a low-ranked noble, so it’s understandable.


  However, Baronet Kirk is the head of the Kirk Family, so he should have known Prince Ferik’s face.


  He said that Prince Ferik was being disrespectful, but he didn’t realize that the one being disrespectful was himself.


  He didn’t realize that what he was doing was the same as jumping into a forest of swords naked.


  Prince Ferik didn’t seem to mind Baronet Kirk’s behavior toward him. Instead, he was smiling as if he was thinking that it was funny.


  「Hee~ Are you sure you want to keep talking rudely to me like that? Did you forget my face? Ah, is it because I’m wearing this big hat?」(Prince Ferik)


  While saying that, Prince Ferik smirked and took a step forward.


  He then put his hand on his hat.


  ーWait… Is he going to take his hat off? Seriously?


  Prince Ferik slowly pulled up his hat, revealing his blond hair and of course… the bald spot at the top of his head.


  The sun rays that came in from the window were beautifully reflected on his bald head, making his head seem to glow.


  Beautiful blond hair, a pretty face, and a bald head…


  Such a chaotic combination would have made me laugh if I didn’t know that he was a prince.


  「「…Bwahahahaha!!」」(Baronet Kirk & his men)


  Unfortunately for Baronet Kirk and his men, they didn’t know that they were laughing at a prince.


  「Look at the top of his head! It’s so ugly! Bwaahaha!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Oh? You’re laughing at me. It will be added to your indictments.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Huuhh!? My indictments? The hell is that?」(Baronet Kirk)


  「The list of the crimes you have committed.」(Prince Ferik)


  「I’ve committed no crime!」(Baronet Kirk)


  I know that laughing at the royal family is the same as mocking them and can be considered a crime.


  We’re lucky that Prince Ferik is a good guy. If not, Iris-san, Kate-san, and I would have been punished for laughing at him because of his bald head a while ago.


  「Just… Who the hell are you!? You’re this bitch’s customer, aren’t you? I’m now talking with her, so you can fuck off and wait until I’m done!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「You still don’t realize who I am? I know you are a fool, but your foolishness seems to exceed my expectations.」(Prince Ferik)


  「What did you say!?」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Don’t you see my blond hair? My name is Ferik Laprossian. You know what it means, right?」(Prince Ferik)


  「Wait… You… You are…」(Baronet Kirk)


  After Baronet Kirk heard the name “Laprossian”, his face suddenly turned pale.


  No matter how uneducated he is, he should know that the name “Laprossian” belongs to the royal family of this kingdom, the kingdom of Laprossian.


  He probably wasn’t expecting at all that he would encounter a royal family member in this remote village.


  「His blond hair… His name… He is a member of the royal family!」
 「W, We were just laughing at a royal family member…」
 「We’re doomed!」
 「K, Kirk-sama, we just laughed at him! What should we do!?」(private soldiers)


  Not just Baronet Kirk, but his men were also panicked.


  「The hell if I know! I’m not worrying about that. What I’m worrying about is how the hell did he find out that I sent an army to the snowy mountain? It will be considered as rebelling against the royal family and can be punished by death!」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk was so panicked that he accidentally said that out loud.


  Because of his clumsiness, he unintentionally confessed his crime in front of Prince Ferik.


  I never thought he would do that, but it’s great for me because it made it easier for me to accuse him.


  「W, We’re gonna be alright, aren’t we? We’re not involved in that after all!」
 「Yeah… Yeah, you’re right!」(private soldiers)


  「No! If I get a punishment, then you will be punished too!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「But, Kirk-sama, we were just following your orders!」
 「Yeah, he’s right! It wasn’t us who committed the crime!」
 「We just followed your orders! We’ve done nothing wrong!」(private soldiers)


  「You bastards…!! You have been living a good life because of me! I won’t let you guys escape without me!」(Baronet Kirk)


  Uwahh… He’s trying his hardest to drag his own men down just because he doesn’t want to be punished alone… What a scumbag.


  

  


  「You bastards…!! You have been living a good life because of me! I won’t let you guys escape without me!」(Baronet Kirk)


  If these men were obeying Baronet Kirk because they were threatened like Madison-san, they might not get punished.


  However, they didn’t seem like they were threatened at all. I still can remember how they were smirking at me the first time they saw me a few minutes ago.


  They must be former criminal thugs who willingly follow Baronet Kirk’s orders after being promoted to private soldiers.


  If that’s really so, then they must be punished too, including the fools who got injured after trying to destroy my house.


  「No way…」
 「Kirk-sama, please!」(private soldiers)


  「Stop begging me! You should help me think of a way out!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「But how? We didn’t even know a prince would visit this remote area. It’s strange for the royal family to be here!」
 「Hold on… In the first place, is he really a prince?」
 「That’s right! Just because he has blonde hair, it doesn’t mean he is from the royal family!」
 「Yeah, and he’s bald! There’s no way he is a prince!」(private soldiers)


  Baronet Kirk was holding his head, trying his hardest to think of a way out of this situation, but then he raised his head after listening to his soldiers’ disrespectful guesses about Prince Ferik.


  He opened his eyes wide and grinned at me and Prince Ferik.


  「That’s right… That’s right!! There are many great alchemists with big stores in the royal capital! There’s no way a prince would visit an alchemist store in a rural village like this! You’re not a prince! No prince I know has a bald head like yours! You must be a fake! You’re working together with this bitch to drive me away, aren’t you!? How dare you deceive me!」(Baronet Kirk)


  「Y, Yeah, Kirk-sama’s right!」
 「This guy’s not a prince. There’s no royal family member here!」
 「A prince shouldn’t go to a remote area alone without guards accompanying him.」
 「Yeah! He’s one hundred percent a fake!」(private soldiers)


  Baronet Kirk’s men who were terrified just a few moments ago, are now grinning at us.


  Thinking that Prince Ferik is a fake, they’re not afraid of him anymore.


  「Now, guys, it’s time for you to work. I’ve paid you a lot of money, so don’t mess up!」(Baronet Kirk)


  While saying that, Baronet Kirk stepped back and hid behind his men.


  While still grinning at us, the private soldiers drew their swords and looked at us with intimidating eyes.


  「A baldy and a little girl…」
 「This is gonna be easy!」(private soldiers)


  This is bad!


  I can fight them by myself, but I don’t think I can do it while protecting the prince.


  Prince Ferik has a sword on his waist, but he is a gentle person. I don’t know if he can fight or not.


  Even if he was strong, I couldn’t just back off and let him fight these people alone.


  Most women dream of having a prince protecting them, but I’m not that kind of woman, and I don’t have such a dream.


  If I’m a weak lady, I might let him fight alone. I always say that I’m just a fragile girl, but I’m actually aware of how strong I am.


  Therefore, I stepped forward and stood in front of Prince Ferik.


  It’s definitely not for Prince Ferik. I did it for myself because I’m eager to give these scumbags a lesson!


  「Your Highness, please go to the back room. You will be safe there. I will handle these guys.」(Sarasa)


  「No, it’s alright. You don’t have to protect me. If they attack me, I can charge them with the attempted murder of a prince, then they will be severely punished~」(Prince Ferik)


  「Uhh… How can you be so carefree in this situation…?」(Sarasa)


  「You’ll see~」(Prince Ferik)


  For some reason, Prince Ferik seemed to be confident that we would be alright.


  He smirked at Baronet Kirk as if he was trying to provoke him.


  「Don’t look at me with that annoying face! You guys, kill them!」(Baronet Kirk)


  As soon as Baronet Kirk gave the order, his soldiers raised their swords.


  I spontaneously used Body Strengthening Magic to protect myself, but on the other hand, Prince Ferik was only smiling.


  「I’ve been waiting for this moment! Now I can punish you for trying to kill me!」(Prince Ferik)


  He then raised his hand and snapped his fingers.


  Right after, six people in black suddenly appeared out of nowhere as if they had been hiding in this room since the beginning.


  I couldn’t see their faces because of the black hoods and masks they were wearing, but they seemed to be Prince Ferik’s guards.


  As one of the private soldiers said, a prince shouldn’t go to this remote area without guards, so they seemed to always be near Prince Ferik but they had been hiding their presence until now.


  Right before the private soldiers could swing down their swords at us, the people in black hit the back of their necks and knocked them out.


  They lost consciousness without even knowing what just happened to them.


  [*/TL : I don’t know if ninjas exist in this world, but they seem to be ones since they’re wearing black and hiding their faces with masks.]


  「Wha…!? What is happeー Ukhh!!」(Baronet Kirk)


  Baronet Kirk was confused to see his men suddenly pass out, but before he realized what was exactly happening, one of the guards knocked him out.


  After swiftly tying Baronet Kirk and his men up with ropes, the mysterious guards in black knelt before Prince Ferik as if waiting for his next order.


  Prince Ferik stood graciously in front of them. He would look cool if he didn’t have a bald spot on his head.


  Please, cover your freaking head already!


  「Good work, everyone. I leave them to you.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Sir!」(guard)


  The one who seemed to be the leader of the guards replied to Prince Ferik with a high-pitched voice.


  Judging from their voice and their small body, that person seemed to be a woman.


  Noticing my gaze, she glanced at me. Our eyes met for a moment, but then she and her underlings disappeared along with Baronet Kirk and his private soldiers who were tied up with ropes, unconscious.


  Chapter 35 : Dealing With The Rest Of The Problem


  The people in black who seemed to be Prince Ferik’s guards disappeared along with Baronet Kirk and his private soldiers who were tied up with ropes, unconscious.


  I feel like the black outfits they were wearing were kind of familiar. I think I’ve seen black outfits like that before…


  ーーAh, I remember! If I’m not mistaken, someone from the government ordered such outfits from Master when I still worked part-time in her store.


  That’s right! Those black outfits are actually artifacts.


  They can help you conceal your presence, making it easier for you to hide, especially at night.


  Because they are black, they stand out in the daytime, so it’s harder to use in the daytime than at night. However, Prince Ferik’s guards could probably conceal their presence perfectly because they were trained to hide and move fast. In other words, they wear those black outfit artifacts just to boost their ability a little.


  By the way, those black outfits generally are not sold to the public. People could use them for thieving after all. Therefore, not many people know about them. Only the government and some important people have them.


  Since those black outfits are special artifacts, I doubt that the people just now were normal guards. I think they are a special force that works under the royal family or something like that.


  「Phew… I’m happy that everything went smoothly. Miss Sarasa, thank you for your cooperation.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik turned to me and thanked me. As always, with a suspicious smile on his face.


  「Your Highness… You had planned all this even before you came to my store, didn’t you?」(Sarasa)


  「Hm? What do you mean~?」(Prince Ferik)


  I asked Prince Ferik while looking at him suspiciously, but he replied to me carefreely as if he wasn’t even trying to hide it.


  I don’t know how he got the information, but he definitely knew that Baronet Kirk would come to my store today. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have wasted time here.


  「The reason why you were relaxing in the drawing room instead of going home after receiving the hair growth agent is because you were waiting for Baronet Kirk. Am I right?」(Sarasa)


  「Hm? I stayed because the cookies are delicious, you know?」(Prince Ferik)


  「Reeeally…?」(Sarasa)


  When I folded my arms and squinted at him with a dubious face, Prince Ferik shrugged his shoulders.


  「Fufu. Seems like I can’t hide it from you, Miss Sarasa. However, I’m not lying about the cookies.」(Prince Ferik)


  I’m glad that he really likes Lorea-chan’s cookies. I bet Lorea-chan would be happy if I told her about it.


  「So you knew that Baronet Kirk would come here and you waited for him so that you could provoke him and punish him for trying to attack you.」(Sarasa)


  The government learned that Baronet Kirk was hindering the development of the kingdom by governing the town of South Strugg poorly, so they wanted to get rid of him.


  Prince Ferik must have been waiting for the chance to confront Baronet Kirk and baited him into committing a crime so that he could capture him.


  I was made to talk about various things, such as information about Baronet Kirk’s wrongdoings, evidence, etc., but that was just for killing time, it seems…


  After all, he could arrest Baronet Kirk for trying to attack him, so he didn’t need information about Baronet Kirk’s wrongdoings or evidence of him trying to kill me in the snowy mountain.


  That foolish feudal lord has no idea that he has been dancing in the palm of Prince Ferik.


  「Provoke him? What are you talking about?」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik grinned as if he was trying to play dumb.


  「I didn’t provoke him. I didn’t even mock him a little bit. He was the one mocking me by laughing at me. You saw it yourself, right? In other words, he was trying to kill me, a prince, by his own will without me provoking him. Luckily, he doesn’t recognize my face, so he doubted that I’m a prince.」(Prince Ferik)


  While saying that, Prince Ferik averted his gaze.


  I knew it. He’s not even trying to hide the fact that he was lying.


  I don’t know what’s in his mind. Is he playing with me?


  I glared at him and stuck out my lips.


  「Your Highness. I know you’re lying.」(Sarasa)


  「Ahaha… You got me once again.」(Prince Ferik)


  He smiled at me and scratched his head.


  Somehow I know why he could be friends with Nord-san…


  Nord-san is a troublesome person, but now I think that Prince Ferik is more troublesome than him…


  After all, Prince Ferik is a prince. Unlike Nord-san, he has power in this kingdom that an alchemist like me can’t resist.


  「I knew it… But, Your Highness, is it necessary to trick him into committing more crimes? I think invading the royal territory should be enough as a reason to punish him.」(Sarasa)


  It shouldn’t be too difficult for Prince Ferik to capture Baronet Kirk. He could have just sent his special forces to Baronet Kirk’s mansion in South Strugg.


  I don’t think Baronet Kirk’s private soldiers can win against the royal family’s special forces.


  「You may be right. However, if I use it as an excuse to punish him, the feudal lords who govern the area near the Great Sea of Trees would hesitate to send their soldiers for rescue purposes. They might be worried that they would be punished for invading the royal territory even though they don’t have bad intentions. After all, rescuing people needs to be done quickly, so they won’t have time to ask the government for permission to send their soldiers to the Great Sea of Trees.」(Prince Ferik)


  「I see… You may be right.」(Sarasa)


  Baronet Kirk sent his soldiers to the Great Sea of Trees, which is one of the royal territories in this kingdom, without permission.


  However, now I can understand why Prince Ferik doesn’t want to charge Baronet Kirk for that.


  There are a lot of monsters in the Great Sea of Trees. It’s rare for them to come out of their habitat and damage the surrounding towns and villages, but there were some cases they would do that like when the Hellfire Grizzlies went into a frenzy and attacked this village.


  Naturally, the feudal lords who govern the area near the Great Sea of Trees need to be vigilant, and depending on the situation, they will have to dispatch their army to deal with the monsters in the forest.


  However, if Prince Ferik punishes Baronet Kirk for sending his army to the Great Sea of Trees, the other feudal lords will be hesitant to bring their troops into the forest for emergency purposes.


  As a result, the Collectors and the people in their area might suffer from monster attacks.


  「I don’t want the people who live near the Great Sea of Trees to feel unsafe because their feudal lords don’t want to send their army to deal with the surrounding monsters. Besides, confronting Baronet Kirk here in your store is cheaper than capturing him in his mansion. Sending a big number of soldiers from the royal capital costs a lot of money after all.」(Prince Ferik)


  「I see… I think you’ve made a wise decision.」(Sarasa)


  I do think that’s a good decision, but because of that, I have to deal with Prince Ferik and Baronet Kirk at the same time which was a bit too much for me.


  I feel so tired mentally…


  「Right~?」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik replied to me with a triumphant face as if he didn’t notice my hardship at all.


  At first, I thought that he was a reliable person who was easy to get along with, but after learning his true nature, I don’t think I want to befriend him.


  I prefer honest friends like Iris-san and Kate-san…


  Ahh… Iris-san… Kate-san… Please, come back~!


  

  


  Baronet Kirk’s mansion in the Town of South Strugg had been quiet since he was gone.


  Most of the workers who worked in the mansion were not as busy as when the lord was home. Only security soldiers and office workers were still busy.


  When a feudal lord loses their position, normally their relatives will come to their mansion to claim the position and their property, but none of Baronet Kirk’s relatives did because they were afraid of being accused of complicity in Baronet Kirk’s crimes.


  In a corner of the quiet office in the mansion, there was an old man standing by the window. He was the chief of the steward who had been serving the Kirk Family since the first generation. He looked extremely tired as if he had been suffering for years.


  While he was looking at the town through the window, someone knocked on the door, entered the room, and called out to him.


  「Clancy.」(???)


  Being called by his name, the old man turned around.


  The person who called out to him was the man who created the gloomy situation in the mansion. However, as soon as he saw the man’s face, the old man approached him and kneeled before him.


  「Your Highness, I’ve been waiting for you. It’s been a long time since last I saw you.」(Clancy)


  The one who entered the room and talked with the old man was His Highness, Prince Ferik.


  「Please raise your head and listen. Your lord, the current Baronet Kirk, is now being detained by the government.」(Prince Ferik)


  Hearing the bluntly spoken words from Prince Ferik, the old man, Clancy, closed his eyes tightly and fell silent for a moment before exhaling a deep breath.


  「Anyway, let’s have a seat. It’s hard to talk with an elderly man like you if you are kneeling in front of me like that.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik sat on the sofa and pointed at the sofa in front of him, telling the old man to sit there.


  However, Clancy shook his head and bowed deeper.


  「Your Highness, I’m one of the people you should punish. I don’t deserve the honor of sitting at the same table as you.」(Clancy)


  「That’s not true. The people who deserve punishment are those who are willing to commit evil deeds themselves. Those who were ordered by force will not be punished, including you.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik was asked by Sarasa not to punish Madison and his men since they obeyed Baronet Kirk because he took their families hostage.


  Because of that, Prince Ferik had no choice but to divide the subjects according to whether they helped Baronet Kirk commit the crimes voluntarily or by force.


  「I see. Your Highness, I’m very grateful for your kindness, but… are you sure about that? I’ve been working for the Kirk Family for decades, and I’ve carried out many orders from Yokuo-sama.」(Clancy)


  [*/TL : It seems that the current Baronet Kirk’s name is Yokuo Kirk.]


  「Indeed you have, but you managed to arrange it so that no one was harmed every time you fulfilled his unreasonable orders. I was honestly impressed with you. I think you’ve been doing a great job, so please have a seat.」(Prince Ferik)


  After Prince Ferik urged him once again to sit on the sofa, Clancy got up and took a seat facing the prince.


  Seeing the old man taking a seat, Prince Ferik continued talking.


  「Normally, along with the revocation of Yokuo Kirk’s noble status as a baronet, the Kirk Family will be demoted from a baronet household into a knighthood household. However since the Kirk Family has no trusted relatives who can be the head of the house, the government has no reason to allow the Kirk House to exist. I hope you can understand.」(Prince Ferik)


  「The first and the second Lord Kirk had governed this territory very well. I was proud to work for them. I think they were the only good people in the Kirk Family. Yokuo-sama, the current lord, is totally different from the previous lords of the house. Not only did he make his own people suffer, but he also ruined the first and the second lord’s hard work. He and his relatives were all corrupt people. They will only tarnish the family name even more if they become the head of the family.」(Clancy)


  「So, you agree with me?」(Prince Ferik)


  「I do.」(Clancy)


  Before confronting Baronet Kirk, Prince Ferik did an investigation on the Kirk Family.


  From the results of his investigation, he learned that the Kirk Family began to become a corrupted clan when Yokuo Kirk became the lord.


  Prince Ferik thought that the Kirk Family might cause problems again in the future if the government decided to allow their continued existence.


  Clancy had the same thoughts as Prince Ferik. He had been serving the Kirk Family since the first generation, but he thinks that it will be better if the Kirk Family ends now before they trouble the kingdom again in the future.


  「I wish Yokuo-sama was a great lord like his predecessors, but…*sigh* Haahh…」(Clancy)


  「The previous lord was an excellent person who knew how to govern a territory, but he didn’t seem to know how to educate his successor.」(Prince Ferik)


  「He was a busy person. He spent most of his time developing the Town of South Strugg, so he didn’t have time to do anything else. It would have been nice if we could have hired an excellent educator, but unfortunately, we couldn’t find any in this remote region. I tried to teach Yokuo-sama things myself when I was free, but he never listened to me.」(Clancy)


  「I see. That must have been tough for you.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Not really. It was nothing compared to fulfilling his unreasonable orders after he became the lord.」(Clancy)


  「I’m sorry to hear that. So, Yokuo Kirk had been living without someone to educate him since he was young, huh? That’s probably why he became a selfish lord.」(Prince Ferik)


  「I couldn’t agree with you more.」(Clancy)


  「Having an educator is important for nobles so that they have an educated successor. Still, it doesn’t guarantee that your successor will become a good lord. I was lucky to have an educator who scolded and struck my head with her iron fist when I made mistakes or was being disobedient. Ahh~ I miss those days.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Educators who dare to scold nobles’ children are rare, but I’ve never thought there was one who dared to hit a prince’s head.」(Clancy)


  「She is special after all.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Your Highness, may I know who your educator was?」(Clancy)


  「I’m sure you know this person or at least have heard her name. She is a famous person in the royal capital after all. Her name is Ophelia Millis.」(Prince Ferik)


  

  


  「I see. So that famous master-class alchemist, Ophelia Millis, was your educator. I think she is the best educator you can find in this kingdom. Unfortunately, a baronet household like the Kirk House will never be able to convince her to work for them as an educator matter how hard they try.」(Clancy)


  「I can understand. She is quite stubborn after all. Even my father, the king, had a hard time convincing her to become my educator back then. She agreed in the end, but then she said, “I won’t be easy on your son. If you’re unhappy with the way I’m educating him, you can fire me anytime”.」(Prince Ferik)


  「But even though she always hit you, His Majesty never fired her for the entire duration of her contract.」(Clancy)


  「Exactly. I remember I told my father that I was dissatisfied with her because she always hit my head. I told my father to fire her, hoping that I would be free from that demonic educator, but I got one more bump on my head from my father instead.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik remembered her father, the king, hit his head and said, “See? It’s just a tiny bump on your head. Not a big deal. Besides, it’s your fault. You deserve this much punishment!”


  He was hoping that his father would help him, but then he learned that the king was as strict as Ophelia Millis.


  Prince Ferik glanced at the ceiling and smiled, reminiscing about that time.


  「Aa-ahh… I probably have a big bald spot on my head because they always hit me on the head back then…」(Prince Ferik)


  「Bald spot…?」(Clancy)


  「Ah, it’s nothing. Please forget what I said.」(Prince Ferik)


  「U, Understood…」(Clancy)


  「By the way, I also remember she gave me various impossible assignments. It was hell back then, but it certainly helped me grow to be a strong person.」(Prince Ferik)


  From Ophelia’s point of view, educating Prince Ferik was just a waste of time. She spent less time on alchemy because she had to take care of Prince Ferik after all.


  In order to reduce the time required for lecturing Prince Ferik, Ophelia came out with the idea of giving him difficult tasks, thinking that the prince would never be able to finish them.


  However, despite always complaining about how difficult the tasks were, Prince Ferik unexpectedly was able to complete each one of them.


  「I see… Yokuo-sama might have grown into a better person if he had Millis-sama as his educator when he was young… I still can’t believe he became an evil man who tried to kill a young alchemist and her friends…」(Clancy)


  「You know, that young alchemist was Ophelia Millis’ disciple. Her name is Sarasa Feed. She is a commoner but she is an excellent alchemist.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Oh, god… So he almost killed a disciple of a famous master-class alchemist… But, why? Why it had to be Miss Sarasa?」(Clancy)


  「It all started when he tried to get his hands on the Lotze Family’s territory by scamming the head of the Lotze Family, Adelbert Lotze, into a large amount of debt. However, Miss Sarasa thwarted his plan.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik knew about the Lotze Family’s debt problem, but since he is a member of the royal family, he can’t take sides in the problems between nobles.


  Therefore, he looked for another way to stop Baronet Kirk back then, but before he came up with a plan, Sarasa showed up and helped the Lotze Family solve their problem.


  「I couldn’t charge Baronet Kirk back then since he technically didn’t commit any crime because the Lotze Family’s debt problem was solved peacefully. Therefore, I decided to wait for another opportunity. However, I made a big mistake. I wasn’t keeping an eye on him. I didn’t expect he would try to kill Miss Sarasa.」(Prince Ferik)


  Baronet Kirk’s sudden attempt to kill Sarasa was truly unexpected.


  Prince Ferik thought that Baronet Kirk would only offensively harass Sarasa and her friends by sending thugs to her shop.


  「I never thought Baronet Kirk would go that far… If Miss Sarasa ended up losing her life due to my mistake, Master Millis would kill me for sure…」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik fully understands that Ophelia likes Sarasa.


  He wanted to know what kind of person the disciple of her educator was. That’s why he visited Sarasa even though her shop was in a remote village far away from the royal capital.


  Dealing with Baronet Kirk was his second goal in going to the Yok Village.


  「I never thought he would go that far either… Please forgive me. I’m his steward. I should have known that he had such a horrible plan, but I…」(Clancy)


  「Please don’t mind it. He knew that you would stop him, so he must have hidden it from you.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Still, I want you to accept my apology…」(Clancy)


  「It’s alright. People make mistakes, even I did.」(Prince Ferik)


  「You are so kind… So, Your Highness, what will happen to this town now that it no longer has a master?」(Clancy)


  「I’m thinking of leaving the government of this town to Miss Sarasa for a while. I’m sure it will be interesting. She is a talented person, so I think she would be able to do the duty. Fufu.」(Prince Ferik)


  Prince Ferik was giggling while saying that, so Clancy wasn’t sure whether he was serious or joking.


  However, he decided to answer seriously.


  「Miss Sarasa is a graduate of the Royal Alchemist Training School and a disciple of Ophelia Millis, so she is indeed a talented person. However, she is a commoner, isn’t she? I’m afraid it will cause a backlash from nobles.」(Clancy)


  「Perhaps, but as you might have known, talented nobles who can develop the territory they govern are rare nowadays. Most of them only think about themselves. I’m not saying that they can’t govern a territory, but I want them to study more and improve their skills until they are at least as capable as me and Miss Sarasa.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Hahaha… To become a person as excellent as the two people who were educated by Ophelia Millis is surely not easy.」(Clancy)


  Clancy let out a dry laugh knowing it’s not easy for ordinary people to reach Sarasa and Prince Ferik’s level.


  「At least they can make an effort, can’t they? I don’t think our country is weak, but it’s hard to call it a strong country either. We need to increase the quality of our nobles. Anyway, speaking of Miss Sarasa, she is not completely a commoner, it seems.」(Prince Ferik)


  「She’s not? Forgive me. I don’t see what you mean.」(Clancy)


  「I heard from the Lotze Family that they are willing to give the inheritance of the family to Miss Sarasa because she saved them many times. They want Miss Sarasa to marry the heir of the Lotze Family. If she joins the Lotze Family, she will automatically become a noble, right?」(Prince Ferik)


  「I see… But…」(Clancy)


  Commoners can be nobles if they marry a noble. Clancy knew that, but he tilted his head because he thought that there was something off.


  「If I’m not mistaken, the Lotze Family has no sons. Am I right?」(Clancy)


  「They don’t. They want Miss Sarasa to marry their oldest daughter, Miss Iris Lotze.」(Prince Ferik)


  「Eh? So… It will be a marriage between two women…?」(Clancy)


   


  


  

  


  
 
    
 

 
      「So… It will be a marriage between two women…?」(Clancy)


      「Yes. As long as they can find an heir, the kingdom will have no problem with their marriage.」(Prince Ferik)


      Same-sex marriage is not prohibited in the Kingdom of Laprossian, but it’s quite rare.


      Clancy was at a loss for words, while Prince Ferik shrugged and continued talking.


      「It’s just my guess, but I think Miss Iris is willing to marry Miss Sarasa not only because she feels indebted to Miss Sarasa but also because she had a terrible experience of meeting the worst man she had ever seen in her life.」(Prince Ferik)


      Prince Ferik knew about the Lotze Family’s circumstances. In fact, his guess was almost correct.


      In order to pay off the Lotze Family’s debts to Baronet Kirk, Adelbert Lotze looked for a rich person who would lend him money, and he found Hou Baal, a rich merchant in the town of South Strugg. He was willing to lend Adelbert money on the condition that his daughter, Iris, should marry him. (chapter 3-20 – 3-21)


      As a daughter of a noble, Iris had prepared herself for the marriage even though it was against her will in order to free her father from debt.


      However, the person who would be her partner was Hou Baal, an awful man with a horrible personality.


      Not only did Iris have to marry the worst man she had ever met in her life, but she would also lose her right as the heir of the Lotze Family.


      Fortunately, Sarasa came to the rescue in such a hopeless situation.


      She wrecked the marriage between Iris and Hou Baal by helping Adelbert pay off his debt to Baronet Kirk.


      Thanks to her, Hou Baal’s plan to marry Iris and Baronet Kirk’s plan to seize the Lotze Territory from the Lotze Family were ruined.


      Sarasa is a talented and kind-hearted girl. Prince Ferik thought that it was only natural that Iris would fall in love with her even though she was of the same sex.


      「I’m glad for the Lotze Family that their problem has been settled, but at the same time, I feel a bit disappointed. Now that the Lotze Family is planning to marry Miss Iris with Miss Sarasa, there’s no chance for me to take Miss Sarasa as my wife.」(Prince Ferik)


      「…Wha!? 」(Clancy)


      Clancy was surprised by Prince Ferik’s unexpected words.


      「Pardon me, Your Highness, but I think that would be difficult.」(Clancy)


      「Do you think so? She is an orphan. We can just find an excuse. For example, “She is actually the illegitimate child of a noble” or something like that. Besides, she is a talented person who is fit to be a member of the royal family.」(Prince Ferik)


      Sarasa is a commoner but Prince Ferik can use that excuse and ask a high-ranking noble to adopt her into their family. By doing so, there will be no problem if Prince Ferik wants to marry Sarasa.


      However, even if it was possible, there was no way Sarasa would be willing to marry Prince Ferik.


      If she had to choose between Prince Ferik and Iris, she would definitely choose Iris.


      Prince Ferik seemed to understand that. Therefore, he shrugged his shoulders and smiled wryly as if marrying Sarasa was just a dream that would never come true.


      「Well, I know it will never happen. She probably didn’t realize it, but I knew that she hated me for some reason. Whenever I visited her shop, I could feel the ‘Go home! Go home!’ aura coming from her.」(Prince Ferik)


      「Is that so? I can’t believe there’s a woman who hates a good-looking young prince like you.」(Clancy)


      「Haha. Thank you for the compliment, but Miss Sarasa seems to see things other than mere appearance. Honestly speaking, I’m kinda sick of women who are attracted to me just because of my appearance and status. Miss Sarasa is different. That’s why I like her. She doesn’t like me though. Ahh, finding a woman who likes me not because of my status and accepts me for who I really am is difficult.」(Prince Ferik)


      Sarasa doesn’t like Prince Ferik because of his sly personality.


      Women who would accept him despite his status and personality must be very rare.


      Clancy, who has known Prince Ferik for a long time, knew about his true nature, but he never said anything about it because he was afraid of hurting Prince Ferik’s feelings.


      「Perhaps it’s too difficult for ordinary people to understand how great you really are.」(Clancy)


      「Fufu. You’re flattering me too much.」(Prince Ferik)


      「No, no. It wasn’t flattery. Hahaha.」(Clancy)


      Prince Ferik and Clancy laughed for a while, but then they both sighed and changed their expression.


      「Nevertheless, let’s talk about the future of this town.」(Prince Ferik)


      「Understood. As my last service in this town, I will prepare all the necessary documents for the next person who will govern this town. You don’t need to worry about the administrative matters.」(Clancy)


      「Ah, about that, at first, I wanted Miss Sarasa to govern this town, but I changed my mind. After thinking about it carefully, I think the chance she will accept this troublesome job is slim. Clancy, I want you to take care of this town.」(Prince Ferik)


      「M, Me…? But, Your Highness, now that the Kirk Family is gone, I’m just a commoner. If I become the governor, I don’t think Baronet Kirk’s relatives will accept it.」(Clancy)


      「There are also commoners among the bureaucrats, so I don’t think they will mind. As for the relatives of Baronet Kirk, I will make sure they can’t complain about it, so you can rest easy.」(Prince Ferik)


      「………」(Clancy)


      Clancy didn’t know exactly what Prince Ferik would do to greedy people like Baronet Kirk’s relatives so that they wouldn’t complain about him becoming the deputy.


      He was curious but chose not to ask Prince Ferik about it.


      「If you don’t want to take this job, I can look for another person who I think is capable of governing this town, but honestly, I want you to do it.」(Prince Ferik)


      Listening to Prince Ferik’s words, Clancy closed his eyes and folded his hands.


      While thinking, the memories of him spending time with the first and the second generation of Baronet Kirk crossed his mind.


      He remembered he worked together with them to develop the town. He even remembered the time when he argued with them.


      Even though he had served Yokuo Kirk for a long time, the memories while he was serving the two predecessors of Baronet Kirk for a few decades were still vivid.


      He thought that the Town of South Strugg that he and Baronet Kirk’s predecessors had worked so hard to build might end up miserably in the wrong person’s hand.


      Therefore, now that he had a chance, he thought that he had to do it himself.


      「So? Would you do it for the sake of the people in this town?」(Prince Ferik)


      「Your Highness, I will gladly accept this job and I will try my best to not disappoint you and the people.」(Clancy)


      Clancy bowed his head deeply to Prince Ferik.


      While he was bowing, Prince Ferik noticed a drop of tear fall from the corners of his eye.


      
    

  



  


  
 
    
       Chapter 36 : Epilogue Ⅰ


      「Iris-san, Kate-san, welcome home!」(Sarasa)


      「Welcome home!」(Lorea)


      It’s been three weeks since Baronet Kirk was captured.


      Iris-san and Kate-san have finally returned.


      The reason why it took them so long to return was that they had to take care of Madison-san and his men.


      After receiving news that Baronet Kirk had been captured, Iris-san decided to wait for a while longer until the situation had settled down before she let Madison-san and his men leave the Lotze Territory.


      After confirming that the situation was safe for Madison-san and his men to return to their homes, Iris-san and Kate-san sent them to South Strugg and then returned to my house.


      The both of them looked somewhat tired when Lorea-chan and I welcomed them home, but I’m glad that they looked well.


      「Store Owner-dono, Lorea, we’re home!」(Iris)


      「We’re sorry we were not here when you needed us.」(Kate)


      「It’s alright. You did what needed to be done, so don’t worry about it. We were doing just fine while you two were absent. Right, Lorea-chan?」(Sarasa)


      I asked Lorea-chan for her consent, but she glanced at me and pouted.


      「Not really. You know, when I made cookies for the prince, I was so nervous that I had a stomach ache.」(Lorea)


      「The prince? Do you mean His Highness, Prince Ferik?」(Iris)


      「Yeah. It was the most nerve-wracking job I’ve ever done since I started working in this shop.」(Lorea)


      「Ahaha… Well, that person suddenly wanted me to serve him sweets, but you know that we don’t have a pastry shop in this village, right? I had no choice but to ask you.」(Sarasa)


      「I understand. It wasn’t your fault that I had a stomach ache. It was his fault. But, thanks to that, I didn’t have to stand by at the counter and didn’t have to see Baronet Kirk back then.」(Lorea)


      「See? It wasn’t bad at all, right? Besides, Prince Ferik seemed to like your cookies, so there was no problem at all.」(Sarasa)


      In fact, Prince Ferik did say that the cookies were delicious.


      I want Lorea-chan to have more confidence in her cooking skills.


      「You see, I’ve eaten expensive cookies in the royal capital, and I think that your homemade cookies were not inferior to them at all. That’s why I believed that Prince Ferik would like your cookies.」(Sarasa)


      「I… Is that so…?」(Lorea)


      Lorea-chan glanced away from me and blushed. She seemed to be happy when I complimented her cookies.


      When I replied to her with a nod and smile, she looked a bit embarrassed.


      「I’m sorry. I know Sarasa-san, who was actually dealing with him, had a harder time than I did. I shouldn’t have complained.」(Lorea)


      「Y, you understand my hardship!? Huuu~ I know you are empathetic and kind, Lorea-chan! As you said, dealing with that prince was soooo tiring. Mentally, I mean. Not only because he is a royal family member, but also because of his crafty and hard-to-read personality!」(Sarasa)


      I met various nobles when I worked at Master’s shop, and I could tell whether they were a bad person or a good person by just looking at their expressions, gestures, and the way they talked.


      However, I’ve never met anyone who was difficult to read like Prince Ferik. I didn’t know what he was thinking or what he was planning.


      He didn’t seem to be a bad person, but he didn’t seem to be a good person either. One thing I understand from him is that he will do anything for the sake of this kingdom.


      「I understand how you feel, but Store Owner-san, you shouldn’t talk about a prince like that, especially in a place where anyone can hear you.」(Kate)


      「ーAa… You’re right.」(Sarasa)


      Thanks to Kate-san pointing that out, I realize that we are standing by the entrance right now.


      I immediately covered my mouth with my hands and then I stuck my head forward and looked around to make sure no one was around.


      I saw no one, but then I remembered that Prince Ferik’s special army could hide their presence.


      I think I should just pray they are not here…


      「Let’s get inside, shall we?」(Sarasa)


      Everyone replied to me with a nod and then we got inside the house.


      ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


      Because it was around noon, we decided to close the shop temporarily for a lunch break and have lunch together at the dining table in the kitchen.


      Only Lorea-chan and I had surrounded this lonely dining table for quite a while, but now that Iris-san and Kate-san have returned, everything turns back to normal.


      Lorea-chan’s smile looked brighter than when Iris-san and Kate-san were still absent.


      「Aahh~ Eating Lorea’s delicious dishes really makes me feel that I’ve returned to this lovely house!」(Iris)


      「Fufu. You’re right. I even start to feel like the Lotze Family’s mansion is our second house, and this house is the first one.」(Kate)


      「I’d be happy if you think that this house is your home. The time I spent living in this house is not that different from you after all.」(Sarasa)


      When my parents were alive, we usually moved from town to town since my parents were peddlers, so we rarely spent our time together in our house back then.


      After they died, I was raised in an orphanage, and when I was a student at the Royal Alchemist Training School, I lived in the school dormitory.


      Therefore, I didn’t have a permanent house before I became an alchemist.


      Now, I have a house. A place I can call a home with lovely people I can call family.


    

  


  

  


  
 
    
 

      「Mmm~! The food I usually eat in my mansion is good, but honestly, I prefer Lorea’s food! It really makes me feel at home.」(Iris)


      「Do you really mean it?」(Lorea)


      「Of course! Right, Kate?」(Iris)


      「Absolutely.」(Kate)


      Safety and comfort are necessary to call a place your home, but sometimes, solace is also important. For example, having warm and delicious food waiting for you when you return from work.


      One of the reasons why Iris-san and Kate-san like this place is without a doubt because Lorea-chan is here.


      「This is probably what you call “conquer someone’s stomach with food”.」(Sarasa)


      「Hm? Does that mean that I have conquered your stomach with my food?」(Lorea)


      「Yup.」(Sarasa)


      I nodded at Lorea-chan who cutely tilted her head and put her index finger on her lips.


      「When I lived in the dormitory, I thought the purpose of eating was just to fill your stomach, but now, it’s different. Thanks to Lorea-chan, I feel like eating has become the thing I’m looking forward to every day.」(Sarasa)


      「Ehehe~…」(Lorea)


      Lorea-chan smiled shyly and scratched her cheek with her index finger.


      「Store Owner-dono seems to like girls who can cook… So what Mother said was right, huh…?」(Iris)


      「See? Iris, you should have more sense of crisis and do your best so that Store Owner-san won’t abandon you.」(Kate)


      Hm? Me? Abandon Iris-san? I wonder what they are talking about…


      Aah, I see. Iris-san’s mother wants us to get married, so if I say that I don’t want to, that will mean that I’m abandoning her, right?


      But… Since Iris-san is a noble, and I’m a commoner, objectively speaking, Iris-san would be the one who had the right to abandon me, not the other way around.


      「At least you can start practicing cooking from now on. Well, I doubt you will be able to beat Lorea in terms of cooking, though.」(Kate)


      「Ugh, that’s… W, Well, I’m a noble’s daughter, so I don’t have to cook by myself.」(Iris)


      「Hahh… But your family is so poor that they don’t even have money to hire a cook, right?」(Kate)


      「I know. That’s why I’ll leave the cooking to you.」(Iris)


      「Huuhh…?」(Kate)


      「Did you forget? We promise if I marry Store Owner-dono, you will be her mistress. The two of us are a set after all!」(Iris)


      Iris-san puffed out her chest and looked at Kate-san with a smug face.


      Certainly, I remember she said something like that. If I marry Iris-san, then Kate-san will be my mistress.


      Uhh… Honestly, I don’t know what to say about it…


      「Ugh… But, I don’t think I can beat Lorea-chan in cooking either… What should we do, Iris? Store Owner-san will abandon us!」(Kate)


      「Nooo! What should we do~!?」(Iris)


      Kate-san and Iris-san glanced at me with puppy eyes. I know they’re just joking, so I can’t help but sigh.


      「Hahh… I won’t abandon you just because you can’t cook better than Lorea-chan, so don’t worry about it.」(Sarasa)


      They were talking like I would marry them if they could ‘conquer my stomach with their food’.


      Talking about cooking, Lorea-chan’s cooking isn’t just delicious, but also cheap. It’s much more delicious than the food in the restaurants in the royal capital but costs about the same, even less.


      In a sense, you could say that it wasn’t just my stomach that Lorea-chan conquered, but also my wallet.


      I think having good cooking skills and management skills like Lorea-chan is an important thing to be a good wife.


      「A, Anyway, we can talk about our marriage another time. More importantly, a lot happened while we were separated, so shall we exchange information?」(Sarasa)


      「You’re right. You can say that our marriage has already been decided, so let’s put it aside for now.」(Iris)


      「Eh…?」(Sarasa)


      Hold on…


      Our marriage has already been decided?


      That’s news to me…


      I remember I agreed about the engagement between me and Iris-san, but I didn’t say I would agree with the marriage.


      「Alright, we’ll tell you what we know first.」(Iris)


      Iris-san simply ignored my focused face and started the conversation.


      「Kate, I’m counting on you.」(Iris)


      However, she immediately left the explanation to Kate-san.


      「Geez, you’re like Adelbert-sama who always leaves everything to my mom.」(Kate)


      「I’m his daughter after all!」(Iris)


      Seeing Iris-san puff out her chest proudly, Kate-san shook her head and sighed.


      「Oh, well… Anyway, Store Owner-san, after we parted with you and Lorea, we headed to the Lotze Territory with Madison-san and his army. However, we decided to split into two parties so that we didn’t stand out too much.」(Kate)


      We planned to hide Madison-san and his men in the Lotze Territory for a while, but it would be pointless if Baronet Kirk found out about it.


      Therefore, Iris-san, Kate-san, and the twelve members of Madison-san’s army had to move secretly to the Lotze Territory.


      Since moving in a large number of people stood out and might be found by Baronet Kirk’s men, they decided to split into two groups with Iris-san and Kate-san as each group’s leader.


      「If we split into two groups of seven people, each of us would look like a group of Collectors, right?」(Kate)


      「I see. That was a wise idea.」(Sarasa)


      「But, Kate-san, Iris-san, didn’t you feel anxious? I mean, the both of you were the only women among those men, right?」(Lorea)


      When Lorea-chan asked that, Iris-san smiled and shook her head.


      「Well, they saw us when we slayed the giant centipede, so I doubted there were fools among them who would try to assault us. Besides, they knew that we had powerful magic stones we got from Store Owner-dono.」(Iris)


      Madison-san and his men seemed to be good people, so the risk of them rebelling was pretty low. However, it didn’t mean that they wouldn’t assault girls. They are men, after all.


      Therefore, I handed them some magic stones that contained powerful spells.


      Of course, it would be meaningless if Madison-san and his men were not aware of it, so I told Iris-san and Kate-san to use them on monsters they encountered on the way.


      「Oh, right. We have to return the remaining stones.」(Iris)


      「Yeah. They are expensive after all. Thank you, Store Owner-san.」(Kate)


      「No problem. I’m glad they were usefulー I mean, I’m glad that you didn’t have to use them on those men」(Sarasa)


      The two of them took out the remaining magic stones from their luggage and handed them to me.


      
    

  


  


  
 
    
       Chapter 37 : Epilogue Ⅱ


      After handing over the remaining magic stones to me, Kate-san and Iris-san continued talking about what happened after Lorea-chan and I left them in the Great Sea of Trees.


      「Even though we split into two groups, it didn’t change the fact that we could draw other people’s attention since there were seven people in each group. We tried to avoid people’s eyes as much as possible by taking a small path in the forest rather than the main street to the Lotze Territory.」(Kate)


      「By the way, my group walked a bit far behind Kate’s group, but we all arrived almost at the same time. As soon as we arrived, we moved to the tenement that my father had prepared, and then we talked about the future plan.」(Iris)


      Our original plan was to bring Madison-san and his men to the Lotze Territory, and then bring their families when the situation calms down. However, they chose to return to their home, the Town of South Strugg, because Baronet Kirk was captured.


      If they chose to move to the Lotze Family instead of going home, then there would be about forty-eight people who moved to the Lotze Family and lived there since most of the army members had a family of four people.


      There was even a possibility that it would exceed fifty people if they brought their relatives.


      If such a large number of people were to move to the village in the Lotze Territory at once, then there might be a conflict between Madison-san’s army and the villagers since the amount of food was limited.


      Taking that into account, they discussed where Madison-san’s army would live with their families, where they could cultivate their own fields, how they should obtain food for themselves, and how they should prepare themselves for winter.


      After brainstorming together for a few hours, the plan was finally made. However, they would never have the chance to carry it out because when they were about to take action, they received the report saying that Baronet Kirk had been captured by the government.


      「Madison-san and his men were happy because they could return to their homes in South Strugg and continue living there without worries.」(Kate)


      「On the other hand, my father and Kate’s dad were a bit disappointed. They had prepared a lot of things for Madison-san and his men so that they could live in the Lotze Territory, but their effort ended in vain.」(Iris)


      「However, it wasn’t the only thing that made Adelbert-sama and my dad disappointed.」(Kate)


      「That’s right. My father was very happy when I told him that Madison-san and his men might move to his territory. He thought that it would be great if he had excellent men, who were good at fighting, living in his territory.」(Iris)


      「My mom said that thanks to Store Owner-san helping Adelbert-sama pay off his debt to Baronet Kirk, the financial situation of the Lotze Family is recovering little by little. Because of that, Adelbert-sama gladly accepted Madison-san and his men to his territory.」(Kate)


      「Now that you mention it, certainly, Adelbert-san needs trained soldiers like Madison-san’s army in his territory.」(Sarasa)


      Accepting Madison-san and his men might trouble the villagers because of the limited amount of food, but it would only last until they finished building their own farm.


      Having trained soldiers living in your territory is totally worth the trouble since they can keep the peace and safety of your territory.


      I can understand why Adelbert-san was disappointed because Madison-san and his men chose to return to South Strugg.


      「By the way, Store Owner-dono, do you remember you said that you would help them build their farm if they moved to my family’s territory?」(Iris)


      「Ah, I did promise them that.」(Sarasa)


      「Actually, my father was looking forward to it. He would be happy if the village had more farms.」(Iris)


      「After all, the more farmlands a village has, the more prosperous the village will be.」(Kate)


      I remember I promised Madison-san that I would help him and his men build their farm after they moved to the Lotze Family, but now that they returned to their home, I no longer have to keep it.


      「By the way, it seemed that Madison-san felt sorry for leaving the Lotze Territory after everything that Adelbert-sama had done to help them, so they stayed for a few days longer to help the villagers build a small farmland as gratitude before they left for South Strugg.」(Kate)


      「I see.」(Sarasa)


      I’m glad that they are considerate people.


      Still, they could only build one small farmland since they could only do manual work.


      Even though they are strong, trained men, they still needed a lot of effort to make a farm. In this case, physical strength can’t be compared to magic.


      Building and cultivating farmlands is way easier with earth magic than manual labor after all.


      Honestly, I still kind of feel bad for Adelbert-san. He provided shelter, food, and other necessities to Madison-san and his men, but they chose not to move to his territory.


      Should I build a few more farmlands in that village for him?


      I folded my arms and thought for a while.


      「Hmm… Guys, you know what? I think I will go to the Lotze Territory and make farmlands there when I have free time.」(Sarasa)


      「Eh? Even though Madison-san and his men chose not to move there?」(Iris)


      「Yup.」(Sarasa)


      「Are you sure? You don’t have to, you know?」(Iris)


      「I know, but I kinda feel bad for your father. Besides, Madison-san and his men took refuge in your father’s territory partly because of me.」(Sarasa)


      「Well, if you insist. I’m sure my father will be delighted!」(Iris)


      I nodded at Iris-san who smiled at me happily.


      I had never been in the Lotze Territory and I always wanted to visit Iris-san’s mansion at least once.


      I would also like to meet Iris-san and Kate-san’s siblings.


      Therefore, I think it’s a good opportunity to go there.


      「Is there anything else to report?」(Sarasa)


      「Hmm, I think that was all.」(Iris)


      「I see. You guys went to South Strugg to send Madison-san and his men home before coming here, right? How was the situation there?」(Sarasa)


      「Everything was normal. There didn’t seem to be any particular change even though Baronet Kirk had been captured. Right, Kate?」(Iris)


      「Yeah. According to Madison-san’s friend who is also a local soldier, it seems that the deputy official is currently in charge of governing the city.」(Kate)


      「I see.」(Sarasa)


      「Phew. I’m glad to hear that.」(Lorea)


      Hearing the good news from Kate-san, Lorea-chan let out a sigh of relief and stroked her chest.


      Her father, Daruna-san, sometimes goes to South Strugg to buy goods for his store, so I can understand why she feels relieved.


      It seemed that everyone in that town was happy that Baronet Kirk was captured.


     

  


  

  


  
 
    
 

      「Store Owner-dono, now it’s your turn to tell us what happened here while we were in my parents’ territory. I heard that Baronet Kirk came here to mess with you again.」(Iris)


      「Yeah, he did. He came when Prince Ferik was here to collect his Hair Growth Agent.」(Sarasa)


      「I see. What a coincidence.」(Iris)


      「Coincidence? No. It was actually a part of Prince Ferik’s plan to take Baronet Kirk down.」(Sarasa)


      「Eh? What do you mean?」(Iris)


      I told Iris-san and Kate-san about Prince Ferik’s motive to capture Baronet Kirk and his plan to do it.


      I also told them that we were also involved in his plan without us knowing.


      I felt like we were being used by a crafty man but for a good purpose.


      「I see… I don’t know what I should say about that…」(Iris)


      「So we had been dancing on His Highness’ palm all along, huh?」(Kate)


      「Yeah, but thanks to that, he was able to capture Baronet Kirk, and since the situation in South Strugg has become more peaceful, it seemed that he was also able to handle things well there.」(Sarasa)


      「I see.」(Iris)


      「I don’t like that person, but I’m glad that we have a prince who fights against evil lords and knows how to apologize.」(Sarasa)


      「Know how to apologize? What do you mean?」(Iris)


      「Hehe~ Actually, he gave me a large amount of money as compensation for dragging us into his plan!」(Sarasa)


      I grinned at the three of them and continued talking.


      「Thanks to him, I have a surplus this month! Aah~ I feel like I finally make a profit after quite a while.」(Sarasa)


      「That’s great! Congrats, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


      「Hee…」(Iris)


      「Hoo…」(Kate)


      「Uhh, I thought you guys would be more excited.」(Sarasa)


      Unlike Lorea-chan, who was smiling and clapping her hands, Iris-san and Kate-san were just looking at me with straight faces.


      「Come one, guys! It’s a wonderful thing, isn’t it? Let’s celebrate together, shall we? You can even lift me up and “Banzai! Banzai” me , you know?」(Sarasa)


      Iris-san and Kate-san looked at each other and smiled awkwardly at me.


      「Uhh… I’m sorry, Store Owner-dono. You might not realize it, but somehow, you always use a great deal amount of money after solving a problem or doing a big job.」(Iris)


      「Yeah. Just like us whose debt increases every time that happens.」(Kate)


      「Th, That’s not true! …No, hold on… You may be right…」(Sarasa)


      I was arguing at first, but then the incidents that we had been through popped into my head.


      The first one was the big incident of Hellfire Grizzlies attacking this village not long after I came to this village.


      I didn’t have much money when I moved to this village, but after that incident, I made quite a lot of money from selling Hellfire Grizzly materials.


      However, I can’t say that I made a profit back then because I had to use a super-expensive potion to heal Iris-san’s wound.


      After that… Oh, right. The hoarding incident of Ice Fang Bats fangs by Yok Baal.


      I remember that Baronet Kirk was involved in that as well, so it can be said that it was a troublesome incident that resulted in a connection between me and Baronet Kirk.


      I made quite a lot of money after I beat that sly merchant on his own game, but I used it to rescue the novice alchemists who became his victims from their debts. After that, I used the remaining money to expand Diral-san’s inn as an investment.


      Because of that, I didn’t have much money back then.


      Next is the crisis of the Lotze Family.


      I still remember the first time Iris-san’s father, Adelbert-san, and Kate-san’s mother, Katerina-san came to my house.


      At first, they came to take Iris-san back home because Adelbert-san wanted to marry her to a rich merchant, Hou Baal, Yok Baal’s son.


      He was willing to lend Adelbert-san money to pay off his debt to Baronet Kirk with a condition, which was Iris-san had to marry him.


      However, after discussing with Adelbert-san and Katerina-san, we found another way to solve the problem.


      We ended up going to a volcano in the Great Sea of Trees to hunt a salamander in order to free Adelbert-san from his debt to Baronet Kirk.


      I used most of the money I got from selling salamander materials to pay off Adelbert-san’s debt, so I didn’t make much money back then.


      Not long after that, Nord-san came to my store to hire Iris-san and Kate-san as his bodyguards while he was researching salamanders in a cave.


      Because of Nord-san’s stupid experiment, a salamander spawned from the river of lava in the cave they were in. When they tried to escape from it, they ended up being trapped in the cave.


      I spent a lot of money to make prototypes of the artifacts that might be able to save them. I even borrowed some money from Master for that.


      Other than that, I also spent some money to hire Andre-san and his party members to accompany me in rescuing Iris-san and the others.


      Hmm… Now I start to think that I’m probably not very good at financial management…


      I got a lot of money from Prince Ferik, but…


      Ugh… I hope I don’t need to spend all of it in the near future…


      「Speaking about money, Store Owner-dono, I have to apologize to you because my father can’t pay his debt to you yet.」(Iris)


      「He still has to sell this fall’s harvest and it will take some time. Well, if you don’t want to wait, he can pay you with crops if you want.」(Kate)


      「No, no. I can wait. I can’t receive a large amount of wheat and vegetables, right?」(Sarasa)


      I shook my head at Iris-san and Kate-san who looked somewhat apologetic.


      By the way, Adelbert-san owes a huge amount of money to me because I paid off his debt to Baronet Kirk. He promised to pay the money back by selling some of the crops produced in his territory.


      However, since I still have money from Prince Ferik, I don’t think Adebert-san has to rush to pay off his debt to me.


      「Anyway, if nothing happens in the near future, I don’t think I will have financial problems until I pay my taxes in the spring.」(Sarasa)


      Alchemists have to report their taxes on their own.


      You must declare your sales and pay the taxes according to your sales every year.


      I opened this shop in the early spring, so the deadline is around the corner.


      I feel like I didn’t make a lot of money this year because I always spend it, but it doesn’t deny the fact that I made a lot of sales, so I think the tax I have to pay will be quite high.


      Well, I haven’t done the calculation yet, but if Prince Ferik didn’t give me money for compensation, I would probably have a hard time paying the taxes.


      I hate him but I should honestly thank him the next time he visits.


      Of course, it would be better if he never visit my store again.


     

  


  


  
 
    
       Chapter 38 : Epilogue Ⅲ


      「Honestly, I’m glad that we didn’t need to do anything to deal with Baronet Kirk.」(Iris)


      「Yeah. It’s all thanks to Prince Ferik. Dealing with an evil noble like him is troublesome after all.」(Kate)


      「Y, yeah… You’re right…」(Sarasa)


      I’m happy that the problem we faced this time could be resolved peacefully.


      I’m grateful to Prince Ferik, but still… I can’t bring myself to think that he’s a wonderful person…


      He’s the type of person you don’t want to get too close to after all.


      「Oh, right. Speaking of Prince Ferik, we heard a strange rumor about him when we came to South Strugg to take Madison-san and his men home.」(Iris)


      「Ah, now that you mention it. I still don’t think it’s true though. It’s just a rumor after all.」(Kate)


      Kate reacted to Iris-san’s words with a wry smile when she suddenly remembered a rumor about Prince Ferik.


      「A strange rumor about Prince Ferik?」(Sarasa)


      Has someone found out about his bald head?


      No. Kate-san denied it, saying that it wasn’t true, so it was not about his bald head for sure.


      Besides, if he uses the Hair Growth Agent, he should no longer have a bald spot on his head.


      「To be exact, a strange rumor about Prince Ferik and you.」(Iris)


      「Me? What do you mean? Can you tell me about it?」(Sarasa)


      「When we arrived at South Strugg we heard from the people there that you and Prince Ferik will get married.」(Iris)


      「「Huuuh!?」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


      My and Lorea-chan’s voices overlap.


      Not just me. She was surprised too.


      Who in the world spread that rumor? How…!?


      Me? And Prince Ferik?


      No way… Nooo freaking way!!


      「The rumor is not actually saying that Prince Ferik will marry Sarasa Feed, but it says that Prince Ferik will marry a young, talented alchemist in this region, and the only person who fits those criteria is no one else but you, Store Owner-dono.」(Iris)


      「Well… It’s probably true that I’m the only young alchemist in this region, but…」(Sarasa)


      「Sa, Sarasa-san… I’ve seen him and I think he’s a good-looking man, but… I never thought he was your type… Did something happen when you were alone with Prince Ferik in the drawing room?」(Lorea)


      「Nothing! Nothing happened, I swear! He was eating your cookies while I was just silently watching him until Baronet Kirk came!」(Sarasa)


      「Reeeally…?」(Lorea)


      「I swear we’ve done nothing! Trust me!」(Sarasa)


      I panickedly shook my head and waved my hands when Lorea-chan looked at me with doubtful eyes.


      「Fufu. I’m just kidding. I believe in you.」(Lorea)


      「Geez…」(Sarasa)


      I stroked my chest and let out a sigh of relief.


      「Honestly, I’m kinda happy to be rumored as a talented, young alchemist, but there’s no way I’ll marry that bald, sly prince!」(Sarasa)


      If I marry someone like him and live under the same roof as him, I don’t think I could keep my mental stability for long.


      It would be a hundred times better to marry Iris-san than him.


      At least I won’t be mentally exhausted living together with Iris-san.


      「Don’t worry, Store Owner-dono. While we were still at South Strugg, we denied that rumor and told the people there that it wasn’t true.」(Iris)


      「Thank you! I hope it won’t spread anymore. I didn’t know what to do if that troublesome rumor reached the royal capital…」(Sarasa)


      There’s absolutely no way I will marry Prince Ferik, even if I were born as a daughter of a duke or something.


      I don’t need a prince on a white horse.


      I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked Iris-san, but Iris-san smiled and nodded vigorously at me.


      「Un! No problem!」(Iris)


      Hmm… Suspicious… Is she hiding something from me?


      While I was wondering, Kate-san glanced at Iris-san and sighed.


      「Hey, Iris. You didn’t tell her everything.」(Kate)


      I knew it!


      I glared at Iris-san and pouted.


      Seeing my pouty face, Iris-san scratched her cheek with her index finger and smiled apologetically at me.


      「Ahaha… I’m sorry. It’s true that I denied the rumor saying Prince Ferik will marry a young, talented alchemist, but I told the people there that I would be the one marrying that young, talented alchemist!」(Iris)


      「…You told… what?」(Sarasa)


      Certainly, we talked about that many times, but our marriage hasn’t been decided yet.


      「Don’t worry, Store Owner-san, we haven’t issued your and Iris’ marriage certificate yet.」(Kate)


      「Haven’t!? Does that mean you will eventually issue it!?」(Sarasa)


      「Well, we planned to issue it in case you messed up. For example, you couldn’t control your emotion and ended up hurting Baronet Kirk.」(Kate)


      「You said you won’t kill him, but thinking that you are quite a temperamental person, we thought there would be a chance you would hurt him.」(Iris)


      「That’s… Ugh…」(Sarasa)


      I wanted to deny them, but then I remembered when I was about to kick Baronet Kirk and his private soldiers’ asses the last time they came to my store.


      Fortunately for me and… for them, I guess, Prince Ferik showed up from the drawing-room, so I didn’t do it.


      The future would be completely different if Prince Ferik didn’t show up and I ended up harming Baronet Kirk.


      Now that I think about it, Prince Ferik really did a great job.


      The timing for him to show up was just too perfect.


      Did he peek from the keyhole of the door connecting the shop area and the drawing room and wait for the right time to show up like a hero?


      I wonder…


     

  


  

  


  
 
    
 

      Iris-san had prepared a marriage certificate just in case so that I could deal with Baronet Kirk as the heir of the Lotze Family. However, I’m glad that we didn’t have to use it.


      「You see, normally, it takes a long time to send documents to the royal capital from a remote region like this, but it will only take a second with your transfer device, right? I planned to use it in case you messed up.」(Iris)


      As a commoner, I won’t be able to win against a baronet, so the only way is to become a noble too. Therefore, the marriage certificate between me and Iris-san could be useful.


      If we sent it to my master, who was in the royal capital, with my Transfer Device, I could I ask her to submit it to the government.


      The nobility would officially be recognized only after the government accepted it, but the authority of the decision-making for the marriage rests with the head of the family.


      「By the way, we have also prepared an application letter to transfer the headship of The Lotze Family to you. If you marry Iris and become the head of the Lotze Family, you will have a chance to win against Baronet Kirk.」(Kate)


      「Y, You did that far!? Uhh…」(Sarasa)


      I think that’s too much…


      No… That might be too much, but I appreciate them for preparing all that for my sake.


      In the end, we didn’t have to use all the documents they prepared, but perhaps I should say thank you at least…?


      「Nonetheless, thank you, Iris-san, Kate-san.」(Sarasa)


      「Oh? So you agree with our marriage!? Then, let me use your Transfer Device, I will send the documents to your master! Ahh, I’m glad the documents I worked so hard to prepare didn’t go to waste!」(Iris)


      While saying that, Iris-san took out the documents from her bag and put them on the table.


      The documents on the table were official documents created in a formal format, and all I needed to do was sign them to turn them into legal documents.


      「H, Hold on! I just said thank you. I didn’t say I agree with our marriage. In the first place, why did you bring all these documents? Baronet Kirk has been captured, so we no longer need them, right? You should say, “I’m glad I didn’t have to use them” instead of bringing them to me.」(Sarasa)


      「Ahaha… I thought the same thing at first, but…」(Iris)


      Iris-san looked away and scratched her cheek with her index finger awkwardly for some reason.


      Seeing Iris-san’s awkward behavior, Kate-san smiled bitterly at me and started explaining in her stead.


      「Store Owner-san, the thing is, even after we received the news about Baronet Kirk being captured, Madam Lotzeー I mean, Iris’ mother kept persuading Iris to marry you. She said, “If you plan on continuing your job as a Collector, then capture Miss Sarasa’s heart! Considering your age, I think it will be difficult for you to find a man and get into a normal marriage.”」(Kate)


      「I… I see…」(Sarasa)


      「Well, you see, I’m already twenty years old. It might still be considered young age for common people, but for us, nobles, twenty years old is considered too old for marriage. Normally, nobles get married at fifteen to seventeen years old after all. Besides, I’m aware that I’m not pretty as a woman. No man would marry a tomboy woman like me for sure.」(Iris)


      「Eh? That’s not true! I do think you are cute, though. Right, Lorea-chan?」(Sarasa)


      「Un! I agree with Sarasa-san! Iris-san, you are cute!」(Lorea)


      「Hehe, thanks. I think you guys are the only ones who think that way.」(Iris)


      「Iris-san…」(Lorea)


      「……..」(Sarasa)


      「Well, even if there was a man who thought I was cute, I don’t think he would be willing to spend his fortune to financially help my family.」(Iris)


      The daughters of aristocrats normally get married as soon as they reach adulthood, which was at the age of fifteen, so getting married at the age of twenty could be considered too late.


      Iris-san denied it but I do think she is a beautiful woman and I think she will be popular if she appears in the social circles among young nobles.


      Still, the marriage among nobles is not determined by looks alone.


      「In order to pay off my debt to you and to help my family financially, I can’t stop working as a Collector, so… You understand what I’m trying to say, right, Store Owner-dono?」(Iris)


      「Well…」(Sarasa)


      Iris-san was awkwardly playing with her fingers while talking to me.


      When I sighed and looked away from her, Kate-san continued as if trying to persuade me more.


      「We managed to avoid conflict with Baronet Kirk further thanks to Prince Ferik this time, but it doesn’t mean that there will be no nobles who try to mess with you in the future, right? You are a genius alchemist who is quite famous in this region after all. I think you better have a noble status just in case. It will come in handy someday for sure.」(Kate)


      「Uhh, that might be true, but… I don’t think I will get into trouble with a noble anytime soon, so…」(Sarasa)


      「Are you sure? Look. You haven’t even lived in this region for a year, but you drew Baron Kirk’s attention already. You even got His Highness Prince Ferik involved. No one knows what kind of people will bring you troubles in the future.」(Kate)


      「Th, That’s… You may be right…」(Sarasa)


      「Right? Your life will be safer if you sign these documents and marry Iris, don’t you think?」(Kate)


      「But…」(Sarasa)


      「You just need to sign them. It’s simple.」(Kate)


      「Ugh… Iris-san, are you really sure you want to marry me?」(Sarasa)


      「Of course! You are the most wonderful person I’ve ever met in my life!」(Iris)


      「W, Well… Thank you, I guess… L, Lorea-chan, how about you? What do you think?」(Sarasa)


      It became more and more difficult to deny, so I couldn’t help but ask Lorea-chan, hoping she would help me.


      However, Lorea-chan tilted her head and smiled.


      「Sarasa-san and Iris-san are getting married, huh…? I think it’s a good idea!」(Lorea)


      「Lo, Lorea-chan!?」(Sarasa)


      I felt like I got kicked off the ladder after hearing an unexpected answer from Lorea-chan.


      She used to be on my side, but it seemed that the Lorea-chan I knew had gone…


      「…Why?」(Sarasa)


      「First of all, your life will be safer that way, and if you and Iris-san get married, the four of us can continue living together like this in this shop.」(Lorea)


      If I don’t marry Iris-san, her mother will tell her to stop working as a Collector. As a result, she will leave this place for sure.


      Lorea-chan doesn’t want our current life to change, so I can understand why she has no reason to strongly deny this idea of marriage.


      「I love Sarasa-san, of course, but I also love Iris-san and Kate-san. We are family. I really hope we can all be together for a long, long time.」(Lorea)


      「Lorea-chan… Un! Me too! I love you too, Lorea-chan!」(Iris)


      Iris-san stuck her body forward and hugged Lorea-chan.


      「Me too, of course! Store Owner-san, you should sign these documents for the sake of fulfilling Lorea-chan’s wishes!」(Kate)


      While Iris-san and Lorea-chan were hugging each other, Kate-san kept pushing the documents and a pen toward me.


      Ughh… What should I do…?


      While looking up at the ceiling, I was wondering if I should take the pen or not.


     

  


  


  
 
    
       Chapter 39 : The Beginning Of The New Year


      It’s been a year since I opened my alchemy shop in Yok Village.


      A lot happened and I became a married woman.


      Yes… I married Iris-san a few weeks ago…


      ………………….


      D, Don’t get me wrong! I had no choice, you know!


      I promised I would visit the Lotze Territory, and when I arrived at the Lotze’s mansion, I was welcomed by Iris-san’s little sisters, Wisteria and Cattleya.


      You know what, they are sooooooooooo cute!!


      I stayed at the Lotze’s mansion for a couple of weeks to help the villagers expand their fields and teach Lorea-chan and Kate-san earth spells for cultivating purposes at the same time.


      While I was there, Wisteria and Cattleya sometimes played with me. They had been treating me like an older sister.


      They always asked me, “Sarasa onee-sama, please teach me how to use a sword!”, “Sarasa onee-sama, please teach me magic!”, “Sarasa onee-sama please teach me alchemy!”


      They were so adorable when they called me ‘Onee-sama’, so I couldn’t help but teach them a lot of things.


      I don’t have blood-related siblings since my parents died when I was young, but I do have siblings from the orphanage.


      However, it was the first time I played with girls much younger than me, teaching them a lot of things and having great times with them.


      After all, I spent most of my time studying when I was at the orphanage, so I didn’t have time to play with others.


      If you are an alchemist whose goal is to become a master-class alchemist, normally, you won’t have time to marry someone and have children. It’s quite possible that you won’t get married for ten years or even more just like my master and Leonora-san.


      I thought I wouldn’t get married just like them either. However, I was wrong…


      Iris-san told me she would give me two cute little sisters if I signed the marriage certificate. There was no way I could refuse.


      As a bonus, I would have a kind and gentle mother-in-law who looked like the adult version of Iris-san. I have vague memories of my mother, but Iris-san’s mother somehow reminded me of her. It felt so nostalgic being with her.


      Of course, my hand would ‘naturally’ grab the pen and sign the certificate.


      I mean… You know… Who doesn’t want cute little sisters and a kind mother?


      It couldn’t be helped… Yeah… couldn’t be helped…


      I’ve been living with Iris-san for a year. I know she is a good, responsible girl, so I didn’t have any worries about living with her for the rest of my life.


      Well… I can’t deny that I agreed to marry her mostly because of her cute little sisters and kind mother.


      If you ask me if anything has changed since I married Iris-san… No. Nothing has changed. Not really.


      As always, I run my store in Yok Village, Iris-san and Kate-san work as Collectors, and Lorea-chan works as the clerk in my store.


      Even though we are married, Iris-san and I never act like a married couple. We have no plan on adopting a child in the near future either.


      Now that we have become a married couple, I thought of erasing all Iris-san’s debt to me, but she refused, saying that she would definitely pay it off.


      Because of that, I don’t think Iris-san and Kate-san will quit working as Collectors anytime soon.


      It seemed like the marriage relationship between Iris and me was only on paper. I wonder if it was a good thing or not…


      〇〇〇


      A few months later, my second spring in Yok Village arrived.


      I’m now standing in front of my store, getting ready for a trip.


      「Alright then. I’m going now. Please take care of my store while I’m gone.」(Sarasa)


      「Don’t worry. You can leave it to us. We’ll be waiting for you here, Sarasa.」(Iris)


      「Please be careful on your way, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


      「I don’t think you would encounter any difficulties on your way, but I pray for your safety, Sarasa-san.」(Kate)


      As usual, Iris-san sent me off with a gentle smile, Lorea-chan with a slightly worried look on her face, and Kate-san with a thumbs up, believing that I would be just fine.


      Oh yeah, I said that there has been no change, but as you might have noticed, the way Iris-san and Kate-san call me has changed.


      Iris-san used to call me Store Owner-dono, but now she calls me Sarasa without honorifics.


      Kate-san also calls me by name, but unlike Iris-san, she uses honorifics when she calls my name.


      Iris-san is my wife now, and Kate-san is my… Umm… concubine? So it would be awkward if they still called me ‘Store Owner’.


      It was hard and kind of embarrassing for Iris-san and Kate-san to call me by my name at first but they eventually got used to it.


      「Oh, right. I almost forgot. Lorea-chan please take care of my herb field in the backyard while I’m gone.」(Sarasa)


      「Of course. All I need to do is to water it and spread the fertilizer you once taught me to make, right?」(Lorea)


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


      I could ask Michael-san and Izu-san to take care of my herb field in the backyard, but I’m afraid they will be busy taking care of the large herb field next to my store.


      By the way, they have been doing great taking care of the herb field. They learn fast and work hard. I’m proud of them.


      「Well then, it’s time to go.」(Sarasa)


      「Sarasa-san, please be really careful, okay?」(Lorea)


      When I was about to turn around, Lorea-chan looked at me with teary eyes, but I looked back at her with a smile.


      「Lorea-chan, you worry too much. I came all the way from the royal capital, you know? I’ll be fine.」(Sarasa)


      「I know, but still… the royal capital is very far away from here, right?」(Lorea)


      「Well, that’s true… But I have to go no matter what.」(Sarasa)


      Yup. My destination is the royal capital.


      It’s very far from this village. It won’t be an easy trip for sure.


      However, I have no choice but to go.


      Alchemists in this country have to go to the royal capital to declare and pay their taxes to the government once a year, and I’m not an exception.


      If you don’t do this, there will be a penalty for you.


      If the amount of tax you don’t pay is not that large, the government will revoke your alchemist license. If it’s large and is considered detrimental to the country, not only will you lose your alchemist license, but you will also be put into jail.


      Fortunately, the money I got from Prince Ferik is more than enough to pay my taxes, so I can rest easy.


      It’s been a year since I left the royal capital, so I’m looking forward to going there and meeting my master and Maria-san. If I’m lucky, I might be able to meet some of my juniors at school.


      I hope I could see the two seniors who were taking care of me when I was at school, especially Pricia-senpai since she helped me free Adelbert-san from his debt to Baronet Kirk. However, none of them have their own stores. They are still working at their masters’ stores, so I don’t think they will be visiting the royal capital.


      Perhaps I will visit the town where Pricia-senpai is working on my way home and visit her at her master’s store to express my gratitude.


      「Lorea, you don’t have to worry. Sarasa will be fine. You know how strong she is, right?」(Iris)


      「I know, but because of that, she sometimes does reckless things. Am I wrong?」(Lorea)


      「Ah, I can see your point.」(Iris)


      「Eeehh… I’m not like that!」(Sarasa)


      「Really? Then, Sarasa-san, can you promise me not to go inside a hideout of a group of bandits by yourself if you find one?」(Lorea)


      「Th, that’s…」(Sarasa)


      Bandits were the reason why I lost my parents and became an orphan. I can’t control my anger whenever I encounter ones.


      I should start to learn how to keep my cool for Lorea-chan’s sake.


      「I… I promise I will control my emotions!」(Sarasa)


      Lorea-chan smiled with a troubled face.


      「…Umm… Alright. Please enjoy your trip then.」(Lorea)


      「Un! I’ll be back in a few days.」(Sarasa)


      After being sent off by the three, I left the village while thinking about my experience living in Yok Village for a year as an alchemist.


      Without a doubt, this past year has been the most eventful year in my life.


      I met a lot of people and experienced a lot of good things and bad things, and I learned a lot from them.


      I have a feeling that I will encounter many difficulties and hardships in the coming years as well, but luckily, I’m not alone.


      I have so many people who care about me, and I’m sure I’ll be able to overcome any difficulties with them by my side.


     

  


  


  

    
       Special Story : Lorea And A Suspicious Customer


      [*This story is using third person perspective*]


      This is the story before Lorea started working at Sarasa’s shop.


      Back then, Sarasa was running her alchemy shop by herself, so she was busy most of the time.


      She usually kept the shop during the day and made potions and artifacts after she closed her shop.


      In addition to that, she also did the housework such as cleaning the house, doing laundry, and preparing meals by herself.


      Cleaning the house was relatively easy thanks to the cleaning effect of the Seal that was installed to the house, but doing the laundry and preparing meals was a pain for Sarasa back then. Because of that, she sometimes went to Diral’s dining hall to buy food.


      Even though she was busy, she still had some free time.


      After all, the only customers who visited Sarasa’s shop were the local Collectors.


      Because of that, Sarasa was usually busy selling potions in the morning before the local Collectors went to the Great Sea of Trees to work. In the evening, she was busy buying alchemy materials from the Collectors who returned from the forest.


      She usually had a lot of free time at noon. However, she had to keep her store open even though she was free because sometimes there were customers who came at noon.


      At first, waiting for customers to come at noon was boring and mentally exhausting for Sarasa, but she no longer felt so after she met Lorea.


      Lorea usually came to Sarasa’s shop at noon when Sarasa was not busy to have a chat with her while enjoying tea together.


      Today as well, Lorea came to Sarasa’s shop. She took a peek through the window to check if there were customers inside the shop or not.


      Sarasa noticed Lorea was peeking. She smiled at her and beckoned her from the counter.


      Lorea smiled back at Sarasa and opened the door.


      「Hello, Sarasa-san. Are you busy right now?」(Lorea)


      「As you can see. Not at all. You can come in.」(Sarasa)


      Lorea replied to Sarasa with a nod, entered the shop, and sat down on the chair next to the counter which had recently become her usual seat.


      「Wait a moment. I’ll brew some tea now.」(Sarasa)


      「Okay~ Your tea tastes so much better than the tea at my house. I always look forward to drinking your tea.」(Lorea)


      「Fufu. Is that so? You know, I spent hours experimenting with the Suya tea receipt you told me to make my own tea recipe. It’s worth the time and effort if you like it.」(Sarasa)


      After saying that, Sarasa went to the kitchen to brew her special Suya tea in a teapot and then took the teapot and two tea cups to the counter.


      Suya tea is the specialty tea in Yok Village. Everyone in the village drinks it.


      However, Sarasa’s Suya tea is different. She used alchemy to remove the grassy smell of the leaves of Suya trees, which were the local trees that could be found in the nearby forest. As a result, she was able to bring out the freshness and the deep natural flavor of Suya leaves to the tea she brewed.


      Even though it couldn’t be compared to the high-quality tea leaves sold in large cities, especially in the royal capital, there was no doubt that the quality of her tea leaves was quite high among the tea leaves sold in the village.


      Other than her specialty Suya tea, Sarasa also served dried fruits she purchased in South Strugg.


      Dried fruits were like luxury items in remote villages like Yok Village, but Sarasa bought them anyway to enjoy her time more with Lorea, her only friend in the village at the moment.


      「Here you go~ Don’t hesitate to eat the dried fruits as well.」(Sarasa)


      「Whoaa~! Thank you, Sarasa-san!」(Lorea)


      Lorea thanked Sarasa with a bright smile on her face. She then took a sip of the tea and brought a piece of the druid fruits into her mouth.


      「Mmm~! It’s a bit sour, but it tastes good!」(Lorea)


      Sarasa couldn’t help but smile when she saw Lorea’s cute sour face.


      She was happy to be able to spend her time with Lorea, but there was something bugging her mind.


      「…Say, Lorea-chan… Can I ask you something?」(Sarasa)


      「Hm? Of course. You can ask me anything.」(Lorea)


      Lorea cutely tilted her head in response to Sarasa’s question.


      Sarasa was a little hesitant, but then she asked Lorea anyway.


      「Umm… I’m happy that you come to visit almost every day, but… Don’t you have to help your parents with their grocery store?」(Sarasa)


      Sarasa was afraid that Lorea would stop coming to visit after she asked that question. That was why she hesitated.


      However, she didn’t want Lorea to ditch her duty just to come to her shop and spend times with her. It wouldn’t do any good for Lorea. It would only turn her into a slacker.


      There was also the possibility that Lorea’s family would hate Sarasa because their daughter always ditched her work to go to her shop.


      Listening to Sarasa’s question, Lorea was stunned for a moment, but then she broke into a wry smile.


      「Ah, so you have been worrying about that? Fufu. Sarasa-san, you don’t have to worry. Actually, I have quite a lot of free time recently.」(Lorea)


      「Really?」(Sarasa)


      「Yeah. Normally, I look after the store while my parents are going to South Strugg to purchase goods, but since you came to this village, my parents didn’t have to go to purchase goods as often as before.」(Lorea)


      Before I came to this village and opened an alchemy shop, the local Collectors usually bought potions and sold their alchemy materials in Lorea’s parents’ grocery store.


      Lorea’s parents used to be busy going back and forth to South Strugg to purchase potions and sell the alchemy materials they bought from the local Collectors to the alchemy shop in South Strugg.


      However, now that Sarasa opened an alchemy shop in the village, they didn’t have to do that anymore.


      As a matter of course, their income has declined since then, but it’s not that significant.


      Now they’re focusing on selling general items that the people in the village need.


      As a result, the number of times they went to South Strugg decreased, and Lorea no longer had to stay at home all the time to look after the store.


      「I see. So you didn’t ditch your job to come here. I’m glad to know that.」(Sarasa)


      「Geez… Sarasa-san, do I look like a girl who would ditch her job just to drink refreshing tea and eat delicious sweets?」(Lorea)


      「Ahaha… I, I’m sorry…」(Sarasa)


      「No, wait… Now that I think about it, I might ditch my job to do that… I mean, who could resist the temptation of Sarasa-san’s specialty Suya tea and expensive, delicious dried fruits?」(Lorea)


      「Lo, Lorea-chan!?」(Sarasa)


      「Fufu. I’m just kidding.」(Lorea)


      「Geez…」(Sarasa)


      「Hehe… Actually, I feel a little complicated when I think about the fact that kids my age are working hard every day. Meanwhile, I’m just chilling here, having tea with you.」(Lorea)


      In remote villages like this, normally, kids around Lorea’s age will be helping their parents with fieldwork and preparing themselves to take over the family business in the future.


      However, Lorea’s family business is a grocery store. There’s not much she could do.


      In other words, Lorea will have free time when her parents are around.


      「But when your parents are not around, you will be the one who will look after the store, right?」(Sarasa)


      「Of course. It would be lying if I didn’t feel guilty for not working, but I’m glad that I have a lot of free time because I was able to hear so many stories from you!」(Lorea)


      「I see. I’m glad you like my stories, but I want to hear from you this time. Can you tell me an interesting story about yourself, or about this village, or maybe about your parents?」(Sarasa)


      「Hmm…」(Lorea)


      Lorea put her index finger and thumb on her chin and thought for a moment.


      「It’s not an interesting story but something like this doesn’t happen very often in this village. It’s more like a mysterious story than an interesting one. Do you want to hear about it?」(Lorea)


      「Mysterious, huh…? Alright. I’m all ears!」(Sarasa)


      「It happened before you came to this village. If I’m not mistaken, it happened in winterー No, in early spring, I think. A strange person visited my parents’ grocery store…」(Lorea)


      Lorea put her index finger to her chin, trying to dig up her memories, and began to tell me the story.


     

  


  

  


  
 
    
 

      [*TL : I’m using Lorea’s perspective for this part because it’s easier this way.]


      As usual, I was looking after the general store while my parents were absent. I remember it rained very hard that day.


      Usually, I left the door open when the weather was nice, but I shut it back then because of the rain.


      As always, not many customers visited on a rainy day, so I thought it would be another long day without customers.


      However, I was wrong.


      While I was looking at the dark sky through the window with an anxious feeling, the door of the store suddenly opened.


      「W-Welcome to our general store!」(Lorea)


      My heart skipped a beat and did the usual greet reflectively. I was surprised because I thought no one would come.


      When I turned my eyes to the door, I saw a tall person in a black robe that completely covered their entire body as if they were trying to hide their identity.


      The hood covered most of their face, so I couldn’t tell whether they were a man or a woman.


      Even though I couldn’t see their face, somehow I could tell that they were not villagers nor Collectors who stayed in this village.


      I immediately grabbed the emergency bell behind the counter. My parents told me to ring the bell in case something bad happened.


      However, the situation was not good. It was raining heavily outside.


      Normally, the adults in the neighborhood would rush over when they heard the bell, but thanks to the heavy rain, I didn’t think that the bell’s sound would reach them even if I swung it really hard.


      Still, I decided to hold the bell and see what would happen.


      While looking at the suspicious customer nervously, I was hoping that they were not a bad person.


      Whether or not they knew that I was cautious, they slowly walked around the store.


      Seeing their calm behavior, I began to think that they might not be a bad person. Soon after I thought so, my heartbeat, which was as busy as a rooster crowing in the morning, started to calm down.


      I was guessing that they might be a Collector who just came from another region.


      The Collectors who came to this region would usually stay in South Strugg, but there were also Collectors who chose to stay in this village sometimes, and this person might be one of them.


      Besides, they were just walking around the store while observing the goods displayed on the shelves and tables, meaning that it was the first time they had been in our general store.


      Thinking that they were probably not a bad person, I let go of the bell under the counter.


      After walking around our not-so-large general store for a while, the person called out to me.


      「Excuse me, Ojou-chan, I’d like to ask you something.」(mysterious person)


      「Y, Yes…?」(Lorea)


      「This is not an alchemy store, right? But, why do you sell potions? Do you make them yourself?」(mysterious person)


      That person pointed at the shelf filled with potions at the back of the counter.


      「Of course, we don’t make them ourselves. My parents regularly buy potions in an alchemy store in South Strugg and sell them here so that the local Collectors don’t have to go all the way to South Strugg to get them.」(Lorea)


      「I see… Ojou-chan, can I ask you about this village?」(Mysterious person)


      「Of course. What do you want to know?」(Lorea)


      「Umm, it might be a weird question to ask, but… Do you think this village is comfortable to live in?」(mysterious person)


      「Hmm… The villagers and the local Collectors here are nice people. As a resident here, I do think this is a good village. However, it’s not easy to make money as a Collector here because there’s no alchemy store here.」(Lorea)


      To be honest, I would be happy if more Collectors were staying in this village since they would definitely buy potions in our general store, but I didn’t want to tell this person only the good side of the village because I felt like it was the same as telling a lie.


      「I see…」(mysterious person)


      That person then nodded at me and left the store without purchasing any products.


      ◇　　　　◇　　　　◇


      [*TL : Back to third person perspective*]


      「Hee… A mysterious customer, huh…? From the way they dressed, they indeed sounded mysterious, but what’s weird about it?」(Sarasa)


      Sarasa thought it was a scary story, but in the end, it was just a story about a suspicious customer who came to the store on a rainy day and left without buying anything.


      There were some elements that bugged Sarasa’s mind such as the long-lasted heavy rain and the customer’s suspicious appearance, but there were no particularly strange things other than that.


      After Sarasa asked, Lorea slowly shook her head and continued talking.


      「Sarasa-san, my story is not finished yet… After that mysterious customer left the store, I realized that… the wooden floor of the store wasn’t wet at all…」(Lorea)


      「…Eh?」(Sarasa)


      Sarasa opened her eyes wide. She got a chill down her spine after Lorea said something that was impossible to happen.


      「The floor wasn’t wet at all…? Are you sure?」(Sarasa)


      「Yeah… It was dry as if that mysterious customer who was drenched in rain had never been inside the store from the beginning…」(Lorea)


      「That’s… Weird.」(Sarasa)


      Sarasa was a bit scared, but at the same time, she was also excited as the story went weirder.


      「Right? Because I was curious, I went to Diral-san’s inn the next day and asked her if someone with a black coat stayed in her inn last night.」(Lorea)


      「And… what did she say?」(Sarasa)


      「She said no. She hadn’t gotten any new guests since two months ago. I remembered all the Collectors who stayed in Diral-san’s inn back then, and that mysterious person was definitely not one of them.」(Lorea)


      「Hmm… they might be the acquaintance of a villager here and stayed at their house?」(Sarasa)


      「Actually, I had the same thought and asked the people in this village, but no one had such an acquaintance nor did they let someone else stay in their houses that night.」(Lorea)


      「…Umm… Perhaps they camped in the forest?」(Sarasa)


      「I don’t think so… The heavy rain and the strong wind kept going throughout the night. It would be very difficult to camp outside.」(Lorea)


      「I see. Certainly, camping in the middle of the storm is difficult… If I were that person, I would have stayed in Diral-san’s inn…」(Sarasa)


      「Right?」(Lorea)


      Sarasa and Lorea fell into silence. They were trying to solve the mystery logically, but they couldn’t find the right answer.


      「Lorea-chan, do you know their gender?」(Sarasa)


      「The sound of the rain was quite noisy, so it was a bit hard to tell by their voice, but I think they are a woman.」(Lorea)


      「A woman, huh…? Umm… This is just my wild guess, but… You were probably the only person who could see her…」(Sarasa)


      「Wait… Do you mean she was a…」(Lorea)


      Sarasa’s and Lorea’s faces turned pale at the same time.


      They then grabbed each other’s hands and screamed.


      「「Hiiiiiiiiiiyyyーー!!」」(Sarasa & Lorea)


      They thought the mysterious customer was a ghost or something, but little did they know, that person was actually Sarasa’s master, Ophelia.


      She once stopped by Yok Village when she was gathering materials in the Great Sea Of Trees.


      She was wearing a special coat and special boots which were artifacts that could repel water immediately, so her clothes and shoes were not wet at all. Therefore, the floor of the general store remained dry.


      The reason why she didn’t stay in Diral’s inn was because she already rented a room in an inn in South Strugg.


      Since she was really good at body-strengthening magic, it didn’t take long for her to go to South Strugg from Yok Village. Moreover, thanks to the coat and boots artifacts, she was able to run through the hard rain very easily without worrying about getting wet.
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