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      Chapter 1: Sandwich Bread: The Ultimate Weapon


      “Ughhh,” Bram groaned. “Of all the unexplored territories you could have chosen...”


      “Ha ha ha! Nobody else could’ve gone there and lived to tell the tale,” Willem commented in a tone every bit as weary as Bram’s.


      I was in the capital’s branch of the Adventurer’s guild, making good on a promise that I’d made the day before. Bram, the capital’s guildmaster, had asked me to come back and recount my party’s adventure into a nearby caldera in much deeper detail than I’d had time to get into initially. Today, I’d stopped by again to do just that.


      I explained the details of the expedition to Bram and Willem, the guildmaster of Karelina, who was attending the meeting as well. Fel and Gon chimed in to supplement my story with details I left out from time to time, and all around, I think we did a pretty good job of getting the guildmasters up to speed.


      Once they’d heard everything, Bram and Willem seemed confident that they knew exactly which unexplored patch of wilderness I’d ended up in. Apparently, the mountain that caldera was located on was called Mt. Zhertva, and was known for its year-round freezing cold climate as well as the sheer number of high-ranking monsters that ran rampant around it, starting from its foothills. Not even the highest-ranking adventurers dared to venture up onto it without a very good reason, leaving most of the mountain uncharted.


      “To think you went that far for a hunting trip,” the guildmasters groaned in unison.


      Another revelation: It turned out that the caldera hadn’t been so “nearby” after all. We had, apparently, crossed over into another country to get there. Whoopsies!


      Mt. Zhertva, according to them, was a massive geographic feature that straddled the border between the Kingdom of Clarsen and what used to be the Kingdom of Reijseger. All I could do was laugh. I’d had no idea that we’d somehow ended up traveling that far afield.


      I guess I shouldn’t underestimate just how far and how quickly Gon can carry us places. Oh, right! That reminds me—there’s something I didn’t end up mentioning yesterday that I really should let them know about.


      “So, umm, do you remember how one of the dinosaurs I handed over to you was way bigger than the rest of them?” I asked.


      “You mean the one you asked us to butcher for you right at the end?” Bram asked in response.


      “A certain someone was perfectly happy to pull an all-nighter to get that done for you,” noted Willem.


      Really, Elrand? You actually stayed up all night butchering that thing...? Not that that really matters right now.


      “Well, umm, the thing is, they’re kinda extinct now.”


      A long, tremendously uncomfortable pause ensued.


      “What?” Bram and Willem finally blurted out.


      “Like I said, they’re extinct now. We wiped them out, I guess,” I admitted, glancing back and forth between the two guildmasters and trying to judge their reactions.


      There was another lengthy pause.


      “Tell us everything,” Bram and Willem finally said, once again in perfect unison.


      “Can do,” I groaned.


      Another quick but detailed exposition session later, I’d gotten the general idea across. In short: My familiars had gotten a little too enthusiastic with their hunting and ended up going way overboard with it as a result.


      Bram and Willem both let out deep, exhausted sighs the moment I finished my explanation.


      “Right, I know, but, like...there weren’t that many of them to begin with!” I said. “And when I say ‘not many,’ I mean seven in total, from the looks of it.”


      “That’s exactly what makes wiping them out such a terrible thing to do,” Willem countered.


      “They’d still be around today if you lot hadn’t decided to take a jaunt up the mountain,” Bram noted.


      Couldn’t have said it better myself.


      “But then again, you’re also the only ones who could ever make it up there,” Bram added with a sigh.


      “It’s just a bit of a shame that they’re gone, considering what they might have enabled for us,” Willem agreed.


      “Huh? What do you mean by that?”


      The guildmasters explained that Elrand had borrowed a magical appraisal tool to use over the course of his butchering efforts, and that he was hard at work identifying uses for every one of the supersauruses’ parts at that very moment. I was pretty impressed to learn that they had a magical tool like that just lying around, though I guess I should’ve expected as much from the capital branch.


      “We’ll need to look into the components in more detail in the future, but seeing as it was a brand-new species, we took the liberty of identifying each of them in advance. Apologies for not consulting you,” said Bram.


      “Oh, no, that’s totally fine!” I replied. “And, wait—I’m guessing this means that you found some parts that are useful for something? All that I remember seeing was that their meat and skin were really tough...”


      “Every part of them will be useful,” Bram asserted. “There wasn’t a single piece worth discarding—every bit has a medical use, from their blood to their innards. Not as much as a dragon, mind you, but that’s a high standard to match.”


      According to the two of them, early appraisal results suggested that the supersauruses’ innards were potent enough materials that you could even craft elixirs out of them. The caveat was that a supersaurus elixir was expected to fall short of the full potency of a dragon elixir. They’d be able to heal most injuries and amputations, apparently, but wouldn’t have the all-powerful curative ability to blast away literally any injury or illness that a true elixir possessed.


      “We’ll need to conduct a detailed inspection before anything’s set in stone,” Bram explained, “but in terms of pure potency, there’s no doubt that medical professionals will be clamoring to get their hands on the stuff.”


      “Especially here in the capital,” Willem added. “There’s no shortage of folks around here who’d jump at any opportunity to stock up on rare materials like these. They’ll be battering down our doors the moment we put the word out.”


      Huh! News to me. Apparently, the tenuous intuitive connection between dragons and dinosaurs was, in fact, a literal reality in this world. They might even have shared some sort of genetic link. Then again, considering Demiurge had admitted that he’d made the dinosaurs more or less on impulse, that probably wasn’t the most meaningful lens to try to view things through in the first place.


      “Given how useful they are, we would like to purchase all of their innards and every drop of their blood from you. From a budgetary perspective, however...” Bram said, furrowing his brow as he trailed off. Considering how much the leviathan’s materials had been worth, it wasn’t much of a surprise that he’d be feeling unusually budget-conscious. Oh, and since I was the one who’d inflicted that dilemma on him by bringing them all in, I couldn’t help but feel a little apologetic.


      “So, umm, I do have five more of them,” I said. “I’d be happy to sell those to you too, once you’ve built your funding reserves back up again.”


      “Really?!” Bram exclaimed, his eyes wide as dinner plates as he leaned in uncomfortably close to my face.


      “Y-Yes, really,” I replied. “I-I don’t have any other plans for them, so you’re welcome to stake a claim.”


      “Are we, now?! Wonderful, wonderful! We’ll do just that!”


      Someone sure is in a good mood all of a sudden, huh? And that means this is the best opportunity I’m going to get to make a clean getaway before something else comes up to keep me here even longer!


      “Well, I think that pretty much covers everything! I should probably go ahead and leave you to your work now,” I said.


      “Fair enough,” said Bram. “And I suspect the butchering should be completed any time now, so be sure to stop by the storehouse on your way out.”


      Oh, good god. Seriously? Not only did he pull an all-nighter, he actually got the whole thing done in that single night? Elrand really is second to none when it comes to doing his actual job! And being a freak, but that’s neither here nor there.


      I headed to the storehouse, and ran straight into Elrand the moment I arrived. The only thing bigger than the bags under his eyes was the smile on his face.


      “Welcome, Mukohda! Wonderful timing! Why, I’ve just finished processing the beast!” Elrand said.


      “Yeah, I heard. That’s actually why I’m here,” I replied. “You really got the whole thing done overnight?”


      “But of course! How could I possibly stop for a whole night in the middle of doing something this fun? It’d be a terrible waste!” Elrand declared. If nothing else, I had to admire the man’s sheer willpower to put off sleep for the sake of his interests.


      “Would that you could conjure up even half as much enthusiasm for your day-to-day duties,” grumbled Moira, who looked just as exhausted as Elrand. It seemed she’d stuck around all night as well to keep an eye on him. That poor woman.


      “Okay, then—I’m ready to collect the materials,” I said.


      “Right away!”


      Elrand and the storehouse workers began handing over materials. They started with the meat, then moved on to hide, bones, a number of pots filled with blood, even more pots containing organs—hearts, livers, and whatnot—and a wide assortment of fangs to boot. I popped them all straight into my Item Box, one after another.


      Finally, the last pieces—a set of especially sharp claws—were handed over to me. I shut most of them up in my Item Box, but Elrand didn’t seem to want to release the last one.


      “Umm. Elrand?” I said.


      Elrand didn’t reply.


      “Would you mind letting go sometime soon?”


      Silence.


      I’ve gotta say, no matter how attractive elves are by default, I’m never going to enjoy getting stared at by a teary-eyed old man.


      “What are you doing, you dullard?! Let go this instant!” Moira snapped as she smacked Elrand upside the head. He’d earned that one.


      “But! But Moira!”


      “Save your sniveling for someone who cares to listen to it! Do you have the money to buy that claw for yourself?”


      “W-Well...” Elrand muttered. Considering the dragon materials he’d bought just recently, there wasn’t a chance he had that kind of cash lying around.


      “Err... I’m not planning on doing anything with these claws right away, for what it’s worth!” I said. “You can buy one from me later once you’ve saved up the money for it.”


      Elrand’s face lit up like the sun itself. “Can I really?!”


      “S-Sure.”


      “Oh, Mukohda! You truly are my greatest of friends! I swear to you I will buy this claw, no matter what I have to do to make it happen!”


      Sorry, Elrand, but best friendship’s a two-way street, and you’re the only one driving on it.


      “All right, Moira, we’ve got work to do!” Elrand happily declared. “I have a pressing need to build up funds for that claw, after all!”


      “It never ends with this accursed man...” Moira groaned.


      Stay strong, Moira! I silently rooted for her as my familiars and I took our leave of the storehouse posthaste.


      “Why is it that you guys know how to keep your mouths shut now, but never when I need you to?” I commented as we left.


      《I am shocked you even need to ask,》 Fel replied. 《Why would any of us wish to involve ourselves in something so plainly bothersome?》


      Okay, I can relate to that. I really can, but seriously, you could keep a little of that energy around when I need you to clam up!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The second we got back from the guild hall, the gluttonous quartet lived up to the nickname I’d given them by demanding that I cook up some of the supersaurus meat we’d just received. Fel and Gon were particularly insistent that I make it for dinner that very night, but I somehow managed to talk them down from it in the end. Not without making some concessions, mind you—they had me promise to serve them a particularly hearty helping of other meat to make up for it, which I made good on by grilling up a huge number of gigant minotaur and dungeon beef steaks.


      This really was the better option, whether my familiars believed it or not. One prod was all it took for me to tell that the supersaurus meat really was as tough as meat could be—tough enough that even Fel and Gon would gripe about it, most likely. They probably could have eaten it if I’d just grilled it up as is, but if there was a way I could cook it that would make for an eating experience that was actually enjoyable, I didn’t see any reason not to go in that direction.


      Anyway, I had some time to myself after dinner was over, which I used to shut myself up in the kitchen and do some experimenting. I’d brought out a chunk of the supersaurus meat, which was now lying on the counter in front of me.


      “Hmm. I guess I should give it a taste test and see what I’m working with, to start,” I said to myself. I sliced off a very thin strip of the meat, cooked it, and gave it a try. “Oh, jeez, it really is as tough as I thought it’d be!”


      In terms of texture, it was like chewing on a strip of rubber. I’d given it some basic seasoning with a little salt and pepper, and it didn’t taste bad, but the toughness was impossible to look past.


      “Ugh... I keep chewing and chewing, but I’m still no closer to biting through it than when I started!”


      In the end, I gave up. That test piece wasn’t going down no matter how hard I chewed, so I just spat it out.


      “Sheesh! It’s like a solid chunk of hard leather... Fel and Gon weren’t kidding, I guess.” There’s no way I could ever chew through meat that’s that tough! “The question is, what can I do to make it palatable...?”


      I stared at the chunk of red meat on my counter and pondered my options. In terms of appearance, it reminded me a little of American or Australian beef.


      “Hmm. People use shio koji to tenderize meat, don’t they? Maybe I could try that?”


      Shio koji, a seasoning made by fermenting the same sort of rice you use to make soy sauce in a salt and water solution, was an ingredient that I’d used a few times in the past, but only ever as a seasoning. It added a nicely salty, umami-rich flavor to dishes. I wasn’t really sure how much of a tenderizing effect it would actually have if I marinated meat in it, but it seemed worth a try.


      “All right. I’ll try marinating some of this stuff overnight and see if it makes a difference!”


      I opened up my Online Supermarket and bought a brand of shio koji I’d used in the past, which came packaged in a plastic pouch. Then I cut the supersaurus meat into decently large chunks, jabbed each of them repeatedly with a fork to help move the tenderizing process along, and threw them into a plastic bag along with the shio koji before massaging it all together. Once I had worked the meat over enough, I popped it into my magic fridge to sit overnight.


      “Now I just have to hope it actually works,” I said, offering a quick prayer for success as I shut the magic fridge’s door.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      My familiars started harassing me about their eagerly awaited new meat again first thing the next morning, but I informed them that it still wouldn’t be tender enough yet and served premade dungeon beef bowls for breakfast instead. All four of them loved beef bowls, so they were willing to let it slide with a half-hearted insistence that I serve them the new meat “as soon as possible” and didn’t throw too much of a fit.


      Beef bowls really are tasty enough to soften the blow, I guess. I couldn’t resist having one for breakfast as well.


      Anyway, once we’d wrapped up our breakfast, I headed for the magic fridge to check up on the supersaurus meat I’d left marinating in shio koji overnight. To start, I prodded the chunks of meat through the plastic bag.


      “They feel a lot more tender than they did last night, I’m pretty sure,” I muttered. Touch could only tell me so much, though. I’d have to eat a piece to know if my efforts had actually borne fruit.


      I pulled out a piece of the meat, wiped the shio koji off of it as well as I could, and thinly sliced it before grilling it as is. I didn’t bother salting it this time—the shio koji would’ve given it plenty of salty goodness already—but I did give it a shake of pepper for good measure. Once the slices were cooked through I popped one into my mouth, and...


      “All right! It really did get way more tender. Even I can bite through it no problem!” That said, I had a feeling it’d be even better if I could make it just a little more tender than that. “Onions are definitely the first meat-tenderizing ingredient that comes to mind, and I know the perfect meat and onion dish to test that theory with. It’s time to grate some onions and cook up a few marinated Chaliapin steaks!”


      This felt like it’d be a great recipe to serve for lunch, though considering how long the meat would have to marinate, I had to get started on it pronto. The first step was to both grate and mince a bunch of Alban’s homegrown, ultra-yummy onions. I was going to be preparing a ton of meat, so I’d need a ton of onion mush to match. It probably would’ve been a nightmare to prep that many onions on my own, but my “Solitary Chef” title made that sort of task practically fly by. I’d never asked for the title and I still sort of resented it, but I had to admit, its effects really were a lifesaver when it came to my daily cooking duties.


      Anyway, once I had finished grating and mincing up two huge piles of onions, it was time to move on to preparing the meat. I pulled the supersaurus meat out of the plastic bags, scraped the shio koji off it, then cut it into relatively thick slices, which I pounded with a meat tenderizer. I’d always felt that slices of meat about eight millimeters thick were best for this recipe. I tenderized the parts of the meat that had visible sinew in them especially thoroughly, and once that was done I used a chef’s knife to score a very fine checkerboard pattern into both sides of each piece.


      With the meat slices all prepped, I slopped the grated onion onto them and rubbed it into all their nooks and crannies. Then I piled the minced onion on top of them and left them to sit in a tray, which I covered with plastic wrap and slid into my magic fridge to rest for two hours.


      And, two hours later...


      “Nice! These definitely look more tender than they were before!”


      I pulled the supersaurus meat out of the magic fridge, scraped off the onion paste, and then blotted the remaining moisture off the steaks with paper towels before lightly seasoning them with salt and pepper. Since they’d been marinated in extremely salty shio koji, I went light on the salt this time.


      Now that the meat was ready, I oiled a frying pan, heated it up, and gave both sides of one of the steaks a nice sear. Then I pulled the steak out of the pan again, melted a pat of butter in it, and added the grated and minced onion I’d scraped off the steak earlier. I stir-fried them until they were translucent, then added red wine, soy sauce, and a bit of sugar. Once the mixture came to a boil, I just had to take it off the heat and the sauce was done!


      All that was left was to plate the steak, then drizzle the sauce over it. And, with that...


      “One Chaliapin steak, good to go! Though actually, I’ve heard the hotel that invented this didn’t use soy sauce in their version, so I guess this would technically be a Japanese-style Chaliapin steak?”


      Eh, whatever. As long as it tastes good, it’s all fine in my book. Speaking of which, it’s time for a taste test!


      “Oh, wow, that’s good!”


      The meat is so soft now! I almost can’t believe this is the same rubbery, unchewable meat from before!


      “Yup! Double-marinating it in shio koji and grated onions was worth the effort after all,” I said to myself. But of course, there was one other thing that the dish desperately needed. “This would go so well with a bowl of rice!”


      Fortunately, I had precooked rice on standby in my Item Box for situations like this one.


      “The only question is, how’s everyone going to react to it?”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      《Seconds!》 all four of my familiars demanded in unison! Fel, Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui had all been ecstatic to dig into the supersaurus Chaliapin steaks I served for lunch.


      “How, exactly, has meat that tough been transformed into something so tender?” Fel mused.


      “Truly! What a shock!” Gon said.


      《Can’t say I’m surprised since I’ve never had it before, but it sure is tender and tasty this way!》 Dora-chan agreed.


      《It’s sooo yummy!》 Sui chimed in.


      Heh heh heh! Isn’t it just? “I tried cooking some of it as is, Dora-chan, and it was so tough I literally couldn’t even bite through it,” I said.


      《Huuuh! Hard to believe after eating it like this.》


      “I marinated it in a salty condiment called shio koji, and then a second time in grated onion, which tenderized it really well! Even ultra-tough supersaurus meat’ll be nice and tasty after going through that whole process. I’m glad we won’t have to waste it after all.”


      “Hmm. You mean to say, then, that we can partake of this meat whenever we so choose?”


      “That is good news indeed! It’s remarkable how tasty it is now that it’s been tenderized, after all.”


      《Yeah, I could see myself craving this sometime down the line!》


      《Sui really likes this meat too!》


      “Wait. Huh?”


      Now, hold on a minute! Getting it that tender was really time-intensive, guys! I had to double-marinate the stuff, for crying out loud!


      Unfortunately, it was too late. The gluttonous quartet was already getting worked up about how much they wanted to have supersaurus steak again sometime soon.


      Welp. I sure dug my own grave this time, didn’t I?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Touring the Capital


      “Come on, guys, stop sulking! Weren’t you looking forward to touring the local food stalls today?”


      “Well... There are indeed many meats to be found that taste far superior to that one, I suppose.”


      “Yes, yes, true enough.”


      《There’s always at least a stall or two with awesome meat, yeah.》


      《Sui’s gonna eat a bunch of yummy meat today!》


      My familiars finally shook off their gloomy mood, and I heaved a sigh of relief. They’d woken up with a hankering for supersaurus steaks that morning, and had begged me to make them, only to be devastated by the news that I hadn’t done any of the necessary prep work to get them ready in time for breakfast. I would’ve had to start marinating the steaks the night before at the absolute latest to get them tender enough. Not to mention the other pressing factor that made it a bad idea.


      “You guys are acting like we’ll have infinite supersaurus meat forever, but if you keep demanding it every single day, we’ll run out in no time! And in case you’ve forgotten, once we’re out, that’s it. You can’t hunt more of an extinct animal!”


      My familiars’ faces lit up with shocked realization. Clearly, they had forgotten. You’d almost think they hadn’t been the ones to personally exterminate the supersauruses. That said, I couldn’t exactly blame them for being depressed. The supersaurus Chaliapin steaks I’d made the day before had turned out way tastier than I’d expected them to, after all. I’d ended up serving minced dungeon pork bowls for breakfast instead, which everyone had eaten with relish in spite of their disappointment.


      Anyway, our day had started out on a slightly low-energy note, but reminding my familiars about their planned food stall tour had perked them up in no time. They had been looking forward to it, but it still amused me to see just how easy it was to turn their moods around. They weren’t exactly hard to manipulate, in that sense.


      “All right! Let’s get this shopping day started!” Materialism, ho!


      My familiars were all about the food stalls, but I was looking forward to a day of actual shopping. In fact, I’d been looking forward to hitting up the shopping circuit since the moment we’d arrived in the capital. The capital’s marketplace was apparently huge, and I couldn’t wait to go on a grand tour of it.


      My familiars’ hunting trips left me with more meat than I knew what to do with, and Alban’s vegetables were hard to beat, so the big thing I’d have my eye out for this time was fruit. I planned to buy up a ton of whatever tasty-looking fruits I encountered. I’d also heard that a ton of regional varieties of flour would be available, and I wanted to buy up as wide of a selection as I could, for experimentation’s sake. I was looking forward to finding some herb shops too—apparently, the capital was full of them.


      In any case, my impulse-buying instincts were itching something fierce. Maybe it was because Fel and the others kept my coffers consistently stuffed and I didn’t have any real reason to hold back, or maybe it was because the capital offered such a wide variety of goods to look through. Whatever the reason, I was raring for a shopping spree!


      “Today, I shall stuff myself until my stomach is full!”


      “Yes, indeed! What a thrill this will be!”


      《I wonder what sorta stalls the capital’s got waiting for us?》


      《Sui’s gonna eat sooo much!》


      And it looks like my familiars are just as excited as I am, even if they’re more into overeating than shopping. “That’s the spirit, guys! Let’s get this capital tour underway!”


      And so, our party set out into the streets, eager as could be to see what the capital had on offer for us.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The first destination on our tour was a landmark apparently beloved by the locals called the Maria Plaza. It had been named after the wife of a previous king of Leonhardt, with the plaza having been built to commemorate either their twenty- or thirty-year anniversary, depending on who you asked. Its location offered an incredible sweeping view of the royal palace, and the whole plaza seemed like it was kept clean and well maintained. That, presumably, was why the place was packed with visitors.


      “Oh, wow! They’ve even got a fountain,” I commented.


      Come to think of it, I think that might be the first fountain I’ve seen since I arrived in this world. That’s the capital for you.


      As I admired the plaza in all its glory, a very boorish voice cut into my train of thought. 《I have no interest in this place. Let us move on to the real reason we have come here,》 Fel said as he pointed his snout straight toward the corner of the plaza where all the food stalls were clustered together. Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui all had their attention firmly focused on that part of the plaza as well, and were obviously excited to go take a look.


      Sheesh. Leave it to those four to pick out the food at a glance. Maybe they smelled it? Not like it makes any difference to me.


      《Well? Let us be off.》


      《Yes, indeed! There’s no need to tarry, my liege!》


      《Let’s get a move on!》


      《Hurry, Master! Hurry!》


      “Does anything ever take priority over your appetites?” I sighed.


      The gluttonous quartet hustled me right on over to the food stalls. Of course, they weren’t interested in all of the stalls. The ones that weren’t serving meat weren’t spared a second glance. I had to admit, the stalls that they picked out for us to visit in the end did all look pretty spectacular.


      The owner and customers of the very first stall we visited were pretty freaked out by our appearance on the scene, but the leviathan’s butchering had been such a big deal that everyone in the capital had already heard about Fel and Gon. Once it became clear that we’d be minding our own business, everyone realized that there was nothing to worry about and settled back down again.


      Well, they settled down in one sense, at least. They weren’t scared of us anymore, but they were keenly interested in us, and it wasn’t long before we’d ended up being the center of everyone’s attention. I also noticed that the stalls the gluttonous quartet (well, Fel and Gon in particular) visited immediately attracted a flock of customers in their wake. It was nice to see, even if it did mean the stalls’ owners had an unexpected rush to deal with. My familiars really did all have an eye (and a nose) for food that you could always count on. They pretty much never picked out bad stalls, so the second they set their sights on one, I always knew I’d be in for a treat.


      《There—that stall. We will visit it next.》


      《I do believe I smell something delectable from it as well!》


      《Heh heh heh! I’ve had my eye on that one too!》


      《Sui thinks the meat over there looks really yummy!》


      My familiars charged toward their next target without a moment’s delay. This time, all four of them had locked onto a meat-on-a-stick stall that looked totally unremarkable, by my standards.


      “Hi,” I said to the stallkeeper. “I’ll take, uhhh, seventy-one skewers to start, if you can handle that.”


      The math behind that order: twenty skewers for Fel, Gon, and Sui; ten for Dora-chan; and one for me. My familiars had been gorging themselves for quite a while already, so I figured a relatively light order would suffice for now.


      “Can do! And it’s an honor to get to serve you, by the way,” the stallkeeper, a middle-aged man, replied. Something about his bearing gave me the impression that he had a lot of confidence in his cooking, and he’d apparently anticipated that we’d pay him a visit, since he was able to hand over all seventy-one skewers without a moment’s delay. He must have grilled them in advance.


      We moved over to an open area of the plaza behind the stall, where my familiars sat excitedly in front of their plates. I went around to each of them, scraping the meat off the skewers and onto the plates for easy eating.


      “There you go!” I said as I finished de-meating the last skewer. All four of my familiars dug in that very second, chomping their meat down in big, hearty mouthfuls. We’d hit up six different stalls before this one, but their appetites were as voracious as ever. I chuckled at them as I sampled my own skewer as well. “Oh, wow, this is great!”


      I didn’t know what sort of meat it even was, but it was just tender enough to have an incredible mouthfeel without being too soft. I guess you could say it hit that perfect balance between soft and chewy that made meat feel meaty, in the most satisfying sort of way. The flavor of the meat itself was also on point—so much so that it was almost hard to believe I’d bought it from a street stall—but the real star of the dish was the seasoning blend.


      It seemed like a fairly simple herbal salt mixture, but the garlic and herbs that had been blended into it paired with the meat superbly. I’d always found that using garlic in a dish tended to make it garlic-forward no matter how I tried to compensate for it, but the herbs that this stall had picked seemed to have achieved a perfect balance and gave it a really fresh, clean flavor profile. I almost wanted to ask about the types and ratios of herbs he’d used, and that wasn’t the only thing about it that caught my attention...


      “You know, I think there’s something faintly citrusy about this herb salt,” I muttered to myself.


      “Oh?” said the guy manning the stall, who must have heard me. “You’ve got a pretty good palate, pal! Feels kinda nice to see someone pay such close attention to my cooking!”


      “Did you make the spice blend for these skewers yourself?” I asked.


      “Sure did. It took me more than a year of experimenting to get it just the way I like it!”


      That explained his confidence. It took some real dedication to spend that long pursuing such a specific goal.


      “It suits this meat incredibly well,” I said.


      “I know, right?” the stallkeeper said with a satisfied nod.


      “What sort of meat is it, by the way?”


      “Heh heh! Why don’t’cha take a guess?”


      “I would, but I really have no idea.” That’s why I’m asking in the first place, as a matter of fact.


      It didn’t taste like orc meat, and I was positive that it wasn’t any sort of monster poultry either. That left cow-adjacent monsters, but they didn’t feel quite right to me either. Maybe some sort of mutton?


      “That,” the stallkeeper said, “is horn rabbit meat!”


      “Wait, really?!”


      Horn rabbits were extremely common monsters that you could find in just about any big, grassy field. They were mostly known for breeding like, well, rabbits. Many a fledgling adventurer had spent days on end hunting them down, supposedly, and their meat was available all over the place as a result, but I’d thought that I wasn’t very fond of it. I’d tried some at a stall not too long after arriving in this world, and had found it to be a little too gamey and a little too tough for my taste. It wasn’t good enough meat for my familiars to bother hunting them either, so I hadn’t sampled it at all since that first time.


      “Is this really horn rabbit meat? I thought that stuff was tough and gamey?” I asked, my eyes wide. It was almost impossible to believe I was eating the same sort of monster I’d tried back then.


      The stallkeeper grinned with satisfaction. “You thought right...unless you use a special processing technique that gets rid of the nasty background flavors and softens it up!”


      “Really? What sort of technique?”


      “You have to ask? A trade secret, of course!”


      Yeah, that’s fair enough. He’d ruin his business model if he let that trick of the trade get out.


      “Well, I’m shocked, honestly! I never would’ve believed you could make horn rabbit taste this good!” I said as I took another big bite of the meat on my skewer. Yup! That’s delicious!


      “Heh heh! Hearing that’s the best reward that a man in my line of work could ever ask for,” the stallkeeper said as he bashfully scratched his cheek.


      While we were having our conversation, the gluttonous quartet had utterly demolished the meat that I’d piled up on their plates.


      《Hey. Buy more of that meat for me.》


      《And for me as well!》


      《Same over here!》


      《Sui too!》


      “Okay, okay!” I said. “Hey, would you mind if I placed another order? Let’s go for, oh...how about a hundred skewers this time?”


      “Coming right up!”


      Incidentally, after the stallkeeper finished our second order, the longest line I’d seen so far that day formed up for his stall.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      After we finished our horn rabbit skewers, we ended up moving on from the Maria Plaza. My familiars grumbled at me about how they weren’t full yet, but I was able to lure them off into the city by mentioning that there were plenty of stalls in the marketplace as well. It only took a moment for them to take the bait, change their minds, and start insisting that we head for the market instead. I had a feeling that we could’ve spent the whole day in the plaza if I had allowed it, so this was a step in the right direction, even if food stalls ended up being our first order of business again.


      “Oh, wow, that’s one heck of a crowd! And there’re so many stores too!” I muttered in awe as the capital’s central marketplace, my most hotly anticipated destination of the whole trip, came into view.


      It was as lively as any marketplace I’d ever seen, and I was beside myself with excitement to find out what it had to offer. I’d heard that there was nothing you couldn’t find in that market as far as food and cooking was concerned, and that some people even referred to it as “the capital’s pantry.” I thought I knew what to expect, but...


      “This is even crazier than I imagined!” I exclaimed. The sight of all those customers and shopkeepers chatting away as they went about their business made my heart leap with joy.


      《Very good. We shall make for the food stalls on the double!》


      《Yes, indeed! I smell many a delicacy nearby. Plenty to look forward to!》


      《Woo-hoo! Time for round two! Let’s stuff ourselves silly!》


      《Sui wants to find more yummy meat!》


      “Not so fast!” I interjected. The smell of the nearby food stalls had my familiars ready to make a beeline for them, but I leaped in to head them off before our schedule could be set in stone.


      《Hm? What?》 Fel huffed as he turned to look at me. Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui all seemed a little miffed as well, but I wasn’t having it.


      “What do you mean, ‘what’? You just finished stuffing yourselves at the Maria Plaza, didn’t you?”


      《That was hardly a meal’s worth of food, my liege!》 Gon protested. Fel, Dora-chan, and Sui all chimed in to agree.


      “Oh, hush, you four! You had plenty of time to do your little food tour, and now it’s my turn! I’m going shopping, and you’re keeping me company! We can check out the food stalls afterward! Understood?!” I declared, looking each of them squarely in the eye! I wasn’t going to let them bulldoze me this time!


      If I let them drag me to the food stalls first thing, then I knew for a fact that I’d never get around to my long-awaited shopping spree. We’d spend the whole day at the stalls, and night would fall before I had the chance!


      《F-Fine, then,》 Fel conceded.


      《Y-Yes, indeed,》 Gon agreed.


      《H-Hey, whatever you say,》 Dora-chan said.


      《Masteeer, you’re scary,》 Sui whined.


      You didn’t have to put it like that, Sui! I’m not scary, honest!

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I strolled around the market, glancing here and there as I waited for something to catch my eye. It didn’t take long before something did.


      “W-Wait! Are those...?” I gasped. They were a little bigger than their equivalents from my old world, but I only knew of one fruit that had that sort of very slightly hairy skin. “Kiwis!”


      “Oh? You really know your fruits, huh?” said the stallkeeper. “These are golden kiuis! We just got ’em shipped in from the border nations.”


      Golden kiuis... They were so fragrant that I could already smell them, unsliced and at a distance. Would they taste like the gold kiwis that I’d tried in my old world, though? I remembered them being quite sweet, and I knew that I’d liked them quite a lot.


      I could technically always buy fruit from my Online Supermarket, but the problem with that option was that feeding them to my familiars would boost their stats. If I was getting fruit to share, it would always be better to go with an option without side effects.


      That didn’t mean I didn’t crave fruit from time to time, though, and now that I’d had kiwis shoved in my face I was starting to crave them. I always liked cooking with local produce, even when unexpected stat boosts weren’t on the table, and all those factors aside, I knew that some fruits and vegetables in this world could be shockingly different from the ones that I was familiar with. I was really curious if this would be one of those cases.


      “And these are green kiuis,” the stallkeeper continued. “Golden kiuis are known for their sweetness, while the green ones have a sour bite beneath that sweet base flavor. They’ll cost you some decent coin, but trust me, you won’t regret it!”


      That does sound an awful lot like the kiwis I’ve had before. And judging by the look of them, I think I can make one more guess on top of that. “I’m guessing these weren’t farmed, were they?”


      “Good eye! These were gathered in the wild by adventurers. Only low-rankers, though—I hear the woods that they grow in aren’t all that dangerous, by adventuring standards.”


      Oooh? Interesting! If there was one thing I knew about fruits in this world, it was that many farm-raised versions paled in flavor compared to the ones you could find growing out in the wild. I had to assume it had something to do with ambient mana infusing into them, or something along those lines. I couldn’t explain it with certainty, but I knew for a fact that whenever one of my familiars directed me toward a wild fruit that was supposedly tasty or whenever we encountered fruit in a dungeon, it always tasted way better than the ones I could buy with my skill.


      Fel hadn’t been the one to point them out to me this time, but I had a feeling that the kiuis would be very worth the money. And considering money wasn’t in short supply...


      “I’ll take them! Both types, please,” I said.


      “You got it! How many do you want?” asked the stallkeeper.


      “Part of me wants to say all of them, but I don’t want to be that guy who comes around and buys up your entire stock, you know?”


      “Now, hold on there! Are you saying you would buy them all if you could?”


      “Yes! I mean, only if you don’t mind.”


      “I’ve never minded anything less! I oughta be thanking you! You must know how it is. You can pick up a rare product from time to time, but the rarer the fruit, the higher the price tag, right? I figured there wasn’t a chance I’d sell my whole inventory before they started going off! My old lady gave me a real earful about it too—asked me what I was thinking, stocking fruits like these,” the stallkeeper replied, a little dejectedly.


      The fruits may be different here, but a mother’s rage is as scary as ever no matter what world you’re in. I had to admit that she’d had a point, though. Considering the prices that the stallkeeper was charging—one silver and seven copper for a green kiui, and two whole silver for a gold kiui—they would definitely be a hard sell. That wasn’t the sort of money that the average marketgoer could throw around on an impulse purchase. But I sure can!


      The stallkeeper had twenty-nine green kiuis and thirty golden ones in stock, coming out to a total price of ten gold and nine silver. He shaved the last few coppers off the price as a special discount for me.


      “Thanks for the business!” the stallkeeper said with a beaming grin. I gave him one of my own in return.


      This was a win-win exchange if I’ve ever seen one, I thought to myself as I stepped away from the stall in the highest of spirits...only to be knocked right out of my moment of success by a gruff, impatient voice.


      《Surely you must be finished by now?》


      “No, Fel, as a matter of fact I’m not,” I replied. “I haven’t even had time to look at anything other than fruit so far!”


      《Perhaps, but it seems to me that you’ve bought quite a lot of said fruit,》 Gon noted.


      “What are you talking about? I’ve bought three types total so far: appools, ohränges, and kiuis! That’s nothing!”


      Appools were more or less the same as apples—a notably tart variety, specifically. I’d gotten my hands on a number of them in the past, and they’d made a mean apple pie. I knew I could make great jam out of them too, so when I’d seen a stall selling them the moment I stepped into the marketplace, I had gone right over and bought up a huge stock. Ohränges, meanwhile, were citrus fruits that reminded me a lot of mandarin oranges. They were a popular, widespread fruit that were quite good eaten on their own, so I’d bought a bunch of them as well.


      《I dunno. Looks like you bought plenty to me,》 Dora-chan muttered.


      I glared at him. “Not even close! Do you realize how hard it is to get my hands on decent fruit? It’s easy enough to find appools and ohränges, sure, but the ones I found here blow your average marketplace fruit out of the water as far as quality’s concerned, and I’ve never seen kiuis before! I’m positive there’ll be more rare fruits out there for me to find! I’m just getting started!”


      《Masteeer...》 Sui moaned as it drooped into a puddle atop Fel’s back.


      Ugh! Are you getting bored, Sui? Wait, wait, I can do something about this... Here we go! Sui should be able to dissolve the skin off these, so no need to peel them first!


      “Here, Sui! Try one of the golden kiuis I just bought,” I said, holding one of the fruits out to the slime. “They’re supposed to be really sweet!”


      Sui reached out, took the fruit, and engulfed it in its body. 《Oh, wooow! It’s sooo sweet!》


      “I know, right? And there might be even tastier fruits out there in the market for us to find if we take the time to look for them! Don’t you wanna try those too?”


      《Yeah! Sui wants to try them!》


      “I had a feeling! More shopping it is, then!”


      My ploy had worked perfectly, and we once again set out into the marketplace. Before long, I set my sights on a rather neatly put-together shop that was selling what were clearly rather expensive fruits. They had a certain fruit on display that drew me in like a magnet.


      “Welcome,” said the shopkeeper, a slender man who came across as just as trim and tidy as the store he managed—and perhaps a little fussy.


      “Th-That fruit in the display up front,” I stammered. “Is that a mango?”


      I couldn’t take my eyes off it. It was a roughly egg-shaped red fruit that was emitting a powerfully sweet aroma. It once again seemed a decent bit larger than the mangos I was used to, but size aside, it was unmistakable.


      “A maingow, yes! I’m impressed that you’re familiar with them, good sir,” said the shopkeeper. “And seeing as you know their name, I imagine you’re also aware that they can only be harvested in a select few regions within the border nations and the Geisler Empire. These were collected for us by a B-rank adventurer, and while their price tag is a match for their rarity, I assure you they’re well worth the expense!”


      I bet, considering how good normal mangos are!


      “It’s a rare thing indeed to find a fruit with the wonderfully succulent flesh and mellow but full-bodied sweetness that these ones possess,” the shopkeeper added.


      I gulped. “So, when we say ‘a price tag to match,’ how expensive are they exactly...?”


      “Seven gold coins a fruit, sir!”


      And, I flinched. S-Seven gold each? I guess you do have to factor hiring a B-ranked adventurer and transporting them here ripe and intact into that price. They’re obviously not the sort of fruit that you’d eat on a daily basis. But still...I wanna try one so badly now!


      “And, umm, how many do you have in stock, for reference?” I asked.


      “Ten, aside from the one that’s on display at the moment,” said the shopkeeper.


      Meaning he has eleven in total. Seventy-seven gold’s worth of mangos. I have to, right? This is a necessary, unavoidable expense, right...?


      “Would you be willing to sell me all of them?” I asked.


      For just a moment, the shopkeeper’s eyes widened, but he snapped out of his shock a split second later and put on a big ol’ smile. “Of course, good sir! By all means!”


      As the shopkeeper directed his employees to bring out the merchandise, I happened to notice another familiar fruit on the shelves. “Oh, are these lychees?”


      “Well observed! Those are laichis, which can only be found in the northern reaches of the Kingdom of Clarsen. You’d be hard-pressed to find a juicier, more refreshing fruit, and they’re known to be a personal favorite of the queen of Clarsen herself!”


      Juicy and refreshing, huh...? That definitely sounds like the lychees I know, even if they are almost as big as my fist. “S-So, how much are they?”


      “One gold and three silver a fruit!”


      Ooof! That’s another pricey one, but I wanna eat fresh lychees so badly!


      To make a long story short, I bought all of them too. The store had thirty-two of them, and I forked over forty-one more gold coins for the whole lot. The shopkeeper spared me the relatively small change.


      “Thank you kindly for your patronage! I hope you’ll visit us again soon,” the shopkeeper said as he personally walked me out the door. He could hardly have looked happier, which made sense, considering he’d just made more than a hundred gold from a single customer. It would’ve been weird if that hadn’t put a smile on his face.


      More than a hundred gold in a single shop, and for fruit, of all things... That’s a bill that even a dedicated gourmand would raise an eyebrow at, but no regrets! It’ll all be worth it!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Okay,” I said. “I think that should about do it for fruit, so—”


      《Let us depart for the food stalls at once!》


      《Yes, indeed!》


      《Woo-hoo! It’s go time!》


      《Meat, meat!》


      “Nope! Not yet!” I cut in before my familiars could make a beeline for the nearest cluster of stalls. “I said that should do it for fruit, not for shopping! I still have plenty of things I want to buy!”


      My familiars booed and whined, unsurprisingly, but I wasn’t going to let them talk me out of this.


      “Complain all you want, but you should know that I’m shopping for the food that I’ll use to make your meals! I think we all know that you’ll appreciate me having nice ingredients on hand in the long run. The quality of the ingredients impacts the quality of the food, after all!”


      They still weren’t happy about it, but that did, at least, convince Fel and the others to give up on the stalls for now. And that, of course, meant that it was time for shopping: round two!


      To start, I set my sights on a shop that dealt in flour. I was so used to cooking with white, all-purpose flour that I sort of took it being the default for granted, but the truth was that in this world, whole wheat flour was the go-to in most circumstances. Even that was an oversimplification, since “whole wheat” could mean vastly different things depending on what region you were in.


      The store I’d found had exactly as wide and varied of an inventory as you’d expect from a specialty shop in the capital. The one problem was that I had no clue what distinguished one type of flour from the other. At times like these it was always best to ask for a recommendation, so I found an employee to talk to right away.


      “Excuse me! Is there a type of flour that you’d recommend?” I asked. The shopkeeper, a plump, cheerful-looking man, was happy to point out five varieties of flour that he thought might intrigue me.


      The first flour we looked at was whole wheat flour from a place called Dalcie. According to the shopkeeper, “Bread made with Dalcian flour is wonderfully crusty and aromatic! I always end up going back for a second slice, whether I’m hungry or not.”


      The second option, meanwhile, was from Seddelfort, and was a more highly processed white flour. It wasn’t nearly as white as the flour I usually bought from my Online Supermarket, but apparently it was quite time- and labor-intensive to produce, and Seddelfort grains were known for their quality as well. All of that made it a popular option for nobility, it seemed. The owner described it as being “slightly expensive, but the bread you’ll bake with it will be softer and sweeter than anything you’ve made before!”


      The third flour was actually a blend of two different types of whole wheat from regions called Kamalc and Ruoul. Neither of their local grains were especially famous, but the shopkeeper very emphatically informed me that their lack of renown was by no means reflective of their quality. In his words, “It’s an affordable flour for the masses that can nevertheless be used to make bread that’s as good as anything you’ll find in a store! I’m quite proud of it, I’ll have you know!” He also made a point of informing me of how many customers had told him that bread they’d baked with it had been a hit.


      The fourth option was whole wheat as well, from a place called Marltz. Marltz wheat wasn’t very famous either, but the owner gave it his highest recommendation anyway. Specifically, he said that bread baked with it would have “the crispiest crust you’ve ever seen, and is particularly superb fresh out of the oven!”


      Finally, the fifth flour was a blended white flour sourced from Seddelfort and a place called Alago. Seddelfort, as the owner had previously established, was known for its flour, and Alago flour was apparently no slouch either. When blended together they supposedly resulted in the ultimate luxury product, sought out by the highest-ranking nobles. The owner said that “Bread made with this flour is soft, pillowy, and has the finest flavor and sweetness that bread could possibly offer. It may be expensive, but it’s worth every copper!” Supposedly, it was a stroke of luck that he even had it in stock to offer me.


      Mm-hmm, mm-hmm! I was starting to understand why the owner was such a chubby man. His diet certainly wasn’t lacking in carbs. He had clearly done his fair share of taste testing before making his recommendations, though, which gave his opinions a real air of credibility. Guess I’ll have to go ahead and buy all five of them!


      I did just that, asking to purchase some of every variety the owner had recommended to me. I bought five sacks—each of them quite large—of the whole wheat flour from Dalcie, the flour from Marltz, and the blended flour from Kamalc and Ruoul. I also picked up two sacks of the white flour from Seddelfort, and one sack of the blended Seddelfort and Alago flour.


      In total, the price for all of it came out to forty-two gold coins. The Seddlefort flour really had been expensive, but like the owner had warned me, the blended white flour that the nobles favored had made its price seem downright reasonable in comparison. Still, in spite of the small fortune I’d paid for it, I was over the moon to have gotten my hands on the flour I’d wanted.


      I stepped back out into the bustling market square once more, strolled around as I glanced from side to side, and soon found myself drawn to another shop that I’d been specifically keeping my eye out for: one that dealt in herb blends. It drew me right in, and I spent some time looking around at the merchandise. Immediately, I was struck by the fact that the shop was filled with an aroma that was distinctly different from that of my usual supplier in Karelina.


      “Hello, there! Are you looking for anything in particular?” asked the shopkeeper, a beastfolk man with dog ears and somewhat rugged features.


      “Yes, actually!” I replied. “I’m searching for something that would go well in meat dishes, and I’d also be interested in any blends that you’d recommend, if anything comes to mind.”


      The shopkeeper gave me a nod, then led me straight to his first recommendation. “This will go well with just about any meat dish,” he said as he gestured toward an herbal salt blend. That was actually rather unique, by this world’s standards. Most of the time, herb blends of that nature were sold unsalted, and I’d have to mix in the salt myself later on. I’d never seen one sold with the salt included before, so it immediately captured my interest.


      “I see it already has salt mixed into it,” I noted.


      “That’s right,” said the shopkeeper. “I know most shops prefer to let you do the salting, but we know just the right balance to strike between salt and herbs in our blends. We pick salts that match the herbs perfectly too!”


      Oh, really? Interesting!


      “And you might’ve already noticed, but I’m a beastfolk, and I’ve got the nose of a bloodhound,” he added, tapping said appendage with a finger as he spoke. “There aren’t many people out there who can pick out the finest herbs and mix them in the perfect ratios like I can. I guarantee that we sell the finest blends in the capital, and you can quote me on that!”


      Clearly, I’d picked out a store with a very confident proprietor, and considering his doglike features, I had a feeling that his boasting wasn’t just empty bluster.


      “But I don’t expect you to take my word for it! Have a taste,” the shopkeeper offered. “Here. This is the one you’ll want for meat dishes.”


      He sprinkled a pinch of the herb salt onto the palm of my hand, and I gave it a tentative lick.


      “Ooooh!” I exclaimed. I could taste a whole host of herbs all at once, but no single one of them dominated the experience. They all worked in harmony with one another, coming together to create a remarkable flavor profile. I definitely believed what he’d said now, about how it would go well with just about any meat, and could immediately understand where his confidence had been coming from.


      “Pretty good, right?” said the shopkeeper. I was so impressed, all I could do was nod excitedly at him. He’d earned the smirk he flashed me, but I was still a little annoyed by it. “And next, I’d have to give this one my top recommendation. It’s the best blend we have in stock right now.”


      The next item he pointed out looked like a mixture of green herbs, slightly pink grains of salt, and yellowish-gold particles that I couldn’t identify at a glance. A sniff, however, gave me the beginnings of a guess.


      “Is there some sort of citrus in this?”


      “You got it,” he replied. “Blends with lemoné peel in them are the talk of the capital right now, and this is our signature take on the trend.”


      The shopkeeper told me about how he’d thought it was just a passing fad at first, but he’d tried using lemoné peel in a blend himself out of curiosity and had been shocked by how worthwhile of an ingredient it was. It wasn’t long before he’d put together his own version to offer in his store.


      “I never thought lemoné was useful for anything other than getting stains out of your clothes! Hah hah hah!” the shopkeeper guffawed.


      Lemonés were more or less identical to lemons, and apparently, they were primarily used as a cleaning product in this world. Even small lemoné trees could produce fruit, so it wasn’t unusual for families way out in the countryside to have one growing in their yard.


      The shopkeeper talked about how he’d heard of some town that was famous for its honey where you could get a drink made from honey and lemoné, and how that concept was what had inspired an herb mixer to use lemoné peel in one of their herb salts. The blend was a hit, and in no time at all, shops all over the capital were selling their own original blends based on the concept.


      I feel like I’ve heard about a town that’s known for honey and lemonés before...but eh, I can figure that out later.


      “Here. Have a try of this one too,” the shopkeeper suggested.


      I took a lick of the citrusy herb salt as well.


      “Oooh, nice!” I said. The lemoné flavor was a little on the strong side, but not in a bad way by any means. “It has a really refreshing flavor! Feels like it’s clearing my sinuses too.”


      The shopkeeper smirked at me again. “My top recommendation’s to put it on fish, but honestly, it works well on just about anything. Even red meat’ll feel light and refreshing with a sprinkle of this stuff on it!”


      I didn’t doubt that for a second. “I’ll take some of both of them, please!”


      “Coming right up!”


      I had no idea when I’d end up in the capital again, so I decided to stock up while I had the chance. I bought three small sacks of each herb salt blend, which cost me a total of ten gold coins. That was a little expensive, all around, but I knew that they were using a nice variety of salt, and it didn’t feel like I was being ripped off.


      Once again, I left the store satisfied that I’d found something really special. I spent quite a while afterward wandering here and there in the market, hunting for the capital’s hidden treasures. I wandered into a tea shop, for instance, and couldn’t stop myself from buying a few new varieties even though I still had a lot in stock from stores in Karelina and a few other towns. In short, I spent the afternoon following my whims and visiting every store that caught my eye. It was exactly the shopping trip that I’d been hoping for since I’d arrived in the capital.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I wrapped up my shopping spree with a satisfied smile on my face—and the moment it became clear I was finished, a looming shadow fell over me.


      《I trust that you are satisfied now?》 Fel asked.


      《Surely you’ve finished shopping, my liege?》 Gon said.


      《Let’s hurry up and get a move on!》 Dora-chan chimed in.


      《Food staaalls!》 Sui cheered.


      Fel and Gon leaned way in, pressing their faces uncomfortably close to mine, while Sui and Dora-chan perched on top of their heads to get in on the action.


      “Y-Yeah, okay! We can take a look around now,” I conceded.


      I was in the mood to go straight home, to be totally honest, but I knew there was no chance that I would get away with that. At the gluttonous quartet’s urging, I made my way over to the part of the marketplace where all the food stalls were set up.


      “That sure is something,” I muttered as I gazed out at the stalls on offer.


      Once again, the marketplace had not disappointed. The range of foods available for us to choose from was absolutely huge. There was no shortage of the classic meat-on-a-stick, stew, and soup stands, needless to say, but there were also stalls selling drinks, peeled fruits, and more. The whole area was filled with an intermingling mélange of delectable aromas, and the gluttonous quartet’s expectations shot sky-high in no time flat.


      《Excellent! Let us begin at once!》


      《I can hardly wait!》


      《I’mma stuff myself stupid!》


      《Sui’s gonna eat sooo much!》


      My familiars’ appetites were running at full power. They only had eyes for the food stalls, and they rushed forward in a madcap dash before I could get a word in edgewise. “H-Hey! Wait up, guys!” I shouted after them, hustling as well as I could to keep up.


      Fel, who’d taken advantage of his speed to get a head start, set his sights on a stall first. 《That stall’s aroma is truly irresistable,》 he said, staring at a bubbling pot of stew with a burning excitement in his eyes.


      Would you please just wait for me, Fel?! Look, you’re scaring the poor guy who’s manning the pot!


      I finally caught up and took a look as well. I didn’t doubt Fel’s judgment, to be clear—I knew that if he’d picked the stall out, its food would be tasty—but there was one little problem.


      “It, uhh, seems kinda spicy, huh?” I commented. One look at its color and a whiff of its odor told me that in a flash.


      “You bet it is!” said the stallkeeper, who’d apparently heard me muttering. “I sell out every day for a reason, though! Give it a try—and grab some booze to go with it, if you wanna have the real experience!”


      “I’m sure the three of you will be fine,” I said, looking over at Fel, Gon, and Dora-chan, “but what about you, Sui? Do you wanna try it, or would you rather pass?”


      《Hmm... Sui’ll try it!》 the slime replied.


      That’s exactly what I was worried you’d say. Sui had never been great with spicy foods, and I couldn’t see this ending well. I glanced back at the pot. Hmm. Yeah, no matter how I look at it, that’s gotta be too spicy for it.


      “Hey, Sui? I really think this one might be a little much for you,” I said.


      《But Sui wants to try the same things as everyone else!》 Sui whined. The slime kept insisting it wanted to try the soup, wibbling emphatically with each shout.


      “Okay, okay, but start by sampling just a little bit of it, all right? If it isn’t too spicy for you, we can get you a full helping afterward,” I said.


      《Okay!》 said Sui. Knowing it’d be having the same meal as the rest of us put it right back in a good mood again.


      I brought out the deep dishes that my familiars usually ate out of, and had the stallkeeper serve their helpings in them. The stew was measured by the ladleful, with each one costing five iron coins. Most soups and stews tended to cost roughly the same amount in this world, but five iron felt like it was maybe a little on the higher side of things.


      I had the stallkeeper load up Fel’s, Gon’s, and Dora-chan’s dishes to their brims, then got a single ladleful of stew for Sui. Oh, and a ladleful for myself in my own bowl as well, of course. There was a designated eating area nearby all the stalls, so we relocated there and dug right into our food.


      《The meat in this dish fails to impress, but the seasoning is agreeably spicy,》 Fel said.


      《Yes, agreed,》 Gon added. 《The flavors are strong, and the spiciness does rather make me wish for a drink!》


      《Yeah. It’s not bad, but I think it’s a little too much for me. Bet it’d be better with some rice, or something,》 Dora-chan mused.


      《Oh? Yes, that is a sound idea. You heard him—rice! Serve it to us at once!》 Fel demanded.


      “Okay, okay! Hold your horses,” I said. I brought an earthenware pot of rice out of my Item Box and piled it up onto a plate. “Don’t stuff yourselves too much, though! This is still just the first stall, remember?”


      They definitely weren’t listening to me.


      《Well done, Dora. The rice does indeed benefit the dish.》


      《Doesn’t it just? A vast improvement!》


      《Yeah, I had a feeling! It’s way better this way for sure!》


      The three of them started scarfing down their stew again without a moment’s delay, now accompanied by way more rice than they probably should’ve been eating this early. Then, as I watched them gorge themselves, I heard a yelp.


      《Eeek! It’s so spicy!》


      “Sui?!”


      《Masteeer, it burns!》 Sui whined, quivering in displeasure as it called out to me. I’d warned it to take it slow, but it looked like it had eaten its whole helping of stew all at once while I hadn’t been watching.


      “Just a moment! I’ll get you some water... Or, wait, would something sweet be better?!” I yelped. Sui was jiggling and moaning about how spicy the stew was, leaving me to fly into a panic. We were pretty deep into the dining area and I didn’t think anyone would be watching too closely, so I brought a bottle of fruit-flavored milk out from my Item Box. I’d stocked up on them in advance—they really hit the spot fresh out of a bath—and it seemed like they’d be perfect for counteracting the spice. I tore the cap off the bottle and poured it into a dish. “H-Here, Sui! Drink this!”


      Sui reached out with a pair of tentacles, lifting the dish and gulping the milk right down.
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      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      《Yeah,》 Sui said. 《The spicy burning went away. Sui hates spicy food! Sweets really are better...》


      Sui seemed a little dejected, so I poured out another bottle of fruit-flavored milk for it. Hopefully that would raise its spirits at least a little. With that settled, I tried a bite of the stew myself.


      “Agh, that is spicy!” I yelped. That one bite was all it took to make my mouth sting something fierce. “Sheesh, it’s even hotter than I expected! They should put a warning label on this stuff!”


      Considering it was hot enough to shock my grown-up palate, it was no wonder that Sui had reacted so strongly to it. I regretted not trying harder to stop it from taking a chance on the stuff.


      “Sorry, Sui. I really should’ve said no after all,” I said.


      《It’s okay, Master,》 Sui replied. 《Sui said Sui wanted to eat it. But from now on, Sui’ll listen when you say not to try things.》


      I made a mental note to take greater care to watch over Sui’s food in the future as well.


      《Heh heh heh! Guess li’l Sui can’t handle its spice yet, huh?》 Dora-chan said.


      《So it seems! It’s still a little too soon for Sui to appreciate foods as spicy as this, I suppose,》 Gon agreed.


      《The pleasant spiciness is its most appealing quality,》 Fel opined.


      Oh, put a sock in it! I’ve heard you call straight-up poison “pleasantly spicy,” Fel. There’s no way that a delicate little slime like Sui would be able to eat the way you do!


      Sui and I ended up letting Fel polish off our leftovers, which he was more than happy to do.


      《All right, let’s hit up the next stall! I’ve got one picked out already!》 Dora-chan shouted as he happily took the lead, fluttering ahead toward our new destination. 《Here! This is the place! It smells ridiculously awesome!》


      Dora-chan brought us to one of the stalls that was selling meat skewers. I had to admit, the aromas wafting off the stall were stimulating my appetite.


      “This smell... It’s garlic!”


      “You know it! I use a special sauce on my cockatrice skewers that’s made with garlikke, salt, and a buncha mixed herbs! Give it a try! I know you’re gonna love it!” said the stallkeeper, a rather sturdily built young man. Considering he didn’t seem at all surprised to see my familiars, I had to wonder if he was a part-time adventurer. “Judging by your familiars, you must be an adventurer, right? I get a lotta them at my stall here, and they all give it rave reviews! Sure, they started eating at my place ’cause we used to be work buddies, but it’s the food that keeps ’em coming back for more! Hah hah hah hah!”


      Called it! He’s a former adventurer, all right. Meat skewers like his did seem like they’d be a hit with the adventuring crowd, so he’d picked a good signature dish for his target audience. The chunks of cockatrice meat were quite hearty, and they were drenched in fragrant, garlicky sauce. It was the perfect snack to have after a day of hard manual labor.


      Just then, a voice boomed in my mind. 《Hey! Quit gabbing and get me some of that meat, already!》 shouted Dora-chan, who was definitely peeved that I was putting off buying the dish he’d picked out.


      “Right, right,” I said as I glanced over at Dora-chan, then bought skewers for everyone. We headed back to the dining area and dug right in. I’d picked up ten skewers each for all of my familiars, and a single one for myself.


      《Hmm! Yes, this does satisfy!》 Fel said.


      《The flavor is quite something, but the aroma is where it truly excels,》 Gon noted.


      《They’re super yummy!》 Sui added.


      《Right? But then again, since I picked it out, we all knew it was gonna be great!》 Dora-chan boasted mid-bite.


      The garlicky odor was hard for me to resist as well. I took a bite, and was immediately greeted with a salty-sweet punch of flavor courtesy of the sauce. It was maybe a little too sweet for my taste, and the meat was a little tough as well, but it was still quite tasty on the whole.


      It’s hard to imagine a sauce that’s this garlicky not being a great fit for meat, honestly. It’s good, but it’s also the sort of food you’d definitely want to avoid if you had a date scheduled the next day. Not that I have anyone to go on a date with regardless! Hah hah...


      I’d managed to depress myself, and my chewing grew rather more despondent than how it had started as I continued to eat my meat skewer.


      《Isn’t this yummy, Master?》 said Sui. It had finally gotten food that it could really appreciate, and was in a great mood again.


      That’s right! I can always count on my cute little Sui to lift me back up out of the dumps! I gave my favorite slime a pat, then finished off the rest of my meat. Fel, Gon, and Dora-chan had already demolished theirs, and Gon chose this as his opportunity to announce that he’d picked up on another appealing smell.


      I carried on in much the same manner for some time, letting my familiars’ noses guide me from one stall to the next. They ended up dragging me around until the sun was starting to set and the stalls were shutting down for the evening.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Capital Charity Tour


      My familiars and I set out for the Adventurer’s guild first thing after breakfast. It seemed that they had a report to share about the leviathan, which had arguably been the single biggest cause of my trip to the capital.


      I was already aware that the guild had finally finished deciding which of the leviathan’s materials they would be purchasing from me. Willem, Karelina’s guildmaster, had told me as much the night before when he stopped by for a visit while we were mid-dinner—which we had ended up eating, by the way, in spite of the fact that our tour of the capital had more or less turned into a daylong shopping-and-eating excursion. Fel had made the baffling assertion that he had “a second stomach for dinner,” and I’d reluctantly served them orc meat and veggie stir-fry bowls out of my premade food stock (though I’d left the marketplace totally stuffed and had stuck to a cup of coffee for dinner, personally).


      Anyway, Willem had seemed awfully exhausted when he came by, so I’d fed him one of the meat-and-veggie bowls too. I’d also made the mistake of mentioning how tired he looked, and had gotten a very emphatic “And whose fault do you think that is?!” for my trouble. All I could do was apologize.


      So, that’s how we ended up heading for the capital’s guild branch the very next morning. Fel, Gon, and Dora-chan were all less than pleased by the need to go back there, while Sui didn’t quite seem to understand what we were doing at all. We’d already gotten the leviathan’s meat, and as far as my familiars were concerned, the rest of the leviathan’s materials were nothing but useless baggage. Unfortunately for them, abandoning it all wasn’t an option.


      What am I gonna do with all those leviathan materials, though, and how much am I going to get for the ones the guild buys? Even if it’s only a small part of the total stock, it’s probably going to earn me a ridiculous amount of money... I thought as I gazed out into the middle distance. I fully expected most of the leviathan’s parts to be given right back to me, where they’d end up festering in my Item Box for the rest of time. Guess I just have to get it over with.


      Eventually, my meandering thought process was cut short by our arrival at the guild. We stepped inside, and an employee immediately showed us to the storehouse. The atmosphere within was so intense, it actually freaked me out a little. People with very sharp, intimidating glares who I assumed were high-ranking adventurers were stationed at various points around the place, keeping it under careful guard.


      I know there were a few adventurers on guard last time I was here, but it wasn’t like this, was it? I thought as I glanced around.


      “Oh, there you are,” said Bram, the capital’s guildmaster, who arrived right after me. “We finally have a list of the materials we want to buy from you.”


      The guildmaster stepped into the storehouse, followed shortly by the other guild higher-ups. Willem was among them, and every one of them looked just as tired as him.


      “You, err, have this place under pretty heavy guard today, don’t you?” I noted.


      “Well, yes. In a certain sense, this is the most dangerous step of the whole process,” Bram explained. “Virtually no one could so much as scratch the leviathan prior to its butchering, so there was little chance anyone would try to steal it then. Now that it has been processed, however, there are plenty of portions of the beast that an enterprising thief could make off with. Worse still, even a single one of those portions could sell for enough money to live on for the rest of your life. Some people will inevitably go a little crazy in the face of a payday like that.”


      More and more prospective thieves had been turning up as the butchering process had gone on, supposedly, several of whom had already been arrested. Much to Bram’s chagrin—“I’m ashamed to admit it,” in his words—one of those thieves had even been a member of the capital guild’s staff. It had been a crime of impulse, from the sound of it, so it felt safe to say that they really had been driven into a money-crazed frenzy by having something as valuable as leviathan materials within arm’s reach. It had been a stroke of luck that other adventurers had noticed that employee’s erratic behavior and had caught them in time.


      I also learned that high-ranking adventurers had, in fact, been stationed around the house I’d been renting to act as guards as well. “It would be pure madness to rob a home that a fenrir and an ancient dragon were residing in, but you never know what lunacy a fool with money on their mind could be driven to,” Bram explained.


      “Huh? Wait, really? Have I had a target on my back this whole time?” I asked, stunned by the news. 《Hey, have you noticed any weird people tailing us lately, or anything like that?》 I telepathically added to Fel and Gon.


      《There has not been a moment when we were not the target of such attention,》 Fel replied. Gon seconded the statement, and noticed that while there had been plenty of stalkers, one sharp glare from him or Fel was all it had taken to send them packing every time. I’d never been more glad to have had my familiars walking around town with me.


      Why hadn’t I been this much of a target before? Because, once again, it wasn’t until the leviathan had been processed that stealing and selling its materials felt viable. Bram told me about how there was an active black market for that sort of thing where people could sell monster parts without going through the guild, along with all sorts of other stolen and seriously illegal goods. Fencing them meant turning less of a profit than selling them legitimately, apparently, but according to Bram, the numbers were still astronomical enough that it hardly made a difference.


      I guess every world has a criminal underworld, at the end of the day.


      “Now then, let’s get down to business, shall we?” said Bram.


      “R-Right, sure!” I replied.


      The very first part of the leviathan that Bram told me the guild wanted to buy was its blood. He showed me one of the earthenware pots that it was stored in, which was so big it came up to my chest, and indicated that they wanted to purchase thirty pots’ worth of the stuff. He also told me that they wanted one of the leviathan’s eyes, several of its bones, one of its smaller fangs (not that even the smallest of those wasn’t gigantic by human standards), a portion of its brain, and a portion of its liver.


      “In total, we’d like to offer you one hundred and eighty thousand gold coins for the lot of it. How does that sound to you?” Bram asked.


      I was flabbergasted. I mean, seriously, I nearly passed out on the spot. One hundred and eighty thousand gold! How could a single leviathan be worth that much?!


      “I was also hoping to discuss something with you...” Bram continued.


      I was too gobsmacked by the reverse sticker shock to pay very close attention to what he was telling me, but the gist of it seemed to be that he wanted to split the money up into three payments. I just nodded to give him the okay. He gave me a sack containing the first payment—sixty thousand gold in the form of six hundred platinum—which I also stowed away in my Item Box without saying a word.


      “That just leaves returning the remaining materials to you,” Bram continued.


      One look at the rows upon rows of leviathan parts lined up in the storehouse gave me a splitting headache. I’d known that the guild would only be buying a small part of the grand total, but that sight drove in exactly how small that part really was—and that tiny percentage of the monster had earned me that much gold.


      What am I supposed to do with the rest of this...? I already have too many valuable materials clogging up my Item Box as is!


      That was when I was struck with a flash of inspiration. If I had too much of something, I just had to give some of it away!


      “So, umm, I was thinking of giving some of these leftover materials to the king and Earl Langridge,” I said.


      “I see,” Bram said with a nod. “That’s an idea I’d fully endorse, if you’re amenable to it. It’s sure to earn you some favor with the king—or, really, a lot of favor.”


      All right! This plan’s a go!


      I immediately proposed that I’d give half of the remaining materials to the king and a quarter to the earl, and was immediately shot down and called a lunatic, first by Bram, then the other higher-ups, and even by Willem in the end.


      Okay, so maybe that was a little too much. Fair enough.


      “How much do you think I should offer them, then?” I asked.


      They explained that giving the king two or three pots of blood and a small (and I mean really small) portion of its hide would be plenty, while one third of a pot of blood would do for the earl.


      “What? No, wait, I have to give them a little more than that, right?” I protested. To make a long story short, an extended back-and-forth concluded with me agreeing to give the king five pots of blood, a larger patch of hide (though only about a third of the size of the chunk that Elrand had cut off as a test, so still pretty small overall), and two fangs (both smaller than the ones that the guild had decided to purchase). The earl, meanwhile, would be getting two pots of blood.


      I still thought that I could get away with giving up a little more, and I tried to argue the point, but the guild folks very stubbornly told me to give it up. The way they saw it, I was already going dangerously overboard. I would’ve thought that giving the king a couple of the larger fangs would’ve been appropriate, at least, but apparently not. I also would’ve liked to include a bit of the leviathan meat, but my party overruled that idea before I had even finished bringing it up.


      It hadn’t worked out quite as perfectly as I’d hoped, but in any case, I left the materials that I’d be offering to the king with Bram, gave the ones for the earl to Willem, and asked them to handle the actual gift-giving part for me. I didn’t hesitate for a second to delegate that task away. I knew that the king and the earl weren’t bad men, but meeting with people as important as them just exhausted me.


      At the end of all that, my pile of leviathan parts had barely been reduced at all. I resigned myself to my fate and went about adding them to my Item Box one by one, assembly line-style. It felt like the work would never end, and when I was finally proven wrong as the final leviathan piece vanished away, a wave of exhaustion crashed over me.


      “I wanna go home and sleep the rest of the day away...” I grumbled to myself.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Ugggh! That was seriously draining, in way more ways than one... I thought as I plodded my way toward the guild’s front door—but then, I realized something and turned around again.


      “By the way, what happened to Elrand?” I asked.


      It was kind of weird that the freaky degenerate hadn’t insisted on being present, considering all the leviathan parts that had been lined up for him to admire. My best guess was that he’d worked himself so hard processing them, he’d collapsed from exhaustion and was still fast asleep.


      “Oh, him,” Bram sighed with a fed up roll of his eyes. “I had him take the day off. It wasn’t hard to guess that having him around for this would be more trouble than it was worth.”


      I couldn’t argue with that. Keeping Elrand away from this exchange had definitely been a prudent move on his part.


      “I gave Moira strict orders to make sure he didn’t take even a single step out of his inn,” said Bram. “And according to a report from her, he tried to slip out the second she took her eyes off him,” he added in a very tired-sounding mutter.


      Why are you like this, Elrand? Just why...?


      According to Bram, Elrand had ended up being very literally tied up and watched over by Moira and a crew of five high-ranking adventurers to make sure he didn’t pull another stunt like that. “I was well aware that he was a strange one, by elf standards, but I had no idea he was this much of a liability. It isn’t a mistake I’ll make twice,” he said with a bitter scowl.


      A liability, huh...? Yeah, can’t really argue with that. He’s as capable as they come, but his problems are just too major to ignore.


      With that last matter settled, I rounded up my familiars—who’d spent the whole exchange lazing around without a care in the world—and left the guild hall. The rest of my party spent the trip home talking about what we’d have for dinner, but I was too exhausted to do anything other than plod along after them.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next day, my familiars and I struck out into town once more with a clear objective in mind.


      “May the blessings of Kisharle be upon you,” a priest said, their hands clasped before their chest.


      “May the blessings of Kisharle be upon you!” the whole crowd of nuns behind them echoed, all striking the same pose.


      I did my best to stifle a laugh. I wanted to tell them, “I’ve actually already got that one, thanks,” but needless to say, that was a thought best kept to myself. They kept bowing as I strolled away from the capital’s branch of Kisharle’s temple.


      “All right! Let’s move on to the next one,” I said.


      《Indeed—which will, of course, be Ninrir’s temple,》 Fel added.


      “Nooope! Zero points! We’re going to one of Ruka the Water Goddess’s temples next.”


      《We what?! Why are we still not paying our respects to Ninrir?!》


      “For crying out loud, Fel, her church isn’t going anywhere! We’ll get there when we get there!” I sighed. Fel took quite a bit of pride in being one of Ninrir’s followers, and could get pretty obnoxious about it when the topic of temples came up. “And besides, I warned you that we’d be going in order when we left the house, didn’t I?”


      I was a little exasperated with Fel’s griping, but I wasn’t going to let him badger me into changing my plan. I’d already plotted out the easiest route for us to take to accomplish my goal: using the money I’d received for the leviathan’s parts to finance donations to the local orphanages. Well, the orphanages and the local temples that didn’t have orphanages associated with them as well. Those were sort of rare, but they did come up from time to time.


      “I’ve gotta say, I expected there to be a lot of temples in the capital, but not quite this many,” I commented. Kisharle, who had one of the highest follower counts among the goddesses, had five temples devoted to her in the city, and every one of them had an orphanage as well.


      My understanding was that orphans from surrounding regions were often sent to live in the capital’s facilities. Some places didn’t have an orphanage of their own, so it was the best option available for them. There were also plenty of cases where parents who couldn’t look after their kids for one reason or another would personally bring them to the capital instead of abandoning them outright—one last act of parental love for the road, I supposed.


      The end result was that while there were tons of orphanages in the city, all of them were nearly filled to capacity. That went for Kisharle’s temples as well: The one that I’d just been to, which was supposedly the second largest out of the five, had a relatively large attached orphanage that a ridiculous number of kids seemed to be living in.


      The temple’s priest had told me that while they did receive support from the government and donations from locals, feeding the kids alone was enough to leave them constantly on the brink of bankruptcy. That wasn’t much of a surprise, considering how many of them they had to take care of. Their roof supposedly had a number of leaks too, which they’d apparently patched using “whatever they had on hand.”


      All things considered, the priest had been in pretty high spirits and had told me that “Ensuring the children grow up happy and healthy is our greatest priority.” I’d gotten a pretty good impression of the priest overall, and was rather touched by that sentiment. Given that, and the fact that I’d just gotten such a windfall, I’d donated ten platinum coins—in other words, a thousand gold—to the temple.


      “Oh! This must be the next place—Ruka’s temple,” I said. As usual, I stepped up to the church’s front door, cracked it open, and called out, “Excuse me?”


      .........


      ......


      ...


      “Okay, I think this next one should do it for today! Hard to believe we still have almost half of the list left,” I said. I’d started first thing in the morning and had spent all day on my donation tour, but I still had a long way to go before it would be over. “The capital’s got way too many temples in it!”


      I’d known how daunting the task would be, and I’d done my best to keep up a brisk pace, but I’d underestimated just how hard that would be. However snappy I tried to make my visits, I always ended up making small talk with the staff about the state of their temple and orphanage. It was a self-inflicted sort of delay, but it felt like good information to have, so it was time well spent overall.


      I had more than enough money to go around this time, so I set my baseline donation at five hundred gold, and scaled it up from there depending on the size of the temple, the size of its orphanage, how many kids they were taking care of, and a few other factors. My hope was that the extra cash would make the lives of the children and their caretakers at least a little bit more comfortable.


      “I guess we can hit up the rest of them tomorrow,” I said to myself.


      I wasn’t in a tremendous time crunch just yet. We’d accomplished our primary objective in the capital—getting the leviathan butchered—and part of me wanted to head home to Karelina as quickly as possible, but since I was Willem’s ticket back home and he still had some business left to take care of, it seemed we’d be stuck here for at least another week or so.


      Willem himself had grumbled that “I can’t afford to leave my branch unmanaged for a second longer than I have to, so I want to get back as soon as possible,” incidentally. I’m not gonna lie: I had considered heading back without him a few times, but that would’ve meant leaving him stranded here, and that would turn what could’ve been less than a full day on Gon’s back into a multiple-day journey, and I would’ve felt kinda bad about doing that to the poor man.


      Anyway, that was how we ended up hanging out in the capital for an extra week. I had plans to meet up with Iron Will the day after tomorrow to celebrate their promotion to B-rank, but that aside, my schedule was totally free. Nothing was stopping me from continuing with my donation tour tomorrow, or even extending it into a third day after the celebration if the need arose. There was no reason to rush, so I decided to call it quits for the day and head home after one more stop.


      “All right, Fel, it’s finally time for Ninrir’s temple!” I said.


      《Hmph! At long last. I tired of waiting long ago!》 Fel huffed.


      “I have an order, and I’m sticking to it! It’s more efficient this way, so deal.”


      《I was curious about why you were so particular about the Goddess of the Wind, Fel, but then it hit me—you’re one of her followers! I’d entirely forgotten until just now,》 Gon casually commented.


      《Yeah, well, I don’t give a crap about any of this,》 Dora-chan chimed in. 《And I’m starving! Let’s get this over with and get some grub!》


      《Sui’s hungry too! Masteeer, let’s go home!》 Sui added.


      I get that you’re hungry, guys, but you really shouldn’t be talking like that! Then again, I am pretty tired after walking around the city all day. It’d be nice to get this done with and head home right away, so let’s get a move on.


      “Excuse me!” I called out as I stepped into Ninrir’s temple.


      A gray-haired, kindly-looking old priest stepped out to greet me. “Yes? May I help you?” the priest asked with a radiant smile that grew only slightly strained when he noticed Fel and Gon standing behind me.


      Yeah, can’t blame him for that one, I thought. I explained that I was an adventurer named Mukohda, and that I was currently making the rounds to donate to all the temples in the capital.


      As my explanation went on, the priest’s strained smile became a lot more natural again. “Well, we appreciate your charitable spirit immensely!” he said with a beaming grin.


      “Uh-huh. Umm, by the way, does this temple have an orphanage associated with it?” I asked.


      “We do, yes, though this being the capital, we take in charges from all across the land, and our facility is currently filled to capacity,” the priest replied. “We believe that children are the treasures of society, however, and we do everything in our power to take in as many as we possibly can.”


      Hmm. Even Ninrir, the goddess with the fewest followers, doesn’t have any space for new orphans in her capital temple?


      It felt like the capital was, in a sense, the last hope for the nation’s orphans. Desperate parents probably saw it that way as well, and came here hoping that some orphanage would be able to take the children they couldn’t support.


      As I was thinking about that, I felt a sudden pressure on the top of my head.


      《You.》


      “Excuse me, Fel...? Could you please not put your paw on my head?” I sighed.


      《I have just received a message from Ninrir herself by way of divine revelation.》


      Ignoring me? Really? You could’ve at least thrown in a “sorry” before you moved the conversation along.


      《A message from the goddess? She seriously sent one to you just now, Fel?》 Dora-chan asked as he flapped his way up to give Fel a suspicious glance.


      《Hmph!》 Fel snorted indignantly. 《I am a follower of the Goddess Ninrir. It is no surprise that she would grant me her divine word.》


      《A revelation from the gods is quite the thing, though!》 Gon chimed in with keen interest. 《And seeing as only you received it, I presume it was only intended for her followers. So? What did she tell you?》


      Sui, incidentally, was nodding off atop Gon’s back.


      I dunno about this. A divine revelation from Ninrir doesn’t feel like it could possibly lead to anything good...


      《She has directed us to cure that urchin of what ails her eyes,》 Fel said, gesturing toward the priest’s feet with his nose.


      I looked down, and noticed for the first time that there was a little girl clinging to the bottom portion of the priest’s white robes, more or less hiding behind him. She’d been so quiet and still, I hadn’t even realized that she was there at all.


      《Hey, do goddesses usually send messages to get a single human kid cured?》Dora-chan asked as he gave the kid a confused look.


      《I haven’t the foggiest, I’m afraid...》 replied Gon, who seemed equally as baffled.


      “She wants us to cure her eyes? What does that mean...?” I muttered. Looking a little closer, I realized that something was odd about them. Both of the child’s eyes were cloudy and white. “Umm, excuse me? About that little girl’s eyes,” I prompted the priest.


      The priest took in a sharp breath as my question brought his focus back to me. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Her village was attacked by monsters, and she was blinded during the assault. Her parents, regrettably, passed away in the same incident.”


      Apparently, the little girl was named Anabella and had only just turned five. Her village had been wiped off the map by a monster attack, and while her parents had perished in the chaos, some of the other villagers had managed to escape with her and bring her to the capital, where they’d arrived three months ago. The villagers, however, had faced difficulties adapting to their new life in the city, and hadn’t had the means to support a blind little girl like her while also keeping themselves fed. With no other choice, they’d brought her to the orphanage.


      This world was full of kids who’d lost their parents to monster attacks or epidemics. A little five-year-old girl losing her eyesight on top of that added up to a shocking calamity by any world’s standards. Seeing her like that seriously broke my heart.


      “And so your moment to intervene has arrived,” Fel commented, plopping his paw onto my head again and breaking me out of the sorrowful moment I’d been having.


      “Fel, what did I just—” I began, turning to glare at him. Before I could finish, however, the priest spoke up again.


      “U-Umm, excuse me! If I may be so bold, might I ask whether you are the mighty fenrir who is said to serve the Goddess of Wind, Ninrir?” the priest asked as he gazed timidly up at Fel.


      Whoops. Cover’s blown. Fel talking must have been the clue he needed to put the pieces together.


      “I am indeed,” Fel replied with a sort of pompous nod.


      Oh, come on! Why’re you acting like some sort of big shot?


      “Moreover, the goddess Ninrir has instructed me by way of divine revelation that we are to cure that youngling’s eyes,” Fel continued.


      “A-A divine revelation from Ninrir herself...?” the priest repeated in wonder.


      “I am a follower of the goddess. Her word reaches my ears on occasion, yes,” said Fel. By that point, he was very obviously boasting.


      This had turned out to be a much more proper divine message than I’d been expecting, frankly. Most of the time when Ninrir reached out, it was to badger me for extra sweets, or for something equally pointless. I really do wish you’d work on reining in those impulses of yours, Ninrir.


      ＜Q-Quiet, you! Stop worrying about me and cure that little girl’s eyes! You have something that can do it, don’t you? You know, the elixirs the slime made? Use them!＞


      Oh, so you were spying on me! Good to know!


      ＜It is not spying! I’ve been keeping watch over the mortal world! It’s different! Now hurry up and cure her!＞


      Okay, okay! One elixir, coming right up.


      I’d used enough of Sui’s special elixirs while manufacturing my Hair Might Elixirs that I didn’t have all that many of them left, but helping out a little kid was a more than worthwhile reason to dip into my stock. Plus, I still had innards from the earth and ice dragons and blood from the earth and red dragons left in stock, so I could have Sui make more of them any time I felt like it. Leviathan parts could apparently be used to make elixirs as well, and I certainly had plenty of its blood and organs left over to make a huge supply of the stuff.


      The point, all in all, was that any action was better than no action at all, and I had no real reason to hesitate to give the elixir a shot. I brought a small bottle full of Sui’s special-grade elixir out from my Item Box, then knelt down before Anabella to bring myself to her eye level.


      “Hey, Anabella?” I said. Anabella, however, kept staring off into nothing, even after I’d spoken her name. I could tell that she really was completely blind. “My name’s Mukohda, and I’m an adventurer. I have a type of medicine with me that can fix your eyes, and the Goddess of Wind asked me to use it to treat you.”


      “The...Goddess of Wind?” Anabella said in a very small, childlike voice.


      The priest looked stunned. “Those are the first words she’s spoken since she arrived here,” he explained.


      I guess the shock of what happened to her might have rendered her mute...? Losing your parents and your vision on the same day would leave anyone in that sort of state, I suppose. She’s suffered more than enough. It ends here and now. I can’t bring her parents back, but I can fix her eyes, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do!


      “That’s right,” I said. “The goddess asked me to cure your vision.”


      “I’ll get...to see things...again?” Anabella asked.


      “You will. If you drink this medicine, your eyes will be all better.”


      “Mister Mukohda,” the priest interjected. He sounded terribly sad. “I’m sorry to say that her condition is severe. We were told that not even a high-grade potion would be capable of returning her vision to her...”


      Oh, is that what he thinks I have? “That’s fine,” I replied. “This isn’t a high-grade potion, so it should work just fine.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “What he has is an elixir. Worry not,” Fel said.


      The priest’s jaw dropped.


      《One moment, my liege! You have elixirs?》 Gon asked.


      《Oh, yeah, guess you weren’t there for that,》 said Dora-chan. 《Sui makes potions, and if the ingredients are good enough they come out as those ‘elixir’ thingamajigs,》 he explained, a little smugly.


      《Oh, really? That’s quite impressive, Sui!》


      《Heh heh heh!》 I chuckled proudly (and telepathically). 《A long time ago, I found a place where a bunch of healing mushrooms grew, and when I fed them to Sui, it learned how to make potions! Isn’t that awesome?! Sui’s the most special slime there’s ever been!》


      You’d almost think I was the one who could make miracle medicine, from how I boasted about Sui’s abilities. My favorite slime isn’t just good at killing things!


      《Enough of this. Make the whelp drink the elixir at once!》 Fel urged, snapping me back to attentiveness.


      “Ahem! Okay then, Anabella—would you drink this for me?” I asked, placing the little bottle of elixir in the girl’s hand.


      “Will my eyes...get better if I do?” Anabella anxiously asked.


      “That’s right,” I said.


      Anabella paused for just a moment longer, then resolved herself and downed the elixir. I heard a little glugging noise from her throat as she swallowed it. Then, after she drank the whole thing, her body let out a flash of white light! And...


      “How do you feel, Anabella?” I asked.


      The little girl looked at me—and this time, I mean that she really did look at me. “I can see!” she exclaimed. “I can finally see how old you are!”


      How...old. How old I am. Agggh... You could’ve picked anything else about me to call out, Anabella! Why that...?


      ＜Ahem! Can you hear my voice, O children of mine?＞


      I most certainly could hear Ninrir’s voice, and judging by how the priest snapped to attention, so could he.


      “C-Could it be?! Has the Goddess of Wind, Ninrir, spoken to me?!” the priest exclaimed.


      ＜Indeed I have!＞


      The priest dropped straight to his knees and clasped his hands together in prayer. A moment later, Anabella followed suit.


      ＜Heed my words, my children. The heavens have witnessed your deeds, and when I saw that a fenrir who serves me had crossed paths with you, I chose to bestow upon you my mercy,＞ said Ninrir.


      “You grace us with your kind words, O Goddess!” the priest replied.


      ＜The adventurer before you, Mukohda, is a man whose fate is touched by our divine presence. Do you understand what would become of him if anyone were to learn that he held an elixir in his possession?＞


      The priest gasped sharply. “I will not tell a soul, O Goddess! This I do swear!”


      ＜Very good. This was an act of my divine mercy. Remember that well!＞


      “O Goddess!” the priest said, pressing his head to the floor.


      ＜And you, child—know that the heavens will forever watch over your path.＞


      “Ahh, my Goddess!” said Anabella, mimicking the priest.


      ＜And you!＞


      Wait. Me?


      ＜Yes, indeed! Only you can hear me now, by the way. What happened to this month’s offerings?＞


      “Ah...”


      Aww, nuts. I’d been so busy lately, it had completely slipped my mind. I’m only, like, a day or two late, though!


      ＜Maybe so, but late is late! This is a matter of the gravest importance! Get those offerings ready on the double!＞


      Okay, okay!


      ＜Unbelievable! I knew that you’d forgotten! How dare you force me to send a divine message like this! Forgetting about my precious, precious sweets is a mortal sin!＞ said Ninrir. I could practically see her fuming with indignant fury.


      Hm? Wait a second...I forced you to send a message? Don’t tell me that reminding me to hurry up with the offerings was the main reason you did this?


      ＜Ugh... M-My message to my disciples was an important, pressing matter too! I-I have to boost my follower count, after all!＞


      If you ask me, it sounds more like you just tacked it on as an afterthought.


      ＜Q-Quiet, you! I really am trying to pad out my numbers! Anyway, make with the offerings posthaste! You can expect messages from the other gods if you don’t!＞


      I know, I know! I’ll get right to it. I had a feeling that the other gods would indeed be hassling me before I knew it, so I decided to ask them for their orders later that evening. I wasn’t looking forward to hearing them gripe at me when I reached out, but I knew that if I just threw in a few extras this time around, they’d let it go easily enough.


      I’d been making a point of sending Demiurge weekly offerings, by the way, but since he’d gone out of his way to tell me I didn’t have to if I didn’t have the time, I hadn’t been too terribly concerned about it and had let myself neglect him for two weeks running. I figured I’d give him a little extra this time as well, and resolved myself to come up with something particularly nice.


      As I was thinking about those offerings, and about how I’d have to wrap this donation session up quickly so I could move on to that, I noticed a slight problem.


      Oof—that priest is still on the ground, isn’t he?


      He was entirely dazed, and barely seemed mentally present at all. I went ahead and pressed a bag containing eight platinum coins into his hand, then stepped out of the temple and shut the door behind me. Right before it closed, I saw Anabella wave to me. “Come back any time, old man Mukohda!” she said.


      I’m not old, I swear! I mean, I don’t consider myself old, anyway... No, no, I’m objectively not that old yet! Honestly...


      “Wanna head home, guys?” I sighed.


      《Of course,》 Fel said.


      《Yes, indeed! I’m quite famished,》 Gon added.


      《Tell me about it! What’re we having for dinner, anyway?》 Dora-chan asked.


      “Hmm. I don’t really have any big plans this time. Any requests?”


      《Meat!》 all three of them shouted in unison.


      “Hah hah! Yeah, I kinda figured.”


      《Mnhh...? Meat?!》 exclaimed Sui, who woke up with such a start that it bounced up off of Gon’s back.


      “Oh, you’re up, Sui? We’re heading home for dinner now.”


      《Meeeat!》


      “Ha ha! Yeah, yeah—I’ll make sure there’s plenty of meat in it!”


      I chatted with my familiars as I headed home, fretting about tonight’s meal plan all the while.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Gods Are Suckers


      “We will be going to sleep, then. Take great care to not thoughtlessly offend the gods!”


      “I know, I know! I’ve got this under control, so don’t worry and sleep tight,” I said, giving Fel’s hindquarters a shove for good measure. I had to shoo him away somehow.


      “Well then, good night to you, my liege!” said Gon.


      “Night, Gon,” I replied.


      《Yeah, night!》


      《Good night, Master!》


      “Night, Dora-chan and Sui.”


      With that, my familiars headed off to the bedroom ahead of me.


      I let out a sigh. “Wish I could go straight to bed too...” I grumbled.


      I’d spent pretty much the whole day wrapping up the donation tour that I hadn’t managed to finish the day before. I had managed to polish off the rest of my list, so we’d covered every single temple in the capital by the time it was done, but it had been a pretty grueling schedule that left me exhausted. This city just has way too many temples, I swear...


      The urge to sleep was looming, but I slapped my cheeks and forced myself to stay conscious and present. I’d already taken requests from the gods the night before. They’d been pretty irritated about their offerings being late, as expected. However, once I had raised their budgets a little to make up for it, they had gone right back to being in the best of moods (translation: the gods were suckers). I’d taken some time to power through ordering the list of requested items at super-express speed the night before as well, so all that was left was to hand them over.


      “Who knows how much they’ll gripe if I fall asleep now? Just gotta buckle down and work through it!” I said to hype myself up for the final job of the day. First things first: I had to call the gods to attention. “Ahem! Are you there, everyone? Sorry for the slight delay!”


      As usual, the sound of thundering footsteps was immediately beamed into my mind.


      ＜‘Slight’?! We’ve been waiting for so long!＞


      ＜You really tarried far too much.＞


      ＜All right! It’s about time!＞


      ＜Hurry, hurry.＞


      ＜Yes! Finally! Finally!＞


      ＜At long, long last! Whiskey time!＞


      For crying out loud, I was only a day or two late!


      ＜Were not! You were three days late! Three days late!＞ Ninrir retorted.


      ＜She’s right, you know?＞ said Kisharle. ＜And I’ll have you know that keeping the gods waiting for three days is very impolite.＞


      ＜Yeah, seriously! You gotta keep your promises,＞ Agni added.


      ＜Promises are important,＞ Ruka stated. ＜Especially with gods.＞


      ＜Yes, they are indeed! And forgetting our precious whiskey is a mortal sin!＞ shouted Hephaestos.


      ＜The worst sin of all! This is the greatest pleasure we have to look forward to in life, you know?!＞ said Vahagn.


      “Y-Yeah, okay, I get it! I’ll be careful next time!” I said, cringing just a little at how transparently desperate the god squad was about this. I did my best not to let it get to me and pulled the first cardboard box out from my Item Box. “Okay, first up is Ninrir.”


      ＜Sweets, sweets, oh, lovely, precious sweets! Hand them over already!＞


      The divine disappointment lives up to her title yet again. Whatever the opposite of a sugar high was, I had a feeling she was on one. “Well, here they are! I mostly bought seasonal stuff, as requested.”


      Fumiya, conveniently enough, had had an event running focused around sweets made from carefully sourced ingredients. I’d focused Ninrir’s offering around cakes that were featured in that event. I’d bought her a Mont Blanc made with Muscat grapes from Okayama, as well as cream puffs with Muscat incorporated into the whipped cream, to start. They also had roll cakes made with strawberries from Tochigi, and once again a strawberry cream puff to match. Finally, I rounded the fruit assortment off with a mousse cake made with mandarin oranges from Wakayama, and a third set of cream puffs using the same.


      Kyoto ended up getting represented in the assortment with a matcha chiffon cake (and the obligatory matcha cream puffs), while Hokkaido made it in as two cheesecakes, one no-bake and one soufflé style, each of which had apparently been made using a very nice local variety of cheese.


      I had it on good authority that every one of the seasonal sweets were absolutely delicious! I knew that because I had sampled them in advance and had gotten caught in the act by Sui, so I’d ended up serving them to everyone as dessert the night before. I’d stuck to the Muscat Mont Blanc, personally—which really was something special—while the gluttonous quartet had devoured the rest of the sweets with relish and had reported that all of them were excellent.


      That hadn’t been enough to eat up Ninrir’s entire budget, so I’d also thrown in the usual variety assortment of the store’s standard cakes, including three whole cakes that Ninrir had informed me she would be very upset if I neglected to put in. Finally, I’d polished the order off with a hearty helping of her beloved dorayaki.


      ＜Woo-hoo! Thank youuu! Yes yes yes! My sweet, sweet cakes, finally! Caaakes! I’m trying them right this second!＞ Ninrir’s elated voice rang out barely a second before I heard the sound of a cardboard box tearing open. And a moment later...


      ＜Oh, honestly, Ninrir! Eating cake bare-handed is bad enough when you aren’t using both hands at once! Have some shame!＞ said Kisharle.


      Ninrir...what are you even doing?


      ＜Hopeless. She’s not even listening. What are we going to do with her...?＞ Kisharle sighed. ＜Well, that’s enough about Ninrir for now. Especially being as it’s my turn next!＞


      “R-Right! Coming right up,” I said, a little overwhelmed by her sudden intensity. I brought out her box on the double.


      ＜So, did they have the special item I asked you for?＞ Kisharle asked.


      “Not your top request, unfortunately,” I replied. “They did have your second, third, and fifth picks, though.”


      ＜It’s a shame that I couldn’t get my hands on my top choice, but so it goes. At least I’ll have those three to work with—my magazines have made it clear to me that I need to redouble the attention I pay to hair care!＞


      She really reads those beauty magazines religiously, doesn’t she?


      It seemed that during Kisharle’s ongoing magazine rack spying campaign, she had recently read a special feature on hair care. That feature had introduced her to the concept of leave-in treatment: a type of hair product meant to be applied after bathing, without ever washing it out.


      Speaking as a guy, my reaction to the news was “Oh, huh, that’s a thing?” Kisharle, however, had found it more than a little impactful. In her words, ＜I see now that taking care to choose a good shampoo and conditioner alone isn’t enough! If I’m to have the softest, most luxurious hair I possibly can, then leave-in treatment is a vital necessity!＞


      To make matters even more complicated, it turned out that leave-in treatment came in a bunch of different forms, from milks to oils to creams. Kisharle had ended up deciding that hair oil would be ideal for her, and had requested that.


      I’d listened to my sister complain about makeup often enough to know a thing or two in that field, but she’d never gone on about hair care much, so I didn’t really have much that I could add to Kisharle’s extended monologue. My first thought upon hearing the words “hair oil” had been “Couldn’t you just use olive oil and save a ton of money?” Kisharle—who had, of course, been reading my mind at the time—had absolutely flipped her lid about it. In her words: ＜There is nothing even remotely similar about the silky-smooth, beautifying-agent-packed hair oils sold in your world and common olive oil!＞


      I could only take her word for it, though I still had no clue what hair oil even was. Just when I was thinking I’d have to read off the product blurbs for each and every item she considered choosing—or, really, thinking about how much of a pain doing that would be—Kisharle had informed me that she’d already set her heart on a particular array of items, and had given me a ranked list of her top five choices. All five of the brands were hair oils the magazine had recommended, apparently, which she’d chosen because they seemed most likely to suit her specific needs.
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      Day by day, Kisharle’s knowledge of beauty products grew deeper and deeper. She was a force to be reckoned with.


      Anyway, once she’d finished giving me the rundown on her wants, I had opened up Matsumura Kiyomi’s menu and had gone searching for the items she’d named. Number one on her list was a hair care product made from a wide variety of supposedly beneficial ingredients, most prominent among them being argan oil, and was (according to Kisharle’s vehement insistence) the product for keeping your hair in shape...but, it hadn’t been in stock.


      The second item on her list was a blend of six oils—a scented, almost perfume-like product that supposedly gave dry and damaged hair a nice, glossy sheen. That one, thankfully, I’d found with no problem. Item three was an organic product, made primarily from plant oils with a bit of honey and royal jelly mixed into it. It was supposed to have a deep moisturizing effect on your hair, and I’d found it without issue as well.


      Her fourth pick was another argan oil product, and included camellia oil, marula oil, and a few other hair-enhancing oils all blended together along with a few moisturizing ingredients. It was supposed to give damaged hair a supple, silky feel and restore some of its natural softness. However, not only was it supposedly on the expensive side of things, my skill didn’t sell it at all, just like her top pick. Number five, however—another unique blend of oils that also incorporated ingredients that were supposed to be good for the beneficial bacteria that live on your scalp, making it part hair oil, part skin care product—I’d found with ease.


      Kisharle had taken her boosted budget as an opportunity to ask me to get all of them for her, but frankly, it’d been a relief to have found even three of them. She’d been really worked up about hair care, and I didn’t like the thought of how she might have reacted if I hadn’t. Oh, and she’d also asked for her usual ST-III series products. As she’d put it, ＜I intended to sample all sorts of products in my quest for true beauty, but I’ve found that ST-III simply can’t be beat!＞ For better or for worse, she’d marched straight into the swamp of beautification and was now firmly stuck there.


      “Okay, Kisharle! Here’s your order,” I said.


      ＜Thank you kindly! Starting today, I’ll be giving my hair as much attention as I do the rest of me! Beauty is a battle of attrition, after all!＞ Kisharle very excitedly replied.


      Considering how religiously she checked those fashion magazines of hers, I had to wonder just what on earth she’d be asking me for next. I was on the edge of my seat, and not in a good way.


      ＜Okay, you done? Great! That means I’m next!＞


      You sure are, Agni. I pulled several weighty boxes out next. “Here you go!”


      Needless to say, the boxes were full of Agni’s beloved beer. She’d asked for quite a varied selection this time. She had me get her cases of premium S-company beer and Y-bisu beer, of course, and told me to throw in another case of “whatever” too. S-company had happened to have a seasonal beer on the market that they were selling by the case at the time, so I’d gone ahead and gotten her one of those.


      Agni had also told me that she’d really liked the slightly expensive premium beer that came in bottles I’d gotten her last time, and had asked for the same thing again, which I’d been happy to provide. Finally, she’d told me to spend the rest of her budget on getting as many variety packs as possible. I’d found quite the solid assortment: One of them was a set of award-winning beers made by microbreweries, one was a taste testing pack of imported stouts, and one was another microbrewery pack specifically sourced from Hokkaido-based companies. I’d more or less picked out all the packs in Liquor Shop Tanaka’s recommended list that I hadn’t sent her already. The end result was a very weighty delivery that I was convinced she would be happy with.


      ＜All right! I’m gonna drink a bathtub’s worth of this stuff tonight! Thanks again!＞


      Drink up, Agni! I thought. She really did love her beer. I’d never been interested enough in the stuff to try anything other than S-company’s and A-company’s standard-issue brews, but putting together offerings for her had forced me to look into a lot of types of beer that I’d never even heard of before, foreign and domestic. I was a little grateful for how she’d broadened my horizons. Variety was the spice of life, after all.


      ＜I’m next. Hurry.＞


      Oh? It’s kind of rare for Ruka to be in this much of a rush.


      ＜It’s your fault for being late.＞


      I guess she does ration her stockpile pretty carefully, huh? And since she plans her schedule out for the whole month in advance, she must have actually run out this time.


      ＜Right. And it’s your fault.＞


      Whooops. My bad! I’ll be more careful next time. “Anyway, here’s your offering!”


      Ruka’s box vanished away in a faint flash of light. It had contained her usual assortments of cakes and ice cream, of course. She’s asked for all of Fumiya’s seasonal offerings from the event, just like Ninrir, and had ordered a bunch of other specific cakes as well, including a strawberry shortcake, a peach mille-feuille, a blueberry tart, and more. The rest of her budget had been spent on ice cream from both Fumiya and my basic Online Supermarket menu, with an emphasis on vanilla ice cream, which was her favorite flavor.


      ＜Good. This will do. Thanks.＞


      Guess she already checked out what was inside, huh? Glad she liked it. That just leaves...


      ＜Yes! Our turn next!＞


      ＜At long last!＞


      ＜Don’t beat around the bush! Bring out the whiskey!＞


      ＜Whiskey! Whiskey! Whiskey!＞


      ...the booze-loving duo of Hephaestos and Vahagn. Is it me, or are they even more alcohol-crazed than ever...? Better hand over their goods and let them go on their way, stat.


      They clearly hadn’t been slacking on their research once again, and had requested another downright luxurious whiskey to sample. They might’ve been a little too thorough with their research, actually—they were starting to get really picky about all sorts of details, and were second only to Kisharle when it came to how long it took to listen to their requests.


      They’d asked for an unusually large number of items this time around. First up was a twelve-year-old premium bourbon that was, apparently, the world’s first bourbon brand. Hephaestos and Vahagn had been very insistent about wanting to try that one—apparently, the concept of it being the first bourbon ever had really stoked their interest.


      Their second request was an American whiskey made by a small, independent distillery. It was made from a carefully selected blend of four organic ingredients and aged in heavily charred oak barrels. Hephaestos and Vahagn had said, respectively, that ＜Small distilleries always pay the most careful attention to their products!＞ and ＜We have to try it!＞ again with an excess of enthusiasm.


      The third choice: A very classical, traditional, and deeply authentic whiskey. The makers apparently made a point of handling every step of the process, from germinating the wheat to bottling the finished product, within their own distillery, and also kept their whiskey scrupulously additive-free, meaning they didn’t use caramel to adjust the final product’s color or anything like that. Its most distinctive trait was apparently its bright and vivid aroma, and the gods had insisted that ＜No true whiskey lover could go without smelling it at least once!＞


      The fourth was a scotch whisky from the island of Islay, known for its very idiosyncratic flavor profile. Its flavor, achieved over a sixteen-year aging process, was described as having notes of peat, iodine, seaweed, wood, and fruit. As eclectic as those flavors were, they apparently came together remarkably well to form a deep, rich final product. The booze-hounds claimed that they ＜absolutely have to learn what sort of unique flavors sixteen years of aging gives it!＞


      Fifth up was a craft bourbon with an ABV of fifty percent, which was relatively high on the scale. It was aged for nine years in oak barrels that were charred twice at both a low and a high temperature, and was known for its complex aroma and deep, full-bodied flavor, which made it an exceptionally popular whiskey all around. Vahagn had said that ＜If it’s that popular, then we have to try it,＞ which Hephaestos had eagerly agreed with. Whatever works for you guys, I guess.


      Sixth, and last, was the booze-lovers’ old standby: a domestic whisky reported to be the best in the world. Their attraction to it was based around the pure and simple fact that it tasted good.


      The two of them had asked me to grab those six bottles, then spend whatever was left over on cheaper stuff to bulk the order up with. I’d referenced the liquor shop’s ranking to fulfill that request, and bought as many bottles of reasonably priced whiskey as I could. The end result was a cardboard box loaded to the brim with bottles, which I pulled out of my Item Box.


      “Okay, here’s yours,” I said.


      ＜Woo-hoo! It’s the moment we’ve been waiting for! Thanks!＞


      ＜All riiight, whiskey! Good work, as always!＞


      ＜We’re drinking the night away, War God!＞


      ＜You know it! It’ll be a taste test for the ages, Blacksmithing God!＞


      The pair kept whooping and hollering with glee as their voices and the clinking of bottles faded off into the distance. Part of me had to be impressed by how they stayed up all night for alcohol-fueled parties every single time I sent over an offering.


      “Whew,” I sighed. “Glad that’s over with! Just Demiurge’s offering to go now.”


      It’d been a while since my last offering to him as well, so I’d really gone all out in picking out a good assortment for him. Liquor Shop Tanaka had a top-five list of taste testing sake packs on display, to start, so I went ahead and bought all five of them. Fifth place was a set of five sakes from different breweries in Suwa, fourth was a five-pack of local sakes from Kanazawa, third place included five of the most popular sakes from Akita, second was a set of five of the most popular top-shelf sakes from all across the country, and finally, first place was a five-pack of sakes from breweries in Niigata.


      Next up was umeshu. I’d kept this part of the offering simple by just buying everything on the shop’s top ten ranking. I selected a whole heap of premium canned foods as well, and made some offal hot pot for him to top the order off, since he’d seemed to really enjoy it the last time I shared it with him. Oh, and I’d included a pack of noodles for him to have with the leftover broth, of course!


      My familiars, by the way, had caught me cooking the hot pot and raised such a fuss about it that I’d ended up having to make more of it to serve them for dinner that night. They’d been insisting on eating leviathan meat night after night lately, so offal hot pot had made for a pretty nice change of pace.


      Anyway, my preparations were all complete, and I started putting Demiurge’s offering together. I stacked up the sake sets, umeshu, and canned goods in a cardboard box, then set the earthenware vessel I’d made the hot pot in beside it.


      “Okay, Demiurge! I have your offering right here. Sorry it took so much longer than usual this time!”


      ＜Ho ho ho! No need to apologize,＞ Demiurge replied. ＜Just knowing that you haven’t forgotten me is enough of an offering on its own, after all! Though my followers have gotten so hooked on your umeshu that they would be quite disappointed if you stopped, I’m sure.＞


      Sounds like someone’s followers need to get their act together. “I made an offal hot pot for you as well this time! I hope you like it.”


      ＜Oooh, yes! I remember that dish. It paired wonderfully with sake! Everyone will be overjoyed, I’m sure. I’ll share it with them right away. I do appreciate it!＞


      The box and the pot vanished a moment later.


      Nice! Hope everyone enjoys the hot pot, I thought, though I was also a little worried. I’d used up so much offal that my stockpile was starting to run a little low. It’s been a while, but I guess I might have to think about stocking up again sometime soon.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: How Not to Raze the Capital


      “All right! It’s time to get this party started. A toast to Iron Will, and your promotion to B-rank! Cheers!”


      “Cheers!” the members of Iron Will echoed.


      A series of hollow thunks rang out as wooden flagons were slammed together, spilling an awful lot of beer onto the table below. Fortunately, spirits were way too high for anyone to care much, and Iron Will’s members were happy to chug whatever was left in their glasses down with relish. Even Franka, who I’d always thought was a little too refined for this sort of thing, seemed to be in the spirit of it. I guess every adventurer knows how to cut loose a little at the end of the day.


      We’d come together that day to celebrate Iron Will’s new status as a B-ranked adventuring party. It was an outdoor event, using a corner of the garden that came with the house I rented as our venue. The plan was to eat, drink, and make merry, which I immediately took as an opportunity to haul out my barbecue grill, much to everyone’s delight.


      I had to say, it was a really good thing that the flagons we were using were made from wood. That was standard practice in establishments that catered to adventurers, and I’d bought a few in the past just in case I ever needed them. I’d brought them out for the party since I assumed they’d be what Iron Will’s people were used to, and boy, was that ever the right call! If I’d served the beer in ceramic vessels, they’d have been shattered for sure.

    

  

  
    [image: insert4]
  

  
    
      “Whew! This stuff hits the spot! I can’t believe your booze is as good as your food, Mukohda—it’s the best!” Vincent declared with a full-faced grin.


      “I’ve never liked ale that much, but this stuff’s incredible! Helps that it’s chilled too!” Rita added before downing the rest of her drink in a long, extended swig.


      That’s probably because it’s technically lager beer, not ale, but close enough. I’d served a very well-known and loved brand that came in silver cans.


      “Vincent, Rita, show some self-control,” Werner chided. “Today’s a day for celebration, but if you cut loose too much, you’ll cause trouble for our gracious host!”


      “Don’t worry, Leader! We know,” said Vincent.


      “No troublemakers here! Woo-hoo!” Rita chimed in with a toothy grin.


      Werner chuckled. “We really do appreciate you doing this for us, Mukohda,” he added.


      “It’s no trouble! I’m just happy that we ran into each other again like this. Oh—let me get you a refill,” I said before topping off Werner’s beer.


      “Ah, thanks. This chilled ale really is something else,” said Werner. He paused to take a big swig of his beer after, which he seemed to relish.


      “I hope you’ve noticed that this is nothing like the ale you usually drink, Werner,” Ramon noted.


      “He’s right,” Franka agreed. “Chilling it brings out more of its flavor, sure, but there’s something else to it that most ales don’t have. It’s a clean sort of flavor. I like this better than the usual stuff.”


      Oh? I’m surprised they can tell! Do Ramon and Franka have pretty discerning palates when it comes to alcohol?


      “There’s plenty to go around, so feel free to ask for a refill whenever you want,” I said. “Oh, and if you want to try something else, I have wine as well! Ah, did you hear that, Vincent and Rita? If you want more, it’s over here!”


      I’d made an impromptu table with earth magic, and had set a few wooden pitchers out onto it. Half of them were full of beer, and the other half contained reasonably priced wine that I’d bought from my Online Supermarket.


      “Well, don’t mind if I do,” Ramon said.


      “I’ll partake as well,” Franka agreed.


      “Ahh! Me too, me too!” Vincent shouted.


      “Don’t leave me out!” Rita exclaimed.


      Iron Will’s members were soon clustered up around the booze stand.


      “I can’t exactly criticize since I’m the same way, but I sure have found myself a party of drunkards,” Werner said with a strained smile. “Ramon and Franka can actually hold their booze, at least.”


      I do sort of have a mental image of adventurers all being heavy drinkers, when he puts it that way. “There’s plenty to go around, so drink up!” I said.


      “Thanks, pal. I won’t say no to that. Think I’ll have another myself,” Werner said before heading off to join the others.


      “Hey. Is the meat not finished yet?”


      “You’re torturing us with these delectable odors, my liege!”


      《Yeah, what he said! You can’t make us sit back and smell all this meat if you’re not gonna give it to us!》


      《Meaty meaty meeeat!》


      “I know, I know! It’ll be just a little bit longer. Let’s see... Okay, I think these should be about ready.”


      I’d been grilling up an assortment of dungeon beef and gigant minotaur meat, all marinated in my favorite brand of store-bought barbecue sauce. I’d used a lot of shortcuts putting the meal together since it was all pretty spur of the moment and I hadn’t had the time to do it properly, but I knew that sauce would salvage things no matter how lazy I was about the rest of the process.


      “Oh—these onions and eggplants are looking good too, so you can try some of them as well,” I said as I piled up some meat, sliced onions, and eggplant rounds—which I’d drizzled with olive oil before grilling—for Fel.


      “I have no need for the plants,” Fel said with a surly pout. I acted like I hadn’t heard him and gave him a few extra onions and eggplants for his trouble. “Wha—?!” he gasped indignantly.


      Your fault, Fel! Now keep your mouth shut and eat up if you don’t want even more!


      “And to think you could have kept silent and spared yourself! You can be quite the fool sometimes,” Gon noted with an air of exasperation. Dora-chan and Sui, meanwhile, must have really been hungry and were too busy stuffing themselves to even notice the exchange.


      “Hey, everyone!” I called out. “Feel free to keep at the drinks if you want, but there’s meat ready too now!”


      Iron Will’s members gathered up around me in the blink of an eye, and wasted no time sampling the meat I served them.


      “Now that’s the stuff!” Werner said.


      “It’s delicious!” Rita added.


      “The best!” Vincent exclaimed.


      “And it pairs wonderfully with the drink,” Ramon noted.


      “It really does, doesn’t it?” Franka agreed.


      I know, right? Barbecue and beer are a match made in heaven—in fact, it’s a waste to not crack open a cold one with food like this! I snacked on a few pieces of meat myself, then washed them down with a hefty swig.


      “By the way, Mukohda, what is this meat?” Vincent asked after swallowing down a giant mouthful of barbecue.


      “Some of it’s dungeon beef, and the rest is gigant minotaur,” I explained.


      “Gigant minotaur! I’ve never tried it before!” Rita shouted with glee.


      “I’d expect nothing less than the finest of meats from you,” Ramon added.


      “He never disappoints, indeed,” Franka calmly agreed.


      “Ha ha... Of course you brought out the good stuff again,” Willem, their presumably long-suffering leader, said with a look of resignation on his face.


      For what it’s worth, my familiars hunt more of it down than I could ever use! I’ve still got tons of it in stock.


      “Even I know that gigant minotaur meat’s a luxury food, but dungeon beef’s that stuff from the meat dungeon, right? I didn’t realize it was this good,” said Vincent.


      Oh, huh! I guess hardcore adventuring parties like theirs wouldn’t bother going to a low-difficulty dungeon like that one. As far as I’m concerned, that was the best dungeon we’ve ever been in by a long shot.


      “To be fair, this is the higher quality meat that you find on its lower floors,” I explained. “All of the meat from that dungeon’s surprisingly good at the end of the day, though.”


      “Indeed. That dungeon was well worth its while. We are overdue for another visit,” Fel noted.


      “That would be the rumored dungeon that gives only meat as its rewards? I’d love to see it for myself,” added Gon.


      《Yeah, that place did rule. The dungeon was great, and all the stalls up topside were awesome too,》 said Dora-chan.


      《There was sooo much yummy meat there!》 Sui chirped.


      My familiars all seemed quite enthused by the topic of the meat dungeon, though since only Fel and Gon were speaking out loud, Iron Will’s members only picked up on half of the exchange.


      “The meat dungeon, huh?” said Werner. “I’ve never been—never felt worth the trip, considering how easy it’s supposed to be. Maybe we should give it a visit sometime soon, though.”


      The other four adventurers all chimed in to agree.


      “Most of the local adventurers there have families and don’t like to push their luck, so if you can make it down to the lower levels and get your hands on the high-grade meat, it’ll sell for a pretty good price,” I shared. That made them more enthusiastic than ever about the prospect of a visit. While I was chatting, I also kept working away at the dish that I really wanted all of them to sample. “Okay, the next helping’s all ready now! This stuff drops in the meat dungeon too, and personally, I think it’s the one that’s really worth trying!”


      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” said Werner. “What are those things you’ve been rolling around on your grill...?”


      “Don’t think I’ve had meat like it before,” Vincent added.


      Heh heh heh! Is the sight of it freaking you out already? No big surprise, since people around here don’t seem to eat these parts very often. “This is dungeon beef offal,” I explained.


      The adventurers looked aghast. The color literally drained from Franka’s face.


      “Is it not finished yet?! Hurry up and serve it!”


      “Some for me too, my liege! And a stiff drink, if you wouldn’t mind.”


      《I want in on this too!》


      《And Sui!》


      “Yeah, yeah! Hold your horses!”


      I’d coated the offal in a sauce made from miso, sake, mirin, sugar, gochujang, grated garlic, grated ginger, and sesame oil, then grilled it to perfection. I served my familiars’ portion up on a plate, and since they already knew how good offal could be, they dug right in without hesitation. I also poured some beer for Gon, who’d nonchalantly slipped a request for a drink in there. Offal without beer was a sad prospect, after all.


      “If Fel’s eating it, then maybe it’s actually pretty good?” Rita muttered. I’d gotten at least one of Iron Will’s members interested, from the look of it.


      “It couldn’t hurt to try a piece, right?” I suggested.


      Rita cautiously stepped forward, followed shortly by Vincent. They hesitated, then bit the bullet, popped pieces of offal into their mouths, and chewed.


      “Well?” Werner nervously asked.


      “It’s awesome!” shouted Vincent.


      “It really is delicious!” Rita agreed.


      The two of them started chowing down, and it wasn’t long at all before their enthusiasm lured Werner, Ramon, and Franka into giving it a try themselves. The instant they bit into their pieces, their eyes widened, and a moment later...


      “It’s good!”


      “Incredible!”


      “Delectable!”


      I gave them a satisfied nod. “And it pairs with a beer like you wouldn’t believe,” I added, then demonstrated by munching on a piece of offal and chasing it down with a hearty swig.


      Iron Will’s members followed suit. Needless to say, they were grinning like crazy by the time they lowered their flagons. The conversation quickly turned to an in-depth discussion of good food and good booze, and once the alcohol had loosened everyone’s tongues a little, Vincent got it in his head to strike up a conversation with Fel. That would’ve been impressive for most adventurers, but seeing as they were already acquainted, I figured it wasn’t the tallest hurdle to clear.


      Gon, on the other hand, had yet to be approached by anyone. They’d all accepted that he was my new familiar (and accepted it with an “of course you would,” sort of attitude that I really didn’t appreciate), but not even the social lubricant that was alcohol could convince them to talk to him.


      “Heeey, Fel,” Vincent said, “you remember the time you told us you threw down with an ancient dragon?”


      “I do recall having told you as much,” Fel admitted.


      “Well, I’ve been wondering... There’s no way, right?” Vincent continued, turning his drunkenly flushed face toward Gon. Rita looked pretty curious too, and was staring at him as well, while the other three were wincing and clutching their heads in horror.


      “Yes, indeed. He was the one I battled,” Fel replied.


      “I knew it! That’s crazy!” Vincent whooped.


      “Ooh, ooh, I wanna ask a question next!” Rita chimed in. “You said that you were gonna beat him next time you fought, right? If you’re traveling together now, does that mean you won the rematch?” she eagerly asked.


      “Well. That is...complicated,” Fel muttered uncomfortably.


      “Oh? Is that what you told them?” Gon asked, shooting Fel a look as he spoke. “It seems to me that you were quite the braggart before we met again! And yet I can’t help but notice that you haven’t, in fact, bested me yet, and never could!”


      “What?!” Fel snapped, baring his teeth and glaring at the ancient dragon.


      “I said nothing more or less than the truth.”


      “Is that what you believe? That you are mightier than me? Hmph! Your jests are lacking in humor!”


      “Shall I prove it here and now, then?”


      “By all means! I stand ready to defeat you at any moment!”


      Fel and Gon were staring each other down, and the party’s atmosphere had suddenly turned dangerously precarious. Vincent and Rita, the question-asking culprits behind that turn, looked both horrified and terrified, as did the rest of Iron Will’s members.


      I, on the other hand, opened my eyes wide and let out a shout. “All right, you two! Cut it out! Do you want to raze the capital to the ground or something?! In case you’ve forgotten, I’m liable for all the damage my familiars cause!” I yelled before stepping right up to them and giving each of them a smack to the forehead!


      “Wh-What is the meaning of this?!”


      “M-My liege?!”


      “Shaddup!!!” I snapped! Fel and Gon were stunned into open-mouthed silence. “Do you realize what’ll happen if you fly off the handle here?! Because it’d be pretty weird for you to act up like this if you did, and you’d have to be pretty dumb to not!”


      “Y-You dare to call me dumb?”


      “My liege! Surely that was a bridge too far?”


      “Hmph! Sounds like neither of you have learned your lesson, and I think that means the two of you are having nothing but sandwich bread tomorrow!”


      “What?! Why me?!”


      “A-A punishment that terrible for an offense this petty?! Surely not!”


      “What was that? You want another sandwich bread day on top of it? Suits me!”


      “Grr!”


      “Mngggh!”


      《Shoulda just kept your mouths shut,》 Dora-chan telepathically commented as he looked on from the sidelines. Fel and Gon scowled bitterly, but shut their mouths and kept them that way. I pumped an internal fist. The sandwich bread diet really was my ultimate weapon!


      Vincent and Rita, by the way, had been watching the whole exchange. “You’re incredible, Mukohda!” they said in unison, eyes sparkling with amazement.


      《See that, Sui? That’s the sorta adult you don’t wanna be when you grow up,》 Dora-chan commented to Sui with a gesture toward Fel and Gon. I decided to pretend I hadn’t heard him.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      We only had a few days left in our stay in the capital. I made good on my threat to put Fel and Gon on a strict all-sandwich-bread diet (though I ended up relenting and going back to serving them ordinary meals when they literally burst into tears on the night of the second day), and spent my remaining time in the city searching for souvenirs to bring back to everyone at home in Karelina—a task which I enjoyed immensely. Then, at long last...


      “Ahhh! I can finally, finally go back to Karelina,” Willem groaned in conspicuous exhaustion. We’d made our way out of the capital’s gates and had relocated to a wide-open field in their vicinity. My party was accompanied by Willem, of course, and the members of Iron Will had also tagged along to see us off. Now that Willem was finished with all his work, we were finally free to go home again.


      “Good work getting everything done,” I said.


      Willem shot me a very pointed look. “‘Good work’ my foot,” he grumbled. “You’re the one who gave me all that work, remember?”


      “I mean, I know, but still!” B-Besides, it was my familiars, not me! They’re the ones who went too hard on their hunting and gave me the work to give you!


      “C’mon, guildmaster, don’t be so hard on the man. Butchering the leviathan was a task for the ages, and it went about as smoothly as you could ask for, didn’t it?” Werner said, stepping in to helpfully soothe Willem.


      “Right?” Rita chimed in with a grin. “Just like how getting called in as emergency backup like this isn’t the easiest thing, but it earned us one heck of a paycheck!”


      The other members of Iron Will nodded in agreement. The leviathan project was being hailed as one of the greatest undertakings in the Adventurer’s guild’s history, and they had apparently been very well compensated for the part they’d played in it.


      “Seriously! We’re getting some shiny new weapons out of the trip too,” Vincent added with a very intense smile.


      It seemed that Iron Will was using the opportunity of being in the capital, plus the excuse of having just been promoted to B-rank, to update their armor and weaponry. They’d be sticking around here for a little while longer while they got all their new gear sorted.


      “All the best equipment tends to find its way to the capital. I’m looking forward to browsing the options,” Ramon added.


      “I’m sure there are plenty of treasures just waiting to be discovered,” Franka said, sounding every bit as excited as the rest of them. “And then, when we’re finished...”


      “We’ll make our way to the meat dungeon, picking up quests along the way,” Werner declared.


      “You made that place sound so fun, how could we not want to check it out for ourselves?! Right, Leader?” said Rita.


      All of them had really latched on to the stories of the meat dungeon we’d told them at their promotion party. I’d even mentioned the meat dungeon festival. That was still a ways out, time-wise, but apparently that actually suited Iron Will’s schedule perfectly. Rosendahl, the town the dungeon was located in, was quite far away from the capital, and they were planning on stopping in towns along the way to take on quests and fill the coffers that they’d be emptying to upgrade their gear. Their arrival in Rosendahl would probably coincide with the festival quite nicely.


      “We’re planning on visiting Rosendahl for the festival too, so I guess we’ll see you there!” I said. I’d promised the orphanage kids that we’d come back for it, so that trip was set in stone. I needed to stock up on offal anyway, so Rosendahl was going to be on the itinerary regardless.


      “Treat me to something tasty again when you get there, ’kay?” said Vincent.


      “Ooh, me too!” Rita shouted.


      “You two just don’t know when to call it quits,” Werner sighed with a tired shake of his head.


      “I can cook you something with the local produce, sure,” I replied. That being dungeon meat, of course!


      “Okay, wrap it up! Talking time’s over! Let’s get moving toward Karelina already! I can’t tell you how much I need a moment to kick back and relax in my own home,” Willem tiredly cut in. “I was up to my neck in work dealing with the leviathan on its own, and then they just had to keep dumping even more projects on our heads. I didn’t have a moment to rest,” he added as he shot a sharp glare in my direction.


      Ha ha! Yup! We sure did spring a dragon turtle and dinosaurs straight out of The Adventures of Hayden on him without warning, didn’t we?!


      “Honestly, you can blame my familiars for that. Like, literally all of that,” I muttered as I broke eye contact. I couldn’t help wanting to defend myself when it came to getting lumped in with those four.


      “I don’t even know how many times I’ve had to tell you this, but you’re the one who has them on a leash,” Willem countered.


      Okay, yes, I can’t completely deny that, but they’re the most off-leash familiars you’ve ever seen, I swear! There’s only so much I can do about them! I guess I have finally found an ultimate weapon that they actually fear in the form of plain sandwich bread, though, so maybe I’ll be able to rein in the chaos a little better from now on.


      Willem sighed heavily. “But, whatever. I just want to be home... Not that I won’t have even more work waiting for me there. We’re going to have to figure out how we should deal with the dragon turtle on our end, after all...”


      “Indeed. We are counting on your aid. The past two days were...a torturous trial that does not bear describing...and I have a pressing need to eat delicious meat immediately,” Fel said.


      “Yes, quite!” Gon chimed in. “There’s precious little I want more than a hearty chunk of meat to sink my fangs into...”


      《You guys still totally brought that on yourselves, you know?》 Dora-chan pointed out. 《Right, Sui? We know how to get by way better than those two!》


      《Uhh, okay? Sui doesn’t really get it, but Sui wants yummy meat too!》


      The gluttonous quartet, true to form, had tuned out the entire conversation until the second an opportunity arose to insist on getting their hands on meat as soon as possible. I did think that the dead-eyed stares from two of them in particular were a bit much, for the record. My ultimate weapon might’ve been a little too effective...not that I was complaining.


      “What? What happened?” Willem asked. The look on Fel’s and Gon’s faces must have tipped him off that something was amiss.


      “Eh, nothing important. They’ll get over it. What happened was their fault anyway,” I replied. As Dora-chan had said, the two of them had entirely brought it upon themselves.


      “O-Okay, then. If you say so,” said Willem.


      “Anyway, it really is high time for us to head out for Karelina! You ready, Gon?”


      “At your command, my liege!”


      And with that, Gon grew to the same size as when he flew us out to the capital. We’d already sent word to the nearby towns that we’d be flying by, so our transit wouldn’t cause any issues this time.


      “W-We’re really doing this again, then?” Willem said, his already fearful expression twitching conspicuously as he looked up at Gon.


      “Well, what did you expect? How else was I going to get us home?” I asked. Like, seriously, it would take days for us to get to Karelina by any other method! How long did you budget for this trip?


      “Y-Yes. True. True enough...”


      “Right? Okay, climb aboard!” I said. Willem was waffling, so I gave him an encouraging push on his back.


      “H-Hey! Hands off!”


      “Then hurry up and climb on yourself!”


      Willem very reluctantly hauled himself up onto Gon’s back. Fel, Dora-chan, and Sui, meanwhile, hopped up without a care in the world. Finally, I climbed up after them.


      “Okay! Everyone’s aboard, right?” I said. It was finally time to bid the capital a fond goodbye. “I’ll see all of you again soon!”


      “Right! Until next time!” Werner shouted.


      “Meet you at the meat dungeon! I can’t wait!” Vincent exclaimed.


      “We’re all looking forward to seeing you again!” Rita hollered.


      “Indeed. And until that day comes, be well!” Ramon added.


      “It can hardly come soon enough!” Franka said.


      I gave Gon’s back a pat. “Okay! Let’s get moving.”


      “Very well! Away we go!” Gon replied. With a single flap of his massive wings, we were off.


      “Goodbye for now!” I called out again. Iron Will’s members waved as we flew into the sky.


      Gon climbed rapidly, and Willem buried his head in his hands, letting out an extremely high-pitched half moan, half shriek. It definitely wasn’t the sort of noise I would’ve pictured coming out of a gruff old man’s mouth, and I had to hold back a smile. This wasn’t his first time flying, but he clearly hadn’t gotten used to it yet.


      Sorry, Willem, but you’ll just have to put up with it, I thought. Flying on Gon was too fast to make any other method of travel feel worth the effort. We’d be in Karelina by sundown, most likely. Goodbye capital, and hello, good ol’ Karelina!

    

  

  
    
      Gossip: Aftermath in the Capital


      “Well, he’s finally gone...”


      “He passed through this city like a human hurricane...”


      “I’ll need months to recover from this...”


      “I’ve never been busier...”


      “We’re all too old for this, really...”


      At long last, Mukohda and his party had departed from the capital. The higher-ups at the capital branch of the Adventurer’s guild had been left to take a long, deep breath and bask in the newfound lack of any inevitable imminent crisis.


      “Of course, we still aren’t even remotely close to done with the work he left for us,” Bram noted.


      “Don’t remind us,” the rest of the guild big shots droned in unison.


      Mukohda, clearly, was a man with no sense of mercy. Even when they were already at their wits’ end working to butcher the leviathan—an undertaking to end all undertakings—he’d dumped even more problems (or, from another perspective, opportunities) on their heads. Then, when the leviathan project was finished and they felt like they could finally breathe a sigh of relief, he’d gone and done it again, dropping yet another extra-large bomb on their heads for good measure.


      “The apothecaries were already going to be breathing down our necks before he brought that thing in,” Bram sighed. They had, in fact, been petitioning the guild day after day ever since the news of the leviathan broke, badgering the staff for information about when its materials would be available for purchase. “And you know, I think they might have misunderstood the whole situation. They can’t possibly think that we bought the whole leviathan from him, can they?”


      “Surely not?” said one of the other bigwigs. “They, of all people, should know how much that thing was worth.”


      “You’d think, wouldn’t you?! And yet somehow, it seems they haven’t gotten it through their heads that all the gold coins in the whole kingdom wouldn’t be enough to close that deal!”


      “Or that doing so would ruin our guild! We’d never pay a debt like that off!”


      Anyone with the higher-ups’ perspective would understand how true their words were. Practically speaking, there was simply no way it could have happened.


      “I suppose we shouldn’t judge them too harshly. Who wouldn’t find themselves longing for the impossible when faced with the sort of materials you’ll only see once in a lifetime, if that?” Bram sighed.


      “True enough,” the other higher-ups agreed with nods of resignation.


      “But now that we’ve settled on a policy for selling the leviathan materials, the fuss is sure to die down in due time,” Bram continued.


      Not even the capital guild had had a chance to trade in leviathan materials before, and even as the apothecaries pestered them incessantly, the biggest problem on the bigwigs’ plate had been determining how, and for what prices, those materials would be sold. They’d spent many a long hour in debate after debate before finally reaching a consensus.


      The leviathan’s blood, for instance, was a versatile material that the guild wanted to reach the hands of as many apothecaries as it could possibly arrange for. As such, its price had been set at one hundred gold coins for a single container’s worth, with the containers (each of which was roughly the size of a can of coffee) being provided by the guild. It was certainly a high price to pay, but high prices were necessary considering the funds that the guild had sunk into the butchering process, and it wasn’t so outrageously expensive that a typical apothecary wouldn’t be able to afford it, especially considering that the apothecaries in question were operating within the capital.


      The rest of the materials the guild had purchased were the sort of items that famous apothecaries and wealthy nobles with odd tastes would go to just about any lengths to get their hands on. No price would be too high for them, and so rather than set a price at all, it had been decided that the guild would sell them at auction in the near future.


      “We managed to deal with the leviathan, somehow...”


      “But there is still a wealth of problems on our plate, yes.”


      “Ones that feel even more liable to be a hassle than the leviathan, in fact.”


      “How are we supposed to explain that a place straight out of fairy tales actually exists...?”


      “Or that a new breed of dragon was found there...?”


      The guild higher-ups sighed in unison. Their long days of toil far more relentless than anyone their age should have been subjected to had only just begun.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “All riiight! It’s time for another long, fulfilling day of glorious, glorious work!” said Elrand, a man so openly over the moon to get to the task at hand that even the most charitable viewer would have to admit it was a little off-putting. As for what the task at hand was, he would soon be butchering the new species of dragon—also known as the supersaurus—that Mukohda had brought to the guild. Plus, several more of the carcass’s assorted fellows were waiting in the wings for their turn.


      It hardly even bears noting at this point, but Elrand’s obsession with dragons went far beyond the realm of ordinary interest. He loved them—in fact, he was head over heels for them. When a task involved dragons in any capacity, not only would he volunteer for it, he would insist on monopolizing it. If left to his own devices he would go without sleep for days on end to focus on the task, and would do so with a smile.


      Healthier minds, however, had regular sleep schedules to maintain, and Elrand’s observer Moira had no intention of letting him drag her into his madness, instead choosing to drag him off to bed at a reasonable hour every night. Her valiant efforts couldn’t stop him from waking up first thing in the morning, though, and so he pranced his way back to work at the crack of dawn, full of irrational vim and vigor.


      “Hmm hmm hmm!” Elrand hummed happily. “I think I’ll finish the butchering of our current specimen today, and then I can compare it with the last one I butchered! I can’t wait to measure all the subtle differences between them all! Oh, what bliss!”


      Elrand had found his living paradise. He had absolute confidence that his life had, at that very moment, peaked—and considering the lifespan of an elf like him, that was quite the call to make.


      “Ugggh. If you could only find this sort of motivation for the rest of your duties, I’d have been spared far, far more toil than you know,” groaned Moira, who’d joined Elrand somewhere along the way without him even noticing. She had been watching Elrand joyously work with a grumpy frown on her face since her arrival.


      “Oh, Moira! Good morning to you!” Elrand called out, facing her for just long enough to shout his greeting before immediately turning back to the unidentified dragon he was working on.


      “Pretending you didn’t hear me, are you? You’d think I’d have learned to not expect better,” Moira said, her head tilting to the side with listless dejection. “Your knowledge in the field of dragonology is unparalleled, your practical skills are equally as polished, and your enthusiasm for your work is second to none...and yet. Perhaps you traded away your ability to function in every other way for those talents?”


      Elrand was a problem for many reasons—predominant among them his refusal to do any work that he wasn’t interested in—but his status as the near ultimate authority when it came to dragons made him an indispensable asset. The guild, unfortunately, couldn’t afford to get rid of him.


      Moira kept muttering to herself at a volume purposefully calculated to be loud enough for Elrand to hear. Elrand, meanwhile, was so focused on the dragon corpse that he, in fact, did not hear a single word of it.


      “Oooh? Hmm, hmm! So that’s how it looks! Fascinating!” Elrand said as he poked around in the monster’s guts. He’d dissected it using the magical sword that the guild had borrowed from Mukohda, and was now studying its entrails with the keen interest of a true degenerate.


      Moira let out a long, exasperated sigh and shook her head. “Oh, yes,” she said, a thought seeming to spring to her mind. “I have news for you. Mukohda and his familiars have departed from the capital.”


      Elrand reeled backward, pulling his face away from the dragon guts it had been all but buried in. “What?! They left?! Why didn’t anyone tell me?!” he screeched. “That means I missed my chance to say goodbye to Dora-chan and Gon! Nooooooooo!”


      “And I’m sure it would have stopped at just saying goodbye, of course,” Moira said with a roll of her eyes.


      “Huh?” Elrand grunted. “Well, no— I mean, I would’ve loved to go with them, of course, but I do have these new and unidentified dragons to examine as well... But then again, how could I ever turn down an opportunity to interact with living dragons like those two? Ugh... Oh, the cruelty! How could I ever possibly make a decision like this?!”


      Moira watched Elrand scream and writhe for a moment longer, then stepped up and slammed her fist into the top of his head. “This is exactly why we didn’t tell you, you imbecile! And more to the point, you are an employee of the Adventurer’s guild, so obviously this work should take priority! Now quit your blathering and pay attention to the task at hand!” she snapped.


      Elrand did indeed get right back to work. One might have thought that Moira’s chiding would leave him dejected, but he wasn’t the sort of elf who would lose heart over a little verbal abuse. There were, in fact, very few hardships that he wouldn’t suffer through for the sake of sating his thirst for dragon knowledge. He was as tenacious—and as off-putting—as a cockroach, in that respect. And as he worked, the wheels were once again turning away in that tenacious mind of his.


      Considering how they’ve behaved so far, there’s no way that Dora-chan or Gon will leave Mukohda’s side anytime soon. That means there’s no need for me to hurry! I can finish this job, return to Dolan, and give Moira the slip so I can go out to find him again! Then all of us can go on another adventure together! Just wait for me, Dora-chan and Gon! I’ll be there soon!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Drunken Dragon


      At long last, the familiar townscape of Karelina came into view. “There it is! Just a little longer,” I called out.


      “Hurry,” moaned Willem, who was clinging to Gon’s back for dear life, a look of abject horror on his pallid face. “Hurry up and land...”


      I had to give him some credit: He hadn’t passed out this time. It was safe to say that flight still wasn’t his cup of tea, though, and I tried not to chuckle too obviously as we closed in on the town.


      “Here we are! I’ll be landing shortly,” said Gon. The ground drew closer and closer until finally, with a heavy thud and a slight shudder, we touched down on the usual grassland in front of Karelina’s gates.


      Barely a second after we landed, Willem tumbled off Gon’s back and onto the ground. “I-I made it!” he gasped. “Karelina! I’m hooome!”


      Yes, guildmaster, we know! You don’t have to scream about it, please. Throwing your arms in the air like that isn’t helping either.


      “Who knew that having solid ground beneath your feet could feel this reassuring,” Willem muttered before turning to watch me climb down from Gon’s back as well. “I am never riding that dragon again, you hear me?!” he declared.


      I awkwardly scratched my cheek. I guess we’ll both just have to hope you never need to, I thought to myself.


      “And now that that’s over with, to the guild!”


      “Huh? Wait, but I was gonna go home—” I began, only for Willem to cut me off with a sharp glare.


      “I have a mountain of paperwork I need to process,” said Willem. “I may know the broad strokes of your misadventures, but you haven’t given me each and every one of the fine details, now, have you? There are plenty of points that I’ll need to ask you about before the matter can be settled, and you’re telling me that you’re planning on traipsing on home without sparing any of that a second thought?”


      I withered under his glare like a salted slug as cold sweat began to drip down my back. The reasons behind my trip to the capital—and all the trouble that we’d caused while we were there—flashed through my mind.


      “Y-You know what? Maybe I’ll stop by the guild first after all!” I said. What else was I supposed to do?


      My familiars, of course, started complaining about how hungry they were, but I promised to cook up a whole assortment of steaks when we got back, which convinced them to relent. Well, really, it convinced them to ask me if I really meant it with looks of excitement that made me immediately regret the offer, but I said yes in spite of my better instincts and they let the matter drop for the time being. The thought of how many steaks I’d have to grill that night was already giving me a headache, but that problem would have to wait until after I’d solved the other problem on my plate by accompanying Willem to the guild.


      I can already tell this is going to be a long day...


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I plodded my way through the streets of Karelina, my footsteps heavy as could be, until finally, a welcome sight appeared before me.


      “Home! Finally...” I groaned.


      Seeing my home gave me the boost I needed to make it those last few steps to the front gate. We’d arrived in Karelina in the early afternoon, and then were immediately dragged to the guild by Willem. Following a thorough interrogation (which was punctuated by the gluttonous quartet chiming in to say how hungry they were until I finally got fed up and brought a meal out of storage to serve to them), I ended up having to stick with Willem pretty much nonstop while he handled all the various administrative tasks associated with our antics.


      By the time I was finally set free, the sun had long since set. My familiars had once again started clamoring about wanting dinner soon, and Fel even seemed inclined to put me on his back and sprint home, but I vetoed that before he could even try it. If I’d tried to ride on his back when I was that tired, I was positive that I’d lose my grip the second he set off and get flung to the very hard cobblestones below.


      Sui suggested that I could ride it instead, but I explained that if I tried, I would probably just slide right off it. Sui countered that argument by explaining that it would probably be fine for me to ride inside it, at least for a little while. That certainly would’ve kept me nice and stable, and I have to admit that I was a little tempted, but imagining the visual that would’ve resulted was all it took to convince me to turn it down. I knew for a fact that if anyone saw me pulling a stunt like that, it would’ve ended up getting reported to the authorities in no time. In fairness, if I saw a giant slime eat someone in the middle of town, I’d probably freak out too.
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      And so, for lack of a better option, I ended up making my way home on foot. That brings us back to my long-awaited arrival.


      “Oh, hey, Mukohda! Welcome back!” Tabatha called out as I approached the gate.


      “Good to have you home,” said Barthel. The two of them were on guard duty that night, it seemed.


      “Hey, guys. I’m home,” I groaned as I approached them.


      “Oh, jeez, you look exhausted! Are you all right?” Tabatha asked.


      “It’s been a long day, but yeah, I’m fine.”


      “Better get’cherself a nice, long night’s rest,” said Barthel.


      “That’s the plan. Thanks,” I replied. “Oh, and I brought souvenirs from the capital for everyone! Can you tell the others that I’ll swing by their houses at some point in the next day or two to drop them off?”


      “You got it,” said Tabatha.


      “I’d take a bottle of something nice over a trinket any day,” Barthel attempted to mutter under his breath. His characteristically loud dwarven voice, however, thwarted that effort. If he’d been trying to say it so quietly I didn’t hear him, it definitely hadn’t worked out as planned. Funny how he talks like a dwarf, but drinks like a fish.


      Anyway, I said my goodbyes to Tabatha and Barthel and made my way to the estate’s main building. I stepped inside, headed into the living room, and sank heavily into my chair, letting out a sigh as it soothed my worn-out body.


      “Wow, did I ever need this,” I groaned.


      “We will, of course, be having a feast’s worth of steaks for dinner, yes?” Fel said, giving me a very obviously excited look. Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui were all restless with anticipation as well.


      A steak feast, right... I did say that, didn’t I? I’d made the promise to keep them quiet during our trip to the Adventurer’s guild, and while I was tired enough that I wanted to suggest that I just whip up some rice bowls and save the feast for later...


      “A feast of steaks, yes—meaning a wide variety of meat to sample. Much as I would love to dine upon dragon flesh, I have not forgotten that our supply is low. That leaves only the leviathan meat to suitably entice me, with gigant minotaur meat and dungeon beef to supplement it.”


      《Yeah, that sounds awesome! I’d say throw some cockatrice meat in too, though—why not, right? If you have some kinda bland meat between the really good cuts, it makes the good stuff taste even better than ever!》


      《Indeed! That is far from a bad idea!》


      “Oh ho? Will such a lavish assortment of meats truly be on offer? I can hardly wait!”


      《Sui’s super excited to eat a bunch of meat too!》


      ...but I couldn’t say it. The gluttonous quartet was so earnestly excited for their feast that I just couldn’t bring myself to propose putting it off. I poured what little strength I had left into my legs, heaved myself upright with a heavy grunt, and headed for the kitchen with a quick “Okay, I’ll go grill those steaks now.” Even then, I could hear my familiars happily chatting away as I worked.


      “By the way, Fel, you mentioned that we have little dragon meat remaining. Why not simply go and hunt more?” said Gon.


      “Do you know where one can be found?” Fel asked.


      《Yeah, do you?》 Dora-chan repeated. 《We’ve found two so far—a red and an earth—but it was totally just luck that we ran into them!》


      “I do indeed! A green dragon, to be specific. I shouldn’t think that hunting it would pose any trouble for us.”


      “Oh? A green dragon, you say? A rare breed. I have only seen two of them to date.”


      《Greens, huh? They’re the biggest morons out of all dragonkind, and they’re territorial as hell too. Jerkwads think they can stake out their turf and act like petty tyrants. Nobody can stand ’em.》


      “They do tend to lord it over those weaker than them, then make themselves scarce the moment something stronger arrives. They have a habit of retreating to their lairs the moment the need arises.”


      《Ugh, seriously? Didn’t know that part! I thought they were just about being a buncha arrogant pricks, but you’re telling me they’re cowards too? That’s pathetic! We oughta hunt ’em all down!》


      “If what you say is true, then would such a dragon not hide itself away the moment it took notice of our presence?”


      “Well, yes, but since I know where its lair is, that won’t do it much good! I let it live for the express purpose of providing me with a meal when I felt the urge to partake of a little treat. Heh heh heh!”


      《Do we get to eat more dragon meat?》


      “Indeed we do, Sui! We’ll all go out to hunt it together, one of these days!”


      《Yeah! Sui’ll go too! Yaaay! Dragon meeeat!》


      Hmm. How strange! It almost feels like I just overheard something that I absolutely didn’t want to, but nope! I definitely didn’t hear a peep! Not! One! Peep!


      Okay, no, I can’t— Guys! Please, for the love of decency, stop! You can’t have these conversations around me! I begged internally as I salted the steaks I was cooking with my own bitter tears.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      All right! I think it’s about time to get this done, I said to myself the next day. I’d spent the morning taking it easy, and now that the afternoon had rolled along, it was time for me to head over to my sla—my employees’ homes. They’d wrapped up their cleaning nice and early that day, and the garden was in great shape as well, so I’d told them they could just head home whenever they felt like it. I assumed that was where they’d all be by now.


      “I’m gonna go hand out the souvenirs I got in the capital,” I called out to my familiars, who were all napping. Fel, however, had keen enough ears to take notice and glance up at me.


      “Very well. Call us at once if delicious food presents itself,” Fel said, barely cracking an eyelid open as he replied.


      Ha ha—you really never miss an opportunity, do you? I thought, smiling and shaking my head as I stepped outside.


      I circled around behind the estate’s main building to find Alban’s field, where Alban, his family, Tony’s family, and the adventurer crew were all working together to care for their crops.


      “Hey! What’re you all doing out here?” I asked as I walked over to them.


      “Ah, Mukohda,” said Alban. Everyone paused their work to look over at me. “We just, well... We didn’t know what to do with ourselves, having all this free time during the day.”


      “I feel so restless when I’m sitting still,” said another member of the crowd.


      “We know you said to take the afternoon off, but we kinda didn’t know what that meant, really,” someone else added.


      Explanations in that vein carried on for some time, leaving me flabbergasted. The way I saw it, if you had free time, it was only natural to spend it lazing around at home. Especially since the weather was so great out—it was the perfect day for a nice, relaxing afternoon nap. I said as much, and my employees literally didn’t understand what I meant. Apparently, sleeping in the afternoon was a completely foreign concept to them.


      But naps are the best! Honestly, just try it! My familiars nap every single day after lunch and breakfast when we’re at home!


      Tabatha, Barthel, and Peter were all participating as well (the twins were on guard duty at the front gate at the moment, which explained their absence). I decided to ask them for their takes.


      “Honestly, the work here’s so easy that we might as well,” said Tabatha.


      “We’ve got more time on our hands than we know what to do with,” Barthel added.


      “Yeah,” Peter agreed.


      I...didn’t know what to say to that. I’d been seriously considering taking on more sla—employees because I thought I’d been overworking them all...though that led me to a question that I’d sort of forgotten to address: What had happened with the soap, shampoo, and conditioner repacking work, plus the baldness tonic production? Those tasks were the whole reason I’d been thinking of expanding my workforce to begin with. Lambert had told me that my products were flying off the shelves, and I’d made sure to leave a pretty large stockpile behind to fulfill that need before I headed out for the capital, so how had all that turned out?


      I went ahead and asked, and quickly learned that, shockingly enough, my employees had already finished all the work I’d left for them on that front. I probed a little deeper, and found that my plan to bring on more staff had, in a sense, backfired. My employees had taken my interest in that possibility as a sign that I was dissatisfied with their work, and they’d powered through their repackaging tasks as quickly as possible in an effort to prove themselves to me.


      “That’s really not where I was coming from, actually. Like, genuinely,” I explained. “I was just thinking that bringing more people aboard would mean that you wouldn’t have to work yourselves to exhaustion!” I’m aiming to run as nonexploitative an enterprise as I possibly can, here!


      Regardless, there was no doubt that the wholesale orders for my various hair products were only going to get more intense as time went on, meaning that eventually I’d inevitably have to expand my workforce. I was looking to bring on more people because I thought I’d have to, not because I didn’t think my current people were doing a bad job. I explained that as clearly as I possibly could, and once I was sure that everyone understood where I was coming from, I moved on to passing out the souvenirs.


      I’d picked up shawls for the ladies, which I figured would come in handy when it started getting colder out. According to the shopkeeper I’d bought them from, shawls with floral patterns were all the rage in the capital at the moment, so that was the design I’d selected. For the men, meanwhile, I’d purchased bolo ties, which were apparently extremely in fashion at the moment as well. The shopkeeper in that case had helped me choose ones that were perfectly tasteful—not too flashy, and not too plain either. The broach parts of the ties incorporated vividly green, opaline jade stones that I’d liked so much, I’d bought one for myself too on impulse.


      I was relieved to see that everyone was really pleased with their gifts. The last time I’d brought back souvenirs, I’d screwed up by giving them coin purses that were way more valuable than they should’ve been, but it seemed that I’d learned my lesson and struck a better balance between luxury and reason this time. Lotte had literally jumped for joy when I gave her her shawl, while Aija, Theresa, and Selja had put theirs on right away. Even Tabatha had put hers on, seemingly for the purpose of asking Peter—who she’d been getting along awfully well with lately—how she looked in it, blushing all the while. Get a room, sheesh!


      The guys weren’t quite as openly pleased with their souvenirs as the girls, but I attributed that to obligatory manly stoicism. Kosti, Oliver, and Erik were all smiles about their gifts, at the very least.


      “Oh, right! What’s got you all out in the fields today, anyway? Are you harvesting something?” I asked. If they were, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to see if they had a little extra to share with me.


      “We’ve got crops of onions, potatoes, and broccoli we’re harvesting today,” said Alban.


      “Oh, right! I’d forgotten that I gave you broccoli seeds a little while before I left.”


      “Those are the ones! They’re finally ready.”


      I asked him to show me the crop, and he led me to a very respectable patch of broccoli. Seeing as he’d grown such a perfect assortment of tasty-looking vegetables, and seeing as everyone was gathered up already, I decided that it only made sense to make the most of the opportunity. I owed them a solid thank-you for watching over the place while I was gone anyway, and I only knew of one thing that would fit the bill.


      “All right! How about we use the rest of the day to throw a barbecue together?” I suggested. My employees replied with a gleeful cheer.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The ladies all got together to lend a hand prepping the meat and veggies, and with their help, I was ready to kick our barbecue off in no time flat! I hadn’t had anywhere close to enough time to marinate the meat, so I decided to cook it unseasoned and serve it with store-bought sauces that everyone could dip it in. There was something just plain special about good meat grilled over a charcoal fire, heavily seasoned or not. Speaking of good meat, I ended up serving dungeon beef and dungeon pork for that particular event.


      Everyone present was ready and eager to stuff their faces with perfectly seared, deliciously fragrant meat. Well, almost everyone—I kept my meat consumption to a healthy minimum and focused mostly on the veggies instead. The grilled onion, which I smothered in sauce, seemed to practically melt in my mouth. In fact, the onion itself had almost as much natural sweetness as the sauce I’d dipped it in!


      “Your vegetables really are something special, Alban,” I said. “They’re the best I’ve ever had!”


      “Yeah!” Lotte agreed. “Dad’s veggies are the best in town!”


      “You’re a little off there! They’re not just the best in town—they’re the best in the world,” I declared.


      “Oh, wooow! Did you hear that, dad? The best in the world!”


      “You’re exaggerating, really,” Alban bashfully replied.


      “Oh, just take the compliment!” said Theresa. “If Mukohda says that food is good, you always know you can trust him!”


      “It really is true,” Tony added. “I eat your vegetables every day, and I’m not even close to getting tired of them.”


      “Our children are happy to eat them as well, and you know how rare that is,” Aija noted. “They’re delicious, plain and simple.”


      “I like meat better, though!” Lotte exclaimed.


      Whoa there, Lotte! We had a really nice moment going until you barged in and ruined it at the last second! I—and, for that matter, all the adults—chuckled at her moment of disastrous honesty.


      “I demand seconds!”


      “I’d love more as well, my liege!”


      《Same!》


      《Sui too!》


      The gluttonous quartet, needless to say, had come out for the barbecue as well. They were inhaling their meat practically as quickly as I could grill it.


      “Coming right up,” I said as I transferred fresh helpings of meat to their plates. “Hear that, everyone? You’d better grab some for yourselves quick, or my familiars are gonna eat all of it before you have the chance!”


      I didn’t need to tell them twice. My employees rushed in to fill their plates.


      “This should be ready pretty soon as well,” I said, peering at a skillet that I had going off to the side.


      I’d decided to make a seafood al ajillo dish while I was at it, made with dungeon-sourced giant scallops that I’d brought out of my Item Box, mushrooms, and some of Alban’s ultra-yummy broccoli. All I’d had to do was add some olive oil to the skillet with minced garlic, sliced chilies, and a bit of salt, then set it directly onto the barbecue grill. Once the garlic was nice and aromatic, I dropped in the chopped-up scallops, a few relatively small broccoli florets, and a number of halved mushrooms.


      “Okay, I’d say that looks just about done! Now for the finishing touch,” I said to myself before grinding a bit of black pepper over the dish. “All right! The seafood al ajillo’s ready, everyone! Try it with a drink—it’s a really good snack to pair with alcohol!”


      That got the booze aficionados, Barthel chief among them, to practically come flying over to me. The twins (who I’d called away from guard duty, seeing as it wouldn’t have been fair to leave them out of the barbecue) rushed over as well. I’d already served beer and whiskey to those who wanted it, so the three of them were a little tipsy. Having the ajillo to snack on made the alcohol all the more appealing, and I ended up indulging a little as well—as did Gon, who was guzzling beer out of a bowl that I’d filled for him.


      “Oooh? The big dragon sure knows how to drink, doesn’t he?” said Barthel.


      “You go, big dragon! Chug! Chug!” shouted Luke.


      “There’s more where that came from, big dragon!” Irvine added.


      On second thought, I was ready to upgrade those three from “a little tipsy” to “straight-up sauced.” The booze had given them the guts they needed to talk to Gon, at least.


      Speaking of, “big dragon”? Is that what they’ve been calling him this whole time?


      The power of alcohol really was something. Under normal conditions, all three of them were too intimidated by Gon to talk to him nearly that casually. I found the whole scenario kind of amusing, so I just sat back and watched as Gon drained his drink and Barthel stepped up to him.


      “I bet you’ll like this better,” Barthel said as he poured a whole bottle of whiskey into Gon’s bowl. “It’s the good stuff! Drink up!”


      “Wha— Wait! No!” I yelped, but it was too late.


      “Oh?” Gon said before lifting his bowl and draining it in a single swig. “Well! That is delectable!”


      “Ain’t it just?! This whiskey stuff can’t be beat!” said Barthel.


      “Another for me, then!” Gon demanded without a moment’s hesitation.


      “No, no, wait!” I shouted. “That stuff is hard liquor, Gon! It’s really strong! Are you okay?”


      “Oh, a little drink like that could never leave me drunk,” said Gon. “I’m perfectly fine, yes.”


      “That’s good, I guess, but take it easy on the whiskey, okay?” I sighed.


      The barbecue carried on from there, and by the time I served the final dish—some absolutely fantastic potatoes, which I’d sliced and baked in aluminum foil parcels with butter—everyone was pretty much stuffed...with the exception of the drunkards.


      “Seriously, guys,” I said, “getting a bit drunk is all well and good, but don’t take it too far! We’re heading back to the house, Gon, so feel free to join us whenever you’re finished.”


      “Okaaay, Mukohdaaa,” Luke droned.


      “That we will, that we will! The real party’s only just starting!” said Barthel.


      “Understood, my liege,” Gon replied with a distinct slur to his voice.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      And, the next morning...


      “Morning! I slept like a log,” I said with a yawn.


      《Master! Good morning!》 Sui replied.


      “Morning, Sui.”


      《Mornin’,》 Dora-chan said with a yawn of his own. 《Yeah, I slept great! Nothing beats stuffing yourself, then falling into a food coma.》


      《Good morning, Dora-chan!》 Sui chirped.


      “Is Fel not up yet?” I asked, right before Fel answered my question by sitting up and letting out the biggest yawn of the morning yet.


      Huh? That’s weird. Gon and Fel usually sleep right next to each other, but I don’t see Gon anywhere today.


      “Hey, where’s Gon?” I asked.


      “He did not return last night,” Fel explained.


      “Oh, boy,” I groaned. Meaning he was up all night drinking with those three, I guess? “Hold on a sec. I’ll go check up on him.”


      I stepped outside, circled around the house...and found Barthel, Luke, and Irvine all sprawled out on the ground, fast asleep. And off to their side...


      “Oh, come on. You drank yourself into a stupor? And since when did dragons sleep belly-up like that? You’re totally defenseless,” I sighed with exasperation. Gon was sprawled out on his back as well, fast asleep and snoring loudly.


      No wonder, considering how he was pounding down the whiskey last night. You reap what you sow, I guess.


      “Such slovenly behavior disgraces the name of all ancient dragons,” jabbed Fel, who’d apparently followed me outside and was now shooting Gon a glare.


      《Hell, no dragon should let themself get seen like that,》 said Dora-chan, who looked just as displeased.


      《Old Man Gon’s got his whole belly out!》 Sui chimed in before happily hopping up onto Gon’s stomach.


      “Yeah, he definitely went overboard,” I said. “Let’s leave this sloppy drunk to sleep it off and go have breakfast.”


      “Indeed.”


      《Yeah, works for me.》


      《Foood!》


      And then we did just that.
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      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      That afternoon, I set out from my house with a goal in mind. My familiars decided to come along out of boredom. Or in Gon’s case, boredom and an apparent desire to redeem himself in my eyes after a very undignified morning. Fel and Dora-chan spent the whole walk staring at him in exasperated disbelief, while Gon avoided making eye contact and looked deeply uncomfortable with the whole situation.


      “I do wish you’d stop looking at me like that...” I caught him muttering under his breath, at one point.


      “Your wishes are undermined by your actions. Seeing you like that was a true disappointment,” said Fel.


      《Yeah, I’mma second that,》 Dora-chan agreed.


      “Ugh!” Gon grunted before falling silent. It looked like he didn’t have a good counter for that.


      “I used to hold your abilities, at least, in moderately high regard. Those who can fight on even footing with me are rare indeed. Now, however, I see you only as a drunken lout. Pathetic, is it not?”


      《Yeah, tell me about it! What sorta dragon sleeps belly-up like that, anyway? And he’s supposed to be the toughest breed of dragon in the world? Come on!》


      “Ugggh!”


      They were really letting him have it, but they were also completely right. Gon was helpless in the face of their verbal abuse.


      I guess this is probably the right time for me to pull him out of the fire, huh? You made your point a while, Fel and Dora-chan. No need to rake him over the coals quite that much.


      “Okay, I think that’s enough of that. He’s learned his lesson, you two,” I said. “It happened at home, so it could’ve been worse, and Gon’s definitely learned his lesson about drinking too much. Haven’t you?”


      “Y-Yes, of course!” Gon said, latching onto the out I’d given him without wasting a breath.


      I’d stepped in to help him out, sure, but even I had to admit that the sight of him sprawled out on his back, fast asleep and snoring, was seared into my memory. I completely understood why Fel and Dora-chan felt the need to give him so much crap. You might not be Yamata no Orochi, but if you keep drinking yourself into a stupor like that on a regular basis, it’s only a matter of time before some opportunist with a sharp sword starts getting ideas!


      《Hey, hey, Old Man Gon? When you were snoring in your sleep, it sounded like this: ‘Bwaaa!’ It was so funny!》 said Sui, who was bouncing happily atop Gon’s back. Needless to say, there was nothing malicious about the slime’s words whatsoever...or at least, it hadn’t meant them maliciously. Unfortunately, its innocent observation had stirred the pot all over again.


      Ooof—he’s full-on hanging his head again, all right. And Fel and Dora-chan are laughing at him!


      Things carried on in much the same way until we reached my destination: the office of a construction company where a dwarf named Bruno, who I’d previously hired to enlarge the bathroom in my home, worked.


      “Well, here we are! You guys wait outside, okay?” I said.


      “Very well,” Fel grunted in reply. He and Gon wouldn’t have fit inside anyway.


      “Excuse me!” I called out as I stepped into Bruno’s office. When I’d talked with him about getting my bathroom expanded, I’d also inquired about having new houses built on my property for my workforce to live in. Bruno had told me that his current workload wouldn’t let him get started on the housing project for about two months, and it just so happened that a little over two months had now passed since that discussion. It felt like a good time to drop by and ask for an update.


      “Well, well, if it isn’t Mukohda! Good to see you again!” Bruno’s wife, Annika, said with a grin. “I hear you just got back from the capital?”


      “Yes, that’s right,” I replied. And boy, was it ever a turbulent trip...


      “I guess when you’re an S-ranked adventurer, it’s only a matter of time before the big shots start wanting to talk to you!”


      It sort of felt more like we barged in and brought a bunch of trouble with us, actually, I thought with a slight chuckle. Annika clearly didn’t have that complete of an idea of what I’d been in the capital for. In any case, I moved along to explaining why I’d dropped by.


      “It’s good to see you again too. I came by today to ask about the houses I was hoping to have your company build. You said you might have room in your schedule around now, so I thought it’d be good to check in.”


      “Ahh. Yeah, about that,” Annika replied uncomfortably before launching into an explanation.


      As it turned out, the contract that her company was currently working on still hadn’t quite been wrapped up yet. A merchant’s son had commissioned them to build a home for him and his new wife, the latter of whom had turned out to be extremely picky. She’d tacked all sorts of stipulations onto the project, and had made a habit of wandering onto the site and asking for things to be done in very particular ways, even after their construction was already underway. Bruno and his dwarves were skilled enough to adapt on the fly, but thanks to the constant readjustments they’d been forced to make, the project was running way over schedule.


      Bruno was supposedly so fed up with the situation that he’d actually told the wife to “give it a rest” to her face, but she’d shouted back that she’d pay him extra, so he should keep quiet and just do his job.


      “They paid half of the cost of construction up front, and she really did keep footing the bill for all the additions she asked for,” said Annika.


      There wasn’t much that Bruno could do to argue with her, considering she’d fulfilled her obligations to the letter. The merchant had been raking in cash lately, it seemed, and their newfound wealth had made his son and daughter-in-law rather bold about having things done their way. It was their dream home, to be fair. Anyway, the end result was that it would be another two or three weeks before his crew would be ready to start on my project.


      “Real sorry about the delay,” Annika concluded.


      “It’s fine! These things happen,” I replied.


      “We’ll get in touch with you as soon as we’re ready to start working on your place.”


      “I’d appreciate that, thanks.”


      “Oh, and while I have you here, my husband shared some of that ‘whiskey’ stuff you gave him with me. It’s really something special,” Annika added with an extremely broad grin.


      I gulped. “U-Umm, well...”


      My stammering wouldn’t save me. She wasn’t about to let me go that easily.


      “I really mean it—I don’t think I’ve ever had booze that good before!”


      “Yes, well, distilled liquors like that one are really strong! I’ve found that dwarves in particular tend to have a taste for it.”


      “That so? It goes down like a mouthful of fire, that’s for sure! I couldn’t get enough of it!”


      Lesson learned: Dwarven women are just as fond of a stiff drink as the men!


      “And another thing my husband mentioned was that you sell that kind of booze from time to time.”


      Why do I have a feeling that he only “mentioned” that under duress...? It was becoming clear to me that Annika kept her man on a pretty short leash.


      “I mean, sometimes. When I don’t have anything else to do...” I replied.


      “Well, how ’bout doing it right here?”


      “Huh? I, umm...”


      “This town’s your home and headquarters, isn’t it? And if you’re back here, that probably means you’re as free as you’ll ever be, right?”


      She was not letting me slip out of this. “W-Well, you’re not totally wrong, at least.”


      “I had a feeling! So why not open up that store of yours here? In fact, I insist!”


      I could not deal with pressure this intense. Actually, it was sort of incredible that a middle-aged woman of her stature could put out pressure like that in the first place!


      “O-Okay, then,” I finally said.


      “Now that’s what I like to hear! My husband and I are gonna pool our funds and buy you out of stock!” Annika said as she leaped up from her chair, practically ready to jump for joy.


      Okay, but do the two of you really even have time for that? I thought that Bruno was stuck in a never-ending cycle of work right now, and even when he’s finished, he’ll have my new houses to get started on!


      “B-But you know,” I frantically interjected, “I’m thinking that I’ll probably wait until after the construction at my place is done to open the shop up!”


      I have to make that very clear while I still have the chance!


      “Oh, really? That’s too bad. It’s gonna be a good long while before we finish, but we should have a bit of a break between the end of your job and the start of the next one, so I guess that’ll give us some time to really enjoy your product. Doesn’t sound so bad in that light! I’ll hold you to it!” Annika replied. She really had sounded disappointed at first, but she’d bounced back again at record pace. “And when my husband hears about this, I have a feeling it’ll send him into overdrive! Your new houses might be done sooner than you think!”


      Is working faster when booze is on the line a universal dwarven thing, I wonder?


      “Well, umm, great! In that case, I’ll be waiting for you to get in touch...”


      “You got it!”


      I flinched my way out of the office, still overwhelmed by Annika’s sheer intensity. “Ugh,” I sighed as I stepped outside. “That was exhausting.”


      “Hm? You are finished, then?” Fel asked.


      “Yeah. Let’s head home.”


      “Very well—but first, I have grown hungry. Let us stop at a stall on our way back.”


      “That’s an excellent idea!” said Gon.


      《I’m so in!》 Dora-chan agreed.


      《Meeeat!》 squealed Sui.


      “Really, guys...?”


      I get it now—you weren’t “bored” at all. This is definitely why you decided to tag along.


      And so my familiars dragged me off to the downtown area, where we spent some time hopping from stall to stall.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: What Did I Do to Deserve This?


      “Let us go hunting!” Fel said out of absolutely nowhere after breakfast, interrupting the relaxing moment I’d been having while sipping a nice cup of coffee.


      “What? No,” I said. “We just got back from the capital!”


      “That trip was in the past. This is now.”


      “In the past by, what, a day? I’m tired! I wanna spend some time at home, taking it easy!”


      “How much time, exactly?”


      “Hmm. Well, Bruno’s construction project is going to be starting in two or three weeks, most likely, and that’ll keep me pretty busy once it’s rolling, so—”


      “So you are, in short, entirely unoccupied until that time arrives.”


      “I’m occupied by resting, like I said!”


      Taking it easy and recovering from that capital trip is a full-time job! You know exactly how much of a chaotic disaster our visit was. My exhaustion levels are maxed out right now!


      “And what, exactly, do you intend to do while you ‘rest’?” Fel questioned.


      “Oh, you know—sit around and drink coffee like I’m doing now, take naps, that sort of thing. All kinds of stuff, really.”


      Just then, Gon looked over at us. It seemed he’d been eavesdropping on our conversation. “Isn’t that more or less the same as doing nothing at all?” he asked.


      “Ugh... I-I mean, you’re not totally wrong...” I reluctantly admitted.


      Now it was Dora-chan’s turn to scowl at me. 《I don’t wanna do nothing for two or three weeks! I’m with Fel—going hunting would be way better than that!》


      《Sui thinks going hunting sounds fun too!》 Sui agreed.


      Gah... I don’t like the direction this conversation is headed in. Have you four literally never felt tired? Your hunger for hunting is seriously abnormal! Just how much aggression do you guys have to work out?!


      My familiars kept pressing the issue, while Fel stood in the background, let out a snort, and smirked obnoxiously at me. “I recall a green dragon that Gon described some time ago. If we are to go hunting, it would be best to seek out the most delicious meat available, would it not?” he asked.


      Wait! Hold on! It still isn’t set in stone that we’re even going hunting yet!


      “That’s an excellent idea!” Gon said. “We can celebrate our success with meat that’s a true delicacy!”


      《Oh, I’m so in! Never hurts to have more good meat, and dragon meat’s the cream of the crop! I’m always down for getting more of it!》 Dora-chan added.


      《Sui really wants to eat dragon meat too!》 Sui chimed in.


      Agggh, I knew this would happen! You just had to tell them about that dragon, didn’t you, Gon?! But, no! I am not letting them pressure me into this!


      “Like! I! Said! I am not going hunting!” I shouted. Unfortunately, my familiars were too deep in conversation about going after the green dragon to pay me any mind at all.


      Come on, you four! I’m saying I’m not doing it! I thought, despairing at the realization that all of my allies had betrayed me. Grr—no! I refuse! Not a chance!


      I literally just got back from the capital, and you expect me to turn right around and go dragon hunting without even a moment’s rest? I’ll give that a big ol’ no thank you! I have to stop this! Think, think... What can I suggest that’ll distract them enough to forget about this...?


      I glanced at my familiars as I racked my brain for a solution.


      Oh...right! Of course! We already hunted something down in the capital: the dragon turtles! Willem said that he’d look at them once we were back here!


      I knew how busy the guildmaster was at the moment, and I’d been planning on putting off the dragon turtle business to give the man a break, but these were desperate times that called for desperate measures. My familiars had all been excited to try the dragon turtle meat, and if it was the one card that could get me out of a dragon hunt, I had no choice but to play it.


      All right—plan, established! Time to put it into action!


      “Okay, guys, eyes over here!” I called out. “We don’t need to go out hunting for exciting meat, you know? We already caught something in the capital!”


      “Hm? You mean the dragon turtles?” asked Fel.


      “Oh, yes! Them!” Gon chimed in.


      “Yeah, exactly! We haven’t gotten them butchered yet, remember? Weren’t you all excited to eat one?”


      《I mean, yeah,》 Dora-chan admitted.


      《Uncle Fel and Old Man Gon said that big turtle meat’s super yummy!》 said Sui.


      “Well, if we get those turtles butchered, we’ll be set on meat for ages! You remember how big they were. Just think of how much meat they must have in them!”


      In other words: There’s no reason at all for us to go track down some stupid dragon!


      “It has been quite some time since I have partaken of dragon turtle meat.”


      “Yes, indeed! It may not hold a candle to true dragon meat, but it is quite the treat in its own right.”


      《Never tried it, but I sure do wanna!》


      《Sui wants to eat the big turtles too!》


      Just as planned! They’re all focusing on the dragon turtles now! “I thought you might say that! Let’s go to the guild and see if they can get them processed for us, eh?”


      “Hmph. I suppose we have little choice.”


      “True, true. Both are meals well worth eating, after all.”


      《I’m down for it. Sounds like a plan for today!》


      《Turtle meeeat!》


      Success! Dragon hunt: canceled!


      I let out a sigh of relief...but I knew it was too soon to let my guard down. First things first, I had a guild to visit.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I stepped into the guild, and the receptionist directed me to the storehouse the moment I explained that I had a monster to drop off. They were used to me here, at that point. I headed into the storehouse, and waited there until an utterly exhausted Willem arrived.


      “Have you ever considered giving me a moment of peace and quiet?” Willem grumbled the second he was in earshot of me.


      “I actually was planning on putting this off for a while, but...”


      “Putting what off? What’re you here for?”


      “Huh? Don’t you already know? You said that you’d buy the dragon turtles we hunted down by the capital, didn’t you?”


      “Oooh. That,” Willem groaned, a pall falling over his face.


      “What? Is there a problem?”


      “Not particularly. You want them butchered, right?”


      “Yes, exactly. I need the meat.”


      “Well, that’s not gonna be happening, not for a while.”


      “Wait, what?”


      “And you should know it! Think. Where’s Johan right now...?”


      “Oh.”


      Oh, right! He was in the capital too! They called him out there to help butcher the leviathan!


      “And that’s not all,” Willem said. He told me that Johan’s younger sister and her family lived in the capital, and so he’d taken some time off to stick around and visit with his relatives—but also that, in confidence, he’d told Willem that he “wanted to make the most of visiting the capital and really cut loose for a change.”


      “He and the others that were called in finished up their work on the leviathan a while ago and are living it up while they have the chance. I figure that at this point, he probably hasn’t even started the trip back yet,” Willem stated. Considering that Johan wouldn’t be able to cover that distance in a single day like we had, it would be several days before he made it back, at the minimum. “So, I think you get the picture. It’s not happening anytime soon.”


      “Isn’t there anything you can do?!” I pleaded.


      Willem gave me a look of confusion. “What’re you so desperate for, anyway? Did you run out of meat? Actually, nah, stupid question. You’ve still got a whole leviathan to eat!”


      “Right, well, the thing is,” I began before giving him a quick, whispered rundown of the current situation. Which is to say, telling him that the dragon turtles were all that stood between me and a dragon hunt.


      Willem sighed. “You don’t just go out hunting dragons to get ahold of their meat,” he groaned. “If I were talking with anyone else, this is the part where I’d ask if you’d lost your marbles.”


      I know, right? Ha ha ha...


      “A green dragon, eh? I’ve only ever seen one of those on the pages of a book.”


      “Apparently, Gon knows where to find one,” I said with a shrug. He and Fel had lived long enough to pick up all sorts of weird little tidbits like that. Their knowledge was helpful more often than not, but it was hard to be grateful when it led me straight into the path of a vicious, bloodthirsty monster. I wished they had less of that sort of info.


      “But just so you know, if you do bring down a dragon, we’re not gonna be able to help you with it,” Willem added.


      I know, right? If only my familiars understood that as well as you do! They’re only thinking about how much good meat we’ll get once it’s over!


      The four of them never seemed to take the fact that we’d have to get their victims butchered into account. Maybe that was a deep-seated mindset from the time they’d spent acting like wild animals? It was all the worse in this case because if we were getting a dragon butchered, it would have to mean dealing with you-know-who.


      “I don’t want to get sent right back to the capital again! We only just left it! And I especially don’t want to have to go there to meet with him,” I groaned. I really had to wonder if Gon and Dora-chan had thought through the implications. Did they want to give him another chance to chase after us like a crazed stalker?


      “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Willem said with a sympathetic nod.


      “So please! You’ve gotta have some way to deal with these dragon turtles!”


      “I hate to say it, but we don’t. Maybe we could do something with the one you said had its shell shattered, but—”


      “Th-That’s good enough! Start there! The rest can wait until Johan gets back! At least let me leave it with you!”


      “O-Okay, okay,” said Willem. I’d managed to force the issue. All I needed was some way—any way—to buy time, and this would have to do for now.


      I left the most mangled dragon turtle with the guild, then headed back home again. My familiars griped about how annoying it was that we couldn’t get at its meat today, but telling them I’d cook leviathan meat for them instead ended up being enough to get them to quiet down again.


      I just hope this will be good enough to put that dragon hunt on permanent hold...


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I...have tired of this tedium.”


      “Indeed. I am truly bored...”


      《I know, right?》


      《Sui’s bored toooo.》


      Five days had passed since I dropped the dragon turtle off at the Adventurer’s guild, and my familiars were already fed up with doing nothing day after day.


      “Umm, well, how about taking a nap?” I suggested.


      Fel let out a derisive snort. “I have tired of naps as well,” he said.


      “And I only recently awoke from a two hundred year nap,” Gon added. “I could easily go another hundred without sleep, if I so chose.”


      Even Dora-chan and Sui complained that they were sick of napping. In short: Their capacity for rest and relaxation was nearing its limit. Unfortunately for them, the dragon turtle’s butchering wasn’t something that we could put a rush order in on, no matter how many times Fel pestered me about whether we could eat it yet.


      I had told them over and over that the guild would take longer to process the monster than usual since Johan was out of town, and that had mollified them for a while, but I had a feeling they were nearing their limits. Fel was acting particularly volatile—it had only taken him about three days to propose that we go out hunting after all if the dragon turtle was going to take much longer, and he’d been bringing it up ever since.


      I was left in a state of nervous anticipation, wondering when my luck would run out. Then, finally, I got the news: The guild had completed the butchering, and the dragon turtle meat was ready for me. Just one of them, mind you—like Willem had said, they’d only been able to handle the turtle with the shattered shell—but even that one monster’s worth of meat was the lifeline I needed. I wasted no time setting out with my familiars, making our way toward the guild once again.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Well, we got the thing butchered for you, somehow,” Willem said when I met him in the same storehouse as always. An extremely haggard-looking man was standing behind him, who I quickly learned was one of Johan’s subordinates. He was the guild’s second best butcher, it seemed, but the dragon turtle I’d brought in had been the very first large-scale monster he’d had to tackle on his own, and without having Johan around to advise him to boot. It sounded like he’d had a pretty rough time of it.


      I really am sorry about all the trouble I’ve put you through! But also, thanks so much for the help!


      “The cuts aren’t exactly the cleanest, but you’ll just have to look past the mess,” Willem said. In my book, the butcher having handled a task like this at a moment’s notice, without his mentor, having never taken on a project of this magnitude, and doing it in only five days was more than impressive enough regardless. The meat being a little roughly cut wouldn’t make it taste less good anyway.


      And so I managed to get my hands on the dragon turtle meat that I needed, and left the guild with my larder restocked. I’d left the dragon turtle hide and fangs with the guild, by the way. Apparently, they were going to assess them once Johan got back and processed the other two. I was fine with that—after all, with the meat now in our possession, my familiars were now in the best moods I’d seen them in for some time.


      “We shall eat it the moment we get home,” Fel declared.


      “I have high hopes for this meat, my liege!” said Gon.


      《Yeah! Can’t wait!》 Dora-chan agreed.


      《Sui’s sooo excited to eat the big turtle!》 Sui added.


      Yup—they’re over the moon to try this stuff. Just one question...


      “What am I supposed to make with dragon turtle meat, anyway...?”


      Eh, I’m sure I’ll think of something after I get home and see how it tastes.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      We arrived at home, and my familiars saw me off to the kitchen with the purest of expectations in their gazes.


      “Best to start things off with a taste test. That always helps,” I said to myself. I sliced off a strip of dragon turtle meat, gave it a shake of salt and pepper, and cooked it in a frying pan. Its flesh had a whitish hue, and reminded me more of fish than it did of red meat.


      Once the meat seemed to be cooked through, I wasted no time giving it a try. “You know, I just noticed how I’ve completely stopped hesitating to eat all the weird monsters we meet out in the wild,” I reflected with a tired chuckle as I got a sense for how the turtle tasted.


      The dragon turtle, as it turned out, tasted more or less how I’d expected it to, judging by its looks. It was a lot like how the meat of a particular turtle back on Earth had tasted—an invasive, highly aggressive species that had been on the rise in Japan...


      Oh, right! Alligator snapping turtles!


      The dragon turtles strongly reminded me of ridiculously oversized alligator snapping turtles, which might have explained why I felt so little hesitation to eat them. That, or I was just that acclimated to this world now—which, when I really thought about it, definitely felt like it was the case.


      Okay, this isn’t the right time to be thinking about all this. Gotta focus on this turtle meat!


      “Fel and Gon were right. This is pretty tasty,” I said to myself.


      It had a really satisfying chew, and a refined, deeply savory flavor. I wasn’t quite sure how to describe it, really... I guess you could say it fell somewhere between the flavors of softshell turtle and fugu. My first instinct was that it would be incredible in a hot pot or fried up as karaage, but then again...


      “Hot pots and karaage kinda feel like they’re becoming a crutch for me. I already made both of those with big bite turtle meat too. There’s gotta be something different that I can do with this stuff, right?”


      Hmm...


      A bit of pondering later, I had an idea. This was drifting pretty far away from treating it as a turtle, but I’d remembered a cooked fugu dish that I’d had at a restaurant I’d been brought to during my office worker era.


      “Maybe I could charcoal grill it...? That fugu was crazy good, after all.”


      It had been marinated in a garlic soy sauce, and the aroma that the charcoal smoke had given it had been out of this world. I took another look at the slab of dragon turtle meat on my cutting board.


      “Yeah, I bet charcoal grilling this would make it taste really great. It’s settled! I’ll make grilled fugu—I mean, grilled dragon turtle!”


      It was time to get to work. I chopped the dragon turtle meat up, to start, then put it all in a plastic bag. It wasn’t particularly gamey, but just in case, I added in a little sake and massaged the bag, working it into the meat with my hands.


      “Garlic and soy sauce are a must for the seasoning, but I feel like the fugu I had back then was actually pretty light on the garlic,” I mused out loud.


      I did my best to replicate that balance of flavors, adding a relatively sparing amount of sliced garlic as well as the soy sauce before doing another round of massaging. Given the general feel of the meat, I figured that about an hour of marinating time would probably do the trick.


      Only making one flavor would be a little lacking, huh? Maybe I should prepare another batch with a salt-based sauce?


      This felt like another case where I couldn’t go wrong with shio koji. I bought a pack of it from my Online Supermarket and added it to another plastic bag, along with some more turtle meat, this time supplementing the marinade with a little grated garlic and grated ginger.


      “That should do it for the prep work! Now I just have to set up my barbecue grill and get the charcoal going.”


      I stepped out into my yard and started preparing the grill for use. I used a firelighting device to set the charcoal alight, but charcoal always took its time coming up to temperature. Once it was finally hot enough, I placed a barbecue net over the raging flames.


      “Phew! That should do the trick,” I said. “I could probably let the meat marinate for a little while longer, but eh, it should be fine to pull it now. Those four won’t let me get away with making them wait much more than this anyway.”


      The gluttonous quartet were peeking out at me from the entryway, beside themselves with anticipation for the meal. I waved them over, which they’d clearly been waiting for.


      “Is it finished yet?” Fel asked as he walked up to me.


      “I presume that if you’ve brought that device out, you intend to grill it?” Gon inquired.


      《Oooh? Grilled turtle, eh? Bet that’s gonna have a real nice, roasty flavor,》 said Dora-chan.


      《Sui wants to eat soon!》 Sui chimed in.


      “The meat’s marinating right now, and I was just about to go grab it! It’ll only be a little bit longer,” I said. I headed into the kitchen, grabbed the dragon turtle meat, then went right back out to the grill again. “Okay! Now it’s time to cook!”


      I laid the slices of dragon turtle meat onto the grill, where they immediately started cooking away with a satisfying sizzle. An indescribably appetizing aroma quickly filled the yard. My familiars’ eyes were glued to the grill, and both Fel and Gon were drooling. They kept urging me to hurry, asking if it was done yet, until I finally gave the meat a flip with a pair of tongs and let it cook for just a little while longer on the other side.


      “All right! This batch is done!”


      I piled the meat up onto plates, then handed them off to my familiars.


      “Careful—it’s really hot! Oh, and there are bones in it too, so watch out!”


      The bones still present in the dragon turtle meat were quite small, however, so my familiars didn’t hesitate to chew right through them.


      “Hmm! Yes, this does satisfy!”


      “The aroma is a thing of beauty! Perhaps you’d consider serving a drink to accompany it, my liege?”


      《Gotta say: My first time eating dragon turtle meat’s sold me on it! This stuff rules!》


      《The big turtle meat’s sooo yummy!》


      I didn’t need their reactions, really. I could tell from the smell alone that the turtle meat was delicious, and I could understand Gon’s impulse to enjoy it with a stiff drink. I decided to acquiesce and poured him a beer, though I also warned him to take it easy on the stuff this time. Then I used the opportunity to pour myself a beer as well, and sampled the dragon turtle meat between sips of it.


      “So good!”


      Both the soy with garlic meat and the shio koji meat were so tasty, I couldn’t possibly decide which one I liked better.


      Oh, but wait—it’ll be even better with some seasoning!


      I’d been taught a trick when I had gone to that fugu restaurant, and I brought a small bottle full of red powder out of my Item Box to give it a try. The turtle meat was already fantastic, but a shake of spicy chili powder on top would give it a slight kick of heat that would really enhance the experience. I gave it a shake, then took another bite.


      Mmmh! Okay, now I definitely need a sip of beer! I thought before taking a big ol’ swig. Just then, I realized that I was being stared at.


      “Seconds,” said Fel. “And what was that powder you put on it?”


      “It’s a type of chili powder,” I explained. “It’s a seasoning that gives it a bit of a spicy kick!”


      “Excellent. Put it upon my next helping. I do not dislike spice by any means, so do not be sparing with it.”


      “The same for me, my liege! I can tell by looking at you that the powder will make the drink go down even smoother!”


      《Spicy powder, eh? Why not! Hit me!》


      《Sui wants more without the spicy, please!》


      “Coming right up!”


      Those four never miss a detail, do they? Not when it’s mealtime and being observant earns them extra food, anyway, I thought as I threw another set of dragon turtle meat onto the grill.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Hey...” Fel said, giving me a long, meaningful stare.


      “My liege...” Gon chimed in with much the same sort of look.


      《C’mon...》 went Dora-chan, mimicking the others.


      《Masteeer, Sui’s bored! This is sooo boring!》 Sui whined. Fel, Gon, and Dora-chan all nodded in extremely firm agreement.


      I felt their stares all too clearly. I knew exactly what they meant.


      “The time has come at last for us to hunt the green dragon.”


      “Agreed! To the hunt!”


      《Yeah, it’s about time. Let’s take that dragon down!》


      《Dragon hunting, yaaay!》


      I knew it... There was no way I was going to keep them away from their dragon hunt forever, I guess.


      The day after I had served everyone grilled dragon turtle meat, I’d made some more into karaage, and the day after that I’d served them both dragon turtle and leviathan hot pots so we could compare the two. I’d been feeding my familiars nonstop delicacies, hoping that it would be enough to take their minds off their desire to go out on the hunt, but the effort had ended in failure.


      I sighed as I watched my familiars gin themselves up for their dragon hunt. Food on its own, apparently, wouldn’t be enough to divert them forever. I guess expecting them to sit still for this long without giving them something to occupy themselves with was probably where I went wrong, huh? At least it bought me plenty of time to relax, I suppose.


      I’d spent those past few days sampling the coffees and teas that I’d carefully chosen from my Online Supermarket, as well as a few teas that I’d found here in this world. That was pretty much it—otherwise, I’d spent the whole period in blissful inaction. I would’ve liked to keep that trend going for a little while longer, but I was already pushing my luck and I knew my familiars wouldn’t put up with it for much longer.


      By pure coincidence, word arrived that day that Johan had returned to the Adventurer’s guild. Expecting him to butcher the remaining leviathan turtles in just a day or two would be asking the impossible, though, so I couldn’t use a trip to the guild as an excuse to delay the inevitable. I could’ve gone anyway, I guess, but I didn’t have anything to do there, so at most I would’ve been killing time.


      I once again looked over at my familiars, who’d started chanting “Hunting! Hunting!” in the time I hadn’t been paying attention to them. I sighed.


      There’s no getting out of this, is there? I have to go.


      Oh—but wait! I still haven’t played the crazy elf card! Maybe mentioning that we’d have to go to him to get the dragon butchered could still turn things around?


      “Hey, I know you’re set on hunting that dragon down, but isn’t there something you’ve forgotten?” I said.


      “What would that be?” Fel asked. He, Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui all gave me looks of confusion.


      “Even if you bring a dragon down, we won’t be able to eat it right away! It’s the same as all the other monsters you’ve caught up till now—someone has to butcher it before I can cook its meat. We just had to wait for days on end for the dragon turtle meat to be processed into an edible form, right?”


      Those looks of confusion shifted into looks of shocked realization in a heartbeat.


      “And it gets worse! There aren’t all that many people who can handle butchering something as big as a dragon. In fact, we only know one...and I think you know who that is,” I continued, giving Gon and Dora-chan in particular a glance. “Our only choice would be to take it to Elrand.”


      The very instant the name of the world’s biggest dragon lover crossed my lips, Gon and Dora-chan both made faces that I could only compare to Munch’s The Scream.


      “Him,” Fel muttered with a grimace. And yet... “If he is the only one who can manage the task, then so be it. We will simply have to suffer his presence.”


      That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one he’s actually obsessed with!


      《Oh! The funny old elf man!》 Sui said with an excited squeal.


      “The funny old elf man”...? Is that how you see him, Sui? I guess watching him chase Gon and Dora-chan around would be kind of funny to watch, if you didn’t understand what was happening? Is it better for Sui to see it that way than for it to actually appreciate what a freaky weirdo he actually is? That’s a tough one, but maybe so.


      Meanwhile, Gon’s and Dora-chan’s faces were still stuck in Scream mode. “You two do get it, right?” I asked, trying to drive the point home. They were Elrand’s actual victims, so if anyone was going to veto his involvement, it’d be them.


      “I-I do not want to have to see him,” said Gon.


      《Hard same,》 added Dora-chan.


      I had a feeling that both of them were remembering all the horrible stunts Elrand had gotten up to in the past. They looked extremely unhappy.


      “What a shame! I guess we’ll just have to put the dragon hunt on hold, then,” I said with a satisfied smile.


      “What?!” yelped Fel.


      《Awww!》 Sui whined.


      “You heard Gon and Dora-chan, right? Are you really going to force them to put up with that guy when they’re this upset about it?”


      “Ugh!” Fel grunted. “That was not my intention, and yet...” he said before falling silent.


      “What about you, Sui? Would you want to make Gon and Dora-chan do something they really, really don’t want to? How would you feel if they did that to you?”


      《Nooo,》 Sui moaned, sinking into a sad little puddle.


      “Right? So calling off the dragon hunt really is for the best,” I said again, fighting with everything I had to not smirk as I made the call. Internally, however, I was pumping my fist and shouting with glee. I was convinced that I’d done it—that I’d spared myself from having to go out hunting for dragons again...


      “Wait,” Gon said. “Let us take stock of the situation. My liege has informed us that our supply of dragon meat is dwindling, but we do still have ample supplies of other meats. Thankfully, his Item Box allows us to store any number of objects, and halts the passage of time for whatever is within it. In other words, there’s no particular need for us to have the dragon butchered immediately after we catch it, is there?”


      I froze. Ugh! Did you have to catch on to that, Gon?!


      《Oh, I get it! We can put it on ice after we hunt it down, so there’s no reason not to do it now! Then when we’re really straining our meat reserves, we can go to that freak and have him chop it up! I don’t wanna have to meet him at all, but if we’re in a pinch for good meat I’ll be able to put up with it!》 Dora-chan said, following up on Gon’s idea.


      “I see! While it will be a shame to not eat the green dragon immediately, it is true that there is no reason not to hunt it now regardless,” Fel happily agreed.


      《Do we get to hunt the dragon after all?》 asked Sui, who was the only one who hadn’t seemed to follow the explanation.


      “Indeed we do,” Fel firmly replied.


      《Hurraaay! Sui’ll fight super hard!》 Sui exclaimed. The news had its spirits skyrocketing before I knew it.


      “And so our plan is made. We go to hunt the dragon!”


      “Yes, indeed!”


      《Let’s get it!》


      《Yaaay!》


      My familiars clustered around me. There was nowhere to run.


      “Hey! Wait a second! I have a bunch of stuff I have to prepare fir—”


      “What do you need to prepare?”


      “Do you mean you need to speak with your Adventurer’s guild?” Gon asked.


      “If so, we can simply go there right now.”


      “My thoughts exactly!”


      “Very well. We shall visit the guild, then begin our hunt at once.”


      “Are you planning on letting me get any sort of say in this?!” I wailed. They were not. In fact, Fel heaved me up onto his back without even bothering to reply.


      “Now then, let us away!”


      “Hey! Can you hear me?! I said wait!”


      “Cease your jabbering, unless you are content to bite your tongue.”


      “Come on! What did I do to deserve thiiiiiiiiis?!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: A Wild High Elf Appeared!


      “Ugh...”


      “Hey. What possible reason could you have to sigh so deeply?” Fel sharply demanded, shooting me a glare for good measure.


      “As if you have to ask! This is all your fault!” I shouted.


      “I do not have the slightest clue what you are referring to.”


      “Yeah, right! You totally do, and we both know it! Agggh, come on!”


      I know what’s going to happen the next time I go by the guild! I can already see the look the guildmaster’s going to give me...!


      I thought back to the events that had just transpired in the guild. My familiars and I had rushed in at top speed, completely disregarding the fact that the place was pretty packed. A deathly silence had fallen, but to my total and complete lack of surprise, Fel and Gon had entirely disregarded the awkward atmosphere and steamrolled their way right on in.


      Willem had arrived not long after to ask what was going on, and no sooner had Fel seen him than he declared that “We will be departing to hunt a green dragon.”


      Gon had chimed in to say, “Indeed we shall! And with that, proper notice has been given!”, and just like that, they’d dragged me right back out of the building before Willem could say anything in response.


      I knew that wasn’t enough, of course. I’d told them to wait, to stop, and to hold on, but they hadn’t listened to a word of it and made a beeline straight toward Karelina’s front gate. Then, once we were outside, they brought me right to our usual open field, forced me up onto Gon’s back, and shot like a rocket up into the skies. And that brings us back to the present moment!


      “Ugh,” I sighed once more. “Seriously, how am I supposed to fix this? Did you see the way the guildmaster’s jaw dropped...?”


      I bet mine would’ve done the same, if I’d been in his shoes. Fel and Gon had said we were hunting a green dragon, but they hadn’t said so much as a single word about where we’d be doing so. What was Willem even supposed to do with that information? Those two, I swear...


      “Guess I’ll just have to brace myself for the lecture of a lifetime,” I grumbled disconsolately.


      “What are you muttering to yourself about?” Fel said, giving me another glare for good measure.


      “About how you—actually, make that you and Gon—got me into this mess, that’s what!” I shouted back.


      《W-Wait! What’s this about me?》 Gon asked telepathically.


      “Neither of you told Willem anything about where we’ll be hunting the green dragon!” I wailed. “I told you to stop—I told you to wait—but you didn’t hear a word of it! You dragged me all the way out of the city without letting me say anything, and now I’m going to have to get chewed out by the guildmaster when we get back because of it!”


      Do you know how many times I’ve been lectured for stuff that wasn’t even my fault? I think I have a right to be pretty indignant about it by now!


      Fel hesitated for just a moment. “More important than that is the fact that Gon has told us the green dragon is located in a somewhat far away place. Our hunt will begin in earnest tomorrow. Today, we rest and prepare. That goes doubly for you, since you have the least endurance of all of us.”


      《Fel is correct, my liege!》 Gon chimed in again. 《Even at my top speed, I wouldn’t reach the beast’s lair until right before night fell! You should rest and conserve your strength while you can!》


      “Oh, come ooon! Do you really think you can change the conversation that easily?! My problems just matter that little to you, do they?!”


      “To be frank, your so-called ‘problem’ is indeed so petty I find it difficult to see its significance.”


      《I have to concur.》


      For a moment, I was speechless. Then I sighed one more time. “You know what? Fine. I can tell you two aren’t going to listen no matter what I say, so I give up!”


      Fel was sprawled out on his side, and I decided to use his belly fur as a pillow to try to get some sleep as well. Going to bed in a huff was the best move I had.


      《Is it nap time, Master? Sui’ll nap too,》 Sui said as it huddled up next to me.


      I wrapped my arms around the slime. “You’re my only source of comfort at times like these, Sui...”


      《Master, that tickles!》 Sui squealed as I rubbed my cheek up against it.


      《It’s gonna be a while before we get to the hunting ground, right? Guess I’ll nap too,》 Dora-chan chimed in before settling down on my other side. I closed my eyes, sandwiched between the two of them, and drifted off to sleep.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “...y! Wa...up...! Hey! Wake up! Now!”


      It took me a moment to recognize the voice I was hearing, but just as it started to register, a sharp impact to the back of my head woke me right up.


      “Ow! What was that for?!” I yelped as I sat up, rubbing my aching head.


      “For the absurd number of times I had to attempt to awaken you! You brought it upon yourself,” Fel replied. He’d stood up, it seemed, and since I’d been using him as a pillow, I’d been dropped straight to the ground.


      “Well, you could’ve been a little gentler about it! Sheesh,” I grumbled.


      “We have at last arrived. It is time for a meal!” Fel huffed before jumping off Gon’s back.


      《Oh, are you finally awake up there? Get a move on and climb down already!》 Dora-chan called out from below.


      《Masteeer! Hurry, hurry!》 Sui added. It had already disembarked as well, it seemed.


      “Okay, okay! Be right there!”


      I clambered off Gon’s back, taking my time and making sure I didn’t slip, and as soon as I was on solid ground, Gon transformed back into his usual size. I found myself standing before a dense, verdant forest.


      “The green dragon is lurking deep within that forest!” Gon explained. “I propose that we spend the night here, and venture into the woods upon the morrow!”


      “Very good. In that case, we can eat dinner now,” said Fel.


      《Man, I’m famished! Dinner can’t come soon enough,》 Dora-chan complained.


      《Masteeer, Sui’s hungry!》 Sui whined.


      “It’s like all three of you share the same one-track mind,” I sighed.


      I kept dinner simple by pulling some premade dungeon pork teriyaki bowls out of my Item Box. We’d be heading off to hunt the green dragon bright and early the next day, so for now, we bedded down for an early night’s rest.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Ahh! I slept like a log,” I said the next morning as I stepped out of the cube-shaped hut I’d built with earth magic and basked in the sunlight. My neck popped audibly as I took a moment to stretch. “I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep at all after napping through most of yesterday on Gon’s back, but nope. I was out like a light.”


      Meanwhile, the rest of my party roused themselves as well.


      《Good morning, Master!》


      “Morning, Sui.”


      《Mnhh. Mornin’.》


      “Good morning to you too, Dora-chan.”


      “Good morning, my liege.”


      “Morning, Gon.”


      “Ahh! I have awoken.”


      “And, good morning, Fel.”


      Fel arched his back, stretching dramatically. “Very good,” he said. “Let us eat at once, and then go on the hunt.”


      “Indeed!”


      《Works for me!》


      《Sui wants to meet the dragon soon!》


      Not even going to give me time to cook breakfast, are we? Just how excited for this dragon are you guys? Sheesh. I guess I still have some cutlet sandwiches in my Item Box that’ll do for breakfast in a pinch.


      I served the sandwiches to my familiars and pulled out a much lighter breakfast of rice balls and pickles for myself. Then, once we were finished, we plunged into the woods without a moment’s delay.


      The overgrown, leafy canopies of the trees left the woods in a state of semidarkness, but all things considered we made good progress. Less progress than we might have made if Gon hadn’t been with us, of course—Fel was definitely keeping a slower pace than he had in the past. That wasn’t to say we were moving slowly, though. Gon was running at a rate that I hadn’t thought a dragon would be capable of achieving on land. Maybe his naturally high stats had something to do with that?


      As we cut through the woods, my familiars telepathically informed me that the green dragon was still quite a ways ahead of us. That felt like my chance to make a proposal I’d already been considering.


      《Hey,》 I telepathically replied, 《if it’s gonna take us a while longer to reach the green dragon anyway, how about we stop for a quick break?》


      Fel and Gon came to a halt.


      “Gon does seem to have exhausted his stamina. Perhaps we should,” said Fel.


      “Hah, hah—wh-whatever are you talking about? I am entirely unfatigued!”


      I wouldn’t have thought it just looking at you, but now that I’ve heard that? Yeah, you’re definitely worn out. “Want something to drink?”


      “Yes. Soda.”


      《Same here!》


      《For Sui too!》


      “My liege, a beer would be—” “No.”


      Of all the times to be day-drinking! No way, no how!


      I was all ready to open my Item box and bring out soda for everyone, when suddenly...


      Fwooosh—thnk!


      ...something whistled right past my head and impacted a tree behind me. I glanced over my shoulder, and found an arrow lodged in the tree’s bark.


      “Wha?”


      Fel and Gon were glaring off into the woods.


      “Reveal yourself,” Fel growled.


      “We already know exactly where you are,” Gon added.


      I heard a rustling in the undergrowth ahead of us. A moment later, a man holding a bow with an arrow nocked and ready stepped out into view. Well, okay—depending on how you were using the word, he wasn’t exactly a man.


      “An elf...”
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      He had golden hair that was really long, and he was exceptionally handsome.


      “Not an elf, no,” said Fel.


      “Indeed. Technically speaking, he is a high elf,” Gon added.


      “A high elf...?”


      “You—human. How did you get here?” the high elf said. He was glaring at me, and still had an arrow held to his bow’s string.


      “How?” I repeated. I shot Gon a baffled glance.


      “Did you ride that dragon?” the high elf asked.


      “Well, yeah,” I replied.


      The high elf hadn’t taken his eyes off me for a second. There was a harshness to his gaze that made it pretty clear he did not think we were friends, and I was starting to feel a little jumpy. I shot my familiars a telepathic message.


      《H-Hey, guys? He really looks like he has a bone to pick with us! What’s our move here?》


      《Why not just blast him clear across the woods? Want me to do it?》 Dora-chan offered.


      《Absolutely not, Dora-chan!》


      We’re dealing with someone we can actually communicate with this time! We are not blowing him away without even trying to talk! But I guess it’s no surprise that would be Dora-chan’s first solution, considering how overenthusiastic he can be.


      《Then, should Sui do it?》


      《No! Nobody’s blasting him!》


      Maaan. My sweet little slime’s being completely corrupted by all the bad influences in our party, isn’t it? But, no! This is a moment for talking! If I can communicate with him, that means we can reach an understanding and get on better terms!


      I cleared my throat. “S-So, umm, hello! My name’s Mukohda. I’m from Karelina, and—”


      “Silence.”


      Aaand, he cut me off before I could even get started. Excuse me? You could’ve at least tried to hear me out!


      “You come in the presence of a fenrir, a high-order dragon, and a dragon child as well. Such beings would never serve the likes of a human. What cowardly trick are you using to manipulate them?” the high elf said, his glare taking on an even more intense edge than it had had before.


      《Huh?! Who’re you calling a child, punk?!》


      《Wha? Huh? Wait, Sui’s here too!》


      Do you mind, Sui and Dora-chan?! I could really use some quiet right now!


      I gave Sui a soothing pat, though what I really wanted to do was cradle my own head in despair. I wasn’t manipulating anyone! He was just jumping to wild conclusions!


      “None! No cowardly tricks here,” I said. “They’re my familiars! I have contracts with all of them.”


      “Liar!” the high elf spat. “Beings like them would never serve a piddling human!”


      “No, seriously! I’m telling the truth!”


      “Hmph! Say what you will. One way or another, you will release the fenrir and the dragons and you will leave these woods immediately...or you will face the consequences,” he said, pulling his arrow back and aiming it directly toward me. “I would never miss a shot at this range,” he added, just in case the threat wasn’t clear enough already.


      It would’ve been one thing if he had only threatened me verbally—not a good thing, mind you, just less bad—but the tensed bowstring and the obvious straining of its limbs were really driving the point in. It was genuinely terrifying to be on the wrong end of an arrow like that.


      《H-Hey, Fel, Gon! Say something already!》


      《There is no need for concern. I have raised a barrier. No arrow shall reach you.》


      《Yes, quite! He could loose as many of them as he wanted, and you’d still be unscathed.》


      The two of them had been my last hope, and their answers were not exactly confidence-inspiring. 《I know that I’ll be safe if he tries to shoot me, but that’s not the problem! That guy—err, I mean, that high elf—has totally the wrong idea about us! He’s not listening to me, so you have to explain it to him!》 I shouted telepathically, keeping the exchange non verbal in the hopes of not accidentally prompting the high elf to loose his arrow.


      Fel and Gon exchanged silent glances.


      《Yes, well,》 said Fel.


      《Indeed,》 said Gon.


      《He smells irritating, so I would rather not,》 the two spoke in unison.


      Are you kidding me? What sort of animal instinct tipped you off on that one?!


      《That’s no excuse! Say something!》


      《Becoming involved with the likes of him is rarely worth the trouble. We would be better off brushing him aside and carrying on,》 said Fel.


      《Quite, quite! Nuisances are best left avoided!》 Gon agreed.


      《That is so not how this works! What happens after we ‘brush him aside,’ huh? Right now we only have him to deal with, but there are definitely other high elves out there, right? If we brush him off and run, then all of them will be convinced it means we’re doing something wrong! They’ll chase after us for sure!》


      I knew that it was well within Fel and Gon’s capabilities to send one high elf packing, but the aftermath of that decision was what really concerned me.


      《That is true, I suppose,》 Fel admitted, 《but it would not be an issue.》


      《True. If they pursue us, we would simply need to brush aside those pursuers as well.》


      You two make it sound so easy. 《And would that be fun? You’d still enjoy your hunt with high elves harassing you from start to finish?》


      《Hmph...》


      《When you put it that way...》


      《Right? So explaining ourselves and reaching an understanding with him is our best option!》


      That finally got through to them. Fel and Gon reluctantly agreed, then opened their mouths.


      “High elf,” said Fel. “This human has not manipulated us.”


      “Indeed he has not!” Gon chimed in. “We truly are bound to him by familiar contracts, entered into by our choice.”


      “What?!” the high elf yelped, stiffening up conspicuously.


      “It is done. Are you satisfied? Then let us be off.”


      “Agreed! It would be best to be on our way while the high elf is still silent.”


      This time, I’m right with you guys.


      We tried to do just that, hustling off into the woods while we had the chance...


      “Stop right there!”


      ...but unfortunately, the high elf got ahold of himself and called out to stop us in the nick of time.


      “Wh-What is it?” I asked, nervously turning to look at him. I’d already climbed halfway up onto Fel’s back.


      “A fenrir and dragons—the mightiest of the mighty—are serving a mere human as familiars?! How?! Why?!” the high elf shouted.


      “I really don’t know what to tell you,” I uncomfortably replied. Fel and Gon, meanwhile, pointedly looked away. No chance they’d be helping me with that explanation.


      I wonder if he’d believe me if I straight-up said, “They’re just here for my cooking”?


      “Then I was right! You must be using underhanded means!”


      “Are we really doing this again?”


      Seriously, how dead set is this high elf on making me into some sort of villain?!


      “Were you not listening? He has done nothing to manipulate us. Moreover, do you truly believe that a few petty tricks would suffice to turn our powers to the ends of one such as him?”


      “Indeed! I don’t mean to be rude, but my liege is quite the weakling. He has no tricks that could bend us to his will, cowardly or otherwise! We’ve become his familiars by pure choice, nothing more or less.”


      Hey! None of that was wrong, but I could’ve done with way fewer backhanded insults thrown in!


      “Then why?!” the high elf demanded. It was pretty clear that we weren’t going to move past that point until he got an answer that satisfied him, so I bit the bullet and came clean.


      “For the food I make,” I said.


      “For...food?”


      The high elf gave me a stare of blank-faced incomprehension. I guess when you’re hot enough, even making a face like that doesn’t ruin the effect, I noted as I launched into a more detailed explanation of how Fel and Gon—and also Dora-chan and Sui, for good measure—had become my familiars.


      “...And that’s the whole story. See? No dirty tricks involved at all,” I concluded.


      “Unbelievable,” said the high elf. “For food, of all things...?”


      “Again, I don’t know what else to tell you.” You have the whole, true story now! You’re just gonna have to live with it.


      “If I am to believe this tale, then feed me this food of yours as well,” said the high elf. “I will judge whether it could truly charm the tongues of a fenrir and a dragon for myself!”


      “Wait. What insolence is this?”


      “Yes, indeed—why should we have to share my liege’s food with the likes of you?”


      《Hold on a second! He’s just trying to get his hands on the good stuff!》


      《Master, should Sui pew-pew him after all?》


      No, Sui! No! “Pew-pew” to you is instant death to most people!


      “Whoa, it’s fine! No problems here!” I said, trying to soothe everyone (especially Sui). “We can spare a little food for him! The four of you were probably getting hungry anyway, right?”


      “I suppose so, yes.”


      “I am rather peckish.”


      《True ’nuff.》


      《Sui’s hungry too!》


      “I think that settles it! So, um... Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” I said to the high elf.


      “Jorgen,” he replied.


      “Jorgen! Do you eat meat?”


      “Regularly. Why?”


      Yeah, figures. All the elves I’ve met in this world have been total omnivores, so I guess it’s no surprise that the high elves wouldn’t be vegetarians either.


      “Ha ha, great! In that case, this should work just fine.”


      “Wait. What do you mean to make?”


      “Heh heh—you guys’s favorite, that’s what!”


      My familiars loved this so much that I always kept a batch of meat for it marinated and ready to go in my Item Box. All I’d have to do was bring it out and fry it up! Another win for forward thinking!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The gluttonous quartet looked on in barely restrained anticipation as chunks of golden-brown meat sizzled away in a pot full of oil. That was nothing new by any means, but this time, the crowd of familiars had been joined by a high elf named Jorgen. Speaking of whom...


      “Uh, Jorgen? You’re drooling,” I pointed out.


      Jorgen frantically wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Wh-What are you talking about? I most certainly am not!” he shouted.


      Yeah, yeah. Sure you weren’t.


      “Is it ready yet?”


      “Almost! It just needs a little while longer. Karaage’s always crispiest if you fry it in two stages.”


      The only karaage meat I’d had in stock was your basic soy sauce-flavored variety, but I’d at least had plenty of it to fry up a mountain of the stuff. Once it was finished, I heaped the piping-hot meat onto a set of plates.


      “Here you go! Cockatrice karaage,” I said as I delivered the food to the gluttonous quartet, who dug in without wasting a second. “And here’s your helping, Jorgen!”


      “V-Very well,” Jorgen replied. He gulped, speared a piece of meat with his fork, and bit into it.


      He chewed. He swallowed.


      “This...is incredible! Hold on—what is this?! I’ve never eaten the likes of this before!!!”


      “Ha ha ha! Glad to hear it.”


      It seemed I’d found a fan. Jorgen started wolfing down his karaage like no tomorrow.


      “I trust that you understand now? The quality of his food is not to be questioned,” said Fel.


      “And by following him, we gain the right to eat it whenever we please!” Gon added. “That’s why we chose to be his familiars.”


      《Yeah, you get it now! We get all-you-can-eat grub thanks to making the call to join up with him,》 Dora-chan bragged.


      《Master’s cooking’s always suuuper yummy!》 Sui chimed in. Not that Jorgen could hear it, or Dora-chan, for that matter.


      Also, it’s not all-you-can-eat, Dora-chan! That’s definitely not an attitude I want to encourage!


      “Seconds, now.”


      “For me as well!”


      《Same here!》


      《Sui too!》


      “Okay, okay! Coming right up. Oh—how about you, Jorgen? Do you have room for more?”


      “I do. If you are offering seconds, then I accept,” Jorgen replied. As I portioned out the second helpings, I caught him muttering to himself under his breath. “So latching on to this human means that such food is available to them whenever they please?” he mumbled. His excessively handsome eyes had taken on a noticeable shine...


      Oooh, no. Nope nope nope! Stalking me is not going to earn you unlimited free meal tickets, do you understand?! I’m just gonna pretend I never heard that!


      “It’s settled, then,” said Jorgen. “I hereby invite all of you to my village.”


      “Wait, what?”


      “You may follow me to my village after we’ve finished eating.”


      “No, that’s not— I mean...”


      “You should know that running would be pointless. This island is our domain, and we know its every corner. We will find you, wherever you may hide.”


      Oh no. What now, Fel and Gon?! Oh, for the—were they too focused on their karaage to even hear that?!


      Also, wait. Did he just say “this island”? What island?! Where did you take us, Gooon?!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      《Why, exactly, should we have to visit a high elven village?》


      《I knew he would be trouble the moment I laid eyes on him. You should have turned him down, my liege.》


      《Yeah, what about the green dragon hunt? We putting that on ice, or what?》


      《Awww, we’re not hunting the dragon?》


      My familiars bombarded me with telepathic complaints as we followed Jorgen through the woods. Fel and Gon in particular were making it sound like this was all my doing, and I couldn’t resist firing a mental rebuttal.


      《If you didn’t want this to happen, you should’ve spoken up ages ago! You had plenty of chances to say no, but you were too focused on your food to even bother!》 You guys have a lot of nerve complaining to me after how long you spent stuffing yourselves and ignoring everything I said to you! 《But that barely even matters! Gon! What was that he said about us being on an island? Since when were we on an island?!》


      All you ever told me was that we’d be traveling a long ways this time!


      《I did tell you it would be a lengthy trip, my liege.》


      《Well, you never said anything about crossing any oceans!》


      《What does it matter? We are here now, and the past is past,》 said Fel. I could tell he wanted to play the mediator this time, but I was convinced that deep down, he was excited about being here. This was probably the first time he’d crossed over to an island like this. 《What does matter is what we intend to do now.》


      Frustratingly enough, he was right. I had no idea what would happen when we arrived at the high elves’ village...


      《This really would have been so much easier if you’d just turned him down.》


      Grrr! You don’t get to complain, Gon. You’re the whole reason we’re here at all!


      《I would’ve loved to, but he gave a whole speech about how we couldn’t run from him before I had the chance,》 I said. 《He was going on and on about how this island was the high elves’ domain, and how they’d find us no matter where we went. What was I supposed to say to that?》


      《Hmph. He said that, did he? Bothersome indeed,》 Fel grumbled with a scowl.


      《Very. It would be irritating beyond measure to have his kind nipping at our heels throughout our hunt,》 said Gon, who was scowling as well.


      Right? If we ran away—and even if I’d just turned him down—we would’ve ended up getting stalked by elves for the whole rest of our time here.


      《High elves are truly troublesome,》said Fel.


      《That they are,》 Gon agreed.


      The two of them explained to me that, unbeknownst to most ordinary humans, high elves were an exceptional nuisance to deal with. Not only was their capacity for magic high, they were also long-lived enough to polish their magical capabilities to an extreme degree of perfection. As if that weren’t bad enough, many of them were master archers—as seemed to be the case for Jorgen—while others had mastered the art of the blade or spearmanship. If a high elf wanted to cause trouble for you, it could be quite hard to stop them.


      None of that was much of a surprise, on reflection. High elves lived for an incredibly long time, and when your lifespan was that excessive, you would have an edge on just about anyone in terms of your lived experience. They could spend multiple human lifespans polishing their magic, or even their martial skills, if they were so inclined.


      Huh? Wait a second. Aren’t I supposed to have a high elf’s lifespan now? Does that mean I have that sort of potential too?


      I’d used swords and spears before, but those early experiences hadn’t unearthed anything at all resembling talent in me. The fine motor control required to skewer a target with an arrow seemed even less likely to be something I’d have.


      I guess that leaves magic as my shining beacon of hope, huh? I might not be great at them, but I can use fire and earth magic already. It’s not like I lack the time, so maybe I could polish those skills up...?


      An image of a future version of myself who’d turned into a sharp-eyed, strong-jawed magician whose name was known far and wide for his magical mastery sprang into my mind.
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      “Heh heh heh heh heh!”


      “What are you snickering to yourself for? It is truly off-putting.”


      “My liege...”


      《Seriously?》


      《Masteeer...》


      My familiars were giving me a set of rather judging looks. I wiped the smirk off my face and cleared my throat in an effort to play it off. “Wh-What? I didn’t say anything.”


      《Then we shall leave it at that,》 said Fel. 《Even if we were to antagonize the high elves, if Gon or I were to fight at our full strength, the likes of them could never so much as delay us slightly. However...》


      《Indeed,》 Gon agreed with a nod. 《Wiping the high elves out isn’t your desire, is it, my liege?》


      《Huh? Wiping them out?!》 Where did that escalation come from?!


      《Dealing with one high elf would be child’s play. Fighting several at once, however, would make it difficult for us to hold back.》


      《Precisely. And under those circumstances, we wouldn’t be able to promise that they would all live through the encounter.》


      《Yiiikes... Y-Yeah, no, definitely don’t do that! We don’t need to antagonize them at all! If we just talk things through, I’m sure we’ll reach an understanding in no time. And, I mean, I know it’s a pain, but it’s not like going to Jorgen’s village is that big of a deal, is it?》


      I don’t want to hear one more word about wiping whole groups of people out! When did this hypothetical even get that large scale?


      《As aggravating as it is, I suppose that will probably be for the best,》 Gon admitted.


      《Right?! You get what I’m trying to say, Gon!》


      The conversation’s sudden pivot toward mass murder had freaked me out pretty severely, and I’d broken out in a cold sweat. Jorgen, meanwhile, came to a halt.


      “We’ve arrived,” said Jorgen. All I could see in front of him, however, was what looked like a thicket. Nothing but trees, grass, ivy, and other sorts of plant life to be seen. For a moment I was confused, but then Jorgen held out a hand and the plants began to move, seemingly with a will of their own, to form a gateway.


      《Whoooa!》 Dora-chan and Sui both cooed in amazement.


      Ha ha ha... The fact that those two are having this much fun just goes to show how unthreatening all of this feels to them, huh?


      Jorgen stepped through the gateway. “Welcome to our village,” he said as he beckoned us to follow him.


      As we walked into the village, a number of people began to gather around us. A small number, specifically—I counted five of them in total. They were all remarkably beautiful, as I’d expect from high elves. Two of them were male, and the other three were female. We were new faces to them, of course, and I could feel their inquisitive stares boring into me.


      Ugh! I do not like being glared at by all these hot people! It’s making me want to curl up into a ball and hide!


      “Why have you brought a human here, Jorgen?” asked one of the high elves—a rather stern-faced woman.


      “W-Well...” Jorgen stammered, withering under the woman’s gaze.


      Huh? Are high elven women especially tough, or something?


      “Now, now, high elves, don’t be so upset,” said Gon. “I believe you know very well what would happen if I or the fenrir beside me took it upon ourselves to oppose you! Take the fact that we haven’t, but rather have come to you in peace, as a sign of our goodwill.”


      “Indeed,” Fel added. “We have followed your fellow without protest, and have harmed neither him nor any of the rest of you. I am sure you know that means we have no intention to do so.”


      Huh! It’s pretty rare for the two of them to step up and help defuse a situation unprompted.


      “But what of the human...?” the elven woman pressed.


      “He is of no concern to you. The old one and I are simply his familiars.”


      “Quite!”


      The high elves’ jaws dropped.


      “I thought they were lying too, at first, but it seems to be true,” said Jorgen. He took a moment to explain how we’d met to the other high elves. “At that point, I told him to let me try his cooking, so I could be certain that the fenrir and the dragon had spoken true. And then...” he said, pausing with a look of rapture on his face. I assumed he was remembering the karaage. “He served me a dish that was so delectable, it was almost impossible to believe it was of this world! I wanted you to try it too, Adela, and I brought him here so you could... Should I not have?”


      The high elven woman—Adela, presumably—gave Jorgen another sharp glance. A moment later, however, her expression softened. “Dearest...” she sighed.


      “Those two are still all over each other, aren’t they?” one of the high elves commented.


      “And we aren’t? We’re still as close as ever, and we’ve been married for nearly four centuries,” another replied.


      “You’ve got me there.”


      “We can’t let those two beat us!” said yet another of the high elves. “The other day, you told me you wanted another little one, didn’t you?”


      “That I did,” the high elf who’d just been addressed replied.


      Right. So... What exactly am I being forced to watch, here? I get that I’m looking at three different elf couples, but, like...what?


      “Mukohda,” Jorgen suddenly spoke up, snapping me out of my confused stupor. “Will you make more of that ‘karaage’ dish for us? I would do anything to grant my beloved the chance to try it.”


      “Now, hold on! You can’t give it all to Adela! Make some for the rest of us too!” another of the high elven men shouted.


      “I was getting to that!” Jorgen snapped. He turned back to me. “We will provide the meat, of course, and we will pay whatever your ‘karaage’ is worth in materials harvested from the monsters we’ve hunted. You’ll find that the monsters of this island provide some rather precious spoils.”


      “Oh. I mean, if that’s all you want,” I replied. I’d thought that they were going to ask me for something way crazier. Making them a batch of karaage was nothing, especially if they would source the meat for me and pay me in materials on top of it.


      “You heard him, everyone! He’ll need cockatrice meat!” Jorgen shouted. “We won’t be long, Mukohda,” he added before departing with the rest of the high elves. We were left standing on our own, awkward and unattended.


      “So, I guess we’re having karaage for dinner too,” I said.


      “For which there will be no complaints. Karaage is delicious,” Fel proclaimed.


      “Indeed it is! Though if you’ll be frying anyway, I wouldn’t say no to a few cutlets to accompany it,” Gon suggested.


      《Oooh, I like the way you think, Gon! What could be better than karaage and cutlets for dinner?!》 Dora-chan agreed.


      《Karaage and cutlets? Sui loves both of those!》 Sui squealed.


      That was a request that I could fulfill. I got right to work preparing the cutlets that Gon had asked me for.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      With the high elves all gone from their village, I was left to prepare the cutlets that Gon had requested and the marinade for the high elves’ karaage. Right around the time I’d wrapped my work up and started wondering what I’d do next, the high elves returned.


      “We have your cockatrice meat!” Jorgen declared. He seemed to have an Item Box, which he pulled a cockatrice corpse out from. And then another. And two more. Four cockatrices in total thudded to the ground before me in a heap.


      “Those are, umm...big,” I commented. Wait, wait. Are those really cockatrices? They’re at least twice the size of all the ones I’ve seen before! I thought as I stared at them in wide-eyed astonishment.


      “Oh, yes,” said one of the high elven women. “The island’s cockatrices are on the bigger side.”


      “And not just them,” one of the other high elves chimed in. “The rest of the monsters here are similarly large. Hee hee... You know, the way you were so surprised by them sort of reminded me of how we reacted when we first made landfall here.”


      “Doesn’t it?” said a third. “We were shocked by the scale of them the first time we saw one!”


      The high elven women kept happily chatting with one another for some time. My big takeaway: Island monsters were huge.


      I guess that’s a good thing? More meat for us, after all. But, wait...am I going to have to butcher these things?


      I felt pretty confident that I could handle taking apart a cockatrice, but butchering four of them would be pretty time intensive. In fact, when I thought back to the first time I’d ever made an attempt, I remembered that even butchering a single normal-sized cockatrice had taken me quite a lengthy chunk of time.


      “So, umm, about the butchering part,” I uncomfortably prompted.


      A high elf standing beside Jorgen—one of the men—let out a chuckle. “You’ve let the obvious slip past you again, Jorgen! What’s he supposed to do with fresh, unprocessed cockatrice corpses?”


      “Ha ha—you’ve got me there,” Jorgen admitted. “My apologies! I certainly got ahead of myself. We’ll handle the butchering, of course. Are you ready, everyone?”


      The high elves all gathered up to haul the cockatrices off together. Considering how slender they all were, I was pretty impressed by the muscle they seemed to be packing. That went for the women as well, by the way.


      The high elves carried the cockatrices over to a small structure that was little more than a roof propped up on a few poles. There was a workbench set up beneath that roof with a number of knives scattered about its surface, which made me assume that was where they always processed the monsters they hunted.


      They tied ropes around the cockatrices’ legs and suspended them upside down on hooks with efficient, practiced motions before lopping off each of the monsters’ heads in sequence. While the blood drained from the carcasses, the high elves set about plucking the feathers from them. Once again, they worked with practiced speed and efficiency. It was remarkable just how quickly they were getting the task done.


      “You all must be really used to this, huh?” I commented.


      “We have to be,” one of the high elves replied. “Self-reliance isn’t a choice when you live in a place like this—it’s a necessity!”


      “You said it,” another chimed in.


      “I was a master butcher before we moved here, though,” said one of the men.


      “Only because you needed money to play around in human towns with! You only got that good to make some quick coin!”


      That last comment caught my attention. “Wait, you ‘play around in human towns’?” I asked.


      “Yeah, you see...”


      The high elves told me all sorts of things as they skillfully carved up the cockatrice carcasses. To start, Jorgen finally got around to introducing me to everyone. His wife, a high elf with hair that was a very bright shade of brown and eyes so purple they reminded me of amethysts, was named Adela.


      The one who was especially good at butchering, and who also happened to be the tallest of the bunch, was a dark-brown-haired, deep-blue-eyed high elf named Velde. His wife had golden hair and light pink eyes, and was named Selma. Finally, the stoutest of the generally slender bunch was a high elf with ash-gray hair and slightly blue eyes named Ladmille, and his wife, a high elf with platinum hair and dark green eyes, was called Laura. Every one of the high elves had hair that stretched all the way to their waist, and every one of them, needless to say, was gorgeous.


      Anyway, the high elves told me about how they had not, in fact, been born and raised on the island they called home. They hailed from a continent (the one where the Kingdom of Leonhardt, and by extension my home, was located), and had moved here about three centuries ago. The human nations had been embroiled in some really nasty conflicts at the time, and the high elves had gotten sick of humans sending recruiters deep inside the woods they lived in to try and draw them into the fighting. The magical capabilities of high elves, it seemed, were very sought after for military purposes.


      Those weren’t the only disturbances—brigands hoping to enslave the high elves and take advantage of their beauty invaded their woods from time to time as well—but they tended to either give up or be killed by the local monsters before they got very far. The messengers from the various nations fared better on account of those nations hiring adventurers to take on the task.


      Considering Fel and Gon had loosely acknowledged their capabilities, I didn’t find it at all hard to believe that the high elves’ strength would be sought after. It was also easy to imagine that a nation’s rulers would desire a fighting force capable of turning the tide of a war single-handedly, which they might well have been. The end result of those efforts, however, had just been driving the high elves away. Roughly sixty of them had left the continent, ultimately settling on this island.


      About a hundred years later, the first high elves started leaving the island again. High elves were relatively free spirits, and while they lived the bulk of their lives in the woodlands, many of them also liked spending time in human settlements as a sort of break from their usual lifestyles. “There’s always all sorts of novelties to discover in the human towns,” was how Laura had put it.


      Jorgen had agreed, telling me that “Our generation in particular became very fond of the humans’ towns after we came of age. By that point in history, elves had started becoming more and more popular in human lands, and so we became able to travel through them as well without revealing our high elven nature.” Incidentally, I also learned that everyone present in the village was somewhere in their six hundreds.


      The high elves made a habit of going out to enjoy the humans’ idea of civilization for a time, then returning to their forests again. “A time,” in their case, apparently meant about a decade or so, which was nothing compared to their full lifespans. Velde, the high elf who’d boasted about his knack for butchering, had apparently once worked for the Adventurer’s guild as a dedicated butcher.


      That, in short, was why some of the high elves had started drifting away from the island again. Although it had spared them the chaos of the war-torn times, and was safer than living in human-dominated kingdoms on the whole, it was also, to put it plainly, boring. Some of the high elves had felt stifled by the tedium of their lives away from the mainland, and had started leaving one after another to seek the excitement they’d once known.


      “And in the end, the six of us were all that was left,” Jorgen concluded.


      “That’s quite the story,” I said.


      “We were actually just talking about it being time for us to head back to the mainland too,” he added.


      “We’ve been talking about it for close to a decade now,” another of the elves noted.


      “True enough!”


      “But you know, maybe this is the impetus we’ve been lacking. Meeting a human again feels like a sign, doesn’t it? Why not go back for real this time?”


      “I’m in favor of that! It’s been way too long since I’ve gotten my fill of a human town.”


      As we’d been talking, the butchering of the cockatrices had continued, and before long, they’d been completely carved up for me.


      “Okay! I’ll go ahead and make this into karaage now,” I said.


      I started chopping up the cockatrice meat without wasting a moment, then threw it straight into the marinade. As I worked, Jorgen stepped over to chat with me.


      “By the way, Mukohda, what brought you to this island in the first place?” he asked.


      “Oh! That’s a funny story...” I said, then explained that we were out on a green dragon hunt.


      “Ahhh, a green dragon! We know the one,” said Jorgen. “It’s more than a little vicious. Are you sure you can handle it?”


      “I won’t be handling anything, I can tell you that much,” I said, shooting my familiars a glance.


      “Oh, right. You should be just fine.”


      The other high elves began to drift into the conversation as well. “Did you say you’re after the green dragon?” Velde asked.


      “We would’ve tackled it ourselves, if there were a few more of us still around,” said Ladmille. He and Velde seemed a little frustrated that they’d let the dragon go unhunted so far.


      “If only!” Adela chimed in. “The six of us could probably bring it down, but it would be a risky task for sure.”


      “Right? If we thought we could kill it safely, though, we would’ve been on it in a second,” said Selma.


      “There aren’t many meats that taste better than dragon, after all!” Laura added.


      “Wait. You mean to say that you have eaten dragon before?” asked Fel, who’d been listening in. I wasn’t totally sure why that little tidbit in particular had caught his interest.


      “Y-Yes, we have,” said Adela. “Only a handful of times, though. Not even high elves get many chances like that.”


      The rest of the high elves nodded in agreement.


      “How did you manage such a thing?”


      “Well, we hunted them down, of course,” said Jorgen.


      “And you butchered them yourselves?”


      For some reason, Gon jerked his head upward, snapping to attention.


      “Of course we did!” said Velde. “I’ve butchered two dragons, myself.”


      Fel and Gon traded glances. A pair of smirks spread across their faces as a shiver ran down my spine.


      O-Oh, I have a bad feeling about this... Just ignore it! Don’t ask!


      And so I played dumb and dedicated my full attention to the karaage I was cooking.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Do Not Let Them Cook


      “Incredible! This ‘karaage’ is beyond delicious!”


      “Isn’t it? I see why you wanted Adela to eat it so badly now, Jorgen.”


      “It makes sense, right? Honestly, it’s almost too good.”


      “Whoa, hold on, there! You’re taking way too much of it!”


      The high elves were busy stuffing their faces with freshly fried karaage. Jorgen took a moment to swallow a hefty mouthful before responding.


      “Isn’t it something?” Jorgen said. “I’ve never had anything this good before, and the moment I tasted it, I knew I needed to share it with Adela.”


      “Thank you, Jorgen. It really is something special,” Adela chimed in.


      Ahem! I’d really appreciate it if you two would focus more on the food and less on gazing into each other’s eyes, please. Also, if you’re going to thank someone, shouldn’t it be me? I’m the one who made it, you know? Not that it matters, I guess. I’d probably be smote down by the god of romance if I interrupted now.


      “Yes, indeed. Karaage truly is exceptionally delicious.”


      “True, true! It’s remarkable how I never tire of it, no matter how much I eat.”


      《Karaage’s great and all, but the cutlets are where it’s really at!》


      《Sui loves both of them!》


      Meanwhile, the gluttonous quartet were bulldozing through helpings of both karaage and pork cutlets. Considering we’d just eaten with Jorgen, it was a remarkable display of appetite even by their standards.


      I guess it just goes to show how much they love fried food. Karaage and cutlets in one meal sounds like a recipe for heartburn, if you ask me...


      “And these ‘cutlets’ are wonderful as well!” a high elf spoke up.


      “Right? I wonder how the meat can be so thick, yet so tender? And the crunchy coating is a nice touch too!”


      “He said this was dungeon pork, didn’t he?”


      “Ahhh, from that one dungeon! The one where everything you kill leaves meat behind! Wow, it’s been ages since I went there!”


      “Oh, that one! We went there together when we were doing the adventuring thing in the human lands, didn’t we?”


      “Yes, I remember it too. We found ‘dungeon beef’ there as well, and it was also a cut above most meats.”


      ...and yet the elves were devouring the cutlets with relish too, as if they’d never even heard of the concept of an upset stomach. I was getting secondhand indigestion just watching them.


      How do they eat like that and somehow stay slender? They’re outright inhaling karaage and cutlets like no tomorrow! Come to think of it, it feels like all the elves in this world are big eaters, I idly thought as I kept frying up the next batch of assorted meats for everyone to collectively demolish. I, incidentally, had decided to have a drink and pass on the food. Two fried meals in a row would have me dying of heartburn, after all.


      “Okay, the next batch is ready!” I called out. The gluttonous quartet and a half-dozen high elves gathered up in an instant, then scattered out again to enjoy their fried meats with relish.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Ahh... I couldn’t eat another bite!”


      “What a feast!”


      “It really was remarkable.”


      “I’m not sure my stomach will make it through the night!”


      “Because you didn’t even try to pace yourself.”


      “Like you can talk, honestly.”


      The high elves patted their very satisfied stomachs as they bantered with one another. I guess I should just be glad they were so happy with the meal.


      “I never would have guessed that the humans were eating food that’s this good nowadays,” one of the high elves noted.


      “Right?!” the other five exclaimed in unison.


      “Enough of this island! We’ve gotta go back!”


      “Agreed.”


      “Absolutely!”


      “We can’t turn down food like this.”


      Oh. Err, sorry, but getting more karaage and cutlets isn’t going to be as easy as going to a human town! I thought. I was just about to clear up the high elves’ misconception, but before I had the chance, Fel spoke up to do it for me.


      “Know that your typical humans in your average city will not be able to prepare foods such as these,” Fel stated.


      “Indeed they won’t! They’re my liege’s signature dishes,” added Gon. “I doubt that any other humans could make them for you.”


      《Right? Guess you can find pretty good grub at food stalls, but his cooking’s better than any of ’em at the end of the day,》 said Dora-chan.


      《Master’s food is the yummiest!》 squealed Sui.


      D’aww, you guys! You’re embarrassing me!


      “What? Really?” Velde asked Fel and Gon (rather than Dora-chan and Sui, who he hadn’t even been able to hear). He sounded pretty dejected by the news, and as the realization that they wouldn’t have free access to karaage and tonkatsu if they just went to the mainland sank in, the other high elves’ spirits fell as well.


      “Ah!” Jorgen exclaimed. “You said that you became his familiars so you could eat his cooking, didn’t you? Does that mean that these aren’t the only dishes he makes...?” he asked. He was the only one of the high elves who’d heard that full story, which it seemed like he’d just remembered.


      “Heh heh! But of course,” Fel smugly replied. “Of a quality and variety great enough to lure us to his side.”


      “Indeed! Every one of the dishes he makes is without parallel,” said Gon, who was smirking as well.


      The high elves’ gazes turned toward me. Okay, why’re you looking at me like that...? I thought as I flinched away from their stares.


      “And it is in regard to those dishes that I offer you a proposal,” said Fel. He and Gon went over to the high elves, and the eight of them spent a few minutes in hushed, whispered conversation.


      Hold on. What are you talking about? And wait, why can’t I hear you at all? Did you guys put up a barrier?! What’s going on here? Is this conversation really that important?!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Fel, Gon, and the high elves’ secret discussion:


      “You claimed that you could butcher a dragon, did you not?”


      “Yeah, I can handle that.”


      “I see where this is going. Are you asking if we can help butcher that green dragon you said you were hunting?”


      “Indeed.”


      “Well, in that case, if you can spare some of the meat and materials for us, I can handle the processing for you!”


      “Woo-hoo! We get to eat dragon meat again!”


      “Meat and materials! Those are just as important!”


      “Heh heh heh! And with that, the green dragon meat will be on our table in no time at all.”


      “Indeed it shall! Which reminds me, Fel—if these high elves were available permanently, then would we not have to tolerate that unsettling elf man’s presence the next time we bring down a dragon? We could simply ask them, and have it available immediately.”


      “True, yes! Asking that elf for help is indeed more trouble than it is worth.”


      “Exactly. I feel that my liege has little interest in seeing him, and it hardly needs to be said that neither I nor Dora want to see him at all! And moreover, if these people can butcher a dragon, then surely other monsters are within their capabilities as well? Like the dragon turtles, for instance. The scarcity of humans capable of butchering that kind of monster forced us to delay our plans, but with them on hand, we could have such matters handled in the blink of an eye.”


      “I see! You, high elves—are we to understand that, since you can butcher a dragon, you could do the same to any other monster that might be presented to you?”


      “I’m not sure I can say that we’d be able to handle any other monster, but I’d bet we could handle most things you can throw our way. There aren’t many butchering jobs Velde wouldn’t take on. Right, Velde?”


      “Pretty much. Humans just don’t live long enough to build up the sort of skills I have. I can break most anything down without too much trouble, even if I’ve never seen it before—as long as it’s not a really weird one, anyway.”


      “Heh heh heh heh! I see, I see!”


      “Grah hah hah hah! You know, Fel, I thought these people were more trouble than they were worth at first, but I’ve rather come around on them!”


      “Then we are of the same mind.”


      “Well? Would the six of you have interest in accompanying us to our dwelling?”


      “So we can work as your personal butchers, you mean? Feels like that’s where you were going with this.”


      “Indeed. We fell mighty prey on a regular basis, and many times have been denied the right to consume them until long after the deed was done.”


      “Ahhh—because nobody’s around who can butcher them for you?”


      “Exactly.”


      “You were all just discussing your desire to return to a human town, were you not? If you agree to this arrangement, I could fly you directly to one upon my back.”


      “And that is only the half of it. Come to our home, and his cooking will be available to you on the regular.”


      “Deal!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      Fel, Gon, and the high elves made their way back over to me. Apparently, they’d wrapped up their conversation.


      “Hey,” Fel said. “They will be coming with us. Make the necessary arrangements.”


      “Huh?” I grunted. “Wait, what does that mean, Fel? Coming with us where?”


      “To our home, my liege!” Gon clarified.


      I stared at the two of them in stupefied silence.


      “What?”


      “With them around to aid us, not only will butchering the dragon be simplicity itself, any other monsters that fall into our hands will also be processed without any hassle.”


      No, no—I mean, okay, technically yes, but no!


      “They were, conveniently, already seeking a human town to lodge in! It only felt right to extend the offer. They’ll just have to fly aboard me on our way home!” Gon explained.


      Again, technically possible, but that doesn’t mean we should!


      “Such is the plan. Do your part,” said Fel.


      “We’ll be counting on you, my liege!” Gon added.


      “Thanks for having us!” all six high elves said in unison.


      Wait—no, seriously, hooold on a minute! Why are you two scouting new housemates for me?! You could’ve at least asked!


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The day wore on, and in the end, we decided to spend the night in the high elves’ village. Our actual goal—hunting the green dragon—was bumped down the road till tomorrow. My familiars and I ended up being loaned a fairly large, currently unused high elven home to stay in, where I spread our bedding out on the ground. We were all ready to sleep in theory, but I was too busy fuming about recent events to close my eyes just yet.


      “I can’t believe you guys,” I grumbled. “Would you please not invite people into my home without at least checking with me first?”


      “Why not? What are you dissatisfied with? Now the meat from the beasts we hunt will be made available to us far more quickly and efficiently,” said Fel.


      “Yes, that’s right!” Gon agreed. “They haven’t spent those long lives of theirs sitting on their hands, you know? We’ll be able to hunt so much more freely now!”


      “No, no, that is not the point! And what are you even talking about, Gon? When has your hunting ever been anything other than totally unrestrained?” I snapped back at him. “But anyway, all that aside, even if we have them do some of our butchering work, we do still have to stay on good terms with the Adventurer’s guild. I’m sure they’ll have thoughts about it if I suddenly started handling all of my own butchering in-house...”


      Sending adventurers out to slay monsters was a huge part of the guild’s business, of course, but butchering and selling the materials from said monsters was also a cornerstone of their work. I could imagine the sort of reactions I’d get if I went in one day and announced that actually, I’d be having my butchering done elsewhere instead. Even if I told them that I’d bring all the nonmeat materials in for them to buy, it would still probably feel like a slap in the face. Willem and Johan were both nice, decent people, and I wanted to stay on good terms with them if possible, so I wanted to avoid doing something that would rub them the wrong way that badly.


      “If you are so concerned about your guild, then only give monsters to the high elves that the guild deems difficult. It does not matter in the least to me who butchers the creatures, so long as we are given their meat,” Fel replied.


      “Agreed,” said Gon. “After all, those are the monsters that had us upset to begin with! Between the dragon turtle and the green dragon, there has been and will be too much waiting in our lives!”


      “So we only have them handle stuff that the guild doesn’t want to. Hmm. I guess that could work?” I reluctantly admitted. “But it’s not as if we catch monsters like that all the time. It probably won’t be that uncommon for them to not have anything to do... And since you guys said you’d take them to my house, that means I’d have to give them somewhere to live. That’d make them full-blown employees, so I’d have to pay them, but what would happen to their salaries when they weren’t working?”


      If they were going to be proper employees—employees we’d headhunted, no less—then I couldn’t exactly put them on a part-time schedule and only give them hours when I actively needed them. Maybe I could treat them as full-time employees and pay them in full whether there was work for them or not? That, however, would have been pretty unfair to my sla—my current employees. They were all really hard workers, and it would’ve felt bad to pay the same sort of wages to people who didn’t have any work to do at all more often than not. I would’ve flipped my lid if I got put in a situation like that, for sure.


      I ended up fussing and fretting about the whole matter for quite some time. I was beginning to realize—quite late in the game, admittedly—that being an employer was actually pretty difficult sometimes.


      “Oh, for the— Fel! Gon! Why did you have to pile all these problems onto my shoulders?! Why didn’t you at least say a single word to me before you recruited them?!” I moaned. However, my griping fell on deaf ears. Fel was already curled up and seemingly asleep, while Gon let out a very pointed yawn that just irritated me more than ever.


      Dora-chan and Sui, incidentally, had gorged themselves and fallen asleep right afterward. Dora-chan was lying on Gon, his swollen stomach turned upward as he happily snoozed away, while Sui had bedded down on a soft patch of Fel’s belly fur and was slumbering as well. I wanted to join them in dreamland, but the matter of our potential high elven housemates was too pressing to let me drift off. Oh, and yet another related problem had suddenly occurred to me as well.


      “Wait, that’s right! If they’ll be living at my place, they’ll need somewhere to stay!” I exclaimed. “Ah. Actually, wait—I can just ask Bruno and his people to handle that. They’ll probably be able to work something out.”


      Luckily—or at least with good timing, circumstances being what they were—I already had construction work scheduled to be done on my estate in the immediate future. It seemed like I was going to have to talk to Bruno about adding some extra work to his docket.


      Three high elven couples... I thought to myself. I’d asked for two more buildings the size of the one currently standing behind my home to be built, and asking for three more houses on top of that would more than double Bruno’s workload. He’d probably get upset at me for that, right? He already seems like he has a busy schedule, and I got the sense that he has another job lined up after mine already. Maybe they’d be satisfied with a sort of mini apartment building? Hmm. I’ll have to ask Bruno what he thinks.


      As I was making plans to check in with my construction contractor as soon as I got home to Karelina, a knock rang out on the door. “Can I speak with you for a moment?” said a voice I recognized as Jorgen’s.


      “Sure! Just give me a second,” I said.


      I got up out of bed, headed over to the front door, and opened it to find Jorgen, Velde, and Ladmille—the three high elven men—standing outside.


      “We, umm, have a bit of a favor we’d like to ask you for,” said Jorgen.


      “Sorry if we caught you at a bad time,” added Velde.


      “High elves have good ears, so, well... We can’t help it, you know?” Ladmille added awkwardly. All three of them looked a little uncomfortable, in fact.


      Oooh. They overheard that whole conversation just now, didn’t they?


      “We, umm, really didn’t mean to put you in a difficult position,” said Jorgen. “And you don’t need to pay us anything at all! I know our wives will agree about that.”


      “Right—exactly,” Velde agreed. “As long as you share a bit of the food that you make using the monsters’ meat with us, we’ll be happy to butcher them for you.”


      “That, and maybe a meal like today’s every once in a while when you can manage it,” added Ladmille.


      Huh? Is that really all they want? I thought, shocked by the realization.


      “We’re pretty skilled in all sorts of ways, so I don’t think we’ll have any trouble finding paying work,” Jorgen explained. Velde and Ladmille nodded in agreement.


      The three of them then elaborated about how, thanks to the many experiences they’d had over their centuries of life, hunting monsters like adventurers was only one of the many jobs they could handle. They could work most jobs, in fact, to a greater or lesser degree of proficiency, and each of them had a few areas they specialized in as well. Finding work in a human town had never been an issue for them, it seemed.


      I’d already known that Velde was a butchering specialist, but now I learned that Jorgen was a bowyer the likes of whom not even most high elves could match, and Ladmille was an expert woodworker who could make almost any piece of furniture you could ask him to.


      “What we’re trying to say is that you don’t have to take this too terribly seriously,” said Jorgen. “We can even find homes for ourselves, once we’re in town.”


      “No, no, I can’t just turn you loose like that!” I protested. “We’re the ones who invited you to come with us, and I have tons of open space in the estate where I live. Finding a spot for you won’t be trouble at all. I’ve actually been thinking about hiring more workers for a while, and I have people coming in to make places for them to live. It won’t be hard to ask for them to make a house for all of you too. The only real problem is that you’ll have to live in my actual house until yours is finished, but as long as you’re okay with that...”


      “Of course we are! Right?” said Jorgen.


      “Right,” Velde agreed. “Couldn’t ask for better.”


      “We won’t complain as long as we’re out of the elements,” added Ladmille.


      “Out of the elements,” huh? These high elves lead pretty wild lives.


      “Our wives will probably be ecstatic to live in a new house, of course,” said Jorgen. “It might not be easy to get it all set up, but we’ll be the best tenants you could ask for in exchange. You’ll never get a late rent payment from us. Thank you for this,” he concluded, throwing in a bow that the other two imitated.


      Hold on a second. “Who said anything about rent?” I said. “You don’t need to pay me! Giving you meat and an occasional meal is already way too little compensation for the butchering you’d be doing. Heck, my cooking doesn’t count as compensation for anything!”


      “It most certainly does!” Jorgen exclaimed.


      “Definitely!” said Velde.


      “We want good food!” Ladmille added.


      Whoa, okay. Why are you all so insistent about this?


      I was totally baffled. Jorgen, Velde, and Ladmille glanced at each other and sighed.


      “I don’t mean to brag,” said Jorgen, “but we high elves tend to be skillful sorts. There’s very little we can’t do—but very little isn’t nothing, and cooking is one of those outliers...”


      “Some of us are decent cooks!” Velde interjected. “They can’t make anything that holds a candle to your karaage or cutlets, of course, but they’re not the worst chefs out there.”


      “But the problem is that the three of us can’t make anything that’s better than edible, and even that takes all our effort. As for our wives...”


      “Do not let them cook,” the three high elves groaned in unison.


      The high elf ladies are disaster chefs. Point taken.


      “So you can see why getting good food would be so valuable for us,” Jorgen concluded.


      “Right! Getting to eat good food on the regular is all I could ask for in life!” said Velde.


      “The best!” added Ladmille.


      The elven couples had seemed like they lived in such perfect matrimonial bliss that part of me had been stewing in a jealous rage, I’ll admit, but it looked like things weren’t quite as ideal as I’d assumed after all. Not being able to ever eat good food would be a little upsetting, yeah. Actually, make that very upsetting. I could really sympathize.


      “So, yes, we will pay rent,” said Jorgen.


      “No, really, it’s fine,” I replied.


      However important food was to the high elves, this was food made by me—a total amateur cook. It wasn’t compensation-worthy at all, and I’d be asking them to butcher the sort of monsters that the Adventurer’s guild would balk at taking on in exchange. A little meat and my cooking wasn’t even close to a fair trade for that service, and if we added rent onto those scales, I’d start feeling like I owed them something extra for it.


      “No, really, we must,” Jorgen insisted.


      “How could we not?” said Velde.


      “One doesn’t just skip rent,” said Ladmille.


      “No, honestly, I insist! I don’t need it!” I tried again.


      “No, we insist!”


      “I insist!”


      “We insist!”


      “I insist!”


      Cutting straight to our little debate’s conclusion, I managed to convince them that monster meat, my cooking, and rent-free living space on my property were totally fair compensation for the butchering services they’d be providing me. I still felt like I was getting an unfairly good deal, in a number of ways, but I didn’t want to rock the boat now that I’d finally gotten them on board. I could always correct the balance by treating them to slightly bigger means slightly more often than I otherwise would.


      “Oh, right,” I said. “Didn’t you say you had a favor to ask way back in the start?”


      “That’s right! We do still have to talk about what we actually came here for,” said Jorgen, his expression taking on a serious edge. Velde and Ladmille suddenly looked grave as well. Whatever they’d come here to talk about was clearly quite important, and I steeled myself for the news.


      “Do you have any alcohol, Mukohda?”


      I blinked.


      “What?” I grunted. Not the most articulate response, but if someone builds up to a question as dramatically as they had, and that was the payoff, you’d give them a flat “what” for their trouble too, I’ll bet.


      “We’ve done what we can to make it ourselves, you see,” Jorgen continued.


      “From the fruits that are native to the island,” Velde elaborated. “The problem is that it turns out so weak, it hardly counts as alcoholic at all. It mostly just tastes like fruit juice.”


      “Our wives like it, at least,” said Ladmille.


      Oooh, so the ABV of their homemade booze is too low to satisfy? That makes sense, and it’s not surprising that the women would like it being sweet.


      “I miss the ale I used to drink in town dearly...” moaned Jorgen.


      “And the wine! The stuff the humans made was so much better than ours,” Velde added.


      “Even their mead had more of a kick,” said Ladmille.


      Well, yeah. Mead might be honey wine, and it might be pretty sweet sometimes, but it is surprisingly high in alcohol content too. It did seem totally natural that alcohol made by a professional—even a professional working with this world’s techniques and technology—would turn out worlds better than alcohol made by amateurs, anyway.


      The high elves told me that while they weren’t quite as extreme as your average dwarf, they were quite fond of the occasional drink. When they had lived in the woods on the mainland, they would apparently take trips into town just to restock on booze. They’d brought a decent supply with them when they moved to the island, but they’d been here for centuries, and it was long, long gone.


      In short: They were powerfully thirsty for a stiff drink. Three breathtakingly beautiful, seemingly young men were looking at me with pure desperation in their eyes. If they’d pulled this on a woman she might’ve swooned straight over the moon about it, but I didn’t know what they expected pulling it on me to accomplish. All I thought was “Yeah, fair enough,” as I pulled out two bottles of wine that I’d picked up to cook with, one red and one white.


      “Ooooh,” the high elves cooed, their eyes glimmering with excitement. They tried to give me the pelt of some monster I couldn’t identify in exchange, but I told them to keep it and do their best at the butchering work I’d be asking them for instead. The three of them were delighted, but I had the fact that I’d been planning to use the bottles of wine for cooking—which is to say, they were very cheap—in the back of my mind the whole time...


      The pelt of a monster from this island had to be worth some real money, and those cheap bottles of wine really, really weren’t, so I would’ve felt tremendously guilty about accepting it for them. That remained true, even as the high elves gave me looks that I could only describe as powerfully emotional.


      Okay, but seriously, if you convert the price of that wine into Japanese currency I paid less than a hundred yen for each of them! This isn’t worth getting all moved over!


      I cleared my throat. “Well, just drink them in moderation, okay?”


      “Of course—and thank you!” Jorgen exclaimed.


      “Thanks!” said Velde.


      “We owe you!” added Ladmille.


      The three high elves left the building with wine in their hands and satisfied smiles on their faces. I watched them go with a considerably more tired look on mine.


      “Okay, time for bed,” I muttered.


      I laid down, rested my head against Fel’s stomach in lieu of a pillow, and was just about to drop off when I heard an almost tearful voice scream “So goooooooood!” from somewhere outside. I decided to pretend I’d imagined it and went to sleep.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning, my familiars woke up bright and early and hauled me out of bed to make their breakfast. They were champing at the bit to go out and hunt the green dragon the moment we were finished eating, which explained their unusual enthusiasm.


      We didn’t have to wake up quite this early, though, did we? I wondered, yawning as I set about making breakfast for everyone. The four of them were pestering me to hurry up, so I started by checking to see how the stocks of premade food in my Item Box were faring. Fortunately, I still had soboro meat made of a mixture of ground dungeon beef and ground dungeon pork left over.


      The soboro meat was a little spicy thanks to the doubanjiang I’d added to it, and making it could hardly have been any simpler. I’d just stir-fried some minced garlic in a pot until it had become fragrant, browned the ground meats, and then added soy sauce, sake, sugar, and doubanjiang, cooking it all until the dish’s water content had entirely boiled away.


      Soboro meat was so easy that I’d made a habit of throwing some together every once in a while when I had time to spare. That habit had now borne fruit. All I had to do was pull it out of storage and pile it on bowls of rice to make mildly spicy soboro bowls, which I could serve for breakfast. The rice was premade and stored in my Item Box as well, still sitting in the pot I’d cooked it in, and I put a few soft-boiled eggs, a sprinkle of sesame seeds, and a few sprigs of parsley on top as well, for good measure.


      Soboro bowls were very meat-forward, but they weren’t too heavy to feel like a decent breakfast, so I ended up eating the same thing as my familiars for once. I had to give them two sets of servings before I could even finish making my single bowl, mind you—they really were in top form today—but I finally finished it up and took my first bite, making sure to get a bit of egg in the mouthful. The mellowness of its flavor offset the spicy ground meat mixture perfectly, and it was delicious in a very breakfast-y sort of way.


      While I was eating, the high elves began to wake up and file in as well. I called out “Good morning!” every time one of them arrived, and they each greeted me with a much sleepier “Good morning,” in response.


      For a moment I wondered if they were hung over, but that seemed unlikely since the women looked as bedraggled as the men. Maybe high elves just weren’t morning people? Regardless, their sleepiness only lasted as long as it took them to notice the soboro bowls that my familiars were scarfing down and I was slowly working my way through. That made their eyes shoot wide open, all six of their gazes trained firmly on our bowls, intense enough I was worried they’d bore straight through the ceramic.


      You know...it’s really, really hard to eat with you staring like that.


      I gave in and made the same dish for the high elves, who were incredibly eager to indulge. They apologized for putting me through the trouble, but having to watch them practically drool over themselves as I ate would’ve been way, way worse than the little bit of extra cooking effort. It didn’t feel bad to see them enjoy my food either.


      Actually, aren’t you guys eating a little fast? I’d barely taken one or two bites, and the high elves were already nearing the bottoms of their bowls.


      “I require another helping.”


      “And I, my liege!”


      《Same!》


      《Sui too!》


      As I refilled the gluttonous quartet’s bowls, six other empty bowls—and six sets of hopeful eyes hovering above them—caught my attention.


      Okay, okay! Seconds for you too, I get it.


      I gathered up the high elves’ bowls, refilled them, and handed them back out. The high elves dug right in again with relish. Apparently, their gluttony was a trait that they shared with the other elves I’d met previously. Then again, maybe this was just a reaction to the sorry state their diets had been in for the last several centuries?


      Once everyone was done eating, Fel shot me a purposeful look. “Now, then—the time has come!” he said, seemingly ready to dash off that very instant.


      “Hold on a second,” I said. “We just ate! Give your food a minute to settle.”


      “I need no such thing,” Fel huffed before tossing me up onto his back. So, business as usual, basically.


      “We’ll be heading off to hunt the green dragon, then,” Gon said to the high elves.


      《Hell yeah! Dibs on the final blow!》 Dora-chan declared.


      《Sui’ll pew-pew it and beat it up good!》 Sui squealed.


      “No, really, wait! At least give me a couple minutes!”


      My resistance was fruitless. The next thing I knew, my familiars had practically flown out of the high elven village, and since I was on Fel’s back, I was along for the ride.


      “I just wanted a cup of coffee! Come oooooon!” I wailed as the village receded into the distance.


      “Have fuuun!” the high elves shouted back as they watched us go.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Wait, It Ran?


      A bit less than an hour had passed since we left the high elven village. We were still running along through the woods, following Gon’s instructions to the place where he claimed the green dragon would be found.


      “Stop,” Gon finally called out. “I do believe it was right around here!”


      We slowed our pace, creeping forward as we surveyed our surroundings.


      “Hmph,” Fel snorted. “I sense its presence.”


      The words had barely left his mouth when I heard a heavy thudding sound in the distance. The ground began to shake.


      《Looks like it’s coming out to say hi to us!》 said Dora-chan.


      《Something’s coming, yeah!》 Sui excitedly agreed.


      “Oh, I see!” said Gon. “I suppose it considers this part of its territory now! It has been quite a while.”


      Wait a minute. Does that mean...?


      “Why are you all so calm about this?!” I shouted...


      “GROOOAAAHHHHHH!”


      ...just in time for my voice to be drowned out by a deafening roar! “Eeek!” I gasped, flinching involuntarily. The noise was so overwhelming, I couldn’t help it.


      “Hmph. So it believes it can intimidate me, does it?” Fel scoffed.


      “Now, now, be nice,” said Gon. “It’s not polite to belittle a green dragon for its intelligence. That is simply what they’re like—they deserve our pity, if anything.”


      《Pff!》 Dora-chan snorted with barely surpressed laughter. 《I mean, the fact that it doesn’t know it’s got nothing on us already proves it’s a brainless dolt.》


      《Sui’s so gonna pew-pew it! Sui’ll beat it up, ’cause Sui’s strong!》


      Y-You guys sure aren’t holding back on the trash talk, are you? I hadn’t even seen the green dragon yet, and I was already starting to feel a little bad for it.


      Meanwhile, the pounding footfalls continued. Each heavy thud shook the ground, and they were clearly drawing closer.


      “It comes,” said Fel—and a moment later, a massive, green-skinned creature burst through the trees in front of us!


      “Huh?” I gasped. “Wha— But— What? That’s a triceratops!”


      The green dragon that stood before us looked uncannily similar to the illustrations of an extinct dinosaur I’d seen in reference guides in my old world. The three horns on its head were exactly as the illustrations had depicted them, but I still had one major question.


      “I thought triceratopses were supposed to be herbivores, but that’s definitely a carnivore if ever I’ve seen one!” I shouted, my face contorting with fear and stress as I hid behind Gon, poking my head out just enough to still have a view. The dragon had rows of very sharp teeth in a mouth that was dangling slightly open, drool dribbling down its chops. It was looking straight at us as it stamped the ground with its massive legs.


      Hm. Hmmm. Hold on. Was this one of yours by any chance, Demiurge? It’s gotta be, right? This is another of the ones where you straight-up copied a dinosaur from Earth and gave it your own “special touch,” thus turning it into a living nightmare, isn’t it?


      It was plausible. Terribly, terribly plausible. And thinking back, the earth dragon I’d encountered ages ago had been pretty dinosaur-like too.


      ＜Ahem!＞ a voice abruptly rang out in my mind. ＜This is, in fact, something entirely different than the ones you met on that mountain! Those were an experiment that got a touch out of hand—they turned out as creatures that were similar to, but still unmistakably distinct from, dragons. In comparison to them, green dragons—and earth dragons, of course—were crafted specifically and properly to fill the dragon niche! If you want proof, then note that the mountain creatures all breathed fire, or acid, or had mighty jaws, or venomous fangs. In other words, they prioritized physical means of attack. Dragons, on the other hand, have magic too!＞


      No sooner had I questioned Demiurge’s work than he was right there in my head with me. That felt less like an explanation and more like an excuse, you know? And why did you sound so proud about the part where they have magic?!


      Well, at least now I know that the monsters on that mountain are in their own category, separate from the earth dragon and the green dragon, so that’s something. They’re different, he says... But are they? Are they, really?


      ＜I may have cut a few very small corners, perhaps, and borrowed the appearance of a dinosaur from your world for it, yes.＞


      Yup! I had a feeling!


      ＜B-But I’d been making so many dragons at the time, a-and I was busy with other matters as well! You’ve had times like that, surely?＞


      I mean, yes, sure, but mine were way less important than yours. It’s a matter of scale, you know?


      ＜I-In any case, their appearance notwithstanding, they are very much true dragons! That’s all there is to be said about them! Adios!＞


      All there is to be said, my foot! And “adios,” really? Where did you even pick that one up...? Oh, whoops!


      I’d let myself get distracted, but now I turned my full attention back to the green dragon. It was currently locked in a stare-down with Fel, each waiting for the other to make the first move, until the green dragon eventually let out a bellowing roar and charged forward, its head lowered and its three sharp horns pointed right at us!


      “Grab onto me, my liege!” Gon said. I threw myself onto his back and clung on for dear life as Gon slipped right past the green dragon’s charge. He could be way more dexterous than you’d think, considering how huge his body was.


      “Hmph. Do you truly believe that would be enough to best us?” Fel pompously declared as he dodged the charge with ease as well. Sui was riding on Fel’s head, and emerged unscathed too.


      《Yeah, not in a million years! This is why everyone says these things are morons,》 taunted Dora-chan, who was fluttering in the air nearby.


      I-Is it just me, or did it start snorting a lot more aggressively after what they said...? Does it know that Dora-chan’s mocking it? Have they managed to really piss it off?


      《Yeah, you heard me! The truth hurts, huh?》


      “Wha— D-Dora-chan! Don’t taunt it!”


      “ROOOAAAUUUGGGHHH!” the dragon bellowed indignantly. At the same moment, spikes of earth that had to be about a meter tall each sprang up from the ground beneath us.


      “Whoa!” I yelped.


      Fel leaped into the air, landing outside the radius that the earthen spines covered. Gon flapped his wings and took to the air to dodge them as well.


      《What, is that seriously all you’ve got? Okay, then—it’s my turn!》 said Dora-chan.


      《Ahh! No fair, Dora-chan!》 Sui whined.


      《Hey, first come, first served!》


      Sharply pointed pillars of ice manifested in the air and rained down upon the green dragon. They didn’t prove to be sharp enough to pierce its hide, but it did let out a wailing grunt of displeasure.


      《Tch! Guess one blast of my magic wasn’t enough,》 Dora-chan muttered.


      《Sui’s neeext! Take this!》


      Pew, pew!


      Sui’s acid bullets slammed straight into the green dragon’s flank. It bellowed once again, thrashing about in pain. I could see smoke rising from the part of its hide the acid had impacted.


      《Booo! That didn’t beat it,》 Sui said sulkily. It didn’t like that its signature move hadn’t finished its target off.


      “You may not have beaten it, Sui, but you certainly did damage! Look, see? Watch how it flails in pain,” Gon noted.


      “Y-Yeah, that’s right! And, I mean, it is a dragon,” I chimed in. The slime’s acid bullets were scarily powerful already, and if they really had killed a dragon in a single shot, I wouldn’t have known what to think... I just shuddered. Come back, my cute little Sui!


      “Then I will finish it off. Let this be the end,” Fel said as he raised his foreleg.


      The green dragon took a step backward, seemingly in fear—then spun around a full hundred and eighty degrees and ran, tromping away at full speed in the blink of an eye.


      The dust cleared. I processed what had happened.


      “Huh?”


      “It ran.”


      “It certainly did!”


      《Heh heh heh! With its tail between its legs!》


      《Huuuh? Where’d it go?》
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      “We will pursue it!”


      “Yes, indeed! We can’t let our wonderful meat escape us!”


      《You said it!》


      《Sui’s gonna eat dragon meat for sure!》


      The dragon was retreating, but my familiars had no intention of letting it escape. When they locked onto a source of good meat, I knew for a fact that they would follow it no matter how far it ran.


      And so we dashed off into the woods, hot on the heels of the fleeing green dragon.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The green dragon fled through the forest, and my party followed. Eventually, we came to a large hill that was covered in vines.


      “This would be the green dragon’s lair,” said Gon.


      “Indeed,” Fel agreed. “I can sense its presence, faint though it is.”


      “It’s done its best to conceal the entrance! It must be very wary of letting us find it. A pity that its efforts are all in vain.”


      The green dragon was just up against the wrong enemies this time. Stealth didn’t work on the likes of Fel and Gon.


      《Hey, I think I found the way in! And dang, it’s rock-hard!》 said Dora-chan. He’d been fluttering around the area, apparently surveying it, and had stopped at a particular point beside the hill to knock on it with his claws. He scowled as he realized how tough the lair’s entrance really was.


      “Well, this is its home,” said Gon. “A dragon’s lair is their lifeline! I’m sure that it’s sealed the entrance with earth magic.”


      Oh, that makes sense. I guess it’s basically bolted the door shut from the inside and is waiting for us to go away now.


      “Though such measures are, of course, pointless in the face of our might,” Fel said with a snort.


      I ended up smiling and shaking my head as well. Against a normal enemy, that probably would’ve been enough—the green dragon would lie low for a while, and escape from the experience alive and well. Fel and Gon, however, weren’t the sort of hunters who would let their quarry get away with pulling a move like that. I was positive that they were already considering how they could force their way through to their soon-to-be victim...


      《Oooh, oooh! Can Sui break it, then?》 the party slime piped up from its position atop Fel’s head.


      “Huh?” I grunted. “You, Sui? But how?”


      Does it want to melt the side of the hill with acid? Sui had beaten a stone golem during our last dungeon crawl that way, so I wasn’t going to say it was impossible, but making a hole big enough to drag the green dragon out through felt like it’d be a really tall order.


      《Well, umm, Sui was gonna do this!》


      Pshooo!


      “Whoa!” I yelped as Sui stuck out a slime tentacle, then sent a stream of highly pressurized water flying at the side of the hill.


      《Huuuh? It didn’t break?》 Sui pouted.


      “No,” Fel replied as he glanced upward. “You did, in fact, slice into the barrier to a substantial depth.”


      “Wait, what was that?” I asked.


      “Sui’s water magic,” Fel bluntly replied.


      “Ooooh! Cutting that deeply into a barricade such as this one is quite the thing!” said Gon. “Your water magic is more potent than I would have thought, Sui.”


      《Awww, but we still can’t get in like this!》 said Sui. In spite of Gon’s praise, the slime was still sulking.


      Hey, Sui...? What are you even upset about? You sliced into a ridiculously tough rock barrier that a dragon made with magic to protect its lair!


      I could feel my eye twitch as I examined the hillside. Sui’s attack had left a pretty substantial gash in it, which meant that its water magic was even stronger than the last time I’d seen it.


      “Why so glum, Sui? This gap is more than enough to suffice. Watch. I’ll just take my claws...” Gon said as he jammed his claws into the hillside. Then, a moment later, he let out a tremendous “Hrmmph!” as he pulled with all his might! The section of the hill that Sui had cut into tilted, then finally fell forward, toppling to the ground with a mighty crash. “There! And now we have our entryway. Opening it was simplicity itself thanks to the gap you made with your magic, Sui.”


      《Oh, wooow! Does that mean Sui did good?》


      “Grah hah hah! Yes! Yes, you did indeed!”


      《Yaaay!》 Sui cheered as it bounced atop Fel’s head.


      《Yeah, nice one, Sui!》 Dora-chan chimed in as well. He sounded like he really meant it, which made sense, considering that he’d personally checked how hard the hillside was.


      “Gon or I could have broken it ourselves, of course, but your attack did certainly make the task easier. Though, that being said...stop jumping on my head at once, Sui.”


      《Oops! Sorry, Uncle Fel.》


      I really hated to focus on this while my familiars were having a happy little moment of harmony—I really did—but I just couldn’t help myself. “Y-Yiiiikes...” I muttered as I surveyed the aftermath of Gon’s handiwork. Sui’s water magic power up had been shocking, yes, but Gon was the one who’d barely grunted as he tore a whole chunk out of the hillside and honestly, it had left me mildly horrified.


      “But, yes—in any case, we now have our entrance!” said Gon.


      “And so the time has come for the green dragon to meet its end,” Fel followed up.


      《Hell yeah it is!》 said Dora-chan.


      《Dragon meeeat!》 Sui cheered.


      The gluttonous quartet marched right into the newly opened cave, their eyes glimmering with anticipation. Delicious meat was practically being dangled in front of their eyes, and they were eager to seize it. I, on the other hand, was doing my best to stay out of eyeshot and slowly back away from that same opening. I had no interest in getting caught up in whatever was about to happen in there.


      “I’ll, uh... I’ll just wait out here, then,” I said.


      “That would be best. You would only be in the way if you followed. I will raise a barrier,” Fel replied as he peered into the pitch-black cavern.


      Well, excuse me for being a liability! Though really, you should be excusing yourself for always putting me in these positions.


      “Let us be off!” said Fel. With that, all four of my familiars dove into the hillside cave.


      I waited...and after barely any time, I heard my familiars’ voices and the sounds of battle echoing out from the cavern.


      “Accept your fate! You are to be our viands!”


      Shiiing!


      “Graaaugh!”


      “Oh? It survived one of Fel’s attacks? This beast is remarkably durable! I suppose you truly do deserve to be called a dragon—but what of an attack from me?”


      Ka-shiiing!


      “Braaauuugh!”


      《Oooh, nice! Ancient dragon claws are where it’s at! You gutted that thing! Wait, though... It’s still moving? Dragon’s got grit, I’ll give it that, but it’s useless! You’re not getting outta this one! My turn—have some of these!》


      Shunk, shunk, shunk!


      “Grahh, hgaaaugh...”


      《It’s not done yet? Okay, then—Sui’s turn next!》


      “Sui, wait!”


      《Whaaat, Uncle Fel?》


      《Remember that we will be eating the beast. It is already heavily wounded, and if your acid were to seep into those wounds, that precious meat would melt away.》


      《Oooh, okay! Melting the meat would be a waste, right?》


      “Why not use the water magic you showed us a moment ago, Sui? In its weakened state, that should be sufficient to lop its head clean off its shoulders.”


      《Okay! Take this!》


      Fwooosh... Thud!


      《Yaaay! Sui beat it!》


      “Well done, Sui!”


      《Tee hee!》


      I really...really wished I hadn’t heard any of that. They’d cornered the poor green dragon and beaten the everloving daylights out of it. I was not comfortable with this sort of overkill.


      While I was cringing at my familiars’ behavior, they emerged from the cavern once more.


      《Dang, this sucker’s heavy!》 said Dora-chan, who was hauling the green dragon’s severed head. He looked awfully proud of himself, whining aside.


      《Master, Master! Sui beat the dragon!》 said Sui, who was following after Dora-chan. The slime had enlarged itself, and was carrying the green dragon’s body. Said body was covered in conspicuous, wince-inducing open wounds.


      “Fel, Gon,” I groaned.


      “What?”


      “Yes, my liege?”


      “You overdid it. That was just too much. We look like a bunch of bullies now.”


      “Wh-What? We are nothing of the sort! This was a hunt!”


      “Y-Yes, that’s right! And it’s only natural for the weak to be culled by the strong! Such is the way of this world!”


      “Sure, but you guys are at the tippy-top of that food chain! When you go that far, it ends up looking downright mean! You were picking on a weakling! You’re bullies!”


      “We are not!”


      “Indeed, we are not! You have it all wrong, my liege!”


      While Fel and Gon were kicking up a fuss, I went ahead and stowed the dragon head and body that Dora-chan and Sui brought over to me in my Item Box. Rest in peace, dragon, I said internally, clapping my hands together and offering my condolences to the poor green dragon that my party had brutalized.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I have worked up an appetite. It is time for us to eat.”


      “Yes, I’m rather famished as well! Whenever you please, my liege.”


      《I could go for grub, yeah.》


      《Sui’s super hungry too!》


      I wasn’t so sure that delivering a one-sided brutalization really counted as “working up an appetite”—it didn’t seem like it had even involved much movement on their part—but it was just about lunchtime anyway. Their internal clocks seemed to have gotten pretty good recently, at least when it came to mealtimes. Point is, I would’ve had to cook for them pretty soon regardless.


      “Right, right! Lunch will be right up. Wonder if I have something premade left over...?” I said. But this time when I rifled through my Item Box, I found that I was out of luck. I’d finally burned through my whole stock of hot and ready meals. “Oof! I don’t have anything ready to go, so I’ll have to cook from scratch this time. Give me just a minute, guys.”


      “Hmph! Make it quick.”


      “I know, I know! Sheesh.”


      It wasn’t hard to figure out how urgent the matter was for them, considering how Fel’s and Gon’s stomachs were growling. I brought out my magic stove, then paused to consider my options.


      “I think I had some ground meat on hand, didn’t I?” I muttered. Sui had helped me grind up an absolute ton of dungeon beef and pork back at home, and I was fairly certain I hadn’t used it all up yet. I also had plenty of Alban’s signature vegetables. “Especially carrots and bell peppers. I have a mountain of those.”


      Ground meat, carrots, and peppers... A saucy meat and veggie rice bowl might be nice, I guess. It’d be quick to throw together too. Oh, and maybe I’ll add some boiled bamboo shoots! Those would give it some great texture. Yeah, I think this sounds like a plan!


      “First things first, I gotta buy those bamboo shoots with my skill!” I said. I opened my Online Supermarket’s menu, tracked down the bamboo shoots, and bought them right away. They appeared in a cardboard box, as always, and with that, I was ready to get cooking.


      I started by slicing the carrots, bell peppers, and bamboo shoots into centimeter-thick pieces. Then I heated a little sesame oil in a frying pan, which I used to brown the ground dungeon beef and pork. Needless to say, I went heavier on the meat than I would’ve if I was cooking for myself!


      Once the meat was browned, I added the carrots, peppers, and bamboo shoots, then stir-fried it all for about a minute or so. Next, I poured in some water that I had mixed with granulated dashi stock, soy sauce, grated ginger (from a tube, because why not), and a little sugar. I brought everything up to a rolling boil, and let it cook until the water had been reduced to about half the level it had started at, at which point I poured in a slurry made from water and potato starch. Then all I had to do was let it simmer until the sauce thickened up!


      I brought out a bowl of cooked rice—I still had some of that left in my Item Box, at least—and piled it into bowls, topping them off with a very hearty helping of the meat and veggie mixture. And with that...


      “Okay, all ready!”


      I turned around to let my familiars know, and found that they were already lined up behind me, eager and ready to be handed their helpings. The gluttonous quartet live up to their title yet again, I thought with a tired smile. Fel’s and Gon’s stomachs kept grumbling audibly as I laid their usual bowls down in front of them, revealing the mounds of rice, meat, veggies, and sauce within.


      “There you go! These are saucy ground meat and vegetable bowls,” I said.


      Fel glared at his bowl. Specifically, he glared at the chunks of green and orange that his sharp eyes had clearly not missed. He scowled at me.


      “What? I cut the veggies small. You won’t even notice them!” I said. “There’s more than enough meat in there to satisfy you too.”


      Fel glared at me for a moment longer, then took a bite. It wasn’t long before he started picking up the pace and wolfing it down. For all his performative displeasure, he seemed to have taken a real liking to it.


      “Oh? The thick, slimy sauce atop this dish pairs remarkably with the rice!” said Gon.


      “I know, right?” I replied. At least one of my familiars appreciated the dish for what it was, and was eating with relish.


      《It’s not lacking for ground meat, that’s for sure! Yeah, I’m pretty into this.》


      Should’ve known you’d get it too, Dora-chan! I put in about twice as much meat as I usually would, just because I knew it’s what you four would want.


      《Masteeer, the sauce is yummy... But Sui was in the mood to eat a really big piece of meat today.》


      “Sorry, Sui, but you’ll be getting a big slab of meat tomorrow or the day after,” I said. “You all hunted down the dragon, and you know what that means, right?”


      Sui wibbled with excited realization. 《Oh! Dragon meat!》


      “That’s right! The high elves back in the village are going to butcher it for us, so it shouldn’t be long at all before we get to eat it.”


      《Yaaay!》 Sui cheered as high-speed, ecstatic jiggles shot through its body.


      Sui’s in it for the long-term payout, all right.


      《So, umm, Sui wants to eat dragon steaks!》


      Dragon meat was tasty enough that going the simple route and making steaks did seem like a solid move. They’d be as tasty as all get out for sure, even if all I used to season them was salt and pepper.


      “Steak, huh? I think I like the sound of that,” I said.


      《Indeed,》Fel agreed. Apparently, the others had been listening in on our conversation. 《Steak is a fitting choice for the meat of a dragon. Especially when those steaks are thickly cut,》 he added with an excited nod.


      You know you’re drooling, right? You’re still actively eating your rice bowl, and yet you’re also drooling at the thought of dragon steaks? Really?


      《The meat will best be enjoyed simply first in the form of thickly cut steaks, after which we shall flavor it with the usual seasonings,》 Fel continued.


      By which he means his usual soy-based steak sauce, of course. Fel really does love that stuff. Considering how well it goes with steaks, I can’t even blame him. It’s the ultimate culinary synergy, I swear.


      “Thickly cut dragon steaks... Oh, I do like the ring of those words,” said Gon.


      And, we’ve got another drooler!


      《Steak, eh? Doesn’t sound bad, I guess, but I’m leaning more in the roast dragon direction. Can’t say I’m not tempted by both options, though,》 Dora-chan said, crossing his little arms as he mulled the choice over.


      I can get behind that! A roast really would be great too.


      “You cannot mean that, Dora. Steak must come first. It is the optimal dish through which to experience the natural, innately delicious flavor of a dragon’s meat.”


      《Gotta admit, you’re kinda selling me on that. Start with steaks, and go with a roast next time?》


      “Indeed. That is the proper way. An unbeatable meal plan.”


      “Dragon steaks and roast dragon! Music to my ears! What supreme luxury it is to be able to savor dragon meat several times over, in many forms! Grah hah hah!”


      “You know your task, then. I trust you will see it done,” Fel said, turning to look at me.


      “Right, right,” I replied. I could tell that this one was already set in stone: Dragon steaks followed by a dragon roast it’d be.


      《Okay, so we’ve got dragon steaks, roast dragon—and then what?》 Dora-chan asked. 《I’m thinking dragon cutlets, myself. No way that stuff wouldn’t be awesome fried.》


      “Oh? Fried?” said Fel. “That does have its appeal, Dora. We have eaten dragon steaks many a time, but it would be amusing to explore other means of consuming them. Cutlets are a sound idea.”


      “Hold on. You mean to say you’ve never eaten fried dragon before, Fel?” Gon inquired.


      “Indeed.”


      《Yeah, guess we haven’t!》


      “Well, whyever not?! You had my liege to make them for you, and you never tried it? What a waste it would be to not sample every form he could prepare it in!”


      “Much as it irks me to admit it, you speak the truth.”


      《Dragon steaks are great and all, but we did already have plenty of ’em with the earth dragon and the red dragon. Let’s go out of our way to eat stuff other than just steak and roasts this time.》


      “Agreed.”


      “Yes, indeed!”


      《Hey, hey, Dora-chan? Does that mean we get to eat dragon in all sorts of yummy ways?》


      《Yeah, that’s the plan, Sui!》


      《Yaaay! Sui’s so excited!》


      Everyone sure is getting worked up already, huh? And hold on—I’m the one who’s going to have to come up with a bunch of novel dragon dishes thanks to all this, aren’t I?


      I wasn’t totally on board with the idea—dragon was the ultimate luxury meat, so using it for steaks just made sense to me—but I decided to let them have their fun and munched on my ground meat and veggie bowl as I watched their conversation carry on.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: Green Dragon Steak


      “We’re back, everyone!” I called out as we stepped back into the high elves’ village. The high elves themselves quickly came running over to us, and for some reason, they all looked rather apprehensive.


      “Did you abandon your dragon hunt?” Jorgen nervously asked me.


      “Huh? Did we what?” I replied. I was so baffled by the question, I actually didn’t understand what he was getting at for a moment.


      “You only just left this morning, and you’re back already!” Adela chimed in.


      I mean, that’s certainly true, yeah... We left in the morning, and we’re coming back in the early evening. But, like, isn’t that normal? This is usually right around the time people come home from a hunt, right?


      “Don’t let it get you down,” said Velde. “You were going after a green dragon. No shame in failing a hunt like that.”


      “When we brought our green dragon down, it took all of the warriors in the village three days and three nights to finish the thing off. They’re nothing to scoff at, and none of us will belittle you for turning tail,” Ladmille added. Selma and Laura chimed in to agree as well, shooting us anxious glances as they spoke.


      Oooh... Took me long enough, but I get it now.


      Green dragons were dangerous enough that even hyper-competent fighters like the high elves had taken three days to beat one. We, meanwhile, had gone out to hunt one in the morning and came back that very same evening. It was no wonder at all that they’d leaped to the conclusion that we’d failed and bailed.


      Yeah, I see now. The fact that they have taken a green dragon down probably makes us killing ours so quickly feel even more implausible than it would otherwise. We really are an exception when it comes to these things, though, I thought as I glanced at my familiars.


      “Hmph! Do not think to liken yourselves to us,” Fel huffed with an irate scowl.


      “Truly!” said Gon, who seemed offended as well. “There isn’t the slightest hint of a chance that we would ever flee from the likes of a measly green dragon.”


      《Yeah, you tell ’em! As if we’d lose a fight like that! We beat the stuffing outta that green dragon! It was an instant win! Didn’t take a second!》 Dora-chan insisted. He seemed particularly indignant that the high elves had implied he’d lost, and was furiously swinging his little arms about.


      Sorry, but the high elves still can’t hear you. Also, I’ll grant you the part about beating the stuffing out of it, but it definitely took you longer than a second.


      《We didn’t fail, though! We beat the dragon up!》 Sui declared. Even it was quivering rapidly with anger atop Fel’s head.


      The high elves—who had, at least, heard Fel’s and Gon’s objections—froze in place with astonishment.


      “Umm,” I said, “the hunt went well, actually! No issues at all—I mean, one issue, I guess. I think the dragon got scared of my familiars, so it ran away to its lair halfway through the fight, but we were able to track it and take it down without wasting too much time anyway.”


      The high elves’ jaws dropped. Astonishment had escalated to outright amazement, and seeing six peerlessly beautiful people look at me with expressions that silly on their faces nearly made me burst out in laughter.


      “He speaks the truth,” Fel added. “And as we hungered after our hunt had finished, we settled down for a meal before returning to you. Had we not done so, we would have been back hours ago.”


      Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui all chimed in to agree.


      “You...ate afterward?” one of the high elves muttered.


      “They make it sound like a picnic...” said another.


      All of them were beyond bafflement now, and for some reason, they turned those disbelieving gazes toward me next.


      Hey, don’t look at me like that! This isn’t my fault, okay? It’s just how those four always operate! I can’t help them being so overpowered!


      “U-Umm, well, it’s pretty late, s-so I was thinking you could maybe start on the butchering tomorrow?” I said, faltering awkwardly under the high elves’ stares. I ended up leaving it at that and heading straight back to the building that they’d let us borrow, where my familiars and I shut ourselves up for the evening.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The next morning after breakfast, we headed over to the spot where the dragon would be butchered. The high elves had already gathered and were preparing to get started.


      “Good morning!” I said.


      “Good morning,” the elves replied before moving right along to discuss the project ahead.


      “A green dragon’s far too big to handle in our usual butchering space, so we’ll be doing this one outside,” Jorgen explained.


      Velde, who I assumed would be spearheading the project, nodded in agreement. “That’s right. Fortunately for us, it’s a lovely day out! Care to do the honors, Laura?”


      “On it,” Laura replied. She stepped forward and used earth magic to raise a very large, sturdy-looking earthen platform in the middle of the village’s central plaza. Laura, incidentally, was supposed to be their group’s resident earth magic expert. “How does this look? Big enough?”


      “What do you think?” Velde asked, passing the question off to me.


      “It needs to be big enough for the green dragon to fit on it, right? In that case, umm—it might be good to make it a little bigger, actually.”


      Laura started gradually widening the platform. “You really did bring down a big one, didn’t you...?” Ladmille muttered as he watched her work.


      “All right!” Velde called out a moment later. “That should be big enough! Remember, we’re working with a dragon—we can’t let a single drop of blood go to waste! Make the platform’s surface as solid as possible so nothing seeps into it, and tilt it slightly in this direction so the blood flows over here!”


      “On it,” Laura replied. Velde kept giving directions to her, and before too long, the platform had been fine-tuned to meet his standards.


      “Nice! This should do just fine,” Velde said after he’d finished checking the platform over. It was finally time. “We’re ready for the green dragon. Mukohda?”


      “All right!”


      I pulled the green dragon’s corpse out of my Item Box and deposited it on the platform. The high elves oohed and aahed at its sheer size.


      “It’s massive...” one of them said as they inspected the monster.


      “Right?”


      “No kidding.”


      “But you know, I find Mukohda equally as surprising,” Jorgen added. “I knew he had an Item Box at a glance, but if something this big could fit inside it, it could probably rival a high elf’s in size. I’ve never met a human with an Item Box that big before.”


      My heart skipped a beat. “W-Well, y’know! I guess I just got lucky and happened to end up with a big one,” I said, hoping that would be enough to brush their suspicions off before changing the subject. “And wait, does that mean that all high elves have them?”


      “We do, yes. Our people have ample magical potential on the whole, which lends itself to having one. I’ve never met a high elf who didn’t. Their sizes vary, of course, but even the smallest high elven Item Box is about the size of one of our homes,” Jorgen said, gesturing toward one of the nearby houses.


      “Oh? That’s nothing to sneeze at,” I said. As small as their houses were, a house-sized Item Box was still impressive by any other race’s standards. It would put you in high demand among adventurers, without a doubt.


      High elves really do get all the perks, don’t they?


      “And some of us have Item Boxes large enough to store this green dragon a hundred times over,” Jorgen continued.


      “Oooh, you mean Lucas? He really was a lifesaver when we all came out to this island,” Velde said with an air of nostalgia.


      “Okay, okay, that’s enough chatter!” Adela declared.


      “We have a big task on our hands! This thing’s going to take a long time to butcher, isn’t it?” Selma noted.


      “If we don’t start now, we’ll never get it done!” Laura added.


      The high elven women had decided that we’d never get done at this rate, and kicked their husbands into gear. The men quickly took the point and got to work on the double.


      “Okay, then! Let’s open it up,” Velde said as he took up a knife made out of a whitish material.


      I could tell at a glance that it wasn’t metal, and part of me wondered if a knife that wasn’t mithril would be up to the task. Those thoughts must have shown on my face, as Velde seemed to notice them.


      “Curious, huh? Isn’t it a beaut?” Velde said, holding the knife out so I could see it in full.


      “It is, but can you really butcher a dragon with a knife that isn’t mithril?” I asked.


      “Ha ha! No worries there. This knife was made from the claw of an earth dragon. Mithril knives aren’t bad, don’t get me wrong, but I’d take one of these over one of them any day. I’d go so far as to say that it holds an edge that you could never get on a mithril knife, even. Seeing is believing, though, so just watch!”


      Velde jammed his knife into the green dragon’s hide. He hadn’t been exaggerating about its sharpness—it slid right in, slicing through the incredibly tough dragon skin like it was nothing. The high elves’ teamwork was on point as well, and their combined efforts had the dragon practically falling to pieces before my eyes. Finally...


      “Whew! Okay, all done,” Velde said as he wiped the sweat from his brow. It was only a little past noon, and the dragon was already fully butchered.


      With that, Fel, Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui—all of whom had stayed quiet throughout the whole process—made their move.


      “Hah hah hah hah! Well done indeed. Forgoing lunch was a gamble, and it has paid off beautifully!”


      “It certainly has! Come on, then, my liege—if you start cooking now, we’ll still be on time for a late lunch!”


      《Dragon steak, finally!》


      《Dragon steaaak!》


      I’d thought it was weird when lunchtime came and went without a word of complaint from them. Midday dragon steaks must have been their plan all along. I’ve gotta say, aren’t you four a little too excited about this? Gluttons to the bitter end, I swear. Not that I’m gonna say no, seeing as I did promise them those steaks and all.


      “Okay, okay! Coming right up,” I said. The gluttonous quartet would not be persuaded to wait, and so I started getting ready to grill up some dragon steaks on the double.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I found myself standing in front of a cutting board with a massive chunk of dragon meat on top of it. The freshly butchered green dragon flesh looked like a glistening, well-marbled cut of red meat at a glance. It definitely shared some similarities with the red dragon’s and earth dragon’s meats, but I got the sense that the green dragon meat was just a little fattier than either of those had been.


      My familiars’ eyes were all glued to the chunk of meat as well. Their stares exuded a wordless pressure. They weren’t saying anything, but their bearings practically screamed, Hurry up and feed it to us already!


      All right! Let’s get these dragon steaks going!


      “Too thin,” Fel interjected from the sidelines the moment I was about to make my first cut.


      I paused and looked over at him. “Too thin? Come on—this is a plenty thick cut of steak.”


      “Have you lost your senses?! It should be much thicker than that!”


      “I rather agree, my liege.”


      《Same here.》


      《Sui too.》


      “Ugh! Okay then, how about this?” I said, sliding the knife further up the chunk of meat.


      “More,” Fel demanded. The other three nodded enthusiastically.


      “Even more...? Okay, then this has to be enough, right?” I said, adjusting the cut yet again.


      “No! More!”
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      Somehow, Fel still wasn’t satisfied. Gon, Dora-chan, and Sui were all nodding in agreement, but they’d already pushed this far enough.


      “Nope! That’s plenty thick!” I insisted. “If I go any thicker than this, the outside of your steaks will be charred before the inside’s even started to warm up! They won’t be nearly as good that way as they’ll be if you let me portion them reasonably!”


      That finally got the gluttonous quartet to back down, albeit reluctantly. This is already ridiculously thick, you know? Sheesh.


      At the end of our back-and-forth, I’d settled on a cutting line that would result in a very thick steak.


      “So this is the limit, then?” Fel muttered with disappointment.


      “It is, yeah,” I said. “And you should know that, actually! This is about how thick I cut the dragon steaks before, isn’t it?”


      Yeah, it totally was—and if you did remember that, then why’d you have to push your luck by asking for more and more? I really wish you’d stop that! You’ve gotta curb your dragon steak greed!


      “And what right do you have to criticize us so? You could have simply cut the steaks to the greatest possible thickness from the outset,” Fel countered, shooting me a pointed glance.


      “Ugh... I could’ve, sure, but it’s way harder to cook a steak right when it’s too thick.”


      “I wish to sink my fangs into the thickest possible cut of dragon meat.”


      “As do I! If we’re to eat dragon, then why not cut it as thickly as possible?”


      《Count me in on team thick steaks too! Give us a real mouthful, y’know?》


      《Sui thinks so too!》


      Sure, but I’m telling you, there’s limits to how thick a good dragon steak can be! These four carnivores, I swear. It’s not like thickness is what you’re supposed to judge a good steak by in the first place, right?


      “It really is way harder to nail a thick steak...” I grumbled to myself as I started carving away at the green dragon meat, cutting it to my familiars’ outrageous specifications. The steak for me, of course, I cut to a reasonable size.


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      The steaks hit my preheated frying pan with a loud, attention-grabbing sizzle. Well, the steak, really. I’d brought out the absolute biggest pan in my collection, and it was still barely large enough to fit one of the green dragon steaks.


      I could instantly tell how good the meat was from its smell alone. My familiars were clustered up nearby, eyes shining with ravenous anticipation as they watched the ultra-thick steak gradually cook.


      “So focused on the steaks they haven’t even glanced at me this whole time,” I muttered to myself. Their ears were just as distracted as their eyes, clearly, and they didn’t seem to hear me either. “Well, that’s fine, I guess. Kinda uncomfortable cooking with this attentive of an audience, though!”


      Once again, the gluttonous quartet didn’t react in the slightest. They really did have eyes and ears for the steaks and the steaks alone, so I did my best to ignore their stares as I kept cooking away.


      “Okay! Now I’ll just cover them with aluminum foil and let them rest,” I said.


      “A-Are they not finished yet?”


      “Surely they must be! They seem fully cooked to my eyes.”


      《Yeah! So we can eat ’em now, right?》


      《Sui wants to eeeat!》


      “Not quite yet! You have to let steaks like this rest before you carve into them,” I said. “The inside isn’t totally cooked yet. That foil’s there to keep the steaks’ residual heat in, which’ll gradually cook them all the way through. It’ll only be a little longer before you can have the perfect dragon steak, so just sit tight until then!”


      My familiars were getting impatient, but I had them hang on for a little longer so the meat could rest as long as it needed to. Meanwhile, I started working on my own dragon steak. As I laid it down in the frying pan, I felt someone staring intently at me again—but when I looked at my familiars, I found that they were still fully focused on their own foil-wrapped steaks.


      Huh. Weird, I thought. I looked back at the frying pan, but still couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me, so I glanced back and forth around the area...and saw them. Six pairs of eyes were poking out from behind the pillars that supported the butchering area’s roof, their gazes trained upon me.


      “Umm, can I help you guys?” I called out to Jorgen and the rest of the high elves. Not that I really even needed to ask. I could already guess that they’d been lured here by the smell of the dragon steaks. I’d told them that I’d share some of the dragon’s meat in exchange for them butchering it for us, and this seemed like a perfect chance to make good on my word. “Why not stop staring and join us instead?”


      The high elves hurried over so quickly, I had a feeling they’d been waiting for my invitation.


      “So, umm, you said that you’d like a bit of the dragon’s meat in exchange for helping us butcher it. How about trying some of the dragon steaks I’m making now as part of that?” I offered.


      “Absolutely!” the high elves replied in unison. They barely even gave me the chance to finish the question.


      I started cooking steaks for the high elves as well...and they stared.


      Yeah... I’m getting some real déjà vu here.


      Oh, did they stare.


      Y-You know what? I’ll just ignore them. It’s no big deal.


      “All right! They’re ready,” I finally said. I served the dragon steaks to everyone present, and they all dug in without hesitation.


      “Delicious!” shouted my familiars.


      “Delicious!” the high elves yelled just as loudly. Every last one of them—and my familiars, for that matter—looked delighted.


      “I bet it is, yeah,” I said with a nod, watching the high elf crew and my familiars stuff themselves out of the corner of my eye as I cut up my own steak and tried a bite.


      “So delicious!”


      Dragon meat really is in a league of its own!


      The green dragon’s meat had looked fattier than that of the earth dragon or the red dragon, but that fattiness didn’t make it feel too heavy or greasy at all. The chunk of meat I’d been slicing steaks from was large enough that even my thin steak was quite substantial, and I’d been worried that I wouldn’t be able to finish it at first, but that was no longer a concern. I felt like I could demolish that steak without breaking a sweat, and went in for a second bite right away.


      “Salt and pepper really is all it takes to make this stuff great,” I commented to myself. That wasn’t going to stop me from rummaging through my Item Box for my usual trio of bottles, though!


      I pulled out the soy-based steak sauces that Fel was especially fond of. I was planning to demolish my steak, yes, but I wasn’t under any illusions that I’d have the stomach space for a second one afterward. That meant that if I wanted to try the dragon meat with more than one sort of seasoning, I’d have to do it with this piece. I’d sampled it with plain salt and pepper already, so next, I decided to try it with a splash of garlic steak sauce. I cut off a piece, dribbled on the sauce, and popped it into my mouth.


      “Wow, is that ever good too! Not that garlic sauce could ever make a steak worse, I guess.” The roasted garlic brings an aromatic something to the dish that I can’t get enough of! But I’ll have to, since I have other flavors to try—and daikon’s up next!


      “And, this one’s great too! It really nails that grated daikon flavor, in the cleanest, most refreshing sort of way!” Amazing how grated daikon goes so well with meat, even when it’s in sauce form. Anyway, last up is onion!


      “Yeah, of course this would be awesome too. How could soy sauce and roasted onions possibly be a bad fit for steak?” It has all the umami of a perfectly cooked onion, with a soy sauce kick to balance it out! Could there be a better flavor combination for a dish like this?


      I was caught up in my own little world, experimenting to see how my various sauces worked with the dragon steak. Meanwhile...


      “Hey! How dare you keep such delights for yourself?! Share them with me!”


      “Those are the sauces that make meat taste outrageously good, aren’t they, my liege? I’d like some on my next helping as well!”


      《Ooooh, same! Same!》


      《Sui toooo!》


      My ever sharp-eyed familiars caught me in no time at all and started hounding me for another helping.


      “Right, right! I’ll get that going for you,” I said. Then, as I started cooking their second round of dragon steaks, I felt another set of stares boring into me. “Can I, err, help you?”


      “What is that black substance?” Jorgen said as he inspected the steak sauce bottle I was holding. The other high elves were fixated on it as well.


      “Oh! This is a soy-based steak sauce. It’s just a sauce that’s good on meat, basically,” I explained.


      “A sauce...”


      “That’s good...”


      “On meat...”


      The high elves looked down at their plates. There wasn’t so much as a bite of dragon steak left on any of them. Their shoulders slumped with disappointment, and looks of grief came across their faces.


      I-It’s really not that bad, is it, guys? “W-Well, umm, if you still have room for it, I could make you all seconds?” I offered.


      “Please do!” the high elves responded, nodding vigorously for good measure.


      Once my familiars’ seconds were finished, I threw on extra steaks for the high elves as well. The high elven women topped their second helpings with steak sauce and raved about how good the combination was the whole time they were enjoying it, while the men did the same and then went in for thirds, picking their favorite sauces to top their final steaks with.


      How exactly can those high elves stay so slender if they eat that much? I wondered. Just one steak was enough to fill me up! Am I really that light of an eater? No, no—I’m the normal one here, for sure.


      My familiars, incidentally, outdid all of us. Dora-chan ate five ridiculously thick steaks, Gon ate eleven, and Fel and Sui tied for first after eating thirteen each.


      Yup. I’m a normal guy surrounded by gluttons, for sure.

    

  

  
    
      Extra: Omelet Rice + Meat


      “Okay, time to start getting ready for dinner! Today, I’m making omelet rice!”


      I’d had that particular dish in mind since early that morning. It was one I had featured in one of my egg lessons (those being the egg-centric cooking classes I taught every once in a while to Aija and Theresa, whose families adored egg dishes), and eating it then had made me realize how long it’d been since I’d made it for myself. I had quite the craving now.


      I used to eat omelet rice all the time, before I ended up in my new world. In fact, it was probably one of my top-two picks when I ate out at chain restaurants. The other contender was hamburger steaks, by the way—those two dishes were always a safe bet, no matter what restaurant you found yourself in. They were also easy to make and were very filling, so I cooked them for myself at home pretty often as well.


      Anyway, the point is that it felt like it was finally time to give them another go! That said, I knew that my familiars weren’t going to take kindly to one aspect of the dish: It was very meat-light. Omelet rice was traditionally filled with “chicken rice”—a sort of fried rice that was traditionally seasoned with ketchup—and while it did of course contain chicken (cockatrice, in my case), the rice itself was very much the star. I’d have to improvise.


      To start, I decided to swap the chicken out for orc meat, which was close enough to pork to work as a direct substitution. Chicken rice made with cockatrice meat was great, but using orc meat instead would give the dish a meatier, more substantial feel overall. My familiars would like that, and I knew for a fact that it’d be delicious in its own sort of way.


      I planned to add a pretty good amount of orc meat to the rice, though I was certain that it wouldn’t stop the carnivore squad from complaining about there not being enough. They always did. That was why I decided to include another meaty element in the meal that would also use ketchup and orc meat, to stay on theme with the first dish (and to make the cooking process a little easier, since it would use some of the same ingredients).


      “I think I’ll go with thick-cut pork chops for that! Hmm. Or orc chops, I guess? Not that it matters.”


      Not even my gluttons would be able to complain with that much meat on their plates, surely. Okay—let’s get cooking!


      “First up, the veggies!”


      I’d be putting onions, carrots, and bell peppers into the orc rice, all finely minced. I also thinly sliced some onions for the orc chops while I was at it. With all that done, I could move on to the orc meat itself! I’d be using thin slices of it in the orc rice, and centimeter-thick slices for the orc chops. I scored those thicker slices with a knife to tenderize them, salted and peppered them, and then coated them in a thin layer of flour.


      “Guess I might as well whip up the omelet rice first,” I said to myself. Swapping chicken out for orc meat wouldn’t make the dish any less of a breeze to put together. It also helped that I didn’t bother with any of that fancy stuff where you rolled the rice up into the omelet—I’d be doing this the easy way!


      I heated some oil in a frying pan, threw in the minced onions, carrots, and peppers, and stir-fried them until they were cooked through. Then I added in the thinly sliced pork, let it brown, and dumped in the rice. I stirred them all together, then pushed the rice mixture off to the sides of the pan, forming an indentation where I could squeeze in the ketchup along with a pat of butter. Once the butter had melted, I mixed everything up until the whole dish had turned a vibrant shade of ketchup red. A little flavor-tweaking with salt and pepper later...


      “Okay! The pork—I mean, orc rice is ready!”


      I piled the rice up onto a set of plates, then mixed a bunch of eggs together, which I poured into several heated and oiled pans. I kept mixing them as they cooked, taking care to both preserve the shape of the omelets and also not overcook them. Then, once the eggs were in the exact stage of gooey half cookedness that I favored, I slid them out of the pan and onto the piles of orc rice, topping them off with a little extra ketchup for good measure.


      “And with that, the omelet rice is ready!”


      I knew for a fact that they’d be delicious. I didn’t even have to taste test them to tell. My familiars’ portions were outrageously huge, of course, but I was already anticipating having to make seconds for them in no time at all—and I had the feeling I’d be making another normal-sized helping for myself as well.


      For now, though, I temporarily stored the omelet rice in my Item Box so they wouldn’t get cold and moved on to the orc chops. I’d already scored, seasoned, and floured them, so all I had to do now was cook them in an oiled frying pan. Once both sides of the orc chops were a nice golden brown, I pulled them out of the pan and then used that same pan to cook the thinly sliced onions in, blotting up some of the remaining oil from the pan with a paper towel first since there ended up being quite a bit of it.


      When the onions went slightly translucent, I added in ketchup, Worcestershire sauce, sugar, soy sauce, and sake, stirring them all together and letting them cook just a bit longer. When the mixture came to a boil, I added the orc chops back into the pan, taking care to get them all fully coated with the sauce.


      “That does it for dish two! These orc chops are good to go!”


      I’d made a mountain of them for my familiars, of course. Then, after I’d made enough extra orc chops to give them the seconds they’d inevitably demand, my dinner preparations were finally complete.


      “All right—it’s omelet rice time!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇ ◇


      I set the dishes of omelet rice down in front of my familiars, and was greeted with exactly the Where’s the meat? stares that I’d been expecting. You guys are way too easy to read, you know that?


      “Yes, yes, I know! I’ve got your meat right here,” I sighed before bringing out the orc chops as well. “Tonight’s dinner will be omelet rice and orc chops. Those omelets are covering up a pile of orc rice, and there’s plenty of meat in them as well, so give them a chance!”


      “Oh? Is that so?” asked Fel. “Nevertheless, I favor dishes such as this one, where the meat is readily apparent.”


      “Yes, I as well! Seeing a pile of meat before your eyes satisfies in a way that a dish where the meat is hidden cannot,” Gon added.


      《Right? I totally get that,》 Dora-chan agreed.


      《Sui likes meat like this too, but everything that Master makes is really yummy! Sui likes all of them!》 said Sui.


      “See, this is exactly why I made the orc chops—I knew you’d say that,” I said. “Omelet rice is really good too, though! Just give it a try, and you’ll see.”


      Even after all my urging, my familiars still went for the orc chops first. There was seriously no overcoming their meat-loving natures.


      “Yes, this satisfies indeed.”


      “Quite! As delicious as ever!”


      《Really strong seasoning like this is a good fit for orc meat. This is awesome!》


      《It’s sooo yummy!》


      Everyone really seemed to like the pork—I mean, the orc chops. I’d seen that coming, though—it was always a safe bet that they would favor the sort of meaty, super-flavorful dish that I’d lean toward having with a bowl of rice or a slice of bread. I was relieved to see that I still had a solid read on their preferences. Now that we’d cleared that hurdle, I could enjoy my omelet rice without any reservations. I went ahead and took my first bite.


      “Oooh! That’s exactly as good as I remember it being!”


      The synergy between the orc rice and the half-cooked egg was superb. I couldn’t stop myself from taking a second bite right away, followed by several more.


      “Hmm. This so-called ‘omelet rice’ is also not without its merits.”


      “I lean toward the meat, myself, but you’re right! It is rather nice in its own way.”


      《I’m right with you there!》


      《Sui thinks they’re both yummy, Master!》


      “Right? Omelet rice really is awesome. There’s plenty for you all to have seconds of both, by the way!”


      They took me up on that without missing a beat, of course. They asked for more of the orc chops than the omelet rice in the end, as expected, but personally, I was just glad to have had the chance to eat my fill of one of my old staples. I couldn’t help myself from sampling the orc chops as well—they looked so good—and ended up eating a little too much in the process.


      There’s nothing quite like going back to an old favorite every once in a while.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello! This is Ren Eguchi. Thank you very much for purchasing Campfire Cooking in Another World with My Absurd Skill Volume 17: Chaliapin Steak and the Remote Islanders! This series has carried on for seventeen whole volumes now, and I really do owe that fact to all the readers who’ve been following and supporting it since its inception. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.


      In this seventeenth volume, Mukohda and his party finally bid farewell to the capital city. As usual, however, it isn’t long before the familiar squad drags him right back out to go on a hunt—and this time, he’ll meet a whole new group of friends as a result! Between them and an opportunity for the party to get more of their beloved dragon meat, it’s an eventful volume all around. I sincerely hope that all of you enjoy it!


      I also have some good news for everyone who’s been excited for the anime’s continuation: At long last, the broadcast of the second season of Campfire Cooking in Another World with My Absurd Skill is set to begin! Studio MAPPA will once again be handling its production, and as I understand it, the appetite-torturing power of the food animation will be even more off the charts than ever. I hope you all enjoy it as well!


      Once again, a large number of companies and brands have lent their support to the anime’s production. I’m truly grateful toward all of them, and deeply appreciate their collaboration! Please look forward to seeing which companies and products end up taking the stage this time around when the second season of Campfire Cooking in Another World with My Absurd Skill airs!


      I would also like to express my gratitude toward my illustrator, Masa-sensei; Akagishi K-sensei, who’s drawing the main comic adaptation; Momo Futaba-sensei, who’s handling the spin-off comic; everyone involved in the anime’s production; my editor “I”; and all the other good people at Overlap. Thank you all so much!


      Finally, I hope you’ll continue enjoying the laid-back, heartwarming adventures of Campfire Cooking in Another World with My Absurd Skill in all the formats it’s available in! I look forward to seeing you again in volume eighteen!
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The Story Up Till Now

After being accidentally caught in a shady kingdom’s Hero Summoning ritual,
Tsuyoshi Mukouda (aka Mukohda), an office worker from modern Japan, was
dragged into another world of swords and sorcery. Mukohda managed to escape
the kingdom'’s clutches and go on a journey, but his ability to buy goods from his
old world using his unique skill, “Online Supermarket,” drew all sorts of unwanted
attention. Soon he was beset by incredible beings like goddesses and legendary
beasts, all eager to tempt him with blessings and familiar contracts in order to

get at his food and otherworldly goods.

Mukohda's party paid the capital branch of the Adventurer’s guild a visit in the
hopes of having a leviathan butchered. Between that task turning out to be an
unexpectedly monumental one, and a hunting excursion to unexplored territory
resulting in the extinction of a species of dinosaur, the trip ended up being way
more troubl than Mukohda had bargained for. Will he finally get some peace and
quiet now that aII of hls/blg goals have been accomplished...?

Human
An office worker
summoned from
modern Japan. Has
the unique skill “Online
Supermarket.” Good at
cook| g. A coward.

Unique Skill
_}| “Online Supermarket”

Mukohda's unique
skill, which allows
him to buy goods from
modern Japan any time,
any place. Food from

the Online Supermarket
buffs the stats of those
who consume it.






OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
Campfire |

Another
World with
M

Chaliapin Steak and
the Remote Islanders

AuthoriF
lllustration:






OEBPS/Images/Insert3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/FrontMatter6.jpg
Character. Introduction

0ld Man Gon

Familiar (for 300 years)

An ancient dragon
who once fought Fel
to a draw. Became
Mukohda's familiar

for his cooking, like
everyone else (though
with a 300-year limited

Dora-chan

Familiar

A rare pixie dragon.
Small, but fully grown.
Unsurprisingly, he
became Mukohda's
familiar to get at his
cooking.

Mukohda's Party

Familiar

A newly-born slime.
Grew attached to
Mukohda after he fed it,

and became his familiar.

Cute.

Familiar

A legendary magic beast
called a Fenrir. Became
Mukohda's familiar so
that he could eat more
of his otherworldly food.
Hates vegetables.

The Divine Realm

The Goddess of Water.
Gave Sui her blessing so
that she could receive
offerings from Mukohda.
Loves otherworldly food.

< Proceed

The Goddess of Earth.

Gave Mukohda her
blessing so she could
receive offerings from
him. Obsessed with
otherworldly beauty
products.

The Goddess of Fire.
Gave Mukohda her
blessing so she could
receive offerings
from him. A fan of
otherworldly alcohol,
especially beer.

The Goddess of Wind.
Gave Mukohda her
blessing in order to
extort offerings from
him. Addicted to
otherworldly sweets,
especially dorayaki.
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