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  Prologue


  

  “Big sis?”


  That voice alone was enough to bring me back to consciousness.


  My eyes fluttered open to find a young girl with golden hair standing over me, staring with round, emerald eyes full of wonder. She looked puzzled as she studied me, still sprawled on the ground.


  “Why are you sleeping in a place like this?”


  “Huh?”


  The question snapped me out of my haze. I instinctively looked around, then scrambled upright in a rush.


  I was in some back alley—narrow, dim, and completely unfamiliar. The air was damp, and the ground where I’d been lying was bare earth, soft and wet against my skin. My navy-blue sailor uniform was stained with dirt, no doubt from the mud. Beside me lay my backpack—the same one I always used.


  The little girl hadn’t moved. She was still watching me, her expression still tinged with curiosity, when a voice called to her from somewhere farther off. Without another word, she turned and trotted away, tossing a casual, “Bye now,” over her shoulder.


  She must have been called by a parent. Even so, in that moment, adrift in a place I didn’t recognize, I found myself wishing she would stay. Even a stranger so small would have been a comfort.


  But she was gone just as quickly as she had appeared, her footsteps light and quick as she disappeared from the alley. I slowly slipped my arms through the backpack straps and, heart pounding hard enough to echo in my ears, took a cautious step forward.


  One step out of the alley, and the world changed.


  Laid out before me was a cobblestone street, the kind you’d expect to see in a storybook version of medieval Europe. Buildings of reddish brick rose along both sides, and people passed by in strange clothes—long cloaks, tunics, leather belts and boots—dressed as if they belonged to a different era altogether. None of them looked remotely Japanese. In fact, some didn’t even look human.


  I froze as something walked right on front of me. It was tall, with reptilian skin, a tail, and limbs that moved too smoothly for a costume.


  “A lizard man?”


  The words slipped out before I could stop them. And as soon as I heard myself say them aloud, the truth hit me.


  This wasn’t home.


  A lizard. Yes, it was a lizard the size of a grown person, walking upright on two legs like it was the most natural thing in the world.


  It passed right by, sparing only the briefest glance in my direction before continuing on its way. Only then did I realize that my legs were trembling. I hadn’t even noticed it until the fear sank in.


  Where… Where was I?


  Still dazed and trying to make sense of the situation, I watched as the lizard creature stopped and began chatting casually with a woman it met along the road. The two of them spoke like old friends. The woman laughed, her mouth open wide, and playfully swatted the lizard’s arm more than once. The lizard replied with what sounded like words—full speech, not mindless grunts.


  I had thought I’d just run into some kind of monster, but there they were, communicating like any normal person would.


  That alone was oddly reassuring.


  I took a deep breath, steadied myself, and walked a little farther into the street. Slowly, I turned to take in my surroundings.


  The sky was dim, and a faint chill clung to the air; this was probably the early morning. The road split ahead. One path was narrow and sparsely populated, while the other seemed to lead out onto a wider boulevard that was already busy with foot traffic. I headed toward the broader street.


  My heart was still pounding violently in my chest, but I had no time to worry about that now.


  As I stepped onto the main road, the world opened up.


  The sight that met me was unlike anything I had ever seen. There were more of those lizard-like beings, and others too. People with animal ears sprouting from their heads walked among the crowd like it was nothing out of the ordinary. No one gave them a second glance, and no one seemed afraid. They spoke freely, laughing and chatting as they strolled past market stalls cobbled together with little more than canvas and rope.


  I wove carefully between people, moving slowly and quietly, taking everything in.


  Not a single person had a cell phone. There were no cars or even bicycles in sight. The more I noticed, the more desperate I became to find something—anything—that felt familiar. Something from my world.


  My walk turned to a brisk pace, then a jog. Soon, I was running, as if something were chasing me, even though nothing was. The more I looked, the more alien it all became. I couldn’t find a single object I recognized, and it only deepened my confusion.


  Tears began to blur my vision. I wiped them away with the back of my hand, trying to keep moving.


  But I wasn’t all that athletic to begin with. It didn’t take long before I was out of breath, my chest heaving as I came to a stop in the middle of the street.


  “Hey, little miss. What’s got you in such a rush?”


  “Huh?”


  A woman spoke to me from the side, her voice gentle and laced with concern. She was slender, with a deeply chiseled face unlike anything I would associate with someone Japanese. Her expression held a kind of soft worry, the way a stranger might speak to a lost child on the street.


  “Are you lost?” she asked, tilting her head slightly.


  “N-no, it’s not that…” I replied quietly, stumbling over my words.


  That was when I suddenly realized something strange: I could understand her. The little girl who had woken me earlier? Her words had made sense too. And now, this woman. I understood them both, and they understood me. The language was unfamiliar, but somehow it reached me clearly, as if I had spoken it my whole life.


  “Well, if you’re not lost, that’s good,” the woman said with a warm smile. “Do be careful on your way home.”


  “Um… Excuse me!” I blurted out, raising my voice as she turned to leave.


  She paused, turning back to look at me with patient eyes. “Yes?”


  “Where… is this place?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice steady.


  “I knew it. You are lost,” she said with a little chuckle. “This is the main street by the South Gate.”


  “S-South Gate?” I repeated, blinking in confusion.


  I glanced around, trying to get my bearings, and beyond the shifting crowd I finally noticed it: a tall wall rising in the distance, just barely visible above the heads of passersby.


  “Yep, right over there,” the woman said, nodding in its direction. “That’s the gate. Do you know how to get home?”


  I didn’t answer her. I didn’t need to. Just one look at this place made it clear: my home didn’t exist here.


  “Thank you,” I murmured.


  The woman gave me one more gentle smile before turning away and walking off down the street. This time, I didn’t call after her. I simply stood there, stunned, unable to move. I didn’t know where to go. I didn’t know what to do. I was alone. The only thing that felt remotely familiar was the backpack slung over my shoulders, and even that seemed small and useless now, barely enough to hold me together.


  But standing here wouldn’t change anything. Nothing would happen if I didn’t move.


  This was clearly a city, and that massive wall in the distance marked a boundary. If there was anything beyond it—anything at all—then I had to find out. Maybe there would be something on the other side that could explain any of this.


  I took a breath, steadied my shaking legs, and began walking toward the wall. The woman’s voice lingered in my mind, and the small kindness she’d shown had left a trace of warmth in my chest. I wasn’t exactly calm, but I could breathe again. I had just enough clarity to move.


  The crowd around me was a mix of humans and people with beast-like or reptilian features. The ratio seemed to be almost half and half. But even as I passed between them, I could hear their voices all speaking the same language as that woman. I could understand them all, and the conversations flowing around me made perfect sense.


  The clothes I was wearing clearly stood out. I could feel it in the way passersby glanced at me—subtle but frequent. Their eyes lingered just long enough to notice, but not so long as to draw attention to themselves. I caught a murmured comment—“strange outfit”—and felt a wave of relief. It was just curiosity, not suspicion. Not enough to cause trouble. I exhaled quietly and let my shoulders relax.


  The roadside was lined with shopfronts, lively with vendors calling out to attract customers. People stood before them, smiling, chatting, and bartering over goods. Some shops weren’t just selling—they seemed to buy things as well, negotiating openly with those who approached. The street had the feel of a bustling market square.


  The buildings around me weren’t all made of brick, either. Some looked more like log cabins, built from thick, interlocked timber. The foundations varied—some raised with stone, others reinforced with brick—perhaps to protect against moisture or rot. Each structure had its own shape and character, but all of it blended into a single, foreign streetscape.


  Now that I thought about it, I wasn’t cold anymore. The chill that had clung to the air earlier had vanished without me noticing. I looked up. The sky, once dim and overcast, had quietly brightened. Morning had arrived.


  After walking for a while, I finally reached the tall wall I had seen earlier. There was a large gate set into it, but it was tightly shut. I stood before it, unsure what to do next, when I suddenly locked eyes with a man standing off to the side. He looked like a guard, stationed by the gate. As soon as our eyes met, he seemed to take notice of something and called out to me.


  “Something wrong?” he asked, stepping slightly closer.


  I hadn’t expected anyone to speak to me. Flustered, I opened my mouth in a rush. “N-no, I mean… it’s just… this gate…”


  He tilted his head, brows raised. “The gate? Don’t tell me you’re trying to go outside alone. That’s not happening. It’s way too dangerous.”


  He was dressed head to toe in armor (what you might call a suit of plate or mail), and a sword hung at his waist. He was unmistakably a guard.


  “I-I understand, but still…” I tried to protest, fumbling with my words.


  He shook his head. “If you could fight, maybe. But even then, you don’t have a single piece of equipment on you.”


  I had no idea what he was talking about.


  “How… How dangerous is it out there?” I asked, my voice tentative.


  The man folded his arms, frowning in thought. He seemed to be trying to find the best way to explain it to someone like me.


  “Well,” he said at last, “lately we’ve been seeing a lot of clawbirds. If you went out there alone, they might snatch you away.”


  “Snatch me?” I echoed, the word catching in my throat.


  He nodded firmly. “Exactly. So if you get it now, there’s no reason for you to be here, right? I mean it—it’s really dangerous out there.”


  A giant bird that could carry someone off sounded ridiculous. But after seeing a humanoid lizard walking around, I didn’t even question it. I believed him almost too easily.


  With no choice left, I turned back the way I’d come, dragging my feet. As I walked away, the man waved with a smile, seeing me off like he had done his job well. But I had come all this way hoping to get beyond the wall, and now that the gate was closed to me, I had nowhere else to go. I let out a long sigh.


   

  Chapter 1: Potions


  

  By the time the sun had dipped below the horizon, all I’d managed to learn from wandering the streets was that this city was enclosed by high walls, with gates positioned at the north, south, east, and west. A massive cross-shaped road cut through the city from gate to gate, forming a clear central axis. Countless smaller streets branched off like veins, spreading in every direction.


  On the main roads, the occasional horse-drawn carriage rumbled past. Travelers strode by in all kinds of attire, from light tunics to full suits of armor, and among them were people with lizard tails or furry, animal-like ears. But no matter their differences, every single one carried a weapon.


  Eventually, I came to a stop near a plaza at the heart of the city, just beside where the great roads intersected. My stomach let out a low, insistent growl, but I barely reacted, having gotten used to ignoring it so many times already while trying to get my bearings.


  The plaza was starting to empty. Shadows stretched long over the cobblestones, and only a few people still lingered. In the west—if my sense of direction was right—the sky had taken on a faint orange glow. Shops buzzed with chatter and laughter under warm lights, and I could hear children squealing playfully from nearby homes. But somehow, as my surroundings became livelier, my heart only became darker.


  Sinking onto one of the benches set up around the square, I finally let myself rest. A wave of exhaustion crashed over me, leaving my body heavy and sluggish. I exhaled deeply.


  Maybe I had something to eat in my pockets? I slipped a hand into my school uniform’s chest pocket.


  All I found was my student ID. My name stared up at me from the plastic card. Yagumo Kaede. In the same pocket were a few ten-yen coins—change I’d carried in case I ever needed to use a payphone when my cell ran out of battery. But now, those coins were all but useless.


  Dragging my backpack onto my lap, I unzipped it and rummaged through the contents. Textbooks, notebooks, pens—just the things I’d packed for another day at school. My phone was in there too. I had completely forgotten about it.


  Why didn’t I think of it sooner? The realization struck hard. If I can just call for help…


  Fumbling, I pulled the phone free and hit the power button. The screen lit up. My finger hovered over the call icon, but…


  Up in the corner of the display, where the signal bars should have been, were just two words.


  “No service.”


  Those two small words stared back at me—a quiet yet decisive message. My phone was useless. I couldn't call for help. My only lifeline to the world I knew had just been cut.


  All I had on me that was even remotely edible was a bottle of green tea. I twisted off the cap and downed it in one go, the cool liquid soothing my dry throat, but it did nothing to ease the gnawing emptiness in my stomach.


  Maybe there was a stray snack at the bottom of my bag—a crumpled pack of cookies or even a lone piece of candy. Clinging to that faint hope, I yanked open the top of my backpack and rummaged through it again. That’s when I saw it: a book. One I had absolutely no memory of packing.


  Did I borrow something without realizing? I couldn’t recall ever checking out a book like this. I pulled it out, frowning.


  It was thick and heavy, bound in a stiff, rust-colored cover that felt coarse beneath my fingers. It had to be at least five centimeters thick. There was no title or any lettering at all on the cover or spine. Curious, I flipped it open to somewhere near the middle.


  Blank.


  I turned another page. Still blank.


  Each sheet was thick and slightly rough to the touch, like handmade paper that would soak up ink and bleed instantly if a single drop were spilled.


  More intrigued than ever, I flipped back to the very beginning.


  Something had been written on the inside of the front cover. Do books usually have writing here?


  I leaned in close, squinting in the dim light until the faint text resolved into something legible.


  You were chosen because of my selfishness. Please enjoy this like a game. However, know that you can be injured and even die. Use these recipes to survive. You can sell them too. Best of luck.


  —Barrow


  “Barrow?”


  It had to be a person’s name. That much was obvious. But that first line sent a chill down my spine.


  Did this person give me this book? And… are they the reason why I’m here?


  But what stood out most was that strange, almost casual line: Please enjoy this like a game.


  My thoughts leapt to the people I’d seen on the streets—those with lizard tails, animal ears, and furred limbs. Like characters from an RPG.


  True, many games featured races like that. But this wasn’t a game for me. This was real. And that message had warned me clearly that I could be hurt and die.


  The message looked handwritten, from the uneven lines and ink pressure. Maybe there’s more… I turned the page, heart thudding with expectation.


  After a blank page, a single word appeared on the right-hand side: Medicine. It was printed dead center in modest-sized letters, small enough to cover with three fingers. Vague. Uninformative. What kind of medicine?


  Curious, I turned the page.


  There was an illustration of three square bottles lined up vertically, each filled with a brightly colored liquid. Next to them was a short list of what appeared to be ingredients.


  The green one was labeled “Potion”. The blue, “High Potion”. And the golden yellow, “Maximum Potion”. The names alone made their purposes clear.


  Flipping forward, I found page after page of blank parchment until another centered word caught my eye: Weapons. The facing page simply read: Dagger.


  More emptiness, then: Armor. Beside it: Cloth Garment.


  The rest of the book was mostly blank, broken only by a few scattered question marks—pages waiting to be filled. I thought that might be the end of it… until I reached the very last page.


  Unlike the large lettering from before, this text was small, dense, handwritten script.


  To create any item listed in this book, gather the required materials and speak the word “create.”


  Gather the materials and say one word? That was all it took?


  Apparently, that applied to every item in this book, meaning the potions, the dagger, and the simple clothing.


  I flipped back to the medicine page. The basic potion listed two ingredients: a type of herb and water. That was all. If I found those and said Create, would it actually produce a potion? Like magic?


  The stronger potion called for something called “blueleaf” and purified water. The top-tier one required “sky dragon root” and “fairy spring water”, names that sounded downright fantastical.


  If potions in this world worked the same way they did in games and fantasy stories, then I already had a good idea of what they could do—heal wounds and restore strength. Life-saving stuff.


  By now, the sky had sunk into pitch black. The last traces of orange on the horizon had disappeared without a trace. The plaza, too, had emptied almost completely. The handful of people still out moved quickly, keeping close to windows glowing with golden light.


  There weren’t any streetlamps in this place—at least, not like the ones back home. The darkness was so deep I could barely see my own feet. The book in my hands had become little more than a shadow. I could hardly make out the pages anymore.


  With a quiet breath, I shut it.


  In the end, the only thing this strange book seemed to offer was a list of ingredients to make potions and the like. As for the person who may have brought me here, this mysterious Barrow… the book gave me nothing. Not a hint.


  Why me?


  I had no answer. My thoughts spiraled toward speculation, but before they could settle, my stomach groaned again, louder this time, deep and urgent. Am I going to die in this strange place without ever understanding why I was brought here?


  No. I refused to accept that.


  I wanted to know why I was here and how to go back. Part of me still clung to the faint, impossible hope that this was all just a dream. But even now, that just felt like I was still in denial.


  I could feel the ache in my legs from all the walking. My muscles throbbed with exhaustion. My fingertips tingled with the weight of the cold air.


  This is real.


  I slipped my arms through the straps of my backpack and stood up from the bench.


  If my theory was right, and this book really did work the way it claimed, then I could make a potion. And if I could make one, maybe I could sell it or at least trade it for food.


  I didn’t have a single coin to my name. And in this unfamiliar world, without money, the only way to keep from starving was to improvise.


  Grass and water. That’s what I needed. So I turned my steps toward the southern gate once more and plunged into the darkness, the glow from my phone’s flashlight casting a weak circle at my feet. I kept my eyes peeled for a spot that looked like the alley I’d woken up in that morning. That place had exposed soil, which meant there might be wild grass growing nearby. But water… That would be trickier.


  I veered off the main road and into one of the smaller side streets, glancing around for any sign of water. Eventually, I spotted something tucked away at the edge of an open lot: a well. It looked old and unused.


  I hesitated. It didn’t feel right to use something that didn’t belong to me. And if someone caught me trying to take water without permission… The thought alone made my stomach twist. I couldn’t take that risk.


  Still, my steps drifted toward the well, slow and uncertain.


  The lot was spacious enough. The ground was packed dirt, firm underfoot, with tufts of grass pushing through in patches. A good sign. That took care of one ingredient.


  The well was sealed with a wooden lid. A roof stood overhead, supported by weathered wooden posts, and a pulley system hung beneath the eaves. A rope fed down from the pulley, fastened to a wooden bucket resting beside the well.


  The idea I’d just pushed out of my mind crept back in, persistent and tempting.


  The grass is here. And the water… If I use the well and just fill the empty bottle from earlier, then I’ll have everything I need, right here.


  Besides, the tea I drank earlier hadn’t been enough. My throat still felt dry, and I could practically taste the thirst on my tongue.


  I swallowed hard, my throat moving with a dry click.


  Only the faint murmur of voices drifted from nearby houses—no footsteps, no signs of anyone close. I waited, listening. When I was sure that I was alone, I gently lifted the wooden cover off the well and leaned over, shining my phone’s light down into the darkness.


  Far below, the beam finally caught a flicker of movement—the water. It shimmered faintly, a glassy surface reflecting back a hint of light from the abyss.


  I grabbed the wooden bucket resting beside the well and began lowering it down. The rope creaked through the pulley, wood groaning softly as the bucket descended, and then—splash. The sound of water.


  I peered in again, just in time to see the bucket settle sideways onto the surface, gradually sinking as it filled. Before it could get too heavy, I braced myself and began to pull it back up.


  The pulley gave a high-pitched kee-keek, metal rubbing against old wood. The noise made my chest tighten. I didn’t want anyone to hear me. I worked quickly, carefully guiding the bucket over the rim and lowering it to the ground without spilling a drop.


  Turning off the flashlight, I crouched down and unzipped my backpack, placing it on the dirt beside me. My fingers fumbled inside until they found the empty plastic bottle from earlier. I twisted off the cap and dunked it into the bucket.


  Air gurgled up in a stream of bubbles as the bottle began to fill, the cool water replacing the emptiness inside. Once it was about halfway full, I raised it to my lips and drank deeply.


  Cold. Sharp. It flowed down my throat and through my chest like a ribbon of ice. My breath caught in my lungs and I had to tear the bottle away with a gasp.


  “Ah!”


  It was… delicious. Unbelievably so.


  I wiped the droplets of water from the corner of my mouth and dunked the bottle again, this time to collect what I needed to make the potion. Once it was full, I secured the cap and returned the bucket and wooden lid to their original positions. If someone came by later, I didn’t want to leave any sign of having been here.


  With the water sealed safely in my pack, I slung the straps over my shoulders once more and turned to the next task: gathering herbs.


  I knelt on the hard-packed dirt and began plucking grass, yanking up handfuls of whatever green shoots I could find. The area wasn’t heavily overgrown, but I managed to fill both hands quickly.


  Then the guilt crept in.


  I’d used someone’s well without asking. I didn’t know the rules of this place, but even where I came from, this was crossing a line. Trying to shake the unease off, I hurried away, not even sure where I was going—just anywhere else.


  With both hands full, I couldn’t use my phone light, so I picked my way carefully through the dark. That was when I saw it: a building with no lights in the windows. I squinted up at it in the faint moonlight. There was no glow from within. Nothing to suggest it was in use. A warehouse, maybe?


  There were two of them, standing side by side. I slipped between them, into the narrow gap where the bare walls faced each other with no windows or doors. It was a tight space, but hidden. Safe.


  No one will see me here.


  I sank to the ground and set my backpack down, then sat on top of it, placing the gathered grass at my side. My legs ached, so I rubbed at my calves, working some feeling back into them.


  But I couldn’t put it off any longer.


  I needed to know.


  Can I really make a potion?


  I took the bottle of water out of my backpack and, just to be safe, set it down beside the grass. According to the book, all you had to do was gather the materials and chant, “Create,” but I couldn’t imagine how that alone was supposed to make anything happen.


  “C-Create…”


  I whispered the word under my breath. For a split second, in the pitch-black darkness, the materials flared with light.


  I jerked back in shock, smashing the back of my head against the wall behind me. As if that weren’t enough, my mind couldn’t even keep up with what had just occurred. My eyes, which had finally adjusted to the darkness, were overwhelmed by the sudden flash, leaving my vision useless as I tried to figure out what had become of the materials.


  In a panic, I switched on my phone’s flashlight and shone it over the spot where the grass and plastic bottle had been. Both were gone; the grass, and even the water inside the bottle, had vanished completely. In their place sat a small, square glass vial sealed with a cork. Inside sloshed a translucent green liquid.


  I counted them once… then again. There were seven in total.


  I could only stare at the vials, frozen in disbelief.
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  I rubbed the back of my head where it still throbbed dully, then picked one up in my hand.


  “This… is a potion?”


  It looked almost exactly like the illustration in the book. But more than that, what mattered was what had just happened. The idea that chanting “create” once had actually produced this—it was hard to believe, no matter how I thought about it.


  I wanted to try again, but I had neither water nor grass left. I never would have imagined it would work so easily. Now, the real question was whether it would sell. If it did, I’d finally have money. I could fill my stomach properly this time, with real, solid food instead of water. Just hang in there a little longer, I told my protesting gut.


  I wanted to head out and sell them immediately, but in a city this dark, there was no way to even find a shop. So I endured it, waiting in silence for morning.


  I greeted dawn without having slept a wink. It was early, just like when I’d first woken up yesterday. The fact that a full day had passed, or how I’d ended up here in the first place… Hunger had dulled my mind too much to think seriously about any of it.


  After confirming everything was packed into my backpack, I slipped out from between the buildings and onto the street. The stillness of last night felt like a lie; people were everywhere now. Even though I was only one street off the main road, it was bustling enough to make me tilt my head in surprise.


  Looking closer, I realized people were carrying buckets and pots filled with water. One boy among them stumbled and spilled the contents of his bucket across the ground.


  “What are you doing?! Go draw it again!”


  Scolded by a woman who was probably his mother, the boy scowled, hoisted the bucket back up, and ran off in the opposite direction from where he’d been walking—toward the well I’d used yesterday.


  Can anyone use that well?


  With yesterday’s lingering guilt still weighing on my chest, I decided to find out for sure and headed toward the well, following after the boy.


  When I arrived, a line had already formed, and the boy was standing near the back. I spoke to a young man at the very end of the queue.


  “Um, excuse me… Can I use this well?”


  “Hm? Yeah, of course. It’s a communal well, after all.”


  “I see. Thank you very much.”


  He laughed and waved it off, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  So there’d been no reason to feel guilty about using the well yesterday after all. If I was going to rely on it again, I should make sure not to forget where it was.


  With that settled, I finally began looking for a shop where I could sell the potions. Each store hung a wooden plaque carved with a symbol, making it surprisingly easy to understand what they sold. For example, a clothing shop displayed the shape of garments, while eateries bore knives and forks. The meanings were obvious even to me. A shop that dealt in potions would probably be an apothecary of some sort. But what kind of symbol would that be? A capsule? Or maybe a cross?


  While I mulled it over, I found myself stepping onto a wide main road. It was just as crowded as it had been yesterday. This time, though, I wasn’t watching the people. I was scanning the shop signs instead.


  I didn’t see anything that looked like a capsule, and a cross felt like it belonged more to a hospital than a potion shop.


  Then what would it be?


  I stopped and slowed my pace, carefully studying the row of shops lining the street. One carved symbol after another caught my eye. Among them, a sign with nothing more than a single circle carved into it stood out. I couldn’t even begin to guess what kind of store it was.


  Could that be the apothecary?


  With that faint hope, I hurried over and stopped in front of the shop. There was no window to peek inside, so I steeled myself and pulled open the door. A small bell chimed as I stepped in.


  Inside, the shop was bare. Nothing stood out except something resembling a reception counter. At the sound of the bell, a thin, middle-aged man appeared at the window.


  “Welcome.”


  “H-hello! Um, uh… Would you be willing to buy some potions?”


  The man peering out from the counter twisted his face in puzzlement.


  “Ah… This is a magic stone shop, you see. Would you mind taking your potions to an apothecary instead?”


  “Oh, sorry! Excuse me.”


  I rushed back outside. Looking up at the sign again, I muttered the words to myself. Magic stone shop?


  Either way, this clearly wasn’t an apothecary. And if that man had told me to go to one, then as long as I could find the right shop, there was a chance they’d buy my potions.


  I took a breath, reset my nerves, and started walking again. After only a short distance, I happened to glance down a branching side street.


  “Ah!”


  When I suddenly cried out, a lizardman walking nearby turned his head to look at me. I quickly put on an air of nothing happened and slipped into the branching side street instead. That was when a small, modest shop caught my eye. Hanging from the front was a sign carved with a square bottle—yes, the exact same shape as my square potion vials.


  This has to be the place.


  Certain of it, I pulled open the door. The shop wasn’t very large, and when I slowly swept my gaze around the interior, my eyes met those of an older man sitting at a counter right beside the entrance.


  “Welcome.”


  “H-Hello…”


  The man, presumably the shop owner, looked to be around fifty. His black hair was streaked with white, and his face was rough and intimidating enough that I found myself faltering.


  “What’s wrong? Running an errand?”


  Despite his fearsome appearance, he smiled as he spoke, the corners of his eyes creasing gently.


  “Um… Would you buy some potions?”


  “Potions, huh. Let’s have a look, then.”


  I slipped my backpack off my shoulders, took out all seven potions, and lined them up on the counter. The man picked them up one by one and held them up to the light, giving them a small shake and nodding to himself.


  “All right, I’ll buy them. Eight Tamil per bottle. How does that sound?”


  “Eight Tamil…”


  The problem was, I had no idea what the going rate was. What was eight Tamil worth? If it was like eight yen, that was way too cheap. Eighty? Eight hundred? As I stood there, silently agonizing, the man seemed to find my lack of response odd and furrowed his brows.


  “What’s wrong? Not satisfied?”


  “Oh, sorry! I just don’t really know the market price.”


  Worried I’d offended him, I apologized in a rush, but the man immediately broke into a wide grin, flashing his teeth.


  “Ah, I see. First errand, is it, young lady? Well, most folks wouldn’t know potion buyback prices anyway. Can’t be helped.”


  The woman who had spoken to me yesterday and the man who’d stopped me at the gate both acted the same. Were all people here like this? Maybe to them, my East Asian features made me look younger than I really was. At any rate, I was clearly being treated as a child.


  “In my shop, I sell regular potions for thirteen Tamil each. High potions go for thirty, and I buy those back for around twenty.”


  Even hearing that, I still couldn’t quite grasp the local sense of money. For now, I settled for an ambiguous smile.


  “Um… So, basically, eight Tamil is about the normal rate, right?”


  “I don’t know about other shops, but that’s how it is here. So, are you selling?”


  Another shop might offer a better price. But tracking down more stores would take time and effort, and more than anything, I was hungry.


  “Yes. I’ll sell all of them.”


  Apparently, because potions were a necessity for professions that risked life and limb, no one ever had too many. The shopkeeper immediately began preparing the payment.


  Seven potions at eight Tamil each—fifty-six Tamil total. With that, I could finally put something in my stomach. Just thinking about it made my belly let out a loud growl, and though it didn’t help, I reflexively pressed a hand against it.


  “Is there a place nearby that sells food?”


  “Hmmm… Let’s see.”


  He actually stopped counting the money, letting his gaze wander through the air for a moment. Then, as if something came to him, he said, “Ah,” and raised a finger.


  “There’s a bakery nearby. Cheap, but not very good.”


  He laughed as he explained. Apparently, it was about a five-minute walk further down this same street. I didn’t care how it tasted; if it filled my stomach, that was enough.


  “Here you go. That’s everything. Make sure you count it properly.”


  The money he set on the counter consisted of coins I’d never seen before—some square, some round.


  “Um… Uh…”


  Six square coins and five round ones. The total from the potions should be fifty-six Tamil. Judging by the numbers, maybe the square coins were worth one Tamil each, and the round ones ten?


  “Hm? What’s wrong?”


  “Well, um… It’s just that I’m not sure how to count them…”


  My voice trailed off, shrinking away before I could bring myself to actually say I didn’t understand. The shopkeeper rubbed his chin once… then again, before neatly separating and lining up the coins on the counter.


  “This square one here is a half-copper coin, worth one Tamil. And this round one is a full copper coin, worth ten Tamil. So altogether, this comes to fifty-six Tamil. You get it?”


  “Y-Yes!”


  As he pointed to each coin and explained carefully, my reply came out stronger than I expected.


  “Above that, one small silver coin is worth a hundred Tamil. A full silver coin is a thousand. A gold coin is ten thousand. And supposedly…” he said with a shrug, “a platinum coin is worth a hundred thousand Tamil, though I’ve never seen one myself.”


  “I understand now. Thank you very much.”


  I thanked him and finally let out a breath, relief washing over me. Of course, he must have found it strange that I didn’t even know how to count money, but at least it hadn’t turned into a situation where he grew suspicious and refused to explain.


  Keeping his lesson in mind, I looked down at the coins again. Five copper coins and six half-copper coins—properly totaling fifty-six Tamil. Satisfied, I accepted them and tucked the money into an empty stationery pouch.


  After thanking him once more, I stepped out of the shop, then suddenly stopped short and hurried back inside. The shopkeeper gave me a questioning look.


  Feeling a little embarrassed, I asked, “Um… Are there any cheap inns around here?”


  “Hah! First the bakery, now an inn?”


  This time, he answered without hesitation.


  “There’s a rundown inn on the street right behind this shop. You might not like how it looks, but it should still be open for business.”


  “Is it… cheap?”


  “I don’t think you’ll find many places cheaper than that one.”


  Being told it was both cheap and run-down made me worry whether it was really suitable to stay in, but sleeping wedged between random buildings again was absolutely out of the question.


  “Thank you. I’ll go take a look.”


  “Yeah. Take care.”


  To reach the street directly behind the shop, I passed through a narrow passageway beside the building. It probably wasn’t meant to be a proper road at all, but I slipped through anyway.


  Even though I’d only stepped one street off the main road, the path narrowed considerably, with women and children strolling along at an unhurried pace. The large carriages I’d seen on the main thoroughfare would have a hard time passing through here.


  This narrow lane didn’t seem to connect back to the main road at all. Instead, small houses lined it in a long, quiet stretch, shoulder to shoulder.


  Among them stood a slightly larger, two-story building bearing a sign carved with a triangular roof. There were no other signs like it anywhere along the visible stretch of the street. Though it felt rude to say outright, rundown was the word that came to mind.


  Parts of the roof were visibly chipped away. Cracks spidered across the brick exterior, and the masonry had crumbled entirely in places, leaving rubble scattered on the ground below. The entrance had a glass pane set into the upper half of the door, but the interior beyond was dark enough to make me wonder if the place was even open.


  And yet, precisely because of how shabby it looked, I felt certain this had to be the inn the shopkeeper had mentioned.


  I reached for the door.


  The hinges let out a long, protesting creak as I pulled it open. Peering inside cautiously, I saw a staircase just beyond the entrance, and past it, a room stretching deeper into the building. Near the front stood a counter. A young woman slumped over it, fast asleep.


  I walked up to the counter and spoke to her as gently as I could.


  “Um…”


  “Whoa! Ah, yes! Welcome!”


  She jolted upright in a panic, her greeting tumbling out as she blinked herself awake. Without noticing the drool still at the corner of her mouth, she flashed me a bright, practiced smile.


  “Welcome! Will you be staying the night?”


  “Yes. How much is it for a night without meals?”


  “For room only, it’s ten Tamil per night. With meals included, it’s seventeen. What would you prefer?”


  As she finished speaking, she seemed to realize something was off. Her eyes flicked downward, and she hurriedly pulled a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe her mouth.


  Judging by the potion buyback price, this inn really was cheap. Ten Tamil a night for room only meant I could theoretically afford five nights, but I couldn’t spend all my money on just lodging.


  “Room only, please. I’ll take two nights for now.”


  “Certainly,” she replied, straightening with a professional nod. Then, reaching for a ledger, she added, “I’ll need to write you into the registry. May I have your name, please?”


  The woman took a sheet of paper and a pen from a drawer beneath the counter. The paper was ruled like a notebook, and several names were already listed there, written in katakana. They were probably the names of other guests staying at the inn.


  “My name is Yagumo Kaede.”


  “Let’s see… Yagumo, Kaede.”


  With practiced ease, she wrote it down, then turned the paper toward me so I could check it.


  “Is this correct?”


  My name was written in katakana as well. Seeing it written like that made me tilt my head slightly.


  The other names on the list all sounded Western, and judging by how they were written, first and last names seemed to be reversed compared to Japanese order. Mine, however, was written exactly as I’d said it: Yagumo Kaede. Maybe in this world, it would be more natural to swap the order when introducing myself?


  “Is something the matter, Kaede?”


  The woman asked, a hint of confusion in her voice as she noticed my hesitation.


  “Ah, sorry. It’s nothing.”


  It felt too late to correct it now, and bringing it up would only make things awkward, so I let it be.


  “Then here is your room key,” she said, sliding it across the counter. “Your room is the first one on the second floor. Please be careful not to mistake it.”


  The key itself looked laughably simple, something that could probably be copied without much effort. Aside from a small notch carved a few millimeters from the tip, there was hardly anything to it. Whether it could really function as a proper lock was… questionable, to say the least.


  Key in hand, I went upstairs and inserted it into the keyhole of the first door, just as she’d instructed. With a soft click, the lock turned, and I pushed the door open.


  The room was small, about four tatami mats in size. Inside were only the bare essentials: a bed, a small table, and a single chair tucked beside it. Nothing more.


  I set my backpack down on the table and sat on the bed. It was hard. Worn thin from years of use, the mattress—or what passed for one—was as flat as a rice cracker, offering little hope of easing my fatigue.


  I stood up right away, emptied my backpack, and took only my improvised wallet—the stationery pouch—and the room key with me. After making sure to lock the door securely, I headed back downstairs.


  “Heading out?” the woman at the counter called out, lifting her head as she noticed me.


  I nodded in response.


  “Yes.”


  “In that case, I’ll hold onto your key for you.”


  I handed the key to the woman and stepped out of the inn, setting off in search of the bakery.


  I returned to the same street as the apothecary, then walked in the opposite direction from the main road. Unlike the narrow lane where the inn stood, the houses here were spaced farther apart. The gaps between them were not paved with stone; bare earth lay exposed, used as makeshift storage spaces where children were drawing pictures in the dirt with sticks.


  The road curved gently, limiting how far ahead I could see. Along the way, there were shops without signs that looked like general stores, a florist, and others besides. It felt like this street, more than most, was lined with small businesses of all kinds.


  Before long, I spotted a bakery marked by a sign carved with the image of a long, slender loaf scored along the top. Drawn in by the savory scent of freshly baked bread, I quietly pulled open the door. A small bell hanging from it chimed.


  “Welcome.”


  A young man arranging bread wrapped in paper on a table looked up as he spoke. His tone was blunt, but judging by the fact that he was still setting the bread out, these were probably fresh from the oven. Just realizing that made my stomach grumble again.


  The entire shop was filled with the warm, toasty aroma of bread. Loaves were stacked everywhere, covering the wall beside the entrance and the central table alike. Among them, one particularly large loaf that the young man had just finished setting down caught my eye. Careful not to get in his way, I leaned in to take a closer look.


  “You buying that?”


  “Huh?”


  Without waiting for my answer, he picked one up from the freshly arranged batch and thrust it toward me.


  “Two Tamil for one,” he said.


  “I’ll take it.”


  I left the shop carrying a loaf so big it nearly overflowed my hands. I wanted nothing more than to tear into it on the spot, but with people around, I restrained myself.


  After returning to the inn, I took the bread from my backpack and sat down on the bed. I broke off a piece and prepared to eat.


  It was hard.


  No matter how much strength I put into my fingers, there was not even the slightest sign that it would tear.


  Unable to stand it any longer, I sank my teeth into the bread.


  It was still hard.


  My teeth finally bit in, and I pulled with every ounce of strength I had. It let out a miserable creaking sound, and only then did a small piece tear free into my mouth. Afraid I might injure myself if I rushed it, I chewed slowly despite my hunger, carefully working it down before swallowing.


  I had never imagined I could end up in a situation where I could neither eat nor drink properly for more than a full day. Maybe that was why this stubbornly hard bread, so difficult to eat, tasted unbelievably good.


  Perhaps because I chewed each bite thoroughly, I felt full after eating only about half the loaf. The next thing that hit me was thirst.


  I decided to go back to the well where I had drawn water the night before. I picked up my plastic bottle and headed for the door, but then a thought stopped me cold. Wouldn’t this bottle look strange to other people?


  Everyone I had seen carrying water used small barrels or buckets. No one used plastic tanks, let alone plastic bottles.


  Once I realized that, I felt an urge to avoid being seen. I could wait until late again, like yesterday. But sitting around doing nothing until that time felt like a waste. I hesitated, weighing my options, then decided to calm down and explore the town properly this time.


  The inn I was staying at was on South Gate Street, closer to the gate itself than the town center.


  I had run all over the place yesterday and gotten a rough sense of the town’s layout, but that was hardly the same as actually observing it. With that in mind, I set off from the central plaza toward the road leading to the west gate.


  Compared to South Gate Street, the west gate’s thoroughfare felt newer. Taller buildings lined the road, and there were fewer street stalls in sight.


  That changed the moment I stepped onto a side street. The atmosphere softened, and stalls began to appear more frequently. Among them was one selling bags.


  Pouches and handbags were lined up neatly, but one item stood out immediately: a shoulder bag, priced far higher than the rest, at one hundred and fifty Tamil. That price tag alone made it conspicuous. It was light brown, made of a soft-looking material, with nothing more than a button to fasten it shut. That was all. And yet its price was an entire order of magnitude higher than the other bags.


  Why?


  I stood there, staring at the bag for a long while, but my curiosity won out, and I spoke up to the shopkeeper.


  “Um, why is this bag the only one that’s so expensive?”


  “Expensive?” the shopkeeper said with a scoff, folding his arms as he looked at me. “It’s a Cocoru bag. That price is normal. Honestly, it’s cheap for what it is.”


  “A Cocoru bag?”


  I tilted my head, wondering if it was some kind of high-end brand.


  “You’ve never heard of it?” he asked, raising his brows. “Looks can be deceiving. These Cocoru bags can hold a lot more than they appear to.”


  “Oh, really?”


  I pictured those ads that boasted bags with far more capacity than they looked like they should have. As that thought crossed my mind, I reached out toward the Cocoru bag.


  “Is it okay if I open it?”


  “Sure,” he replied casually, waving a hand.


  Given permission without hesitation, I opened the bag with reckless abandon.


  The moment I looked inside, I knew this was nothing like an ordinary bag. The capacity suggested by its exterior and what lay within were completely different. It was a fairly large bag on the outside, yes, but this went far beyond clever design or efficient use of space. It was spacious enough that a whole person could probably climb inside.


  “Wait… How does this even work?”


  I pushed my arm in farther and farther. It just kept going. I lifted the bag up, slid my shoulder inside, and only then did my fingers finally brush against what felt like the bottom. How many times larger was this than my current backpack? I wanted it badly, but with the money I had, there was no way I could afford it. Still, getting to see something like this was fascinating in its own right. So I thanked the shopkeeper and left the stall.


  I walked around for a while after that, but nothing else I saw topped the shock of the Cocoru bag. Eventually, I decided to look for grass so I could make more potions. Avoiding people naturally led me into dim back alleys, so I stayed alert, making sure no one suspicious was around before pulling up grass from nearby patches.


  I stuffed it into my backpack without worrying about the dirt still clinging to the roots. I kept an eye on my surroundings while working quickly, and before long, the backpack was full. With this much, I should be able to make a large number of potions.


  When I looked up at the sky, the sun was already sinking. If I headed for the well now, I should be able to draw water around the same time as last night. With that in mind, I made my way back toward South Gate Street.


  Just as I’d expected, it was dark by the time I reached the well, and there was no sign of anyone around.


  Now that I knew it was a communal well, I no longer felt the guilt I had yesterday. All I had to do was stay alert so no one wondered what I was doing out here at this hour.


  I hauled up a bucket of water using the wooden pulley, which let out a high-pitched creak as it turned. After pouring the water into my plastic bottle, I suddenly remembered how much grass I had stuffed into my backpack. A question surfaced, far later than it should have. Did the amount of grass and water need to be balanced to make a potion?


  When I’d made them yesterday, maybe the amount of grass I’d happened to gather and the water I’d used had matched perfectly, leaving nothing behind after the creation. Or maybe the ratio didn’t matter at all and that result had been fixed regardless of quantity. Normally, if you were making something, the materials would have to be prepared properly. That was just common sense.


  I should test it.


  I lined up the bucket of water and the large pile of grass, then carefully looked around once more to make sure no one was nearby. After that, I closed my eyes, letting them rest in the darkness they had already adjusted to.


  “Create.”


  I spoke the word, but the light I expected to bloom behind my eyelids never came.


  Huh?


  I opened my eyes. There were no potions. The grass and the water were untouched, exactly as they had been before. I hadn’t created anything at all.


  I tilted my head in confusion. Maybe I’d said the word wrong. I tried again, enunciating carefully, but the result was the same. For a moment, I wondered if I’d messed up the materials, but there were only two to begin with: grass and water. There was no room for error there.


  So why can’t I make one?


  I stood there thinking for a while. The materials and the steps were the same—at least, they should have been. Still, there was a chance I had misunderstood something when I first learned it. I wanted to check the book immediately, but I’d left it back at the inn. Since I couldn’t make any potions here anyway, there was no point agonizing over it. I returned the water and grass to where they belonged and headed back to the inn.


  As soon as I was inside, I opened the book. It wasn’t a mistake in the incantation, and the materials were correct. Even so, the question remained. Why?


  If I’d lost the ability to make potions entirely, that would be a serious problem.


  After pacing back and forth through the cramped room and thinking it over again and again, I finally arrived at a possibility. Maybe I can’t make potions unless I’m carrying this book.


  When I’d created potions yesterday, I’d had the book with me. Not held directly in my hands, but still on my person. This time, I’d left it behind at the inn. If I took the book with me now, went back to the well, and managed to create potions successfully, that would be proof enough.


  I had the faint sense that the woman at the inn had been watching me with puzzled eyes as I kept going in and out. Feeling oddly embarrassed, I headed back to the well once more. As soon as I arrived, I lined up the grass and water, then gently closed my eyes.


  “Create.”


  For an instant, light flared behind my eyelids. When it faded and I opened my eyes, I could clearly see the newly created potions. There were eleven of them.


  That settled it. Without the book on me, I couldn’t create anything recorded inside it.


  The water in the bucket was gone, while grass still remained in my backpack. I didn’t know the exact ratio, but it seemed the amounts had to be balanced. Using the drawn water directly, instead of transferring it into the plastic bottle, made things much easier.


  I tried creating another batch. Just as I finished, the sound of several voices drifted closer. Startled, I hurriedly stuffed the potions into my backpack and left the area at once.


  Back in my room at the inn, I counted the potions I’d made. There were twenty-three in total, worth one hundred and eighty-four Tamil. Combined with the money I already had, that came to two hundred and eighteen. That should cover lodging and food for a while.


  I lay back on the hard bed, which should have been uncomfortable. But my body, worn down by fatigue, slipped into sleep almost immediately.


  The next morning, I woke and stared out the window for a while, still half-dazed. It seemed this unfamiliar place was neither a dream nor an illusion after all.


  I yawned, stretched my arms upward to lift my body, and climbed out of bed. Sitting at the small table, I slowly chewed on the hard bread I’d saved from the day before while thinking about what came next.


  I had to go home. That much was clear. But I still didn’t know where this place was, what time period it was in, or how and why I had ended up here in the first place.


  Of course, I still remembered my name, where I had lived, and how old I was. I remembered my family, my friends, and countless little details besides. But there was a gap. I had no memory of anything that happened just before that girl woke me up. Judging by the fact that I’d been carrying a backpack and wearing my school’s sailor uniform, I was probably on my way to or from school.


  Then there was this book filled with potion recipes. The fact that it had been placed in my backpack without my knowledge made one thing clear: the person named Barrow, who had left a message written inside the back of the cover, was almost certainly the one who had brought me here.


  I did not know what Barrow meant by calling it his selfish wish. But if I could meet him, maybe I would be able to go home.


  The problem was how. I had no idea where he was. He probably knew what I looked like, but I had no idea what he looked like. Even if I wanted to find him, it felt impossible. You could not seek out someone whose face you did not know, and even if I somehow met him, there was no guarantee he would send me back willingly.


  I let out a quiet sigh. No matter how much I thought about it, I could not come up with any way to meet Barrow. Keeping that problem turning in the back of my mind, I left the recipe book where it was for safety, swapped the grass in my backpack for the potions, and headed out of the inn to sell them.


  When I stepped into the apothecary, the doorbell chimed softly. The shopkeeper from yesterday looked up, recognized me, and smiled.


  “Welcome back. You came again.”


  “Good morning,” I said, bowing my head slightly. “Would you be willing to buy from me again today?”


  “Potions, right?” he asked, leaning his elbows on the counter.


  “Yes. I have more than yesterday.”


  I took every potion out of my backpack and lined them up neatly on the counter.


  “Twenty-three total,” he said after a quick count, nodding to himself. “That’ll be one hundred and eighty-four Tamil.”


  He counted the money out briskly and handed it over. One small silver coin, eight copper coins, and four half-copper coins. I checked the amount carefully before slipping it into my stationery pouch.


  “Thank you very much,” I said, meeting his eyes. “I’ll come again.”


  “Yeah,” he replied with an easy grin. “I’ll be counting on you.”


  That brought my total funds to two hundred and eighteen Tamil. I had more than enough to pay for the inn and buy bread from the bakery. Now, the next thing I needed was clear.


  I had to find out exactly where I was.


  “Sir, this place…”


  I started to ask, then stopped myself. Asking something like “Where exactly am I?” would make me sound crazy, and that would only make things awkward from here on out.


  “What is it?” the shopkeeper asked, tilting his head as he watched me hesitate.


  “Ah, um… Is there anyone around here who knows a lot about the area?”


  “Around here?” he repeated, narrowing his eyes thoughtfully. “Do you mean this street? Or Rikfonia?”


  Rikfonia? Was that the name of the town, or something else entirely?


  “The town,” I clarified, choosing my words carefully. “And things outside it, too.”


  “Outside Rikfonia, huh,” he said, rubbing his chin. “In that case, you’d be better off asking someone at the guild or reading one of their books. I’m not that knowledgeable myself.”


  “I see.”


  Then Rikfonia was probably the name of this town. And this “guild” he mentioned… Was it the same kind of guild I knew from games?


  “If you’re heading to the guild,” he added, lifting a finger as if he’d just remembered, “it’s the biggest building on West Gate Street. You can’t miss it.”


  “Thank you.”


  I bowed once and stepped forward, ready to leave, when his voice stopped me again.


  “There are some rough types who come just to get an ID,” he said, his tone turning serious. “So be careful.”


  “An ID?” I asked, pausing and looking back.


  “Guild registration is easy,” he replied with a shrug. “Too easy, if you ask me.”


  So the guild could issue identification. I filed that away in the back of my mind. For now, my priority was simple: I needed to go to the guild and find out exactly where I was.


  With my backpack noticeably lighter, I walked slowly along West Street, studying the buildings as I went. The apothecary shopkeeper had said that the guild’s building was the largest and most noticeable, but I found myself faintly regretting not asking what it actually looked like.


  However, that worry turned out to be unnecessary. One particular building came into view, and I hurried toward it.


  Compared to everything else nearby, it stood out immediately: a three-story structure built of brick, imposing at a glance. At the front were grand double doors, and above the entrance hung a large sign carved with a symbol reminiscent of a laurel wreath. Its presence alone set it apart from every other building on the street.


  There was no doubt about it. This had to be the guild.


  I crept up to the doors, my steps hesitant. Was this really a place someone like me was allowed to enter? Still, if I turned back now, there would be no point in having come this far.


  Steeling myself, I reached for the handle of one of the doors and pulled.


  It opened without a sound. Slipping inside, I was surprised by how lively it was. People laughed and chatted in small groups. Others gathered around tables with serious expressions, deep in discussion. Some stood before notices posted on the walls, arguing back and forth about what they had read.


  So this really is the guild, I thought, my gaze drifting around the spacious interior.


  The ceiling rose all the way up to the second floor, creating an open, airy space that felt far larger than it looked from outside. I had no idea where the books were kept, so I decided to ask at the reception counters lined up toward the back. As I looked around uncertainly, a woman with long light-brown hair seated at one of the counters noticed me and smiled warmly. I walked over and spoke up.


  “I heard there are books here.”


  “Yes,” she replied cheerfully, leaning forward a little. “Any registered guild member is free to read them.”


  “So, uh… Does that mean people who are not registered cannot?”


  At that, the woman seemed to realize something and gave a small, apologetic smile.


  “Ah, that’s a common misunderstanding. In principle, only registered members have access.”


  My shoulders sagged. If it was a common mistake, then the apothecary who told me about it probably misunderstood as well. Before I could even start worrying about what to do next, the woman spoke again.


  “If you register with the guild now, you will be able to view them immediately.”


  “Is it possible to just register?” I asked cautiously. “Without doing anything else?”


  “Yes,” she answered with a nod. “Some people register only to receive an identification card.”


  I made up my mind. I would register. Seeing my decision, the woman reached into a drawer beside her, took out a single sheet of paper, and placed it on the counter.


  “Then I will be handling your registration. My name is Chris.”


  “Ah, thank you. Nice to meet you.”


  “Thank you. You’re so polite,” she said with a pleasant smile. “Please fill this out.”


  She handed me a pen. I looked down at the form laid out on the counter. Name, age, gender, race, place of origin, occupation, and more besides.


  I managed to fill it out quickly. After that, I wasn’t sure how to answer.


  “Um,” I said, glancing back at her, embarrassment creeping into my voice. “What should I do if I don’t know my place of origin?”


  “What? You don’t know?”


  Chris, the woman at the counter, frowned slightly, lines forming between her brows. Not knowing my place of origin was apparently a problem. Panic flickered through me as I searched for an answer.


  “Um, well…” I began, choosing my words carefully, “My parents were traveling ever since I was born. That was normal for us, so I never really thought about it. Right now, I am on my own in this city.”


  It was something I had come up with on the spot, but even so, Chris’s expression remained thoughtful.


  “I see,” she said slowly, tapping the form with her finger. “Hmm… In that case, using the name of this city, Rikfonia, should be fine.”


  “All right. Rikfonia, then.”


  So my guess had been right after all; the name of this city really was Rikfonia.


  “And as for your occupation…” Chris continued, glancing down the page. “That part can be left blank,” she added after a moment, her tone reassuring.


  “I see. Then I’ll go ahead with that.”


  When I handed the paper back, she reviewed it carefully.


  “‘Kaede Yagumo,’” she said, reading it aloud.


  “Yes.”


  Using the inn’s registry as a reference, I had deliberately switched the order of my name here.


  “Now then,” Chris said, straightening in her chair, “I will give you a brief explanation of the guild.”


  She explained that each guild card listed a rank. Everyone started at Rank Five. Completing jobs earned points, and once enough points were accumulated, a person’s rank would increase. With enough achievement over time, some people eventually reached Rank One, though doing so required a great deal of effort.


  She went on to explain that there were also people like me, who registered mainly for identification or basic access. Those individuals rarely took on any requests and were required to renew their registration once a year. The guild would step in if trouble occurred during an official job, but outside of that, it would not intervene at all. Members were expected to act responsibly at all times.


  As I nodded along, Chris rose from her seat.


  “Please wait here for a moment,” she said with a friendly smile, then disappeared into the back.


  While waiting for her to return, I looked around the guild hall again. On the second floor of the open atrium, I spotted rows of bookshelves lining one section of the balcony. That was probably where the books restricted to registered members were kept. Nearby, also on the second floor, were several scattered chairs. Whether they were meant as a rest area or something else, I couldn’t tell.


  Most of the people inside the guild were armed. Some wore practical gear, others far less so. There was even a woman walking around in something that could only be described as bikini armor. I found myself wondering, in all seriousness, how that was supposed to function as protection.


  Chris returned from the back after I’d killed about five minutes like that.


  “Thank you for waiting,” she said, setting two different cards down on the counter. “These are your guild card and your identification.”


  “Thank you.”


  The guild card was about the size of a phone card, with a stainless-steel sheen and a surprising thickness, close to three millimeters. My name and race were engraved into it, and to my astonishment, there was even a photo of my face. I stared at it, transfixed. When did they take this?


  The identification, on the other hand, looked a lot like a student handbook I was familiar with from school. When I opened it, I saw the information I had just filled out, along with details of when, where, and by whom it had been issued, all written on slightly rough, stiff paper. Several blank pages followed after that.


  “This paper is impressive…” I murmured.


  What I meant was that it felt unusually coarse and sturdy, but Chris seemed to take it as praise. Her face brightened, and she smiled with clear pride.


  “You noticed? Rikfonia’s paper production is among the best in the world, and that’s no exaggeration,” she said, clasping her hands lightly on the counter. “The raw materials are excellent, and our craftsmen are highly skilled. Because paper is inexpensive here, many shops in Rikfonia use it generously.”


  Now that she mentioned it, I had seen paper everywhere, like at the inn and bakery.


  “That is impressive,” I said honestly. “So does that mean paper costs less here than in other cities?”


  “Of course,” she replied without hesitation. “Across the whole Kingdom of Guinicia, Rikfonia has the lowest prices.”


  “I see.”


  I nodded, suitably impressed. Rikfonia was famous for paper production, and the country itself was called Guinicia. That was more information to add to the list.


  “Oh, and the books you mentioned…” I said, glancing upward. “Are they the ones I can see on the second floor?”


  “Yes,” Chris answered, following my gaze. “We have everything from basic reference materials to illustrated guides on monsters and medicinal herbs. There are also more specialized texts that go into greater depth. Please feel free to browse.”


  “Thank you very much. I’ll be in your care again when the time comes.”


  I bowed once, then headed straight for the stairs to the second floor. From below, I hadn’t realized just how many shelves there were. Bookcases stretched across the space, packed tightly together. When it came to deciding what to look for first, only one thing came to mind: a map. If I wanted to know where I was, that was the only place to start.


  I didn’t have to search for long. I supported the book with my left hand and turned the pages with my right, my fingers trembling slightly despite myself.


  When I reached the large map that spanned two full pages, my eyes widened.


  It showed shapes and countries I did not recognize. A map utterly unfamiliar to me wiped my thoughts blank for an instant. A few seconds later, my mind began racing, but everything tangled together, refusing to form anything coherent.


  I had known it already. Lizards did not walk on two legs and talk with humans in the world I came from. People did not have animal ears. Paper was not cheap, and water and grass did not transform into something else in the blink of an eye.


  Somewhere inside me, I had suspected that this might not be the world I had lived in. And yet, I could understand the language people spoke here and read the writing in front of me without difficulty. That was why I couldn’t accept it. I simply couldn’t believe that no matter how far I searched, the place I belonged simply did not exist.


  Clutching the map, I sank down into a crouch. The room seemed to tilt, and dizziness washed over me.


  I closed my eyes and tried to hold back the tears welling up. Crying would not solve anything. I knew that. Even so, tears slipped out from beneath my closed lids and fell anyway.


  I set the book on my knees and wiped my eyes with my hand. There was no point in sitting here thinking about something vague and shapeless. I had to think about what came next. The fact that I could even arrive at that conclusion made me wonder if, somewhere deep down, I had already accepted that this was not my world.


  At least I had learned how to earn money soon after arriving here. As long as I could make potions, I wouldn’t starve. And that was thanks to that mysterious book.


  I drew in a deep breath, then slowly let it out, trying to steady myself.


  What mattered now was how I would live in this unfamiliar world. Selling potions, like I had been doing yesterday and today, was the bare minimum. That would become the foundation of my life.


  I opened the book on my knees once more, and the two-page map spread out before me again. Right now, I was sitting in a place that was somewhere on this map. As I scanned the pages slowly, I found the name Rikfonia. It was located near Mount Honogo, right up against the border with a neighboring country. That, it seemed, was where this city lay.


  I closed the book with a soft thump.


  After leaving the guild, I trudged along with my head lowered. Somewhere along the way, the Cocoru bag surfaced in my thoughts. If I was going to make a living here, I would need to produce a lot of potions. That meant gathering large amounts of grass and water. Having that bag in addition to my backpack would make things much easier.


  The stall from yesterday had been on West Gate Street, the same area I was in now. On a whim, I decided to check whether it was still there and turned down the back alley where the stalls lined up.


  I found it without any trouble. The stall stood almost exactly where it had been the day before.


  “Welcome. Oh, it’s you from yesterday,” the shopkeeper said, looking up as I approached.


  “Hello,” I replied quietly.


  It had only been a day, so he remembered my face. Unlike yesterday, though, I had none of that idle curiosity left in me. I scanned the display and spotted the same Cocoru bag mixed in among the others. I picked it up.


  “I’ll take this one.”


  “Sure thing. That’ll be one hundred and fifty Tamil.”


  I pulled out the stationery pouch I was using as a wallet and paid the exact amount. The shopkeeper counted the money carefully, then nodded with satisfaction.


  “One hundred and fifty Tamil, all there.”


  Next, I wanted something to carry water with. A proper canteen would make things much easier, but no matter how closely I walked along the row of stalls, I couldn’t find anything that looked suitable. Maybe those were only sold in regular shops, not street stalls. Searching for something that wouldn’t be there was pointless, so I decided to head back to the inn.


  As I walked, my thoughts wandered again. Right now, just getting by might be all I could manage. But would the day ever come when I could go home? If I had come here, then there had to be a way back. A path existed somewhere. The problem was how to find it again.


  The name that surfaced, again and again, was Barrow.


  The only lead I had was the man named Barrow, the one who had put that book into my backpack. It was not a question of whether I could find him. I would find him.


  Still, that was not something I could focus on right now. Buying the Cocoru bag had drained my funds dramatically, and the only way to fix that was to make more potions and sell them. On top of that, I wanted a proper bath, and I needed a change of clothes.


  Thinking through everything that needed to be done pushed aside my gloom, if only a little.


  On the way back, I gathered as much grass as I could and returned to the inn. The woman at the counter greeted me with a warm smile.


  “Welcome back.”


  I took the room key from her. After hesitating for a bit, I asked, “Um, is there somewhere around here where I can wash myself?”


  Her expression brightened immediately, as if something clicked. She raised an index finger.


  “Oh, then you’re looking for the bathhouse.”


  “A bathhouse? There’s one here? Is it close?”


  According to her, there was a public bath if I walked straight along the left side after leaving the inn. Apparently, soaking in hot water wasn’t much of a habit here, so the place was not very popular.


  I returned to my room after that and sat there thinking it over. The bathhouse was apparently just a place with hot water. You had to bring everything you needed. My remaining money was sixty-eight Tamil. Was that enough to buy a change of clothes, a towel, maybe even soap? The thought made me uneasy. In the end, I took my Cocoru bag and my money and headed back out into town.


  I remembered seeing shops along the main road that looked like they sold clothing. Following the carved symbols on their signs, I found one that seemed right and decided to buy a change of clothes there. I entered the first shop that caught my eye.


  “Excuse me…”


  The interior was packed wall to wall with clothes, with no one in sight. When I called out, a plump woman hurried over almost immediately.


  “Yes? What can I help you with?”


  “I’d like to buy some clothes.”


  “Well, well,” she said, smiling kindly. “What sort are you looking for?”


  Her full figure and gentle smile put me at ease, and I told her what I needed.


  “Something easy to move in. And underwear, if you have it.”


  “All right. Come with me.”


  She led me a short way down a narrow aisle, carefully avoiding other customers, and stopped in front of a section filled with dresses.


  “You should find something in your size around here.”


  As an example, she held up a long-sleeved dress in a soft shade of pink.


  “Hm… The color’s a bit…” I hesitated, then added, “Would it be all right if I looked around a little more?”


  “Of course,” the woman said pleasantly, already turning back toward the counter. “Take all the time you like. I’ll be right here.”


  “Thank you.”


  With the shopkeeper returning to the counter, I focused on the section where the pink dresses were hanging. Parting them one by one, I spotted a dress in a slightly darker shade of blue. It looked the same as the one she had shown me earlier.


  It had a rounded collar and a loose fit, fell to about knee length, and the sleeves were gathered at the wrists. This should be fine, I decided. I also picked out the same dress in a deep green color.


  As I continued browsing, I found a pair of off-white trousers, cropped to about mid-calf. I held them up against my waist. They looked like they would fit. With the two dresses and the trousers in hand, I headed back to the counter.


  “Oh, have you decided?” the woman asked, leaning forward with a smile.


  “Yes. I’ll take these.”


  “All right,” she said, quickly tallying things up in her head. “That’ll be thirty-six Tamil. And you also wanted underwear, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “I had some set aside. How about these?”


  She showed me what looked like a more tightly cinched version of pumpkin pants, along with a tube-shaped garment that fastened with strings. I couldn’t tell at a glance which side was meant to be the front.


  “Um… This one?” I said, pointing apprehensively at the tube-shaped piece.


  “Oh, that one?” she replied, clearly pleased. “It’s very popular right now. Corsets were so uncomfortable before, but this just goes over the chest and you tighten it to your liking. The fabric is soft, so it doesn’t hurt at all.”


  It seemed to be a recent trend, and she explained it with obvious enthusiasm.


  “I see. Then I’ll take three of each.”


  “Very well. That comes to sixty-two Tamil.”


  I froze with the stationery pouch in my hand. The total was higher than I had expected. I wasn’t sure if I could afford it.


  Noticing my hesitation, the woman asked gently what was wrong. When I explained that it was a matter of budget and that I would need to reduce the amount, she nodded with an understanding smile.


  “That’s only natural. So, which ones would you like to put back?”


  I hesitated, weighing my options. In the end, I decided to give up one set of clothes and one set of underwear.


  “That makes the total forty-two Tamil. Are you all right with that?”


  “Yes.”


  “Much obliged.”


  When I paid, the woman accepted the money with a broad smile.


  “Oh, right,” I said, stopping her before she turned away. “Do you happen to know a shop around here that sells towels?”


  “Towels?” She tilted her head in confusion.


  I hurried to rephrase it.


  “Um, more like hand towels. Cloth you use to dry your body.”


  “Oh, you mean tenugui,” she said, nodding. “We sell those here too. Do you need some?”


  “Y-Yes. Two, please.”


  “All right.”


  She pulled out a woven bamboo basket from beneath the counter. It was filled with tenugui in various patterns and colors.


  “Pick whichever you like.”


  I chose two plain, light-colored ones to be safe.


  “That’ll be four Tamil for the pair.”


  “All right.”


  That left me with twenty-two Tamil. I had spent more than I realized. After putting everything I bought into the Cocoru bag, I decided to ask about one last thing.


  “Um, where can I buy soap?”


  “Soap?” Her eyes widened slightly. “You’re planning to buy something that expensive?”


  “Expensive?” I echoed.


  “Oh, yes. Even a piece this small costs thirty Tamil,” she said, holding her fingers apart to show the size.


  Judging by the gesture, it looked to be about half the size of the soap I used back home.


  There was no way I could afford to spend thirty Tamil on that. It looked like I would have to go to the bathhouse without soap.


  “I see,” I said, forcing a small smile. “I thought I might try it sometime.”


  “Well,” she said dreamily, “I’d like to try hair soap someday myself. I hear it makes your hair so glossy.”


  She sighed, clearly lost in the image.


  “Hair soap?” I asked.


  “Yes,” the woman said with an enthusiastic nod. “It’s soap nobles like to use. It makes your hair glossy, and it smells wonderful too.”


  “That sounds nice,” I said honestly. “How much does it cost?”


  “Let’s see… Around sixty Tamil, I think.”


  The price was far beyond what I had expected. I actually took a step back. Other customers were lining up behind me, so I slipped out of the shop to avoid getting in the way and headed straight for the bathhouse.


  The fee was only three Tamil. After washing up properly for the first time in a while, I returned to the inn feeling refreshed.


  I was refreshed, but nearly broke. After buying clothes and necessities, my money was gone. While it was still dark, I went back to the well once more, made another batch of potions, and brought the day to an end.


  The next morning, I shook off the heaviness of being in an unfamiliar place and opened the recipe book that explained how to make potions. When I looked again at the high potion recipe, the ingredients caught my eye: blueleaf and purified water.


  The apothecary had said he bought high potions for around twenty Tamil. Given the price, it made sense that the materials were unfamiliar to me. Even so, I tilted my head at the term “purified water.” Was it different from ordinary water?


  The maximum potion recipe went even further. Sky dragon root and fairy spring water. That was all it took. What is that supposed to be?


  I turned the page absentmindedly and froze. There was a recipe I had not seen before.


  “Antidote?”


  An antidote. The ingredients were bat wings and forest dew. How much would something like that sell for? With my funds running low, the selling price mattered more than anything else.


  If I didn’t know, then I could look it up. Yesterday, I had only checked the map at the guild. Today, I decided to find out what “purified water” actually was.


  I packed the potions I had made the night before, the recipe book, my stationery pouch that now served as a wallet, and my backpack into the Cocoru bag. After going downstairs, I paid twenty Tamil at the counter to extend my stay by two more nights, then left the inn. I stopped by the apothecary, sold potions for eighty Tamil, and while we chatted, I brought it up.


  “Do you know what purified water is?”


  “Purified water?” the shopkeeper repeated, lifting his brows as he studied me.


  The shopkeeper folded his arms, his expression turning serious as he traced a finger along his chin.


  “Ah, that’s water made using a purification stone. You should be able to buy purification stones at a magic stone shop.”


  “A magic stone shop…”


  That rang a bell. I must have gone quiet, because he seemed to think I didn’t know where it was and added that it was just off the main road from here. Only then did I remember. It was the very shop I had wandered into by mistake when I first tried to sell potions.


  “Thank you very much,” I said, bowing slightly.


  “Sure. See you around.”


  “Yes. See you.”


  If I could get purified water and blueleaf, earning money would become much easier. Life would probably get a lot more comfortable.


  That hope lasted right up until I saw the price.


  The purification stone at the magic stone shop cost one thousand Tamil. It was so expensive that buying it was completely out of the question.


  After that, I stopped by the bakery, bought one of their hard loaves for two Tamil, and ate it as I walked toward the guild. The guild looked much the same as it had the day before. I headed straight for the bookshelves on the second floor and began searching for something that mentioned purified water. The shelves were divided into many categories, but I had no idea where to look. Maybe it wouldn’t be listed at all. After all, it was water.


  “Purified water… Hmm. Oh! What about purification stones?”


  Purified water was made from purification stones. That meant I should be researching the stone itself. It was probably categorized as a magic stone. With that thought, I moved to the shelves related to magic stones and scanned the spines.


  One title caught my eye: On Purification Stones.


  I pulled it out and flipped through until I found what I was looking for.


  Purification stones were also known as the goddess’s tears. They could purify even the filthiest water, and unlike other magic stones, their effect didn’t seem to wear off.


  The purification stone I’d seen at the magic stone shop had been about the size of a thumbnail, priced at one thousand Tamil. The cost made me wince, but if it wouldn’t be used up, then maybe it would be worth buying someday.


  The potions I made now sold for eight Tamil each. That meant I would need to make and sell one hundred and twenty-five potions. That would take time, but it wasn’t impossible.


  That settled it. I had a lead on purification stones. The other ingredient needed to make high potions was blueleaf. That was a plant, not a magic stone, so I wandered through the shelves until I found the section categorized under plants. One book caught my eye immediately: Illustrated Guide to Medicinal Herbs. I pulled it out and flipped it open at random.


  “Uh… ‘Mandragora roots absorb magical power’?”


  Opening it at random had clearly been a mistake.


  When I checked the table of contents, I saw that the entries were organized alphabetically. That made things easy. I found blueleaf right away.


  Blueleaf was said to grow all over the world, with specimens harvested at higher altitudes considered higher quality. It looked similar to sky dragon root, but the two were completely different in value, so one had to be careful not to confuse them.


  I glanced at the illustration alongside the entry. To me, it looked like nothing more than dark-colored chives.


  It grows all over the world…


  That meant blueleaf was practically everywhere. The question was whether I could find it nearby.


  I closed the book, returned it to the shelf, then went back downstairs and headed for Chris at the counter.


  “Excuse me,” I said. “Do you know where I could find blueleaf around here?”


  “Blueleaf?” she repeated, thinking for a moment before smiling. “If you’re looking nearby, then the forest outside the city would be your best bet.”


  “I see.”


  “Yes. Near the entrance, you’ll mostly find weaker monsters like bats and caterpillars, so it might be a good place to practice.”


  “I’m more concerned about the blueleaf itself,” I said carefully. “Would it grow near the entrance?”


  “There might not be much of it,” she admitted, “but I believe you should be able to find some.”


  “All right. Thank you very much.”


  “You’re welcome. And if you have any other questions, feel free to ask anytime.”


  “Yes.”


  After leaving the guild, I headed toward the bakery, thinking things over as I walked. If I wanted to make high potions easily, I would have to go outside the city. And if I was going outside the city, I would need equipment to protect myself.


  That line of thinking made me stop short. Did I really need to do that?


  As long as I could keep making regular potions, I could earn enough to survive day by day. Was there any reason to risk danger by leaving the city? Even if I bought equipment, that didn’t mean I was suddenly ready to fight monsters.


  That question lingered, unanswered.


  When I had first arrived here and tried to go beyond the gate, a man who looked like a guard had also said that it was dangerous for a child like me to go alone. Thinking about it again now, I had to ask myself honestly: did I really need to go outside, where I might run into danger?


  Probably not.


  I tried to remember what my parents had done back home. They earned money first. They cooked meals every day. We had a car. And our home was a detached house.


  A house.


  What about buying a house here?


  If I owned a house, I could cook for myself and wouldn’t have to pay an inn fee every day. If I stored water somewhere, I could use it freely whenever I wanted. That actually sounded… good.


  If that was the goal, then yes, I really did need to find a way to make high potions more easily. Or, if that was not possible yet, I needed to be able to mass-produce regular potions.


  I still had no idea how to search for Barrow. But, at least for now, I finally had a concrete goal.


  After that, I bought two loaves of bread at the bakery, and on the way back, I pulled up grass wherever I could. The backpack I had taken out of the Cocoru bag was stuffed to bursting. This was nothing like before, when I had casually filled it without much thought.


  That just left water. For now, the only option was to keep drawing it from the well, little by little. Still, as I thought about it, I wondered whether there was some way to make a large number of potions all at once. I kept turning the idea over in my head until the next morning.


  It wasn’t even fully light yet when drowsiness finally caught up with me. I sat on the bed, staring blankly ahead.


  I had gathered a huge amount of grass yesterday. If I created potions all at once, the number would surely be enormous. But that would require an equally enormous amount of water.


  The bathhouse used hot water. Where did all that water go after it was used? Did it flow into a river?


  If there was a river nearby, I could just create everything at once. Having so much grass go unused made my chest ache with impatience.


  My stomach growled loudly. I ate the bread I had bought the day before, but even as I chewed, my head kept bobbing. I rubbed my eyes. If I stayed like this, I would fall asleep again. Deciding that was no good, I gathered the same things as yesterday and left the inn.


  I assumed the woman at the front desk would have gone to bed by now, but when I went downstairs to check, she was slumped forward, fast asleep at the counter. That wasn’t her bed, was it?


  “Excuse me?”


  “Huh?! Oh, what is it?”


  She jerked upright, drool trailing from the corner of her mouth.


  “I’m heading out,” I said, trying not to stare. “Could you hold onto my key for me?”


  “You’re heading out early today? I understand.”


  “I feel like if I stay any longer, I’ll fall asleep again.”


  “Well, in that case,” she said gently, “wouldn’t it be better to sleep properly first?”


  She was absolutely right. And yet, for some reason, I couldn’t shake the feeling that sleeping now would be a waste of time. I gave her a vague smile to brush it off.


  “Take care.”


  With the receptionist seeing me off, I headed for the guild. I needed to ask about rivers.


  Even if there was a river inside the city, someone would almost certainly see me. That was the problem. If it was outside the city, though, maybe I’d be left alone. The outside was dangerous, yes, but if all I was doing was going to a river, surely I could manage it somehow.


  Perhaps it was because so many people here were early risers—even though it was still morning, there were quite a few people out and about. Still, it was easier to walk than usual, and I reached the guild sooner than expected. I wondered for a moment if it would even be open at this hour, but that worry vanished the moment I touched the door. It opened without resistance.


  I peeked inside carefully.


  The hall was quiet. Only two people in armor were present. It was a little dim, but stones embedded in the walls glowed with a soft yellow light, illuminating the interior.


  I headed for the counter where Chris had been yesterday, but she wasn’t there. Instead, an elderly man with a thick beard occupied the seat.


  “Excuse me,” I said, approaching him.


  “Hm? What can I help you with?” he asked.


  Despite his appearance, his voice was lively and clear.


  “Is there a river outside the city? As close as possible, if there is.”


  “A river nearby, eh?” he said, thinking it over. “There’s the large river that runs alongside the city. Or, if you go into the forest, there are small streams.”


  The river beside the city sounded like something even I might be able to reach. Hope flickered, and I pressed on.


  “Are there many monsters by the river next to the city?”


  “Well, it’s warm this time of year,” he replied carefully. “You can’t afford to let your guard down.”


  “I see.”


  In other words, I could not go.


  The realization hit hard, and my shoulders slumped. If I went alone and something happened, I would probably die. And yet, I still needed to get to a river somehow.


  I stood there, thinking desperately, when the old man spoke again.


  “Do you truly need to go to a river outside the city?”


  “Yes,” I answered without hesitation. “It’s important. Important enough that it affects how I’ll live from here on.”


  “Hm. In that case,” the old man said, folding his arms and peering at me over his beard, “why not post an escort request?”


  “An escort request?” I echoed, blinking.


  Of course. This was the guild. People posted requests here, and others accepted them. The answer had been right in front of me.


  “Well, then,” I said after a small breath, steadying myself, “I’d like to request an escort. Just long enough to go to the river next to the city, take care of some business, and come back.”


  “Mm,” he grunted, already reaching for a drawer.


  He slid out a sheet of lined paper and set it on the counter.


  “Then I’ll need your name.”


  “Yes. Kaede Yagumo.”


  “Kaede Yagumo,” he repeated, his pen scratching as he wrote my name and the request details at the top of the page. When he looked up again, his gaze was measured. “For this kind of job, the reward would be fifty Tamil at minimum. Offering more makes it easier to get someone to take it. What will you do?”


  At the mention of fifty Tamil, I glanced down at my wallet. Seventy-three Tamil was all I had. He had said that was the minimum, but there was no way I could go higher. My chest tightened for a moment, but then I nodded, convincing myself.


  “Fifty Tamil, please.”


  “Very well,” he said, but his tone sharpened slightly. “Just know that fifty is a low reward. Are you prepared to wait a while before anyone accepts?”


  The warning made me hesitate. Was it really that little? I didn’t want to drain my remaining money any further. I stood there, thinking hard, while the old man waited without pressing me.


  “Um…” I said at last, lifting my head. “What about paying part of it in goods?”


  He raised his brows with mild interest. “In goods, you say?”


  “Yes,” I said quickly. “Along with the fifty Tamil, I can add potions. Ten of them.”


  “Hm,” he murmured, stroking his beard as he considered it. “All right. Some won’t be interested in goods, but we’ll just have to wait and see.”


  “Thank you,” I said, bowing my head. “I’ll wait here.”


  “You may,” he replied, setting the paper aside, “but it could take some time.”


  “That’s fine,” I said, meaning it.


  After the old man posted my request on what looked like a guild notice board, I took a seat at one of the tables along the edge of the hall. I had barely slept the night before, and just sitting there was enough to make my eyelids grow heavy. At one point, I nearly slid right off the chair onto the floor, earning a few muffled snickers from someone nearby. The embarrassment jolted me fully awake.


  By then, it seemed the sun had already climbed higher. Even if it was still technically morning, more people were filtering into the guild.


  I stayed put, sitting quietly at the table. I drifted in and out of drowsiness, so I had no idea how much time had actually passed, but it didn’t look like anyone had accepted my request yet.


  I glanced toward the notice board where my request was posted. One by one, people stopped to read the notices. One by one, they skimmed past mine and moved on, their expressions uninterested. Was the reward really too low? I wondered. Or maybe the old man had been right, and hardly anyone cared about payment in goods. Thoughts like that churned endlessly in my head.


  The guild’s usual bustle had returned. Groups sat around other tables, talking animatedly, and I began to feel guilty occupying a table by myself. Deciding to kill time more productively, I headed upstairs to read.


  I had already skimmed the sections on blueleaf and purified water, and since this was just to pass the time, I picked up a book about monsters.


  According to the book, monsters were animals or other living things that had been affected by magic or some unknown influence. Most of them grew larger and more violent, attacking people. In rare cases, some even gained the ability to use magic. It was not limited to animals either; plants could also become dangerous.


  The explanation was written in a clear, straightforward way, but it left me with an unsettling thought. Did that mean a pet dog could suddenly grow enormous one day? Or that a flower someone had carefully nurtured could turn into a man-eating plant? The idea gave me chills.


  And then I remembered what Chris had said yesterday. That near the forest entrance, there were bats and caterpillars—relatively weak monsters that were good for practice. Which meant… giant caterpillars and bats were attacking people.


  My back prickled, goosebumps rising along my arms.


  I quickly returned the monster book to the shelf. No more of that, I decided, scanning the shelves for something else to read.


  That was when a voice called out to me.


  “Kaede Yagumo?”


  “Huh? Yes?”


  I looked up sharply.


  Two people were standing there. One was a woman wearing red leather armor, a slender sword hanging at her hip. The other was a man clad in heavy-looking armor, a massive sword strapped across his back. It seemed the woman was the one who had spoken.


  She had long red hair tied back into a single tail. The man beside her had short blond hair and a solid, imposing build. Both of them were looking straight at me.
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  “We just accepted your request,” the woman said, tilting her head slightly as she looked me over. “I was surprised to hear that the client was already waiting.”


  “Ah, yes,” I replied, my voice shrinking despite myself. “I really needed to go…”


  The man standing beside her radiated a quiet intimidation, and my words tapered off before I realized it.


  “I’m Selly,” the woman continued easily, tapping her chest with a thumb. “Rank Five. Nice to meet you.”


  “I’m Rangi,” the man added shortly, resting a gauntleted hand against the hilt of the massive sword on his back. “Rank Four.”


  “Yes,” I said quickly, straightening. “I’m Kaede Yagumo. Thank you for taking this job.”


  “Then let’s get going,” Selly said with a brisk nod. “Shall we?”


  “Yes.”


  The three of us left the guild together. I blinked up at the sky in surprise. The sun was already nearly overhead. When we headed for the west gate, I was struck again by its sheer size. It was wide enough for two wagons to pass each other comfortably. After showing our identification to the guard posted beside it, we were waved through without issue.


  The moment we stepped outside, I was overwhelmed by the view. The land stretched on endlessly, ringed by mountains in the distance. To the left lay a forest far off, its dark green mass spreading toward the horizon. To the right, much farther away, a massive bridge spanned a wide gap, wagons and people moving across it like tiny specks.


  “There,” Selly said, pointing toward the bridge. “The river’s that way.”


  “Okay!” I answered, falling into step beside her as we headed toward it.


  “By the way,” she went on, glancing at me sidelong, “what are you planning to do at the river? I took the request because it sounded easy, but now I’m curious.”


  “I want to make lots of potions all at once,” I admitted. “Doing it inside the city feels… awkward.”


  “Potions?” Selly repeated, raising an eyebrow. “I’m not that familiar with them, but can you really make them at a river? I thought alchemists had to process herbs and all that.”


  “W-Well…” I said, a bead of cold sweat forming at my temple. “I think everyone has their own method.”


  It sounded ridiculous when put that way. Gather grass and water, say a word, watch it glow, and suddenly potions appear. That wasn’t just me being ignorant of this world’s common sense; it was strange by any standard.


  If that was the case, then letting anyone see how I made potions was probably a bad idea.


  But having escorts meant it would be hard to hide. And Selly didn’t seem particularly knowledgeable about potion-making anyway.


  “S-So, why did you take this request? The reward isn’t very high.”


  Selly replied with a grin, clasping her hands behind her head as she walked. “Like I said, it sounded easy. And honestly, if we pull this off, my rank will go up.”


  “Oh, congratulations,” I said.


  “Thanks.”


  We reached the river while chatting like that. Rangi, true to form, remained silent the entire way, his presence steady and watchful rather than unfriendly.


  We moved well away from the bridge before approaching the water. I set the Cocoru bag down and pulled my backpack out from inside it. Scooping up an armful of grass, I laid it out and decided to try creating potions right away.


  “Create.”


  The grass and the thin sheet of water beside it flared with light. When it faded, potions lay scattered where the materials had been.


  “What?!” Selly blurted, crouching closer despite herself. “You already made them?!”


  Before I could react, Rangi spoke, his voice low but firm as he shot her a look.


  “Keep it down, Selly. She already said everyone has their own way of doing things. That’s just hers.”


  “R-Right,” Selly said, wincing slightly. She turned back to me with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Kaede.”


  “N-No, it’s fine.”


  I counted the potions scattered around us—seventeen. I slipped them into the Cocoru bag, then pulled out an even larger bundle of grass.


  “Create.”


  Light flashed again. This time, there were thirty-two.


  There was still plenty of grass left. I kept going, creating batch after batch. Selly crouched down beside me at some point, watching with open fascination, her eyes shining as each flash of light faded into neatly formed bottles. Rangi stayed a short distance away, alert, but it was clear he was watching too.


  “So is this your line of work?” Selly asked casually, resting her elbows on her knees. “Making potions, I mean.”


  “Um… Something like that,” I answered, not quite lying.


  “That explains it,” she said, nodding. “Why you offered potions as part of the reward.”


  Whether she was just talkative or deliberately trying to keep me relaxed, Selly never let the silence linger for long.


  “Selly.” Rangi’s voice cut through the air, sharper than before. It was the first time he had raised his voice since we left the guild.


  Selly froze mid-sentence and looked up at him.


  “Clawbird! Stay alert!”


  “Got it!”


  Selly sprang to her feet, one smooth motion carrying her hand to the sword at her hip.


  At the word “bird,” I instinctively looked up. A massive crimson bird hovered overhead. Its thick legs ended in viciously sharp talons, clearly the reason for its name. Beating its wings to remain aloft, it watched us carefully, as if weighing its chances.


  Rangi stepped back from the riverbank onto firmer ground, positioning himself in front of me, while Selly shifted so that I was shielded behind her.


  The moment Rangi brought the greatsword off his back and raised it, the clawbird dove. It lunged straight for the blade, trying to seize it with both talons, but Rangi refused to let it. He swung with full force, steel flashing, and the edge bit deep into one of the bird’s legs.


  “Rangi!”


  At Selly’s sharp call, she thrust out her free hand, palm aimed at the monster. Rangi instantly retreated a step, trusting her timing. A split second later, a loud crack split the air as a bolt of lightning burst from Selly’s hand and slammed into the clawbird.


  I collapsed backward in shock, landing hard on the ground.


  Before I could even process what I was seeing, Rangi brought his sword down in a decisive arc onto the fallen clawbird’s neck. I turned my face away at the last moment.


  My heart hammered violently in my chest, thudding so loud it felt like it echoed in my ears. Even though I had done nothing, my breathing came out uneven and shallow.


  “Kaede, are you alright?” Selly asked, her voice softer now.


  “Y-Yes.”


  She sheathed her sword and stepped over, offering me her hand. Still half-dazed, I took it and let her pull me to my feet, deliberately keeping my eyes lowered so I would not see the clawbird.


  “Are you hurt anywhere?” she asked, quickly looking me over.


  “I’m fine.”


  Selly gave a small, strained smile and brushed the dirt from my clothes with a few quick pats.


  “Is this your first time seeing monsters taken down like that?”


  I nodded, unable to quite find my voice. Selly’s expression softened, and she patted my back gently.


  “I figured. That must have been scary,” she said. She glanced toward the sky, then back at me. “Let’s make those potions while we still can, before another one shows up.”


  “R-Right,” I said quickly.


  The thought of that bird returning made my skin crawl. I crouched down at once and hurriedly resumed potion-making. Rangi kept watch over the surroundings while Selly went back to chatting with me. Partway through, something that had been bothering me finally surfaced, and I decided to ask.


  “About that lightning you used to knock the bird down earlier,” I said carefully. “What was that?”


  “Oh, that?” Selly replied lightly. “A magic crystal.”


  “A magic crystal?”


  “I guess it doesn’t come up much if you don’t fight monsters,” she said, tilting her head. “It’s a kind of magic stone that lets you use spells. I do carry a sword, but most of the time I’m more about support. Like earlier, when I was helping Rangi out.”


  “I see.”


  At some point during the process, I had stopped counting how many potions I was making. But now that I was finished, I could say with certainty that there were more than a hundred. I shook out my backpack to tidy it up, then set aside exactly ten potions for the reward.


  “All right,” Selly said briskly. “Let’s head back.”


  I braced myself as I lifted the Cocoru bag, expecting it to be heavy with all those potions inside. Instead, it felt only slightly heavier than before.


  Back at the guild, Selly reported the completion of the request, and I handed over the reward right away.


  “Fifty Tamil and ten potions,” I said, placing them on the counter. “Thank you very much for today.”


  “No, thank you,” Selly said with a grin. “We got to see something interesting too. Right, Rangi?”


  “Yeah,” he agreed simply.


  “If there’s another chance, I’d be happy to work with you again,” I said.


  “Of course,” Selly replied warmly. “See you around.”


  After parting ways with them, the first place I headed for was the familiar apothecary. The real question now was how many of these potions he would actually be willing to buy.


  The doorbell chimed as I stepped inside. The shopkeeper appeared to be in the middle of a transaction, so I stayed back and watched.


  “Come on, old man, can’t you do something?” a lightly armored young man was saying, his brows knit with frustration. “I really need fifty.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” the shopkeeper snapped back, folding his arms. “If I sell you fifty potions, there won’t be any left for anyone else.”


  The young man, apparently trying to buy fifty potions at once, let his shoulders sag, clearly at a loss.


  “But still…”


  The shopkeeper’s eyes shifted toward me.


  “Well now, you picked a good time to come in, kid,” he said, turning his body fully toward me. “How many potions do you have today?”


  “A lot,” I answered honestly. “I’m sure I have more than fifty.”


  “Really?!”


  At my words, the young man’s face lit up, hope flaring in his eyes as he looked straight at me.


  “Then would you sell them to this guy?” the shopkeeper asked, jerking his chin toward him.


  “Yes. Um, they’re eight Tamil each, so—”


  “That’s a pain to calculate,” the young man cut in quickly, waving a hand. “I’ll buy them for ten apiece!”


  He made the offer before I could even finish my math. I blinked, then nodded. Without hesitation, he pulled a pouch that looked like a wallet from his belt and thrust five hundred Tamil into my hands.


  I took potions out of the Cocoru bag one by one, counting as I went, while he packed them eagerly into his own bag.


  “That makes fifty,” I said.


  “You saved me,” he said with a broad grin. “Seriously, thank you!”


  “No problem.”


  Still smiling, he hurried out of the shop. The shopkeeper and I watched him go.


  “Now then,” the shopkeeper said, rubbing his hands together as he turned back to me, “how many do you have left today?”


  “I don’t know the exact number,” I admitted, “but it’s a lot.”


  “That many, huh?”


  When I showed him the inside of the Cocoru bag, his eyes widened.


  “Well, I’ll be damned. That really is a lot. All right, I’ll buy thirty for now.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  I lined up thirty bottles on the counter, counting carefully. Just like always, he handed over the money without delay.


  “Here you go. Two hundred and forty Tamil,” he said. Then, after a moment, he added casually, “If you’ve got this many, you might want to try running a stall yourself sometime.”


  “A stall?” I repeated, tucking the coins away.


  “Yeah. Set your own prices. Potions sell fast every day, so you’d do well.”


  “But don’t you need permission for that?” I asked.


  “Permission?” he echoed.


  “Yes.”


  I carefully put the money away and looked back at him.


  “You don’t need permission to run a street stall,” the shopkeeper said with a shrug. “That’s why you see so many of them around.”


  Now that he mentioned it, there were stretches of the street that made you wonder if they existed purely for stalls. Selling there would probably let me blend in without standing out.


  “I think I’ll try it,” I said. “Are there any places where stalls aren’t allowed?”


  The man rubbed his chin. “Well, as long as nobody tells you not to sell there, you’re probably fine.”


  It was an incredibly loose explanation, but it made me wonder if selling near the guild would be profitable. Adventurers constantly needed potions. And yet, now that I thought about it, I had never seen a single stall near the guild. There had to be a reason.


  When I asked, the answer was simple.


  “The guild chases off anyone who tries to set up stalls nearby,” he said bluntly. “So people stopped trying.”


  “Oh,” I said, deflating a little. “I thought potions would be something to sell near the guild.”


  “Too bad,” he laughed. “But if you want, you could always try negotiating with them.”


  He laughed loudly, mouth wide open. I laughed along with him, but there was no chance I had the courage to do that.


  With my funds boosted to seven hundred and sixty-three Tamil, I bought the change of clothes I had reluctantly returned the day before for twenty Tamil, then headed back to the inn.


  I lined up the potions on the floor. Sixty-seven bottles. My remaining money came to seven hundred and forty-three Tamil. With that as capital, I could request another escort to the river and increase my stock even further. But it would probably be smarter to open a stall first and sell what I already had.


  Once my money grew, I could buy a purification stone. Although… did I even need to?


  At this pace, with potions selling as fast as they did, maybe there was no need to make high potions at all. Ordinary potions were easy. All I needed was grass and water. As long as I could keep doing this, focusing solely on potions seemed perfectly viable.


  I returned the potions to the Cocoru bag and lay back on the bed. Once again, I weighed the question. Did I really need high potions?


  The answer was no.


  The sky outside the window had turned the color of dusk. After days of barely sleeping, my heavy eyelids finally won. With no reason to resist, I let myself drift off, and the day quietly came to an end.


  I had finished preparing to open the street stall the day before. After confirming that the Cocoru bag held all the potions, I double-checked that the hand towels, the pencil case I used as a wallet, and the recipe book were all safely inside my backpack.


  I wandered around the city, debating where to set up, and eventually found myself on North Gate Street. One glance told me what kind of place it was. Weapon shops, armorers, and various supply stores lined the road, with a steady stream of people passing through. If I sold here, people were bound to notice. Other vendors were already calling out to draw customers to their stalls, so I didn’t feel too isolated. With that decided, I chose a spot between two houses, close enough to the edge of the road that I wouldn’t block foot traffic. I pulled out one hand towel from my backpack and spread it on the ground to sit on, then laid another out in front of me.


  I was just about to open the Cocoru bag and place around ten potions on display when a shadow fell across my hands.


  “Huh?”


  Instinctively, I looked up to see why the light had been blocked.


  Standing there, smiling down at me, was Selly, clad in her red leather armor, her red hair tied neatly back.


  “Hey! Did I surprise you?”


  “Selly!”


  I really was surprised. I had never imagined I would run into her here. As I stood up, Selly’s gaze dropped to the potions I was arranging.


  “When I saw you were setting up a stall, I just had to come over.”


  “I’m glad to see you again,” I said honestly. “Are you on your own today?”


  “Not quite. Rangi’s with me too,” she said, rolling her shoulders. “He’s over there, agonizing over a new piece of armor.”


  She shrugged as if to say “he’s leaving me alone,” but she was smiling, clearly more amused than annoyed.


  “I see.”


  “Anyway,” Selly continued, pointing farther down the street toward the gate, “if you’re opening a stall, that spot over there would be better.”


  “Really? Why is that?”


  “There’s a popular shop over there,” she explained. “And it’s better than being right next to private houses.”


  Trusting her judgment, I let her guide me. The place she indicated turned out to be right beside a weapon shop.


  “Um… Is it really okay to sell here?” I asked hesitantly.


  “Why not?” she said lightly. “Look around. There are plenty of people.”


  She was right. There were plenty of people around and a few other street vendors as well. That alone eased my nerves. If I was going to sell, I might as well sell somewhere lively.


  “Hey, Kaede,” Selly said, glancing at the bottles lined up in front of me. “You’re selling potions, right?”


  “Yes, that’s the plan.”


  “How much are you asking?”


  “For now, ten Tamil each,” I said. “If that seems too expensive, I was thinking of lowering the price.”


  “Oh, that’s perfectly fine,” she replied with a confident nod. “People go through potions pretty quickly. Some shops sell them for fifteen Tamil, you know.”


  “That feels a bit steep,” I said honestly.


  I spread the hand towels again and, this time for real, arranged the potions neatly on top.


  “Well then,” Selly said brightly, clapping her hands once. “Looks like you’re open for business. I’ll take five.”


  “Thank you very much,” I said, bowing my head slightly. “That’ll be fifty Tamil.”


  She handed over the coins from her pouch and picked up five potions from the display.


  “By the way,” I said as I took the money, “I’m planning to request another escort job from the guild soon. Is it possible to name specific people when posting a request?”


  “Wait, what?” Selly leaned in so close her red hair nearly brushed my shoulder, her eyes sparkling. “You mean a designated request?”


  “Yes. If that’s allowed, I mean.”


  “You’d designate us?” she said, practically bouncing. “You’d really do that?”


  “Ah, y-yes,” I said, flustered. “If it’s possible…”


  “Please do!” she said without hesitation. “Designated requests give us one-and-a-half times the points!”


  She looked so happy she seemed on the verge of dancing.


  “Then I’ll count on you when the time comes.”


  “Of course,” Selly said with a grin. “And hey, once you’re done selling, make sure you head back before it gets dark.”


  “Why?” I asked, tilting my head.


  Her expression turned serious in an instant.


  “Because people sometimes get attacked for the money they make at stalls,” she said quietly. “And you’re a girl, aren’t you? You really need to be careful.”


  She sounded entirely serious. The weight of her words hit me all at once, and I froze.


  Noticing the change in the air, Selly quickly waved both hands, as if brushing the tension aside.


  “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Selly said quickly, waving her hands in front of her chest. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  “N-No, it’s fine,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ll be careful. I’ll head back early today.”


  “Good,” she replied with a relieved smile. “Then I won’t get in the way of your business. See you!”


  “Ah, Selly?”


  I stood up and picked up one of the potions I had laid out.


  “Hm?”


  “This one’s on the house.”


  When I handed it to her, Selly accepted it without hesitation.


  “Thank you.”


  And with that, she finally left. I sat back down and watched the stream of people passing by.


  Normally, this was the point where vendors called out to draw customers in.


  “U-Um, welcome… P-Potions, anyone?”


  My voice was embarrassingly small, completely drowned out by the confident calls of the other stallholders. I took a deep breath, then forced my voice out again, louder this time.


  “Welcome! Potions for sale!”


  At last, people started to glance my way. They asked about the price, and once they did, the sales came one after another. By late morning, every last potion was gone. Pricing them slightly lower had clearly worked. A few customers even asked if I would be opening again.


  That meant I needed to set up shop again soon, before people forgot.


  When I counted my money, I had 1,403 Tamil on hand.


  If a backpack full of grass turned into roughly 1,400 Tamil, then what about a Cocoru bag? I didn’t know its exact capacity, but if I bought another one and produced potions in even larger batches, it would surely be more efficient than working in small increments.


  With that in mind, I headed toward the stall where I had bought my Cocoru bag before.


  But it was gone.


  “I really wanted another one…”


  Even if the stall had been there, there was no guarantee they would still be selling Cocoru bags. I had no choice but to give up. Still, I continued wandering, checking other stalls just in case. Gradually, the street stalls thinned out, replaced by what looked like a general goods shop.


  Maybe…


  I stepped inside.


  Near the entrance, hair ornaments and bracelets were neatly displayed, and I found myself stopping short. Blue, red, green… Gemstones of all kinds caught the light, sparkling beautifully. They were undeniably lovely.


  When I checked the prices, even the cheapest ones cost one hundred and ten Tamil, and the more expensive pieces were easily twice that.


  “Expensive…”


  For a moment, I hesitated at the entrance, wondering if this was the kind of upscale shop I should even step into. Still, curiosity won out, and I decided to look around. The store was fairly spacious. From the entrance to the very back looked to be more than ten long strides.


  There was a counter along the right wall, so I moved counterclockwise, browsing the shelves. Wallets, hand towels, and objects whose purpose I couldn’t even guess were neatly arranged. Then I saw it.


  “Soap!”


  There it was, resting on a sheet of oil paper. A handwritten sign, full of unmistakable homemade charm, read: Hair Soap, Yulicia Scent—60 Tamil.


  There was no doubt about it. This was soap.


  I had no idea what Yulicia was, but for something barely five centimeters square, sixty Tamil was steep. Was anyone actually buying something this expensive?


  But I wanted it.


  The clothing shop owner’s words replayed in my head. It makes your hair glossy, and it smells wonderful. She had said exactly that. Back then, the price had been completely out of reach. Now, though, I could easily afford it.


  Just as I reached out, I remembered why I had come here in the first place.


  Right. I was here to look for a Cocoru bag.


  The instant that thought surfaced, I pulled my hand back.


  That was close. I had almost let the memory of how good the bath felt sway me. I was not going to get distracted. Turning my eyes away from the soap, I resumed walking through the shop.


  At the very back, I spotted several bags lined up, and my heart lifted. But when I checked them, they were all ordinary bags. Nothing spacious, nothing deceptive about their capacity. Just what they looked like.


  So they don’t have them here either.


  Deciding to ask just in case, I approached the counter and spoke to the blonde woman working there, who appeared to be busy with something.


  “Excuse me.”


  She looked up.


  “Oh? Yes?”


  When the woman I had spoken to looked up, I nearly let out an audible gasp.


  Calling her beautiful felt like an insultingly small word. She was stunning, the kind of beauty that made you stop and stare despite yourself. And unless my eyes were deceiving me, long ears parted her hair as they extended upward.


  An elf?


  “Are you a customer?” she asked gently, tilting her head. “How may I help you?”


  “Ah, s-sorry,” I said quickly, realizing I must have been staring. “I wanted to ask… Do you sell Cocoru bags here?”


  “Yes, we do.”


  Her smile was dazzling. The elven woman led me back to the area where I had checked the bags earlier and gestured politely.


  “This way.”


  “Huh? But when I looked before, they were just normal bags.”


  “Yes,” she replied calmly. “To prevent theft, we expand their internal capacity only after purchase.”


  “Oh. So I just pick whichever one I like?”


  “Exactly. The price is determined by the base bag and how much capacity you wish us to add.”


  “So… if I pay enough, you can make it as big as I want?”


  “That is correct.”


  That was incredibly convenient.


  I examined the bags one by one, but none of them felt right. Perhaps she noticed my hesitation, because the elf spoke again, her expression apologetic.


  “I’m very sorry. Our selection isn’t particularly large.”


  “No, it’s fine. I was just thinking… If you had a waist pouch, that would be perfect.”


  The Cocoru bag I owned now was worn cross-body. If I was going to carry another, a waist pouch seemed ideal.


  “A waist pouch… Hmm.”


  She rummaged through the bags and pulled one out, holding it up for me to see. “If it’s about this size, adjusting the strap length should make it wearable around the waist.”


  “Well…”


  As a normal bag, it might be considered small. As a waist pouch, though, it felt enormous. It looked like it would practically cover my backside.


  “It might be a little too big…” I said.


  “Are you sure?” the elven woman asked gently, tilting her head. “Wouldn’t it be inconvenient if it were too small? No matter how much we expand the capacity, the opening of the bag itself won’t change.”


  “That’s true,” I admitted after a moment’s thought. “All right, then. I’ll take this one.”


  “Thank you very much. Please come to the counter.”


  The bag itself cost twenty Tamil. Since the price would change depending on how much capacity I wanted added, I took out my current Cocoru bag and showed it to her.


  “How much would it cost to make it about this size?”


  She glanced inside, checking it briefly, then answered without hesitation.


  “For that capacity, it would be two hundred Tamil.”


  “Then I’ll go with that.”


  “Very well. Please wait just a moment.”


  The elven woman pressed her finger against a heavy-looking safe installed behind the counter. I wondered what she was doing, when I heard a sharp clack as the lock disengaged. She reached inside and took out a transparent stone, slightly smaller than her palm. It looked like a piece of white beach glass.


  She placed it atop the bag and tapped it lightly with her finger. The stone shattered instantly, crumbling into fine fragments that melted away, seeping into the bag as if being absorbed.


  “All done,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Your Cocoru bag is ready.”


  “Wait, that was it?” I blurted out. “What was that stone just now?”


  “You’re not familiar with it?” she asked. “That was an expansion stone.”


  “An expansion stone?”


  “Yes. It’s an artificial magic stone that contains a spell created by the mage Cocoru, designed specifically to expand the interior of bags.”


  “Oh… I’ve never seen anything like that before, so it really surprised me.”


  So the Cocoru bag was actually named after someone.


  Even so, I could hardly believe the inside had really expanded; I had to check it out right away. Sure enough, the interior space was way larger than before.


  “Wow… Thank you very much.”


  I paid the two hundred and twenty Tamil from my pen case–turned–wallet.


  “Thank you for your purchase,” she said. Then, after a brief pause, she added, “By the way, earlier you seemed quite interested in the soap.”


  “Ah, well… I did want it,” I admitted, feeling a little embarrassed. “But it’s pretty expensive, so I thought I should give up.”


  “I see…”


  She looked a little disappointed, though she kept her smile, which only reinforced the impression that the soap did not sell particularly well.


  “It’s certainly not what one would call affordable,” she said gently, “but we always keep it in stock. If the opportunity arises, I do hope you’ll consider purchasing it.”


  “Yes,” I replied. “I’d like to, someday.”


  “Then I look forward to your next visit.”


  I was sent off with a radiant smile, and I left the shop in an unexpectedly good mood. I had never imagined I would meet an elf here. Most of the people I saw around town were humans, lizards, or those with animal ears and tails. An elf felt rare, almost unreal.


  I immediately strapped the newly purchased Cocoru bag around my waist.


  I needed to start gathering grass as soon as possible. If I hesitated, the day would probably end with nothing more than me contributing to the city’s ongoing grass-pulling efforts. After all, my goal was to fill an entire Cocoru bag with grass. Just how many potions would that turn into? Even when I had used a full backpack before, the Cocoru bag had only been about seventy percent full. This time, I planned to aim for two Cocoru bags and a backpack’s worth of potions.


  Someday, I wanted a home of my own. That meant I would also need to start looking into whether there were vacant houses, and how much they would cost. With a steady income, buying a house was no longer just a dream.


   

  Chapter 2: Dragon


  

  The other day, I had been so fired up that I managed to gather an entire Cocoru bag full of grass. Exhausted but satisfied, I decided to soak in the public bath and ease my tired body. That part had been wonderful, but the problem came the next day, when my lower back hurt so badly I could barely move.


  I stayed in bed, and while I was resting, the woman from the inn came by my room to ask if I would be extending my stay. I paid one hundred Tamil for ten more days, then spent the entire day doing nothing but recovering.


  Today, finally able to walk normally again, I started by having a meal at my usual bakery before heading to the guild.


  Chris was back at the counter, and seeing her there put me at ease as I approached.


  “It’s been a while,” she said with a friendly smile. “What can I help you with today?”


  “I’d like to request escort services,” I replied, steadying my voice. “I was hoping to ask Selly and Rangi to accompany me to the river by the city.”


  “A designated escort request, then,” Chris said, nodding.


  Just as the bearded old man had done before, she pulled out a sheet of lined paper from a drawer and began writing my name and the details of the request at the top.


  “With designated requests, the details of the reward—”


  “Oh? Kaede?”


  Chris’s words were cut off by Selly’s voice coming from behind me. I turned around to see Selly approaching, with Rangi right beside her.


  “Are you putting in a request right now?” Selly asked, curiosity bright in her eyes.


  “Yes,” I said. “I specifically named you and Rangi.”


  “Thank you!” Selly said at once. Then she hesitated, glancing back at the counter. “Were we interrupting something?”


  She took a small step back, looking apologetic.


  “Yes, just a moment,” I said quickly. “Could you wait for a bit?”


  “Of course.”


  Taking the opening, Chris smoothly resumed her explanation, folding her hands neatly atop the counter. “Well then, for a designated request, you’ll need to discuss the exact reward directly with the people you named.”


  “Oh, in that case…” I said, turning toward Selly. “How about the same request as before? Seventy Tamil and ten potions?”


  Selly’s expression brightened instantly. She lifted her thumb with a decisive grin.


  “That works perfectly for me.”


  Chris watched our exchange with a gentle, approving smile.


  “Very well. Will you be accepting the request?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Selly replied, glancing sideways. “You’re fine with it too, right, Rangi?”


  Rangi gave a single, small nod.


  “Understood. That concludes the request procedure.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  Once we stepped away from the counter, Selly approached me again, still smiling.


  “Then shall we get going?”


  “Yes, please.”


  We passed through the west gate and left the city behind, heading for the same spot as last time.


  “By the way, Kaede?” Selly said as we walked along the quiet road, where not a single monster seemed likely to appear. “Can you not make high potions?”


  “Well… I know the ingredients,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “But I can’t go collect them myself, so I’ve basically given up.”


  “Oh? What do you need?”


  “Blueleaf and purified water.”


  “Purified water aside, you’ll see blueleaf here and there if you go into the forest,” Selly said casually.


  “That’s exactly the problem,” I replied flatly. “I’m pretty confident I’d die if I went into the forest.”


  “Ah…”


  She nodded, looking thoroughly convinced. Honestly, I felt like that much should have been obvious just by looking at me.


  “So, how different are potions and high potions in terms of effect?” I asked.


  “What?” Selly shot me an incredulous look. “You make potions, and you don’t know that?”


  It seemed I had asked something utterly unbelievable. Still, not knowing was not something I could help. If I was going to learn, better now than later.


  “A regular potion heals minor injuries,” Selly explained, counting on her fingers as she walked. “Let’s see… It could take care of something like a bite from a giant caterpillar. A high potion, though, can heal wounds from a wolf’s bite.”


  “A wolf?” I echoed. I could not picture what it would be like to be bitten by a giant caterpillar, but I could easily imagine a wolf attack. And a high potion could heal that?


  “Then a maximum potion must be even more incredible,” I said, unable to stop myself.


  If there was something above high potions, I had to know.


  “Who knows?” Selly shrugged lightly. “I’ve never used one.”


  “I see. That’s a shame.”


  Not knowing that would not cause immediate trouble, so I assumed the conversation would end there. Instead, Rangi, who had remained silent until now, spoke up.


  “A maximum potion is quite different from potions and high potions,” he said evenly. “It’s a drink. If you consume it, even severed limbs will grow back.”


  I froze, my eyes widening.


  Regenerating arms and legs—the idea alone was absurdly miraculous. But what struck me even harder was the realization that potions apparently were not considered drinks in the first place. I was very glad I had learned that before embarrassing myself.


  “That’s impossible,” Selly said with a laugh, waving it off.


  Rangi shot her a sharp look, his expression tightening. “It’s not. I saw my father’s arm grow back.”


  I could not even begin to imagine that scene. Maximum potions really were on another level entirely.


  Rangi’s tone cooled as he continued. “That said, if the wound heals while the limb is still severed, it won’t regenerate.”


  “So you’d have to drink it immediately after the limb was cut off,” Selly said.


  “C-Can we not talk about severed limbs so casually?” I blurted out.


  “Oh, sorry,” Selly said, covering her mouth with her hand. But only for a moment. She was speaking again almost immediately. “Still, you’re the one who started it. You said you didn’t even know what potions did.”


  “S-Sorry,” I said. “But at least now I know that being able to make high potions would be useful.”


  “That would certainly be ideal,” Selly said, nodding as she walked. “But if you can get blueleaf, won’t you be able to make high potions right away? Purified water is easy enough if you have a purification stone.”


  “You say that so casually,” I replied, glancing her way, “but those cost a thousand Tamil.”


  “They do?” Selly blinked. “Wow… That’s more expensive than I thought.”


  Still, it was becoming clear that being able to make high potions would be worthwhile. The problem, as always, came back to money.


  “Let’s say I manage to buy a purification stone,” I continued, organizing my thoughts as we walked. “Then I’d still need blueleaf. But I don’t actually know what kind of monsters live in the forest. Could you tell me a bit about that?”


  If I pushed myself, I could probably afford a purification stone eventually. Once I did, blueleaf would be the next hurdle. Selly and Rangi both knew the forest well enough that it made sense to ask.


  “Well,” Selly said thoughtfully, tapping a finger against her cheek. “Near the entrance, you’ll mostly see giant caterpillars, bats, maybe wild rabbits. Sometimes there’s a great snake, too.”


  “A great snake?”


  “Yes,” she said lightly. “But you probably wouldn’t die, even on your own. I’ve only seen one once.”


  The words “great snake” alone were enough to make my stomach tighten. Trusting advice from people who felt nothing about giant caterpillars felt reckless at best. Our senses of danger were clearly very different.


  I asked a few more cautious questions, but before long the river came into view, and the conversation naturally ended. I hurried down to the riverbank. Slipping the cross-body Cocoru bag from my shoulder, I tipped it over and dumped out every last blade of grass. Selly leaned in from the side, her eyes widening.


  “That’s a ton of grass!”


  “Yes,” I said with a rueful smile. “Collecting it was… an experience.”


  I took a portion from the pile and focused.


  “Create.”


  Light flashed across the grass and water. Selly, kindly enough, helped count as potion after potion formed. When we finished tallying them, the number came to five hundred and ten.


  Using the remaining grass, I created ten more and set those aside as payment for the escort.


  Carrying two Cocoru bags was not a problem, but the backpack stuffed full of potions was brutally heavy. I managed to shoulder it somehow, but my balance wavered with every step. Seeing that, Rangi reached over and lifted the backpack cleanly off my shoulders.


  “Ah, thank you,” I said, startled.


  “I’ll carry it. Hand it over.”


  “Oh my, Rangi, that’s surprisingly kind of you,” Selly remarked, sounding more genuinely surprised than teasing.


  I took him at his word and let him have it.


  “It reminded me of you when you were little,” Rangi added quietly.


  “Oh, stop it already!” Selly yelped, her face turning bright red as she smacked him squarely between the shoulders.


  Rangi only smiled faintly and said nothing more.


  What is this awkward atmosphere?


  “Are you two childhood friends?” I asked, trying to ease the tension.


  “That’s right,” Selly replied with a fond smile. “We lived right next door. Rangi’s always been a man of few words.”


  The walk back to the guild was short, but Selly filled it with cheerful stories from their past. At one point, she mentioned that Rangi was apparently better suited to using a bow than a sword. The moment she said it, Rangi cut in flatly, insisting that wasn’t true, muttering under his breath that a sword was the only way to reliably protect Selly.


  This is painful to watch…


  “Thank you again for today,” I said once we arrived.


  “Anytime,” Selly replied lightly. “And if you need another escort, make sure you request us again.”


  “Yes, I will.”


  I handed over the remaining seventy Tamil as agreed, and we parted ways.


  Hoisting the returned backpack onto my shoulders with sheer determination, I headed straight for the apothecary.


  But partway there, South Gate Street was clogged with people, making it nearly impossible to get through. Something was clearly going on. When I looked around, everyone seemed fixated on the direction of the gate itself, though I couldn’t see anything from where I stood.


  “Um, excuse me,” I said, turning to a middle-aged man who happened to be beside me in the crowd. “Did something happen?”


  “Hm?” The man scratched his cheek as he answered. “Ah, yeah. Sounds like a party of Rank One dragon hunters came in from the capital. Can’t see them yet, though. They should’ve entered the city a while ago.”


  “So all these people gathered are just hoping to catch a glimpse?” I asked.


  “Well, sure. If folks from the capital come all the way out to a backwater like this, you’d be a fool not to look, right?”


  Backwater? Was Rikfonia really considered that rural?


  “Thank you,” I said. “That clears things up.”


  “Yeah.”


  More importantly, I had to get home. There was no way I could keep carrying this absurdly heavy backpack much longer. As if to prove the point, my center of gravity lurched backward, and I nearly stumbled.


  “Excuse me, please let me through. Sorry. Excuse me!”


  The street leading to the apothecary was narrow, and with so many people packed in, it had become a bottleneck. Some shoved past me irritably, clearly annoyed by the bulging backpack on my back. Still, through the crowd, I finally caught sight of the apothecary’s sign.


  “Sorry, coming through!”


  I forced my way to the door and yanked the handle, slipping inside at last.


  “Hey, kid, you all right?”


  The apothecary owner glanced from me to the chaos outside, a wry smile tugging at his face.


  “Looks like you had a rough time.”


  “Yes,” I said, catching my breath. “But I managed.”


  I steadied myself and slid the backpack off my shoulders.


  “Hah… Please let me set this down for a moment.”


  “Go ahead,” he said. “But what brings you in today?”


  “Well, after you suggested it, I tried opening a street stall,” I explained. “Thanks to that, I sold everything.”


  “Is that so? Good for you.” He chuckled. “But if you hauled something that big in here, I’m guessing you’re selling to me today?”


  He pointed at the swollen backpack.


  “Yes.”


  He lifted it onto the counter as if it weighed nothing at all and began checking the contents.


  While I watched him work, I decided to ask, “Say, are dragon hunters really such a big deal? Enough for half the street to turn out like that?”


  “They sure are,” the apothecary said, lowering his voice slightly. “I don’t know the details myself, but I hear some of them are the same people who took down the massive dragon that attacked the capital ten years ago. If that’s true, they’re the real deal.”


  “I see.”


  I didn’t know anything about what happened ten years ago, but if people were gathering like this even now about it, then dragon hunters must truly be extraordinary.


  The man had already started lining up the potions on the counter and counting them, so I stopped asking questions.


  “Fifty-three in total,” he said. “Making this many must’ve been a lot of work. You sure you want to sell all of them?”


  “Eh?”


  Collecting the grass and hauling that much water had certainly taken effort, but not enough to deserve such concern.


  “Ah, right. Your parents are the ones making them, so you wouldn’t really know,” he added.


  “T-That’s right,” I said quickly. “I think it was very hard work. I’ll sell all of them.”


  He promptly counted out four hundred and twenty-four Tamil and handed it over. I slipped the coins into the pen case I was using as a wallet.


  “How do people normally make potions?” I asked, unable to stop myself.


  “Hm? You’ve never watched your parents work?”


  “No. They don’t really like me hovering around.”


  “I see. Well, first you dry the medicinal herbs, then grind them into powder. After that, you boil them and strain the liquid. Let it sit for a while, remove the sediment again, and that’s your potion.”


  That was completely different. My potions were just grass and river water.


  “So that’s how they’re made,” I said. “I didn’t know.”


  Lack of knowledge aside, even Selly had been surprised by the way I made potions. If this ever became widely known, it could be a problem. Now that I’d heard the proper method, I understood just how absurdly simplified my own process was. No, “simplified” wasn’t even the right word. It was something else entirely.


  I wasn’t even really the one making them; it had to be the work of that recipe book.


  I wiped the cold sweat from my brow and slung the now-empty backpack over my shoulders.


  “Heading out already?” the apothecary asked.


  “Yes,” I said. “I just want to get back as soon as I can.”


  “Hey, are you sure you’ll be all right heading out into that crowd?” the apothecary called after me. “You could wait until things calm down a bit, you know.”


  There was no way I’d be all right. Still, I forced myself out, telling myself the inn was just behind the shop. I slipped back into the crowd, getting shoved around again, but once I ducked into the narrow side passage beside the store and emerged onto the street where the inn stood, the congestion vanished as if it had never existed.


  “I’m exhausted…”


  Just one street over, and the difference was night and day. I glanced back resentfully toward the sea of people. The sun hadn’t set yet, but dusk was close. Deciding to wash the day off, I got ready and headed to the bathhouse.


  The large bath was, as usual, sparsely occupied. I sank into the hot water up to my shoulders and let out a long breath, stretching my legs out and closing my eyes.


  From a short distance away, I could hear two women soaking nearby, chatting idly.


  “Did you see that crowd earlier?” one of them asked.


  “Oh, I did,” the other replied. “My house is on that street, so it was a real hassle.”


  “Oh dear, that’s rough. But in the end, didn’t they say no one even saw the dragon hunters?”


  “Exactly. My kid was watching from the window the whole time, and said there wasn’t anybody who looked like them at all.”


  Their conversation was about the very cause of the crowd earlier: the dragon hunters.


  “Then was it just a rumor?”


  “Well, if they’re heading to Mount Honogo, they have to pass through this town. Maybe they slipped in quietly?”


  “But why are they hunting a dragon in the first place?”


  “Who knows? It’s not really something that concerns people like us anyway.”


  The more relaxed-sounding woman seemed better informed about the dragon hunters’ movements. Apparently, their destination was Mount Honogo, and the reason was, unsurprisingly, dragon extermination. Still, no one seemed to know what the dragon had done to warrant being targeted in the first place.


  I had soaked in the hot water for a long time, and by the time I stepped outside, it was completely dark. Relying on the light leaking from nearby houses, I leisurely dried my hair as I headed back to the inn.


  That was when I noticed a figure pacing back and forth in front of the building.


  As soon as they saw me, the person strode quickly in my direction. I tensed for a moment, but when the figure came closer, I recognized their face.


  “Sir? What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “K-Kid…”


  It was the apothecary I always dealt with, but his expression was clearly strained.


  “Could you bring your parents to the shop for a moment?” he asked.


  “Huh? That’s… I mean…”


  The moment he mentioned my parents, my mind jumped to the worst conclusion. Had there been something wrong with the potions? But, of course, my parents didn’t exist here. I couldn’t bring anyone.


  “They’re not around right now, so I can’t,” I said quickly.


  “I see… That’s a problem,” he muttered.


  He folded his arms and fell silent, clearly deep in thought. Curious about what could warrant this reaction, I spoke up.


  “Did something happen with the potions I sold?”


  “No, it’s not that,” he said, shaking his head. “But the dragon hunters asked if I knew who made them. They want to speak directly with the creator.”


  “So… they want to see my parents?” I asked carefully.


  “Yeah. Will they be around tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow is also… difficult,” I replied.


  I couldn’t exactly say they would never appear. The apothecary frowned deeply and let out a sigh.


  “If you tell me what they want, I can pass it along as soon as my parent gets back,” I offered.


  “Even I don’t know the details,” he said. “They said they want to talk in person.”


  “Then… could I hear from them myself?” I asked.


  “I’m not sure,” he replied after a pause. “But for now, just come with me.”


  “Okay.”


  I followed him through the narrow passage beside the shop and into the apothecary’s store.


  Inside the shop were two swordsmen whose ages differed enough to resemble a grandfather and grandson, along with a tall elf man wearing a deep blue cloak. Unlike the elf woman I had seen at the general store, his hair was white.


  The younger swordsman had neatly cropped brown hair and a kind-looking face. The older one had thinning black hair combed back and a perpetually stern expression. There was no way they were related by blood.


  “Ah, sir, the creator is—”


  The younger swordsman began to speak but stopped when he noticed me.


  “Uh… Sir?” he said instead.


  “This child’s parents are the potions’ creators,” the apothecary explained smoothly, catching on to the swordsman’s confusion. “However, they’re currently away. So why not tell her the purpose of your visit? That way, she can explain it once her family returns.”


  “Hm…” The younger swordsman hesitated, then glanced sideways at the elf.


  The elf let out a small sigh and looked down at me.


  “Your name,” he said.


  “Kaede.”


  “Kaede, then,” the elf continued coolly. “Since we don’t know when your family will return, I’ll tell you why we’re here.”


  His tone felt oddly condescending, as if he were talking down to me.


  “We want to know how these potions are made. That’s all.”


  “How they’re made?” I asked. “Why do you want to know that?”


  “You don’t know how yourself, do you?” the elf replied flatly. “Then there’s no point in explaining.”


  He didn’t have to say it like that.


  Before I could respond, the younger swordsman smacked the elf on the head.


  “Ow! What was that for, Daritt?” the elf snapped.


  “You’re the one at fault, Asul!” Daritt shot back. “You’ll make her cry if you talk to her like that!”


  So the younger swordsman was Daritt, and the elf was Asul.


  “Sorry about that, Kaede,” Daritt said quickly, crouching slightly to meet my eyes. “But this really is something we need to ask.”


  “Then tell me why,” I replied, still frowning.


  My irritation must have shown clearly on my face, because Daritt panicked slightly, words tumbling over each other as he tried to explain.


  “Um, you see, it’s different from other potions. Well, no, it’s the same, but— I mean, how should I put this…”


  “Please say it clearly.”


  I was irritated. He was talking as if trying to dodge the issue because he was dealing with a child. But I wasn’t that much of a child, and I was actually the one who had made these potions. I glared at Daritt, urging him to just spit it out.


  “Well, I don’t know whether it’s your father or your mother, but I think they might be using a method that’s different from the usual one.”


  The blood drained from my face. He had hit the mark. How did he know that my way of making potions was not normal? No, judging from how he said it, he had not reached a firm conclusion yet. Maybe it was just a suspicion.


  The apothecary watched my clearly changed expression with concern.


  “You don’t know how your father or mother makes potions?”


  “I don’t!”


  I answered forcefully, then froze. That might have sounded suspicious. Flustered, I dropped my gaze, then looked up at Daritt through my lashes. He was frowning apologetically.


  “I’m sorry. I just wanted to talk to your father or mother for a bit.”


  Was my reaction that of a small child getting upset because someone spoke ill of their parents?


  Pretending I was only worried about them, I asked Daritt, “If it turned out they really were using a different method, what would you do?”


  “In that case, I suppose we would ask your parents for a more detailed explanation. But don’t worry. We would just want their cooperation.”


  “Cooperation?”


  “Yeah. Actually, Asul—”


  “Daritt, that can wait until the maker shows up.”


  At this rate, it seemed impossible to keep hiding the fact that I had no parents here. But even if the truth came out eventually, I didn’t have the courage to reveal it right now. I wanted certainty that it would be safe to do so.


  “What were you going to say about Asul?”


  “Kaede, it’s not something we should tell you. It’s for your parents’ ears only.”


  “If my father or mother knows, then I’ll know sooner or later anyway. I don’t think it matters if the order’s a little different.”


  Asul frowned and fell silent. Watching Asul’s expression, Daritt carefully continued.


  “Asul is someone for whom potions barely work. Can you listen with that in mind?”


  “Okay…”


  “On the way to Rikfonia, we were attacked by a flock of clawbirds.”


  Clawbirds were the large birds I had seen the first time I went to the river. These people had been attacked by a whole flock, and unfortunately Asul, who had been resting in a covered wagon because he was unwell, suffered fairly deep injuries. Even after the clawbirds were wiped out, the bleeding wouldn’t stop. At that point, they bought potions from a passing traveler.


  Potions didn’t fail to work on Asul entirely. As Daritt had said earlier, they were almost ineffective. In other words, if he used dozens of them, his wounds would eventually heal.


  They bought ten potions from the traveler. Asul used just one, hoping only to stop the bleeding, but somehow his wound healed to an extent that should have been impossible. Alarmed, they questioned the traveler, who told them the potions had been bought from a little girl at this shop. That was why they came here.


  “So we really wanted to speak with the person who made the potions.”


  “But isn’t it possible that potions have started working better for you before that?” I asked.


  “That’s something I tested long ago.”


  “But the result didn’t change,” Asul said, cutting in. “The only thing that healed my wounds was the potion you were selling. As long as I can obtain that, I have no intention of prying any further.”


  No intention of prying. He had just said that. I was sure of it.


  “So… no matter who makes the potions and how they do it, you won’t complain? As you said just now, you won’t pry?”


  “Yes. That’s why I want to speak with your—”


  “It’s me.”


  “What?” Asul said after a pause. Having been interrupted, he looked irritated.


  “I’m the one making the potions.”


  Everyone present widened their eyes. The first to speak was, unexpectedly, the older swordsman who until then had not said a single word.


  “Kaede, is that true?” he asked. Despite his intimidating appearance, he spoke gently.


  “Yes. If you have the materials, I don’t mind making one right in front of you.”


  “It’s hard to take you at your word. I would very much like to see this for myself.”


  “Okay. Please wait a moment.” Then I turned toward the shopkeeper and said, “Sir, do you have some water?”


  “Huh? Ah, yeah, I’ll get some.”


  The shopkeeper looked doubtful, his face clearly saying he had no idea what I was talking about. I quickly took the recipe book I had left at the inn out of my Cocoru bag, pulled up some grass growing nearby, and returned to the shop. Asul, Daritt, and the older swordsman all seemed puzzled by the grass I was holding.


  “Here you go, miss. Will this be enough?” the shopkeeper asked, holding up a cup of water.


  “That’s plenty. I’ll borrow the counter for a moment.”


  I placed the water and the grass on the counter.


  “Create.”


  The water and grass emitted a glow, and a familiar potion appeared. I picked it up as if to show it off.


  “It’s done.”


  Everyone stared intently at the potion resting in my hand.


  “What just happened? Aren’t potions supposed to require medicinal herbs? And how can a child like you do something like this? What about your parents?”


  “I just created a potion. Even if medicinal herbs are normally required, I don’t use them. Having parents was a lie. And I’m seventeen.”


  I answered Asul’s questions calmly.


  “Seventeen?! That’s only one year younger than me!”


  “Quiet, Daritt! More importantly, what do you mean by ‘create’?!”


  “No, that’s not the point! A potion made without medicinal herbs isn’t a potion, miss!”


  The questions came so fast that I physically leaned back.


  “You’re being too noisy,” the older swordsman snapped, cutting off the barrage of questions at once.


  After that, I answered what I could, and when I couldn’t, I said so plainly.


  “So you took advantage of the misunderstanding with the apothecary,” Daritt said slowly, piecing it together. “That’s what happened.”


  “Yeah…”


  When it came to my age, Daritt had already explained it succinctly. Feeling guilty toward the shopkeeper who had treated me kindly all this time, I glanced his way. Sure enough, his expression was clouded with suspicion.


  “You are seventeen, right?” Daritt added lightly. “You don’t have to use such polite speech with us.”


  “Oh. Yeah. Got it.”


  “But still…” Asul pressed, folding his arms. “You say this method is something you were born with. You didn’t undergo any special training?”


  Just as Asul said, I’d told them that this ability was innate, something I’d had since birth, even though I didn’t fully understand it myself. If I answered honestly, I would have had to talk about the book and about coming from another world. That was impossible. There was no way they would believe that.


  “No,” I said firmly. “And earlier, Asul, you said you wouldn’t complain no matter what, didn’t you?”


  “I did say that, but this is—”


  “You said it,” I cut in before he could finish. “You said you wouldn’t pry any further.”


  Asul faltered, losing his momentum. Taking the opening, I asked what had been bothering me.


  “So when you said you wanted cooperation… does that mean you want me to make potions for Asul?”


  “Ah, yeah,” Daritt admitted, scratching his cheek. “Asul’s incredibly strong, but potions barely work on him. That’s why he can’t really take the front line.”


  “I see. So you’re basically stuck relying on natural healing.”


  “Right. And we’ll be leaving this city soon to hunt a dragon, so we were hoping to settle this before then.”


  “How soon, exactly?”


  “Well, uh…” Daritt’s eyes drifted uncertainly. Clearly, he didn’t know the details. He glanced toward Asul, silently asking for help.


  “We depart once all dragon hunters are fully prepared,” Asul said flatly. “I can’t give you an exact number of days.”


  “So that’s how it is.”


  I had only just finished making them, so I still had plenty of potions on hand. If that would be enough, I could hand them over immediately without worrying about how many days were left.


  “I’ve got about four hundred and fifty potions right now. How many do you need?”


  “If you have that many, I’ll buy a hundred,” Asul said. “But don’t you have any high potions?”


  “I don’t,” I replied. “I can’t get the materials.”


  “The materials?”


  “Right, I don’t have blueleaf or purified water.”


  The purification stone needed to make purified water was outrageously expensive, and gathering blueleaf would be dangerous. Neither was remotely within reach, so I had no plans to make high potions at all.


  When I said that, Asul folded his arms and studied me.


  “So if you had the materials, you could make them.”


  “Huh? Yeah.”


  Still with his arms crossed, Asul smiled with unmistakable confidence.


  “I’m a Rank One guild member. I can gather as much blueleaf as you want by tomorrow.”


  “What about purified water?”


  “All you need for that is a purification stone.”


  I let out an exaggerated sigh. “That purification stone costs a thousand Tamil. I can’t afford it.”


  “Then I’ll pay the thousand.”


  “What?”


  Did he really just say he’d pay a thousand Tamil? I listened again, straining to make sure I hadn’t misheard. On top of that, he was even going to gather the blueleaf himself. Maybe he was actually a decent person after all, despite how irritating he’d been earlier.


  “All right,” I said. “I’ll make them.”


  “That’s a promise.”


  He said they’d come to my inn as soon as the blueleaf was gathered the next day, so I decided I’d behave myself and take it easy there tomorrow.


  If I could make high potions, the dragon hunters didn’t need a hundred regular potions after all. They ended up buying just twenty for the time being, and with that, the matter was settled for the day.


  Up until now, I’d been so focused on counting money that I’d never really thought about how the potions I made actually helped people. But seeing the looks on their faces, the way they smiled so genuinely, I realized something for the first time. I was glad I made them.


  I woke just before noon, my stomach aching with hunger. When I absently rubbed my belly, it answered with a loud growl.


  Remembering yesterday’s events, I hesitated. Since I had no idea when Asul might show up, wandering around aimlessly didn’t seem wise. But my stomach growled again, louder this time, and I gave in. Grabbing my wallet, I stepped out of the inn. The bakery I usually went to was about five minutes away. Even counting the time to choose bread, I’d be back within fifteen minutes. The odds of Asul arriving during that short window were low.


  “Where are you going?”


  Against all probability, Asul was standing right in front of me. I ran into him barely ten steps after leaving the inn.


  “I’m hungry. I’m going to the bakery.”


  “Perfect timing. If we buy the purification stone on the way back, you can start making high potions right away.”


  He had a massive burlap sack slung across his back, bulging conspicuously. Was all of that blueleaf? Just how many potions was he planning to make me brew?


  “Ah, but we’ll also need a lot of water, and something to soak the purification stone in—”


  Only then did I realize I’d completely forgotten to prepare a container.


  “Do you have something that can hold a lot of water?”


  Asul thought for a moment. “Is there somewhere around here that sells water jars?”


  “I don’t know. And even if there is, you’re paying.”


  “That’s fine.”


  He muttered something under his breath, too quietly to make out. Judging by the tone, it was almost certainly a complaint, but I ignored it. More importantly, I was starving.


  When I headed toward the bakery, Asul followed.


  “Hey, are you really going to walk around carrying that huge sack?”


  “Yes. There’s nowhere to put it, and the inn I’m staying at is far from here.”


  “Oh. Then let’s drop it off at my room instead.”


  Asul hesitated for a brief moment, then nodded.


  When we returned to the inn, the woman at the front desk handed me the key with her cheeks faintly flushed. The same thing had happened with the woman at the general store where I bought my second Cocoru bag. I couldn’t help wondering if all elves were this beautiful.


  When I went up to the second floor and unlocked the door to my room, my eyes were immediately drawn to the notebooks and textbooks that had been left scattered on the floor ever since the day I started making potions. Before Asul could step inside, I slammed the door shut.


  “Hey, why’d you close it?”


  “Wait a second. It’s messy, I need to clean up.”


  I hurriedly gathered the textbooks and notebooks into my arms. Panicking over where to hide them in such a tiny room, I ended up stuffing everything into my backpack, setting it on the bed, and pulling the blanket over it. There was no other option.


  Please sleep peacefully in the warm bed.


  “All right, you can come in.”


  Asul entered with a scowl on his face.


  “Small.”


  “It can’t be helped.”


  He looked over the room carefully, at the folded clothes on the table, the Cocor bags stacked beside the bed, and the bed itself. After taking it all in, he tilted his head.


  “With this little stuff, how does it even get messy?”


  He had a point. It hadn’t really been messy to begin with. I hesitated for a moment, then cleared my throat to reset myself.


  “It doesn’t matter. Just put that bag near the table.”


  “All right. Then let’s go buy the purification stone right away.”


  “Yeah, but first we’re stopping by the bakery.”


  Maybe because Asul was with me, the woman at the front desk sent us off with a smile about twenty percent brighter than before.


  “By the way, which bakery is it? Do they sell rusks?”


  “Rusks? I’m not sure.”


  I tried to recall whether that gruff baker’s shop had rusks, but I always bought the same bread and rarely paid attention to anything else, so I couldn’t remember. Until we arrived, Asul kept talking about rusks: memories, flavors, how good they were. I probably replied half-heartedly the whole time.


  “We’re here.”


  “Hm? Oh.”


  As soon as we stepped inside, the familiar toasty aroma tickled my nose, and my stomach threatened to growl.


  The bread was lined up on the shelves as usual, each piece tucked between folded sheets of paper.


  The surly shopkeeper’s muttered “Welcome” brushed past my ears. I put a round, hard loaf and a soft loaf of the same shape onto my tray, then glanced around the shop, thinking I might buy one more.


  “That’ll be twenty-one Tamil.”


  Asul had already reached the checkout, and I couldn’t help staring at his back as he paid. It seemed he’d found the rusks he was after. I decided to buy a sandwich-like bread with bacon in it and set my tray down on the counter after him.


  “Three breads? Ten Tamils.”


  Apparently, the bacon sandwich was a bit pricier. I took the paper-wrapped bread and left the shop.


  “All right, Kaede. Where’s the magic stone shop?”


  “That way. Follow me.”


  I started walking without even pointing, and Asul followed after me. He was already eating the rusks, the loud crunching echoing as he chewed.


  I ate the soft bread while walking, keeping an eye out for a shop that might sell water jars, but without any sign of one, we arrived at the magic stone shop.
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  After taking only two or three steps inside, we reached the counter. The shop was arranged so customers couldn’t freely browse the magic stones; instead, you told the clerk what you wanted, and they brought it out from the back. Since I had come here once before just to ask about prices, I vaguely recognized the man handling the counter.


  “I’m looking for a purification stone. Do you have one?” Asul asked.


  “Yes, we do. I’ll bring it right out.”


  The clerk returned from the back, carrying a small box with a purification stone inside.


  “Here you are.”


  I peeked at it from beside Asul. Just like the one I’d seen before, it was a small, pure-white stone, its surface looking as though it were coated in glass.


  “How much?” Asul asked.


  “Nine hundred Tamil.”


  “Huh? Why?” I blurted out.


  When I’d asked before, it had been one thousand Tamil. The price was clearly different, and the question slipped out of my mouth without thinking. The clerk, however, didn’t seem to remember me at all and showed no sign of embarrassment. Asul merely glanced at me, paid without hesitation, and walked out of the shop.


  “It was cheaper than when I asked,” I said.


  “Maybe they thought you were a kid and tried to take advantage of you,” Asul replied.


  “What? People try to rip you off if you’re a kid?”


  “It happens sometimes.”


  Asul handed me the small box with the purification stone and started walking off.


  “Hey, how old do I look to you?” I asked, following after him. It was something I’d only just thought of.


  “I figured you were about thirteen,” he said. “Daritt probably thought the same. I didn’t ask him directly, though.”


  “Ugh…”


  That was a shock. I hadn’t realized I was being seen as that much younger.


  “Why? Do I not look seventeen?” I pressed.


  Asul stopped and looked at me in silence. My heart started pounding, sensing that something unpleasant was coming.


  “Well, how should I put it? Your face looks kind of… flat,” he said.


  “F-Flat?”


  “And you’re short, too. Plus…” Asul’s gaze shifted slightly downward and stopped. “Your chest.”


  “Shut up.”


  I hadn’t seen anyone with distinctly East Asian features around here, so maybe it was this plain, featureless face that made me look younger. And I really didn’t think my chest had anything to do with it.


  Still, even if I had my complaints, looking young did help me deal with the apothecary without raising suspicion, and to other Japanese people, I’d probably look my age. I decided to take it as a win.


  I started walking again.


  “Anyway, next is a water jar. Where can we find one?”


  “Hmmm…”


  There was no real need to insist on a water jar. All I needed was something that could hold a large amount of water to turn into purified water. A river wouldn’t work since it was flowing, and filling cups one by one would take too long.


  I wracked my brain for something that could store a lot of water.


  Then it hit me.


  “Could we use the bathhouse?”


  “Hm? A bathhouse?” Asul stopped again.


  “That’s a place where people soak in hot water, right? If we could use that, we could purify a large amount of water at once. Let’s go ask them right now. Lead the way.”


  “What? Right now?”


  “Of course. If not now, then when?”


  The old woman who ran the bathhouse seemed kind enough, but the place was definitely open during the day, so the chances of them letting us use it seemed low. Still, it was a slim hope worth chasing. I turned back the way we came and headed toward the bathhouse.


  What on earth should I say to get them to lend it to us? No, before that, what could I even say that would make them agree?


  I was still turning those thoughts over far too leisurely when the bathhouse was already right in front of us.


  The building I had visited so many times now felt completely different. What had once been a place I entered without thinking suddenly seemed far too intimidating to walk into casually.


  I stopped short before the entrance, where only a curtain hung, hesitating. Before I could change my mind or say anything, Asul pressed his palm firmly against my back.


  “Hey!”


  It was too late. I stumbled forward and crossed the threshold.


  Inside was a slightly spacious lobby, with several chairs arranged so people could rest after bathing. Farther in, the entrance split into the women’s and men’s baths, and between them stood a counter. Behind it sat a small, hunched old woman, smiling warmly as she looked our way.


  “Um, excuse me…” I said, edging closer to the counter.


  “Yes, yes?” the old woman replied in a relaxed, unhurried tone.


  Okay… Calm down. Just explain it properly.


  Swallowing, I carefully began to explain our situation.


  “We need to use a large amount of water all at once,” I said. “Would it be possible to borrow the bathtub for a short while?”


  “The bathtub, you say?” the old woman repeated, blinking.


  “Yes. We absolutely won’t do anything improper,” I added quickly, waving my hands a little in panic.


  “Hmm…”


  She frowned slightly as she thought it over. All I could do was wait, my hands clenched at my sides.


  “Well then,” she said at last, “if you clean the baths afterward, I’ll lend it to you after closing.”


  “Really?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.


  “Yes,” she continued with a chuckle. “And the young man behind you is quite handsome too.”


  Why is this suddenly his achievement?!


  I shot a sharp glare at Asul, who hadn’t said a single word since we walked in.


  “You have our thanks, ma’am,” Asul said instead, deliberately turning his eyes away the moment they met hers.


  You absolutely noticed that, didn’t you?


  Trying to recover before the conversation drifted any further, I hurriedly asked, “Um, about what time do you usually close for the day?”


  “Since it depends on when the last customer leaves, there isn’t a fixed time,” the bathhouse matron said. “Come back when it’s completely dark.”


  “Understood,” I replied.


  “Let’s go, Kaede,” Asul cut in at once.


  “Huh? What?” I blurted out.


  Asul caught my arm and tugged me outside, then immediately set off at a brisk pace as if he already had a destination in mind.


  “Wait, where are we going?” I asked, hurrying to keep up.


  “There’s still time,” he said without slowing. “I’m going to look for some more blueleaf.”


  “Oh. I see,” I said, relieved. “Good luck with that.”


  He stopped so abruptly I nearly walked into him, then he turned to face me.


  “You’re coming too,” Asul said. “Get ready.”


  For a moment, I couldn’t even process what he’d said.


  Am I? Outside the city?


  “No, no, no,” I protested, shaking my head hard. “That’s not right. Why would I go too? Are you telling me to die?”


  “What, have you never gone outside the city?” Asul asked, genuinely puzzled.


  “I have, but only with an escort,” I shot back. “And even then, just to the nearby river.”


  “I see.” He considered that for a beat, then spoke more curtly. “Then I won’t force you. I’ll go alone, but don’t be late.”


  “Hey, at least come pick me up,” I called after him. “You’re leaving your luggage with me.”


  Asul gave an easy nod, and as if even standing around talking was a waste of time, he broke into a jog and disappeared down the street.


  I stared up at the sky. The sun had shifted just slightly from its highest point. I tried to think of how I should spend the time until nightfall, but nothing came, so I headed back to the inn.


  The receptionist greeted me again with a dazzling smile. When she realized Asul wasn’t with me this time, the brightness faded just a little, as if she were disappointed.


  Back in my room, I sat on the bed, set my backpack on the floor where it wouldn’t get in the way, and flopped onto my back with a soft whump.


  After lying there with my eyes closed for a few pointless minutes, the strange book surfaced in my mind. I rolled onto my stomach, reached into my bag, and pulled out the recipe book.


  I flipped through it, past the potion section. Recipes that had previously ended with the antidote now had new additions: Paralysis Cure, Stimulant, Poison, and Killer Poison.


  Is poison really considered medicine? And killer poison sounds downright lethal.


  Well, even medicine can become poison if you use it wrong, I thought. In that sense, I guess it still belongs in the “medicine” category.


  I turned another page, but it seemed that was all that had been added. Curious, I checked the other categories, but neither weapons nor armor had increased. One thing had changed, though. One of the categories that had previously been marked with a question mark had been replaced with a single word: Stone.


  What exactly did “stone” mean? I calmed my impatience and read the recipes more carefully. Two entries were listed: Fire Crystal Stone and Lightning Crystal Stone. The first was depicted as red, while the second was yellow.


  Both shared the same core materials: quartz and fangs. In addition, the fire crystal stone required red stone, while the lightning crystal stone needed purple stone.


  But how were these stones actually used? And what about the fangs? Did they mean the fangs of any creature? If it was anything like potion ingredients, then even the fangs of the spiders crawling around town might work.


  I also had no idea what red or purple stones were. Since I had nothing to do until nightfall anyway, I decided to look things up again in the guild’s library. I picked up my Cocoru bag, making sure the recipe book and my pen case wallet were inside.


  “Let’s see… Stones…” I muttered to myself.


  On the second floor of the guild, I scanned the rows of bookshelves, searching for anything related to crystal stones. I had already looked up red stone and purple stone earlier. Red stone was a type of color stone that contained fire, while purple stone contained lightning. There were many other colors as well, each sealing a different element.


  As for how these color stones were used, the explanations varied. Some were used simply as substitutes for flint; others were enhanced with magic power and used for attacks. However, color stones themselves were fragile, and if too much magic power was poured into them, they would break almost immediately.


  Then what were crystal stones, which used these color stones as materials? I found a book on crystal stones and opened it.


  Crystal stones, unlike magic crystals, did not require the user’s own magic power. They were similar to magic crystals in some ways, and at first glance seemed very convenient. However, their power could not be adjusted and depended entirely on chance. On top of that, they were disposable.


  According to the book, they were not recommended for use. It said as much right at the beginning of the page, immediately killing my motivation to read. From that alone, it was clear the author truly didn’t think highly of these items.


  Still, since I had come all the way to the guild out of curiosity, not reading it was no longer an option, so I silently continued.


  It seemed that even though the power varied, people with low magic capacity still used crystal stones, relying entirely on luck. Surprisingly, that meant they had some value after all.


  By the time I returned the book to the shelf, the desire to try making one and the perfectly reasonable conclusion that I did not actually need one were locked in a stalemate.


  Still… it wouldn’t hurt just to ask.


  With that thought, I went downstairs. After waiting for Chris at the counter to finish helping another customer, I approached.


  “Welcome. How may I help you?”


  “Hello. I have a few more questions.”


  “As long as it’s something I can answer.”


  “Um… Where can I get crystal stones, color stones, and fangs?”


  Chris tilted her head slightly, then answered without hesitation.


  “Color stones and fangs are sold on the third floor here at the guild. Crystal stones are sold at magic stone shops, though which ones they carry depends on the store.”


  “I see. Thank you very much.”


  “Of course. Please feel free to ask if you need anything else.”


  I gave a small bow and headed up to the third floor, where I was surprised to find quite a crowd.


  The third floor had no partitions at all. In the wide-open space stood numerous shelves and tables, with rugs spread out displaying items I had never seen before. Some people examined large hides hanging on the walls. Others selected dried herbs from shelves, while a few purchased what looked like bones at the counter.


  I wandered around looking for color stones and fangs. The color stones were easy to find. They were sorted by color in glass jars as if they were candy, each priced at seven Tamil apiece.


  When I picked up a purple stone, it looked just like violet lapis lazuli, so beautiful that I found myself staring at it. In fact, all the color stones resembled lapis lazuli, differing only in color.


  I decided to buy one purple and one red stone. And since I had already come this far, I wanted fangs as well, so I continued searching until I found them displayed beside a stack of rough hides.


  Giant caterpillar fangs and bat fangs cost three Tamil each, and wolf fangs five Tamil. Those were the three options available, but both caterpillars and bats were physiologically unacceptable to me, so I bought two wolf fangs along with the color stones.


  I still needed crystal stones, but I had no desire to ever return to the magic stone shop where I had bought the purifying stone. Instead, I decided to look for another store.


  I thoroughly searched the street by the west gate where the guild was located, but neither of the two shops there carried crystal stones. Next, I checked North Gate Street, but there was no magic stone shop there either.


  If I can’t find crystal stones, the color stones and fangs I bought will go to waste.


  With that thought weighing on me, I entered a magic stone shop I found on East Gate Street.


  “Welcome.”


  The shop wasn’t very large. A woman holding a broom and dustpan paused her cleaning to greet me.


  “Excuse me, do you sell crystal stones?” I asked.


  “Crystal stones? The ordinary kind?”


  “Yes.”


  That was when I really looked at her face for the first time. Her narrow eyes had vertically slit pupils, and glimpsed beneath her high-necked clothing were red scales along her neck. As I realized she was not the same race as me, I noticed the red scales on the exposed parts of her skin reflecting the light.


  “Are the dragonfolk unusual to you?” she asked.


  “The dragonfolk?”


  When I asked back, she widened her eyes in surprise.


  “You didn’t know?”


  “Um… I’m sorry. I didn’t.”


  She smiled gently and shook her head.


  “No, that was my mistake for being overly cautious. Please don’t worry about it. I’ll bring the crystals right away.”


  “I see…”


  Cautious about what, exactly? Since she ran the shop alone, perhaps that caution was necessary. Reaching that conclusion, I waited for her to return with the crystals.


  The shop’s layout was nearly identical to the one where I had bought the purifying stone. As with that shop, customers could not see the merchandise unless it was brought out from the back.


  She returned a moment later and placed something on the counter.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting. This is the crystal stone.”


  “Whoa…”


  What she set down was nothing like what I had imagined. I had pictured a smooth, transparent sphere, the kind used in fortune-telling. Instead, what lay before me was a crystal left in its raw form, a single jagged column.


  “That’s amazing. How much is it?” I asked.


  “Three hundred Tamil,” she replied. “But I also have cheaper ones. Would you like me to bring them out?”


  “Yes, please. Three hundred Tamil is a lot.”


  She laughed lightly, clearly amused, and carried the crystal back into the shop’s depths.


  When she returned, she set several items on the counter. One was a smaller crystal, chipped in places. Beside it were several loose fragments, irregular and scattered. The shards were cloudy white, some faintly yellowed.


  “This one is one hundred and thirty Tamil,” she explained. “It’s small and damaged.”


  That was the price for the smaller crystal, but my attention was drawn to the fragments.


  “And these?” I asked.


  “They’re almost useless,” she said matter-of-factly. “Nine Tamil each. Would you like to buy them?”


  “I will. Two of the fragments, please.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  After paying eighteen Tamil, she handed me a small cloth pouch with the two pieces inside.


  “Please come again.”


  “I will!”


  With all the materials finally gathered, I stepped outside, eager to return to the inn and start crafting, only to realize too late that the sky had darkened. The sun had already set, leaving the streets dim and shadowed.


  I didn’t even notice… I was too focused on finding shops.


  If I didn’t hurry, I had no idea what Asul would say. The moment that thought crossed my mind, I broke into a run.


  By the time I reached the inn, night had fully fallen. I slowed only when I spotted him standing out front.


  I messed up.


  “You’re late,” he said curtly.


  His irritation was understandable. His brows were drawn together, and the sharp tapping of his foot against the ground made his annoyance painfully clear.


  “I’m sorry,”


  It was obvious that I was at fault, so when I apologized without making excuses, the tension finally eased from Asul’s shoulders.


  “I’ll let it go since you apologized honestly,” he said. “But keep your promises. Especially when it involves other people.”


  “R-Right.”


  Feeling properly chastened, I returned to my room. After placing the items I’d bought on the bed, Asul took up the sack filled with blueleaf grass, while I grabbed my Cocoru bag holding the purification stone and the recipe book. Together, we headed for the bathhouse.


  Inside, there were no customers left. The building was utterly quiet, and the old woman behind the counter sat alone, nodding off.


  “Ma’am, please wake up.”


  “Mm… Hmm…”


  She blinked awake, focused on us for a moment, then straightened up.


  “My apologies. I must have dozed off.”


  “It’s okay, thank you very much for today.”


  She waved that aside and pressed a deck brush into both Asul’s hands and mine.


  “Think nothing of it. If you’re cleaning, I can spare the tubs.”


  Right. Cleaning was the condition, I realized belatedly.


  “Then I’ll clean the women’s bath,” I said. “Asul, could you take the men’s side?”


  “Fine.”


  We passed beneath our respective curtains and split up. I left my Cocoru bag in the changing area and immediately got to work, scrubbing from the washing stalls to the tub with the deck brush. The wash area was larger than it looked, and cleaning every corner took far more effort than expected. The tub had already been drained, so I climbed in and scrubbed it the same way.


  By the time I finished, my lower back was aching.


  “Oh… Asul, are you done yet?”


  Rubbing my sore back, I slung the Cocoru bag over my shoulder and stepped out into the lobby. I’d assumed he’d be there already, but the only one present was the old woman, once again nodding off behind the counter.


  “Asul?”


  I slipped through the curtain to the men’s bath to check. It looked like he was still cleaning the tub. His cloak, apparently in the way, had been set aside.


  “Almost done?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Just a bit more,” Asul replied without looking up. “The brush is too short. I have to crouch the whole time, and it’s killing my back.”


  “Yeah…”


  He was tall, so having to hunch over like that did look miserable. Not that I’m in any shape to help, I thought, my own lower back still aching.


  He paused and glanced over his shoulder. “This is the men’s bath, you know. Why are you in here?”


  “I came to see if you were finished. There aren’t any customers right now, so I figured it was fine.”


  “I suppose so.”


  After a few more rough scrapes of the deck brush against the tub, Asul stepped into the washing area and raised a hand toward the bath.


  In the next instant, a surge of water swept through the tub as if licking it clean, then drained away through the outlet.


  “What was that just now?” I asked.


  “Water.”


  “I know that! That’s not what I meant. Why did water suddenly come out like that?”


  “Huh?”


  He gave me a suspicious look.


  Oh no. This is bad. His expression clearly said that not knowing something like this was unthinkable.


  “M-Maybe… a magic crystal?” I ventured.


  “Then don’t ask if you already know,” he said flatly.


  “I just thought it was impressive.”


  “If you don’t leave the city much, it makes sense you wouldn’t see it often.”


  The suspicion faded from his eyes, and I let out a quiet breath of relief. It wasn’t the same crackling lightning Selly used, but it had to be a magic crystal all the same.


  “All right,” I said. “Let’s fill it with water and use the purification stone.”


  “Right.”


  Asul blocked the drain and summoned water again, filling the tub to the brim.


  “Okay, I’m putting it in.”


  I took the purification stone from my Cocoru bag and dropped it in. As it sank to the bottom of the tub, the water around it slowly took on a faint blue glow, spreading outward from the stone.


  “Wow,” I murmured. “That’s amazing.”


  “I’ll go get the blueleaf,” Asul said.


  “Okay.”


  As I stared into the tub, the water gradually turned a faint, uniform blue. Even after the purification stone was removed, the color remained.


  What a strange stone, I thought, watching the softly glowing water.


  A moment later, a heavy sack thudded down beside me. It was filled with blueleaf.


  “Then I’ll leave it to you,” Asul said.


  “Yeah.”


  I opened the sack and set it beside the tub.


  “Create.”


  The blueleaf and purified water flared with light, and a large number of bottles filled with blue liquid appeared across the washing area.


  “Oh! Those are high potions!” I exclaimed.


  I was thrilled that it worked. I crouched down to pick one up, but Asul suddenly shouted something I hadn’t expected at all.


  “You can make this many in one go?!”


  “Huh?”


  I froze mid-motion, still half-crouched.


  “I-I mean… Yes, I can,” I said, forcing myself to answer.


  Asul didn’t respond. He didn’t move either.


  “Asul?”


  Was he thinking something? Or was he simply too shocked to react? Unsure of what else to do, I picked up one of the high potions.


  “I see,” he said at last.


  Whatever he’d been thinking, he seemed to have reached his own conclusion. He began picking up the high potions alongside me.


  “Did you want to ask me something?” I asked.


  Without stopping his hands, he shot me a brief glance.


  “There are things I want to ask,” he said, “but we need to clean this up first. We’ll cause trouble for the old woman if we don’t. Don’t stop working.”


  “Okay.”


  We gathered the high potions in near silence. After waking the old woman, thanking her, and returning the bathhouse to order, we headed back to the inn.


  “You’re unbelievable, in more ways than one,” Asul said.


  That was how it began.


  We were back in my rented room. Asul leaned against the wall with the sack of high potions slung over his shoulder, looking down at me as I sat on the bed.


  “If you have the materials, can you make as many as you want, just like that?” he asked.


  “Yeah. I’ve never felt a limit, at least not so far.”


  I heard him sigh. For some reason, it made me feel as if I were being scolded, and I dropped my gaze.


  “Then why are you making potions in a town this small?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “People like me, who don’t respond well to potions, are rare, but we exist. The capital has far more people than this place. Your potions would be more useful there. You can mass-produce them too. So why stay here?”


  I didn’t know how to answer. The truth was simple: I had woken up here. That was all. There was no reason beyond that. If I had to give one, it would be that I didn’t have the money to travel.


  As I hesitated, he sighed again.


  “I usually operate around the capital. I’ve taken a large supply this time, but it won’t last forever.”


  “I don’t plan to stay here forever either,” I said. “But I don’t have money, knowledge, or connections.”


  That much was true. I never intended to remain here indefinitely. I needed to find Barrow. I had a home to return to, parents who would worry, and friends waiting for me.


  If I hadn’t come here… what would I be doing right now? Probably eating snacks and playing games. The thought made me smile faintly.


  “You said earlier that your parents aren’t around,” Asul said. “Why?”


  “Is listening to other people’s misfortune your hobby?”


  “No. Sorry.”


  Whatever the reason, it was true that my parents weren’t here. And the reason they weren’t was, to me, an unhappy one.


  By saying it like that, he’ll draw his own conclusions. Dead parents—that would be the easiest answer.


  “Still, if you went to the capital and started selling there, you’d be welcomed. Your potions, I mean.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


  With that, the conversation seemed to reach a pause, and Asul pushed himself away from the wall.


  “Now then, how much do I owe you for the high potions?”


  “Oh, it’s fine,” I said. “You paid for the purifying stone, and the blueleaf wasn’t something I gathered myself.”


  “That won’t do. This is something only you can make.”


  “Hmm…”


  If that was the case, how much should I charge? He had provided all the materials. All I’d really done was ask to borrow the bathhouse and help clean it afterward. Even then, Asul had done his share.


  As for the actual creation, I’d made everything in one go. It hadn’t felt difficult at all. Asking for a large sum didn’t seem right.


  “I don’t need money,” I said. “But there are some things I’d like to ask you about.”


  “As long as it’s something I can answer.”


  “First, how long does it take to get from here to the capital?”


  Asul crossed his arms, thought for a moment, then replied.


  “About twenty days by carriage. Longer if the roads are bad.”


  “And how much would the travel alone cost?”


  “At the very least, two thousand Tamil. More, if you hire guards.”


  I couldn’t help but grimace at the figure.


  “That’s far… and expensive.”


  “It can’t be helped. The longer the journey, the greater the danger.”


  “Yeah. That makes sense.”


  I could probably save up the money someday, but I still couldn’t picture what the capital was actually like.


  “What kind of place is it?” I asked. “How much bigger than this city?”


  “That’s hard to explain with words,” Asul said. “There are many things there that Rikfonia doesn’t have. This city would barely count as a corner of it.”


  That startled me. I thought this place was plenty large already. Being told it would amount to nothing more than an edge of the capital only made it harder to imagine.


  “Yeah… Even if I go, it won’t be anytime soon.”


  “I see.” Asul’s expression tightened with regret. “It would’ve helped a great deal if your potions were close at hand. But there’s no point forcing the issue.”


  As he spoke, my eyes drifted to the sack stuffed with high potions. How fast is he going to burn through all of that? If he was heading into a dragon hunt, they might be gone in no time. And if that happens… will he come back and ask me to make more?


  “By the way,” I asked, “do you still have time before the dragon subjugation?”


  “We’ve already been here for three days,” Asul said. “Once the others finish preparing, we’ll likely depart tomorrow or the day after.”


  “I see.”


  I suddenly remembered the conversation I’d overheard at the bathhouse. I hadn’t stopped thinking about it since. What had made the dragon a target in the first place?


  “So, the dragon you’re going after,” I asked carefully, “why does it have to be killed?”


  “That’s…”


  Asul hesitated. I hadn’t meant it as anything more than a question that had been stuck in my mind, but the way he faltered made regret prickle at the back of my neck. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked.


  “It began when a treasure hunter stole a dragon’s egg,” he said at last. “Because of that, Akartkal was attacked.”


  “An egg…”


  I didn’t know where Akartkal was, but I understood what mattered. A town had been attacked.


  “If the egg had been returned, the damage might have stopped there,” Asul continued. “But in the middle of the chaos, the stolen egg broke. Once that happened, there was no way to give it back. And there’s no way a dragon would accept a broken egg. To prevent further damage, it was decided the dragon must be subjugated.”


  It was something that never would have happened if humans hadn’t stolen the egg in the first place. The dragon had only tried to reclaim what was taken. Then the egg shattered, making restitution impossible. The conclusion was simple: kill the dragon before more people were hurt.


  That’s horrible. But if they don’t do it, many people will die.


  It was a horrible story either way. Maybe that was why Asul had hesitated.


  “The dragon took heavy damage in the fighting at Akartkal,” he added. “This time should be the end of it.”


  “And it fled to Mount Honogo?”


  “Yeah. If we take too long,” Asul said, his voice hardening, “there’s no telling when it’ll come out again.”


  “I see.”


  That was all I could say.


  When I glanced outside, most of the faint lights from the surrounding houses had already gone out. It was probably very late. I mentioned it to Asul, and he thanked me once more for the high potions before opening the door.


  “Asul… Good luck with the subjugation.”


  “Yeah.”


  After he stepped out, the door closed quietly behind him.


  ※※※


  


  I woke up to what sounded like an explosion.


  The sound itself seemed distant, but the vibration carried clearly through the building. Before I could even begin to grasp what was happening, the door to my room flew open without a knock, and the inn’s receptionist rushed in, her face pale with panic.


  “Miss, you need to run!”


  “W-What happened? What was that sound?”


  “It’s a dragon! There’s a dragon right outside the city!”


  “What?!”


  “Please, hurry and evacuate! I have to warn the other guests!”


  She dashed out, leaving the door wide open. A moment later, reality caught up with me. I hurriedly gathered my belongings, even as the floor trembled beneath my feet and unfamiliar noises echoed through the air.


  With two Cocoru bags and my backpack in hand, I ran outside. I’d been told to escape—but where? A dragon was outside the city walls, yet staying inside wasn’t safe either. If it breaks in, there’ll be nowhere to go.


  I decided to head for one of the main roads and follow the flow of people.


  “Evacuate through the east gate! The dragon is outside the west gate! Everyone, evacuate through the east gate!”


  Someone was shouting instructions from higher ground. The crowd surged in the direction of the east gate, but the street was already packed with people. Bodies pressed together, shoving and stumbling, and despite the effort, no one was making any real progress.


  The sight of it all made fear surge through me, and my hands began to tremble on their own.


  Aren’t there any other gates open?


  I turned back and hurried toward the familiar south gate, but even from a distance it was clear that the gate was shut tight, guards physically holding back the crowd that had rushed there.


  My thoughts refused to come together. I stood there, frozen, when a small cry reached my ears from behind.


  I turned to see a little girl just behind me, crying as she clutched a scraped knee. Tears and snot streaked her face. Despite the number of people around us, no one spoke to her. No one even seemed to notice.


  “Mommy… Mommy!”


  I crouched down in front of her. Why did I stop? I can’t even afford to help myself right now.


  “Are you okay? Does your knee hurt?”


  “Mommy’s gone… Mommy…”


  In a situation like this, telling her not to cry would have been cruel. I took out a potion and poured it gently over her scraped knee.


  “Eh?”


  Startled, the girl stopped crying mid-sob. The wound on her knee was completely gone.


  “It doesn’t hurt anymore, right?”


  I pulled out a hand towel and wiped away her tears and runny nose. As she started crying again—more quietly this time—I realized I recognized her.


  “You’re… from back then…”


  Still sobbing, the girl looked up at me.


  “Um… The big sister who was sleeping outside?”


  So it really was her. The neat blond hair, the green eyes—this familiar face. She was the very first person I’d seen when I woke up in this world, the girl who had shaken me awake.


  Realizing I was someone she’d seen before seemed to calm her a little. The tears spilling from her eyes slowed.


  “You got separated from your mom?”


  She nodded.


  If she’d only been separated, I wanted to reunite them somehow… But in this chaos, that felt impossible. The crowd was too dense to reach the outside of the city, and I had no idea where inside the city might be safe.


  “What should I do?”


  As I slowly stood up, the little girl grabbed my clothes tightly.


  “Where are you going? Don’t leave me behind.”


  “Ah, no, I won’t. It’s okay.”


  Taking her hand, I decided to head once more toward the east gate—the only one still open. But nothing had changed. People were packed together just as tightly as before, leaving us no choice but to remain in the central square between the four gates.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “Risha. What about you, big sis?”


  “I’m Kaede. Risha, where did you get separated from your mom?”


  As we talked, I guided her toward the edge of the square, trying to avoid being jostled by the crowd.


  “I don’t know. We were running a lot, and I fell down… and then she was gone.”


  “I see. But we’ll find her. I’m sure we will.”


  “Yeah.”


  She still looked frightened, but she seemed calmer than before.


  The ground continued to tremble. Since a moment ago, I’d also been hearing something: low, distant, beastlike cries. Is that… the dragon?


  Then the sky darkened.


  Without really thinking, I looked up, and with a deafening crash, it descended right in front of us.


  “Eh?”


  It was enormous, larger than any of the surrounding buildings. Its entire body was covered in red scales. Spears were embedded in its back and belly, and whether from rage or exhaustion, it breathed heavily, flames flickering from between its sharp fangs.


  The instant my breath caught, time itself seemed to stop.


  It felt as though my mind refused to process what I was seeing, like I was in a dream or a hallucination.


  “Ahhh!”


  Risha’s piercing scream shattered my paralysis. My thoughts snapped back to reality just as the dragon turned its head toward us.


  “Be quiet!”


  I clamped my hand over Risha’s mouth and dragged her into the shadow of a building. A split second later, a roaring pillar of fire carved a path straight through the spot where we had been standing.


  The heat blasted past us, so close that sweat burst out all at once.


  My legs gave way, and I collapsed to the ground. If we’d been even a little slower, we would have died.


  There was no time to linger on that terror. Next to me, Risha began to cry.


  “H-Help me, big sis! I’m going to die!”


  She sobbed and clung to me, but what was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to save her?


  I want to cry too.


  I wanted to cling to someone, to beg for help myself. But I couldn’t do that in front of a child this small, and there was no one for me to cling to anyway.


  Then, the weight of the backpack on my shoulders jogged my memory.


  The materials… I have the materials for the fire crystal stone and lightning crystal stone.


  I hastily dropped the backpack and pulled out the color stones, fangs, and crystal stones.


  But I remembered that their power was random.


  I can’t bet our lives on something with nothing but uncertainty.


  My hands trembling, I clenched the materials for both crystal stones.


  “Create.”


  A fire crystal stone and lightning crystal stone rested in my palms.


  Random power… Random power…


  I had made them, but my body refused to move. My heart was pounding wildly on its own.


  What do I do? If we stay hidden, will we survive? Will someone come save us?


  Those thoughts shattered in an instant. The building we had been using for cover was smashed aside, torn down by something massive. A chunk of flying rubble slammed into my left shoulder, and I dropped the fire crystal stone as I crumpled.


  But I didn’t have the luxury of staying down. With the building gone, the dragon was staring straight at us. The image of that wall of fire roaring past us earlier flashed through my mind.


  At this rate, we’ll be burned alive! We’ll die!


  The dragon slowly opened its mouth.


  “Kaede!”


  Asul’s voice rang out from somewhere.


  “Don’t come any closer!”


  I hurled the lightning crystal stone in my right hand straight into the dragon’s open mouth.


  [image: 04]

  For a split second, my vision turned pure white. A tremendous sound roared through me, sharp enough to stab at my ears, heavy enough to slam straight into my chest.


  The lightning crystal stone had activated.


  My eyes sparkled and blurred, my balance failed me, and I dropped hard onto the ground. As my vision slowly returned, the flickering haze faded… and the sight before me stole my breath away.


  Dragon hunters—there were so many of them. From above and below, from every direction—magic, swords, and spears poured relentlessly toward the dragon.


  Its massive body was already riddled with wounds beyond counting, its movements visibly slowing by the second. Even so, the hunters showed no sign of easing their assault. Among them, I caught sight of Asul.


  In what might have been a final act of desperation, the dragon gathered what little strength it had left and unleashed a torrent of flame straight at Asul. But he avoided it effortlessly, slipping past the blaze as if it were nothing.


  And in that brief opening, someone moved.


  Using a spear embedded in the dragon’s shoulder as a foothold, a woman launched herself high into the air. Her pale pink hair streamed behind her as she leapt, her light armor gleaming despite its minimal weight. Gripping a long, massive sword, she put her entire body into the strike and drove the blade straight into the dragon’s eye.


  Without hesitation, she kicked off and leapt away, the sword still buried deep. She landed far from the beast, putting distance between them, and a faint smile curved her lips, one that spoke of absolute confidence in her victory.


  Almost immediately after, the dragon collapsed. It didn’t even have the strength left to cry out as its fall shook the ground beneath us.


  “We did it!”


  Someone whispered it aloud. That single voice became the spark. Cheers erupted all around me, roaring loud enough to rattle my eardrums. Still sitting on the ground, I could only stare in a daze as everyone celebrated.


  “Kaede! Kaede!”


  “Huh?”


  Someone grabbed my shoulder—the left one that was already injured—and shook me.


  “Hey, are you all right?!”


  I looked up to see Asul staring down at me, his brows tightly knit with concern.


  “Asul?”


  “Yeah. Are you okay? You hurt anywhere?”


  He crouched down to meet my gaze, his hand still resting on my shoulder, trying to support me. I knew that, but it hurt like hell.


  “My shoulder’s injured. It hurts. Let go.”


  “Ah, sorry.”


  He pulled his hand away from my shoulder at once.


  The dragon lay there with its jaw slack, its tongue hanging limply from its open mouth—dead beyond any doubt. Seeing it like that, I couldn’t bring myself to share in the excitement surging through everyone else.


  “Risha!”


  I looked around in a panic. Risha was lying on the ground a short distance away. My heart jumped as I rushed over to her, checking her from head to toe, scanning every visible spot to make sure she wasn’t injured.


  “That child?” Asul leaned down to peer at her.


  “Her name’s Risha. She got lost, so we ended up traveling together partway.”


  “I see.”


  Asul gently lifted her upper body.


  “Doesn’t look like she’s hurt. You should take care of your shoulder, Kaede.”


  “Yeah.”


  He carefully set Risha back down, then reached into the pouch at his waist and pulled out a high potion.


  “This’ll get your clothes wet, so bear with it.”


  With that, Asul shifted my collar aside and poured the high potion directly onto my shoulder. Just like he warned, my clothes became damp, but the pain melted away almost immediately, and I let out a quiet breath.


  I rolled my shoulder once. Then again. There was no pain at all; it was completely healed.


  I looked back at the dragon, its massive body sprawled motionless, a huge sword still lodged deep in its eye. The sight made my chest tighten.


  “Was this the dragon you were tracking?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I never thought it’d come down from the mountain this quickly.”


  Now that I looked closely, I could see that Asul was covered in injuries himself, cuts and bruises scattered across his body. He must have had a rough fight before this.


  Then it hit me. What happened to the woman with the pale pink hair?


  I glanced around restlessly, and Asul must have noticed.


  “What is it?”


  “I was just thinking… The person who stabbed the dragon in the eye earlier was incredible.”


  “Oh. You mean Ice.”


  “Ice?”


  Asul followed my gaze, spotted her among the crowd, and pointed her out.


  “See? That’s her,” Asul said, pointing.


  In the direction of his finger stood the woman with pale pink hair. She was in the middle of pulling her sword free from the dragon’s eye.


  “She’s the one leading our band of dragon hunters right now.”


  With the blade finally withdrawn, she wasted no time. Sword in hand, she briskly headed off somewhere else. I watched her go, unable to think of anything in particular to say.


  “But still… we managed to finish it, thanks to you, Kaede. Was that a magic crystal?”


  “No—uh, it was a crystal stone. A lightning crystal stone.”


  “A crystal stone, huh? I’ve never seen one that powerful.”


  “Really? I was too dazzled. I only know it was incredibly bright, and the sound and light were overwhelming.”


  “I can imagine. It was incredible.”


  When I tried to walk, my legs still unsteady, Asul reached out and supported me.


  “A massive lightning strike pierced straight through the dragon’s head. That opening was what let us finish it.”


  “I see…”


  I answered normally—or at least I thought I did—but my voice was trembling. I’d been terrified. And now that it was over, the fear finally caught up with me, tears welling up in my eyes.


  “Were you scared?”


  “Of course I was. Something like that dropping right in front of me…”


  “Yeah. I figured.”


  As I wiped at my eyes, a woman’s voice called out from somewhere in the distance. I was sure I’d heard her say, “Risha.”


  “Ah! Asul, could you carry Risha? I think someone might have found her.”


  “Got it.”


  Asul gently lifted Risha into his arms and followed behind me as I stepped carefully through the scattered rubble.


  “Is Risha’s mother here?!”


  Then I saw her—a woman running toward us, so strikingly similar that it was impossible to doubt she was Risha’s mother.


   

  Chapter 3: To the Royal Capital


  

  Yesterday was a disaster—I had run straight into a dragon. Buildings were destroyed, the city fell into chaos, and of course, I was completely overwhelmed right along with it. So today, I decided I would take it easy and rest properly.


  With that in mind, I stayed at the inn I always used, which had miraculously suffered no damage at all.


  I was in the middle of indulging in some truly blissful sleep when my shoulder began to shake violently. In an instant, my consciousness was yanked straight out of the dream world.


  “Kaede. Hey, Kaede.”


  It was a familiar voice. I knew I had to wake up, but my eyes stubbornly refused to open. Then my shoulder was shaken even harder, and at that point, I had no choice.


  “Ugh… Wait. I’m getting up. I’m getting up.”


  The hand shaking my shoulder finally pulled away, but I knew better than to try falling back asleep. If I did, there was no telling what he’d do next. Forcing my eyes open, I rubbed at them blearily and looked up at the person who had shown me absolutely no mercy.


  “I’m awake. See? Awake,” I said.


  “Ah. Sorry to wake you up like this.”


  Asul, the culprit himself, apologized… without the slightest trace of guilt on his face. I slowly pushed myself upright and let out a long, exaggerated yawn.


  “How did you even get in here? I’m pretty sure I locked the door.”


  “I asked at the front desk. They opened it for me.”


  “Wow. Zero security.”


  I climbed out of bed and stretched deeply, finally starting to feel awake. Running my fingers through my probably disheveled hair, I looked back at Asul.


  “So? What’s going on today?”


  “Well, there’s a chance we might get a reward. Actually… it’s almost guaranteed.”


  He said it with just the faintest hint of excitement. For a moment, I wondered if he meant a reward for just himself, but it wouldn’t make sense for him to go out of his way to tell me that. I hesitated, then voiced the thought that came to mind.


  “You don’t mean for me, do you?”


  “Yeah. That crystal stone really did the trick.”


  “Wait, seriously? How much are we talking?”


  “I don’t know the exact amount, but it won’t be cheap.”


  That was completely unexpected. A sudden windfall. My heart fluttered with excitement as I eagerly asked when and where I could receive it.


  The answer was the royal capital.


  “I can’t go there…”


  My spirits, which had soared just moments ago, were slammed straight back down to the ground. I shot Asul a glare that said, Don’t get my hopes up like that. He tilted his head, looking genuinely puzzled.


  “Why not? We’re heading to the royal capital.”


  “That’s easy for you to say. You and the others can make the trip just fine, but I can’t even afford to go there.”


  “What are you talking about?” he said flatly. “If we’re going to the royal capital, then you’re coming with us.”


  “I’m telling you, I don’t have any money.”


  My shoulders sagged. Seeing that, Asul let out an exasperated breath.


  “Kaede. You’re misunderstanding something.”


  “Huh?”


  With his tall frame, he looked down at me sharply, fixing me with a serious stare.


  “I’m saying you’re coming with us. In our carriage. I’ve been saying that this whole time.”


  Slowly, deliberately, he broke it down, chewing the words into something easy to swallow. Only then did the meaning finally sink in.


  “Wait, what?!”


  “We’re scheduled to leave the day after tomorrow. I’ll come pick you up in the morning.”


  With just that, Asul turned and started to leave the room. Panicking, I grabbed the edge of his cloak and pulled him back.


  “W-Wait, wait! Hold on! I’m really going too?!”


  “Yeah. I’ve already told the others.”


  “But… going somewhere I don’t know at all, all of a sudden…”


  “There’s a reward,” he said. “Once you get it, you can use that money to come back here or start some kind of business over there.”


  “You make it sound easy, but… is the reward really going to be that much?”


  “It’s compensation from the country itself. It won’t be small.”


  “That’s not very reassuring when you put it like that…”


  I slowly released my grip on his cloak. Asul turned and left the room. It looked like this was really happening.


  If I was going anyway, then worrying about it was just a waste of time. I decided it would be better to start preparing right away.


  ※※※


  


  After washing up and feeling refreshed at the bathhouse, I headed to the apothecary. When I opened the door, the old man was at the counter as usual, looking exactly the same as ever.


  “Oh, hey there,” he said.


  “Hello. Yesterday was rough, wasn’t it? You didn’t get hurt, did you?”


  “I’m fine. Couldn’t run outside anyway, so I ended up coming back to the shop. What about you? Did you get injured?”


  “I did a little, but I used a potion.”


  “Right. You’re the one who makes them.”


  He flashed a grin, his white teeth showing.


  “Yes, and, well… I’ll be heading to the royal capital the day after tomorrow, so I wanted to come say goodbye and thank you for everything.”


  “The royal capital?”


  “Yes. I might come back, though.”


  His eyes widened in surprise.


  “You came all this way just to say goodbye?”


  But almost immediately, his expression softened. He reached out and gently patted my head.


  “Good luck.”


  “Yes. Thank you.”


  Thinking about it, he might have been the one who’d helped me the most since I came here. I thanked him once more, then stepped out of the shop.


  Thinking about what I needed to do before the day after tomorrow, I realized there was one more thing: I wanted to say goodbye to Selly and Rangi as well. Slinging my Cocoru bag over my shoulder, I headed for the guild.


  The guild was more crowded than usual. I didn’t know whether it was because of yesterday’s dragon, but nearly every conversation I overheard was about it. I carefully scanned the room, looking for Selly and the others, but even from the entrance to the reception counter, there was no sign of them. I checked the second floor too. A few people were resting or reading books, but Selly and Rangi weren’t among them.


  “They’re not here…”


  I wonder if this is the last time I’ll see these books.


  With that thought, I drifted toward the bookshelves and the very first book I’d ever opened here. I pulled out the map and opened its cover. When I’d first seen it, I’d been too confused to really take it in, but now I could study it calmly.


  The country I was in now, Guinicia, lay on the western side of Garo, the largest continent on the map when divided roughly into four parts. To the north was Kafka, a smaller country than Guinicia. To the east lay a slightly larger nation, Menaebet, and to the south was Nilurgil. Between Nilurgil and Guinicia rose Mount Honogo, the place Asul and the dragon hunters were originally supposed to head to for their subjugation mission.


  I turned the page and looked up the royal capital—the place I’d soon be going—but it didn’t really spark anything in me. This was one of those things you couldn’t truly understand without seeing it for yourself.


  Closing the book, I headed up to the third floor. After buying three red stones, three purple stones, and six wolf fangs, something suddenly occurred to me.


  What happened to the fire crystal stone?


  I was sure I’d created it together with the lightning crystal stone. After that… Right. Debris had struck my shoulder, and I’d dropped it.


  I needed to look for it.


  Part of me was hesitant; if I stayed at the guild a little longer, I might run into Selly and Rangi after all. But even as I felt that tug of reluctance, I made my way back to the spot where the rubble had been.


  Cleanup work had already begun.


  Panicking, I hurried over to one of the people working there and spoke up.


  “Um, excuse me. Did you happen to find a red crystal stone among this rubble?”


  “A crystal stone?”


  “Yes.”


  The lizardman—how much older than me he was, I honestly couldn’t tell—asked the other workers nearby as well. One by one, they shook their heads, each giving the same answer. They hadn’t seen anything.


  “We haven’t cleared everything out yet,” he said, scratching his chin as he glanced over the rubble. “So it might still be buried somewhere. Was it yours?”


  “Yes,” I answered immediately. “It was mine.”


  “Well then, there’s still a chance we’ll find it.” He nodded once, as if deciding something. “Come back around sunset.”


  “All right. Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly.


  With time to kill until evening, I stopped by a general store that sold hair soap and bought two bars. After that, I made my way toward the magic stone shop along the street by the east gate.


  Everyone I passed seemed to be talking about yesterday’s dragon. A group of boys excitedly reenacted the battle, voices raised as they argued over who’d landed the final blow. Nearby, women spoke with worried expressions, wondering what they’d do if something like that happened again. Others talked with shining eyes, declaring they’d become dragon hunters someday.


  Hearing all of it, my thoughts naturally drifted back to the dragon. Its enormous body. Its sharp fangs. Those eyes, twisted with rage. Knowing the truth, that it had only gone mad because humans had stolen its egg, left me with a quiet, aching sadness that wouldn’t quite settle.


  By the time I noticed, I was standing in front of the magic stone shop.


  “Excuse me…” I called softly as I eased the door open.


  Inside, a female clerk stood behind the counter toward the back.


  “Welcome,” she said with a polite smile. “You came back again.”


  “Yes,” I replied, stepping closer. “I was hoping to buy more of those crystals.”


  “How many would you like?” she asked, tilting her head slightly.


  “Six, please.”


  “Certainly.”


  She disappeared into the back room, then returned moments later and placed a small cloth pouch into my hands.


  “I’ve put them all in here.”


  “Thank you,” I said, peering inside. “How much will that be?”


  “That comes to fifty-four Tamil.”


  I took the coins from my wallet and paid her.


  “Miss?” the clerk added gently as she accepted the money.


  “Yes?” I looked up.


  “Yesterday must have been frightening,” she said, her voice soft with concern.


  “It was,” I agreed quietly.


  I’d wondered why she’d stopped me, but it turned out to be nothing more than casual conversation, so I went along with it.


  “This street runs by the east gate,” she said, gesturing lightly toward the door behind me. “Wasn’t it crowded?”


  “Yes. Extremely,” I replied. “But it seems the dragon was dealt with safely.”


  “That it was,” she said with a small nod.


  Come to think of it, she’d mentioned before that she was one of the dragonfolk. I couldn’t help but wonder if that meant she had some connection to the dragon. If so, I needed to be careful not to say anything careless.


  Perhaps sensing my hesitation, she smiled softly.


  “I am dragonfolk, yes, but I have no relation to that dragon at all. Please don’t worry.”


  “Oh… That’s a relief,” I said, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I was worried I might say something rude without realizing it.”


  She laughed quietly, her shoulders easing. “You’re very kind.”


  “No, not really,” I said quickly, waving a hand. “I’m just… normal.”


  Her smile twisted a bit. “If that were true, you’d have changed the moment you saw I was dragonfolk.”


  “Huh?”


  “We dragonfolk are rare,” she continued calmly. “And expensive.”


  Her expression darkened, shadows passing over her face. I couldn’t find the words to respond. Looking at her again, I realized how thoroughly she covered herself—long skirt, gloves, even bandages wrapped around her neck. Not a single scale was visible.


  Only her eyes remained unchanged. The vertical pupils—those unmistakable slits—were the same as the day I’d first seen her.


  “Expensive?” I asked before I could stop myself. The moment the words left my mouth, regret and curiosity tangled together in my chest.


  “As slaves,” she replied plainly.


  “Slaves?” I echoed. “You mean, that kind of slave?”


  “If your understanding matches mine, then yes,” she said evenly.


  “But… do people just become slaves if they’re captured?”


  Her voice steady, she explained, “Not someone simply living a normal life. Normally, they are criminals, or those sold by their parents.”


  She paused, then continued quietly.


  “But dragonfolk are valuable. Because we fetch such high prices, there are those who would go to great lengths to fabricate crimes, and it’s business as usual for everyone else.”


  “That’s—”


  “But this city is different. It’s peaceful,” she said softly, cutting me off.


  My words were cut off.


  “That’s why it’s such an easy place to live,” she said gently. “There are kind people here… like you.”


  She gave me an even more beautiful smile than before.


  “But I’m leaving for the royal capital the day after tomorrow,” I said.


  The moment she heard that, her smile softened into something tinged with regret.


  “I see. Will you be living there?”


  “I’m not sure yet,” I said honestly. “But if I can make a life there, I think I will.”


  “The royal capital is vast,” she said warmly. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it. Best of luck to you.”


  “Thank you.”


  With that, I quietly stepped out of the shop.


  ※※※


  


  Afterward, I returned to the site where the rubble was being cleared and watched the workers at their task. Had the fire crystal stone been found yet? I’d been told to come back around sunset, and while not that much time had passed, the debris was already mostly gone—enough that I started to wonder if it might have turned up already.


  As I stood there, absentmindedly following the flow of people passing by, someone stepped up beside me. I glanced over.


  “So it really was you, Kaede.”


  “Oh, Daritt.”


  The person standing next to me was Daritt. He greeted me with his usual easygoing smile.


  “What are you doing out here?” he asked, tilting his head.


  “Well… I might’ve left a fire crystal stone in that rubble,” I explained, nodding toward the cleared area. “They’re looking for it while they clean up.”


  “I see,” he said thoughtfully. “Then the one you used back then must’ve been a lightning crystal stone.”


  I nodded, and Daritt let out a knowing sound.


  “Thought so.”


  Then, as if remembering something, he added, “By the way, did you hear from Asul that you’re going to the royal capital?”


  “I did,” I replied. “It was so sudden, it really caught me off guard.”


  Daritt gave a wry smile.


  “But there’s a reward involved,” he said. “Your contribution was a big one.”


  “Was it really?” I murmured.


  From my point of view, I had just thrown a stone. I would be happy to receive money, of course, but that did not mean I felt I had done enough to deserve it.


  “As for me, the dragon swatted me away with its tail. I was no help at all.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. It was my first time fighting a dragon. Though I guess that sounds like an excuse.”


  He laughed weakly, like someone reacting to a joke that had not been very funny.


  “But you’ll become useful from here on out, right?”


  “Well, yeah! That’s the plan. I’m aiming to become a fine swordsman like my brother.”


  “Oh? Your brother must be impressive.”


  “Actually, my brother is Elliot.”


  “...”


  Who?


  That was the only thought that came to mind.


  Seeing no reaction from me, Daritt blinked in surprise, then suddenly opened his mouth as if he had just realized something.


  “Ah, huh? You don’t know him?”


  “Sorry, um... I don’t.”


  Daritt’s face fell so clearly that it was impossible to miss. Seeing that, I panicked and scrambled to say something.


  “Uh, um, I’m from the countryside, and I never really cared about that sort of thing before, so that’s probably why I don’t know him. I’m sure he’s a famous person everyone else knows. I’d like to know too.”


  “You’d like to know?”


  “Y-yeah. Definitely.”


  “I see!”


  In a complete reversal from moments earlier, he broke into a radiant smile and immediately launched into his explanation.


  “Brother Elliot is an amazing swordsman who soloed a dragon when he was twenty-one. Oh, and he’s twenty-eight now, by the way. Because of his skill, he was chosen to join the force sent to defeat the Demon King, who was committing evil acts on the Kotor Continent, and he successfully brought the Demon King down. After he returned home, he married Princess Regina, and now he’s basically a hero. Amazing, right!?”


  “...”


  “Huh?”


  At the sight of Daritt looking ready to cry, I hurriedly gave him the excited reaction he seemed to be waiting for.


  “That’s amazing!” I said, forcing enthusiasm into my voice. “It’s so amazing I was honestly stunned. Your brother’s a hero. I can see why you’re aiming to follow in his footsteps!”


  “Yeah,” Daritt said proudly, a satisfied smile spreading across his face. “My brother really is incredible.”


  But the truth was, I wasn’t stunned, because he was too amazing. Stories like that sounded almost unreal, like something straight out of a cliché tale. As bad as it was to think, I honestly didn’t care all that much. I didn’t even know who Princess Regina was, so it might have been a completely pointless story for me.


  “Your brother’s story is nice and all,” I said, changing the subject, “but I want to hear about the royal capital. It’ll be my first time going, so I’m kind of nervous.”


  “I see,” Daritt replied, nodding. “If it’s your first time, it’ll definitely surprise you.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah,” he said, warming to the topic. “There are tons of people, tons of goods, and so much energy. It’s huge. It’s fun, though it might be a little overwhelming until you get used to it.”


  “Huh… Do you think they sell houses there?”


  “Houses?” He blinked, clearly caught off guard by that.


  I shrugged. “I mean, I’d like to settle down somewhere eventually. I don’t want to live at inns forever.”


  “I see… A house, huh?” He tilted his head thoughtfully. “I never really thought about that. I’m sure they sell them, but… could you afford one?”


  “Ugh…”


  He wasn’t wrong; the price worried me too. Still, I wanted to have one someday. I didn’t know if I’d ever return to my original world, but even so, I didn’t want to spend my entire life living out of inns. Even if it was temporary, I wanted a place I could call my own.


  “Then why not ask for a house instead of money as your reward?” Daritt suggested casually.


  “Wait, can I even do that?”


  “Maybe?” he said with a shrug. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. Asking’s free.”


  That… was incredibly tempting. Even just that would save me a fortune in lodging costs. And even if it didn’t work out, I’d still receive a reward. Without knowing the amount yet, all of this was just wishful thinking—but still, the thought made the trip to the royal capital feel a little more exciting.


  “Hey, you! Is this the thing you were looking for?”


  The lizardman worker, one of the crew handling the cleanup, held something up in his hand. At some point, he must have noticed us. Nestled in his palm was a fire crystal stone.


  “That’s it!” I exclaimed, hurrying over. “Thank you so much!”


  I accepted the fire crystal stone without incident, and with Daritt’s story finished as well, we decided to head back to our respective inns.


  The day after tomorrow… by morning, I would already be leaving this city.


  ※※※


  


  By late morning the next day, I sold potions at the street stalls, then sold more to the old man at the apothecary, managing to empty out one entire Cocoru bag. After that, I packed my belongings.


  My backpack held the textbooks and notebooks I’d brought with me from my original world. The now-empty Cocoru bag was filled with the things I’d purchased since coming here.


  Then, on a whim, I decided to visit the alley where I’d first woken up, and stepped out of the inn.


  My memories were vague, so it took some time, but I eventually found the place. Seeing it again didn’t change my impression at all; it was just exposed, damp earth and a gloomy stretch of ground. I walked over to where I thought I must have collapsed, but there was nothing there.


  Maybe I’d been expecting something without realizing it. A quiet sigh slipped out of me.


  With nothing left to do there, I turned to leave the alley and head back to the inn. I remembered how terrified I’d been the first time I’d stepped out of that place. How even the sight of an unknown creature—well, a lizardman, really—had sent me spiraling in panic.


  Now, it didn’t scare me at all.


  How many days had it been since I arrived here? I should’ve kept count.


  Turning my back on the alley, I started down the path I’d come from when the door of the house diagonally across from me opened.


  “Ah! Big sis!”


  “Huh? Risha?”


  Risha came running toward me, her face bright with a beaming smile.


  “Um… Thank you!”


  For a split second, I didn’t understand what she meant. Then it clicked; she was talking about the dragon.


  “Because of you, I didn’t get hurt at all,” she said happily, bouncing on her heels. “And my mom was really happy too.”


  “I see… I’m glad—”


  “Oh! Right!”


  She cut me off mid-sentence, eyes lighting up as if she’d just remembered something important. Then, without another word, she dashed back into the house.


  I stood there, blinking.


  She must’ve thought of something on the spot, but what was it? Should I wait?


  As I stood there hesitating, the front door opened again. This time, Risha wasn’t alone; her mother stood beside her.


  “Well, you really are still here…” The woman’s voice carried a note of gentle surprise.


  “Um… H-Hello…” I gave an awkward little bow, nerves creeping in despite myself.


  Risha’s mother covered her mouth with one hand and laughed softly, her smile refined and composed.


  “Thank you for taking care of Risha the other day,” she said warmly. “May I ask your name? I’m Marin, Risha’s mother.”


  “My name is Kaede,” I replied. “During the dragon incident, I was scared too, so having Risha with me really helped.”


  At that, Risha seemed to grow shy. She clung to Marin’s clothes, burying her face against them, a muffled giggle slipping out.


  “Kaede, do you have any plans this evening?” Marin asked gently.


  “Huh? Um… No, not really.”


  “Oh, that’s a relief.” Her eyes softened. “Then would you allow us to treat you to dinner? I’d like to properly thank you for everything you’ve done for Risha.”


  “Uh…” What should I do? Since she’d gone out of her way to invite me, maybe I should accept.


  I glanced down at Risha. Still clutching her mother’s clothes, she peeked up at me. And then, her face bloomed into a radiant smile, like a flower suddenly opening.


  “Is big sis eating dinner with us today?” she asked eagerly.


  “Y-Yeah,” I answered.


  “Yay!” Risha threw both arms into the air, bouncing with delight.


  Marin watched her fondly, once again covering her mouth as she laughed.


  “She’s really happy,” she said.


  “It seems that way,” I replied, smiling. “Then… I’ll accept your offer.”


  “Good,” Marin said gently. “Please look forward to it.”


  Before I could even respond, Risha tugged firmly on my sleeve.


  “Let’s play together!”


  “Sure,” I said, laughing softly. “What do you want to play?”


  “Um… Let me think… Um…”


  Risha stood there humming to herself, brow furrowed as she struggled to come up with something. She groaned softly, clearly thinking hard, but no answer came. I’d always thought little kids came up with ideas instantly, so the hesitation surprised me a little.


  “Oh!” she said suddenly, looking up. “Mom, do you have anything you want us to buy?”


  “An errand?” Marin tilted her head, considering it. “Hmm…”


  This time it was Marin’s turn to think. But unlike Risha, she didn’t take long.


  “All right then,” she said gently. “Could you go buy some bread for us?”


  “Okay!” Risha answered at once, her face lighting up.


  Marin then turned to me. “Would that be alright with you?”


  “Yes, that’s fine,” I replied.


  She handed me a small drawstring pouch with money inside, along with a cloth bag to hold the purchases.


  “I’m sorry for asking you to do this,” she said apologetically. “Risha really loves shopping.”


  “Is that so?” I asked with a smile.


  “Yes. Lately she’s even been insisting on paying by herself.”


  “That’s adorable.”


  As we talked, Risha seemed to run out of patience. She tugged insistently at my clothes, and Marin let out a wry smile.


  “She knows which shop we always go to,” Marin said. “And Risha, don’t let go of Kaede, okay?”


  “Okay!”


  She immediately grabbed my left hand and squeezed it tight.


  “Then I’ll leave it to you,” Marin said.


  “Yes,” I answered.


  Pulled along by Risha, I started walking. I tucked the entrusted money into the inner pocket of the cloth bag and carried it myself.


  “Hey, Risha, where’s the bakery you usually go to?”


  “Um, let’s see,” she said seriously. “You go to the big road first, then turn onto a little road, and it’s right there!”


  “I see,” I said, smiling. “Got it.”


  She said it was just a matter of stepping onto the main road once and then taking another street, so it shouldn’t take long. True to her word, we arrived quickly. Until we reached the bakery, Risha chatted nonstop, and every time I nodded along or responded, she looked delighted, like she was having the best time in the world.


  At the bakery, Risha immediately took the lead, carefully choosing the bread. She checked the total against the money we’d been given, then marched up to the counter to pay.


  “Oh my,” the woman at the bakery said with a gentle smile. “Risha, you’re not with your mother today?”


  She looked at me curiously, clearly not recognizing my face. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to suspect anything like kidnapping.


  “Today I’m eating dinner with big sis,” Risha said proudly. “So Mom told me to go run an errand.”


  “Oh? Is that so?” the woman replied, still sounding a little uncertain.


  I explained that Risha had gotten lost during the dragon incident, that I’d helped her, and that as thanks I’d been invited to dinner, and we were on an errand together now. The woman nodded, visibly reassured.


  When I reached for the money, Risha quickly stopped me. Right. Marin had said she liked paying by herself. I handed her the drawstring pouch instead, and Risha carefully counted the coins, concentrating as she paid.


  The baker accepted the money with a smile, and Risha puffed out her chest, looking immensely proud, like she’d just completed an important mission.


  As soon as we finished buying the bread, we headed straight back to her house. My heart fluttered just a little as I raised my hand to knock, but before I could, Risha threw the door open with enthusiasm.


  “I’m home!”


  She tugged me inside by the hand, and Marin appeared almost immediately to greet us.


  “Welcome back,” she said warmly.


  I handed her the bread we’d bought. Marin peeked inside the bag, then nodded in satisfaction.


  “Thank you. Risha didn’t cause you any trouble, did she?”


  “I didn’t cause trouble!” Risha protested, puffing out her cheeks as she looked up at her mother.


  “Not at all,” I said quickly. “We held hands the whole time, and she never wandered off.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” Marin replied with a soft smile. “Dinner will be ready soon. Would you mind playing with Risha a little longer until then?”


  “Yes, of course,” I answered.


  Marin returned to preparing dinner, and I immediately turned to Risha and asked what she wanted to do next. Risha tilted her head and once again fell into deep thought.


  “Hmm… Then I want you to read me a picture book.”


  “A picture book?”


  “Yeah! Mom bought it for me a long time ago.”


  “I see. Then let’s read that one.”


  The living room had a dining table set at its center, and mounted along one wall was a single narrow shelf. That was where the picture book sat. Its spine had faded from sunlight, and the edges were worn and chipped, as if it had been read countless times.


  We sat side by side at the table, and as I held the book open, I showed her the illustrations while reading aloud.


  It was a familiar sort of story about a prince rescuing a princess who had been taken by a demon. Simple and predictable. Even so, Risha listened with sparkling eyes, clearly enjoying herself. Still, picture books weren’t very long, and so I soon reached the end.


  I thought about reading another one, but she told me that was the only book they had.


  “Then… how about I tell you a story instead?” I suggested.


  “What kind of story?” she asked eagerly. “I want to hear it!”


  “All right. Once upon a time, in a place far away, there lived an old man and an old woman. One day, the old man went to the mountains to cut grass, and the old woman went to the river to wash clothes…”


  It was the story of Momotarō, a tale I’d been read over and over when I was little.


  At first, Risha made a puzzled face as soon as I started, but once the giant peach was found floating down the river and a baby boy emerged from inside, she was hooked. From then on, she listened quietly, eyes fixed on me.


  “Momotarō defeated the ogres and returned home, carrying many treasures. The old man and old woman rejoiced at his safe return, and the three of them lived happily ever after. The end.”


  As soon as I finished, Risha clapped her hands enthusiastically, her whole face glowing.


  “Momotarō is amazing!”


  “He really is,” I said with a smile. “It’s a story I heard a lot when I was little.”


  “I want to hear more!”


  Until dinner was ready, I kept telling her stories. Some I remembered clearly, and others I only half remembered. For those, I filled in the gaps with my imagination, somehow managing to carry each tale through to the end.


  “Dinner’s ready, so story time ends here,” Marin said as she came in, carrying a tray with bowls set neatly on top.


  A rich, comforting smell drifted through the room. It looked like stew.


  “Tonight, it’s stew and bread,” she added with a gentle smile.


  “Stew!”


  I returned the picture book I’d left out on the table to its shelf, then asked if there was anything I could help with. Marin smiled and told me that just the thought was enough, so I obediently took a seat.


  Risha leaned forward, peering eagerly into the bowls on the tray.


  “Wow… There’s way more stuff in it than usual…”


  “Risha,” Marin said sharply.


  Ignoring her daughter’s comment, Marin set the bowls of stew on the table. She added a basket of bread, then placed a small dish holding something green, like a jam I’d never seen before. Finally, she sat down across from me and glanced over the table, checking to make sure nothing had been forgotten.


  “All right,” she said gently. “Let’s eat.”


  “Yes. Thank you for the meal.”


  The stew in the wooden bowl was steaming hot. I scooped some up with a wooden spoon, blew on it lightly, and brought it to my mouth. It was still a little hot, but incredibly good. Before I realized it, the corners of my mouth had lifted.


  “Well?” Marin asked, watching me closely. “I hope it tastes fine.”


  I swallowed and immediately nodded.


  “It’s delicious.”


  “I’m glad,” she said with relief. “Eat as much as you like. There’s plenty more.”


  “Yes.”


  Risha was already ahead of us. She grabbed a piece of bread from the basket, tore it apart, dipped it straight into the stew, and took a big bite.


  “Mmm! It’s so good!”


  “Please have some bread too, Kaede,” Marin said.


  “Thank you.”


  I picked up a piece of bread, and my eyes drifted back to that unfamiliar green paste. Curiosity got the better of me.


  “Um… What is that?” I asked, pointing.


  “Oh, this?” Marin said. She scooped up some of the green mixture with a small wooden spatula and spread it onto the bread in her hand. “It’s made from finely ground moru fruit mixed with vegetables,” she explained. “Give it a try.”


  “O-Okay, I will,” I said, a little nervous.


  I spread the jam-like mixture over a torn piece of bread. Vegetables mixed with some “moru” fruit I’d never even heard of—I couldn’t imagine what it was supposed to taste like. After hesitating for just a moment, I brought it to my mouth.


  As I chewed, the bread and the paste blended together, and a gentle sweetness slowly spread across my tongue. Maybe my expression changed between before and after I tasted it, because Marin watched my face and laughed softly.


  “See?” she said with a knowing smile. “It’s better than it looks, isn’t it?”


  “Ah, um, I mean…” I stumbled over my words, realizing I’d probably made a rude face earlier.


  When I hurriedly apologized, she waved it off with an easy smile.


  “I think it’s delicious,” Marin said. “But Risha won’t even try it because of how it looks.”


  “Really?” I asked, glancing over.


  Risha was quietly stuffing herself with stew and bread, completely focused. When I called out to her, she lifted her face with a quick flick of her eyes, so I asked about the green spread.


  “Have you ever tried this?”


  “No,” she said bluntly. “It looks like it wouldn’t taste good.”


  “Does it?” I said lightly. “I just tried it, and it was really good.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  After hearing that, Risha cautiously reached toward the green paste. Marin and I watched without saying a word.


  Using the small wooden spatula, Risha spread just a little onto her bread. She hesitated, just like I had, then took a bite. Her mouth moved slowly as she chewed.


  “Mm!”


  She clearly wanted to say something, but with her mouth still full, she couldn’t. After finally swallowing, she burst out at once.


  “It’s good! This is so good, Mom!”


  “Oh?” Marin said, eyes widening slightly. “Really?”


  “Yeah!”


  Marin smiled, clearly pleased. Judging by how eagerly Risha kept eating, it seemed her praise hadn’t been an exaggeration; by the end, she’d eaten almost all of the green jam-like spread herself.


  When we finished dinner amid cheerful chatter, Risha suddenly said something I hadn’t expected.


  “Big sis, let’s eat together again tomorrow.”


  I froze for a moment, then gently shook my head.


  “I’m sorry. I can’t.”


  “Then… the day after tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow morning, I’m leaving for the royal capital,” I said softly. “So I won’t be able to eat together anymore. I’m sorry.”


  As the words sank in, Risha’s head slowly lowered.


  “I think she’s a little sad,” Marin said gently. “You two finally became close.”


  “I-I’m sorry,” I said reflexively.


  “There’s no need to apologize,” Marin replied with a calm smile. “If anything, I should be the one saying sorry. Tomorrow’s such an important day for you, and we kept you this long.”


  At her words, I glanced outside. The sky had dimmed without me noticing. Only after Marin lit the lamp did I realize how dark the room had become. She told me it would be best to head home before it got any later, and I agreed.


  “Thank you so much for the wonderful dinner,” I said as I stood.


  “It was nothing,” Marin replied warmly. “Consider it our way of thanking you for helping Risha.”


  She walked me to the door, but Risha kept her head down, refusing to look up. I crouched down to meet her eye level.


  “Big sis…” she finally spoke, but the rest of her words wouldn’t come.


  “Risha, if I ever come back here, I promise I’ll stop by. So… let’s meet again.”


  “Again?”


  “Yeah. Again.”


  I took her hand and linked my little finger with hers.


  “See? If I lie, I’ll have to swallow a thousand needles.”


  “Uh-huh,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t have to swallow any.”


  Her calm reply made me let out a wry smile.


  “But still,” Risha said, looking straight at me, “it’s a promise, big sis.”


  “Yeah,” I replied, curling my little finger. “Pinky promise.”


  I released her finger and stood up. After bowing once more, I started down the road toward the inn. But the feeling of reluctance tugged at me, and I couldn’t help worrying about Risha, so I turned back.


  She was smiling, waving at me.


  It had been a day that left both my stomach and my heart full.


  Tomorrow, I would leave Rikfonia.


  I had no idea what the royal capital would really be like until I saw it for myself. I didn’t know how much the reward would be, or if I’d stay there or return here. I’d finally started to feel at home in this city, and leaving it behind filled me with far more anxiety than excitement.


  That unease, more than anything else, kept me from sleeping properly.


  ※※※


  


  I tossed and turned again and again, unable to rest. At some point I sat up, then lay back down, repeating the cycle until morning came. Still lying on the inn’s bed, I stared at the window as daylight completely filled the sky and finally gave up on trying to sleep.


  My luggage was fully packed and double-checked. All that was left was to pick up my bags and leave.


  Footsteps echoed down the hallway outside my room. A moment later, there was a knock at the door.


  “It’s Asul,” came his voice. “You awake?”


  “I’m up,” I answered.


  I grabbed my things and opened the door. The moment Asul saw my face, he frowned, creasing his brow.


  “Couldn’t sleep?”


  “Huh? How can you tell?”


  “You’ve got dark circles. Just a little, but still.”


  I touched under my eyes, though of course it felt no different. When I explained that I’d been too nervous to sleep, Asul seemed satisfied with the answer and immediately led me toward the meeting point.


  The gathering place was just outside the north gate. Several covered carriages, both large and small, were lined up in a row, and a surprising number of people had already gathered around them.


  “Wow,” I said, staring at the scene. “There are more people than I expected. I’m kind of surprised.”


  “Yeah. I think there were thirty-two people who came for this dragon subjugation,” Asul said, glancing over the gathering. “Honestly, I’d say that’s on the low side.”


  “Wow…” I murmured.


  As I craned my neck, looking around at the crowd, my eyes suddenly met those of the woman with pale pink hair, Ice. I bowed, startled.


  “O-Oh no… What do I do? We made eye contact…”


  When I flailed and turned to Asul for help, he shot me a look that clearly said, You’re overreacting.


  “With who?” he asked flatly.


  “Um… Ice.”


  “Ice?”


  Asul gave the area a brief glance and quickly spotted her. Without hesitation, he started walking in her direction.


  “She’s not that scary, you know.”


  I followed after him and looked at Ice again. She was dressed the same way as when she’d slain the dragon: lightly equipped, yet clearly wearing proper armor. When she noticed my hesitation, she gave me a gentle smile.


  “Ice, this is Kaede,” Asul said calmly. “The one I mentioned before.”


  “N-Nice to meet you,” I said, bowing again. “My name is Kaede. I’ll be in your care until we reach the royal capital.”


  “Nice to meet you too,” Ice replied warmly. “I’m Ice. I’ve heard about you from Asul. Apparently, you can make potions that even work on him. And your method is… unusual.”


  Her voice was soft and kind. I’d been told she was leading dragon hunters, but she didn’t match the image I’d imagined at all—in a good way.


  “Y-Yes,” I said awkwardly. “To be honest, I don’t really understand it myself.”


  “That is strange,” Ice said with a small laugh. “But don’t worry. We’ll keep the details of your unusual method just among ourselves.”


  With that, she reached into her chest pocket and took out a pocket watch.


  “It’s about time.”


  It seemed we were ready to depart. When Ice raised her voice and announced it, the dragon hunters who’d been chatting immediately began boarding the carriages.


  “Kaede,” Asul said, turning back toward me. “This way.”


  “Ah, right.”


  After giving Ice one last bow, I turned away. She lifted a hand and gave me a light wave in return.


  The carriage Asul led me to had no partitions or seats—just a flatbed, plain and utilitarian, exactly what you’d expect from a cargo wagon. About ten men and women were already aboard, and among them I spotted a familiar face.


  “Daritt?”


  “Hey,” he said with an easy smile. “I figured you’d be in the same carriage since you’re with Asul.”


  “Yeah. Let’s get along until we reach the royal capital.”


  Asul lent me a hand as I climbed aboard, and Daritt passed me a folded blanket.


  “You should sit on this.”


  “Thanks.”


  Looking around, I noticed a few others were already sitting on their own blankets. I did the same, settling down beside Daritt. Asul sat down across from us.


  After that, Daritt introduced me to everyone riding in the same carriage. I gave a brief self-introduction in return, and soon everyone else followed suit. Before long, the conversation drifted completely off-topic, and the carriage filled with lively chatter.


  “Oh yeah, have you heard this guy brag about his brother yet?”


  Out of nowhere, a woman who looked like a swordsman pointed at Daritt, grinning as she shot me a knowing look.


  If she meant that story, I’d just heard it straight from Daritt himself not long ago.


  “You mean Elliot?” I asked carefully.


  “That’s the one,” she laughed. “He loves his big brother.”


  Daritt clearly knew he was being teased, and he shot back immediately, bristling.


  “But he really is amazing!”


  Just as the woman leaned in to tease him even more, the middle-aged man sitting beside her cut in.


  “This happens every time,” he said with a sigh. “How about you stop already?”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  The woman narrowed her eyes in boredom and, without another word, slumped over in her seat in a mock pout. Even so, Daritt still looked visibly irritated.


  Feeling awkward, I eventually spoke up softly.


  “Daritt?”


  He glanced at me, then seemed to remember something.


  “Come to think of it, you don’t really know much about my brother, do you?”


  “Huh? No… not really.”


  His eyes lit up instantly. I had the distinct feeling I’d just touched a nerve I really shouldn’t have.


  “Well then, the road to the royal capital is long,” Daritt said brightly, leaning closer. “I’ll tell you all about it!”


  “O-okay.”


  I let my gaze drift away. The woman from earlier seemed to have already fallen asleep, completely unresponsive. The middle-aged man naturally averted his eyes, and Asul wasn’t even looking in our direction. Everyone else was either busy with their own tasks or deep in conversation.


  And so, Daritt’s story began.


  Listening to him, it was impossible not to understand just how deeply he admired his brother. That part came through loud and clear. But by the time I’d spent a while doing nothing but nodding along, I was starting to get bored.


  “And when they defeated the Demon King,” Daritt continued, “there was this mage who traveled with them. His name was Barrow…”


  “Barrow?!” The name slipped out of my mouth before I could stop myself.


  Daritt blinked, tilting his head in confusion.


  “What’s wrong? Do you know Barrow?”


  “Where is he now?” I pressed. “What kind of person is he? What does he look like? Does he have any distinguishing features?”


  If Daritt was talking about the same Barrow who had given me that recipe book, then this reckless wish of mine might actually come true. The thought sent my heart racing, and before I realized it, I was leaning in far too close.


  “W-Whoa! What’s with you all of a sudden?” Daritt stammered. “Are you his fan or something?”


  “No,” I said quickly. “It’s not that. I just… want to know.”


  “Well, I get being curious,” he said after a moment. “But Barrow’s whereabouts are unknown right now. My brother hasn’t seen him in a long time either. From what I remember, though, he seemed like a pretty ordinary guy. The kind you’d see anywhere.”


  That wasn’t much of a lead at all.


  I leaned back in my seat and let out a quiet sigh. It could easily be someone else with the same name. Honestly, that was probably more likely.


  ※※※


  


  On the way to the royal capital, we sometimes camped out under the open sky. Other times, when we rested in relay towns or villages, I ended up sharing rooms with the women who rode in the same carriage. Either way, everything felt new to me.


  Camping, especially, left strong impressions. There were dishes I’d never seen before. One night, I woke up inside the covered wagon to loud noises outside, only to find the guards fighting off wolves. Even during the day, while we were on the move, there were moments when clawbirds swooped down to attack.


  And just like that, the journey stretched on. By the time we finally reached the royal capital, nearly a full month had passed.


  It was probably already past noon. Inside the warm, almost stifling carriage, I was slumped back against the side, completely drained. Ice watched me with a hint of concern in her eyes.


  “Kaede, how are you feeling?” she asked gently.


  “Not terrible,” I said weakly. “I think.”


  “We’re almost at the royal capital,” Ice reassured me. “Just a little longer.”


  “Okay…”


  For nearly a month now, I’d been battling motion sickness in the carriage, but we were finally close to our destination. I’d never imagined I’d be the type to get motion sickness, but every time we stopped and I got off, I felt better, only for the nausea to return the moment we started moving again. There was no denying it.


  The carriage still rattled as it rolled along, but compared to the one I’d ridden at the very beginning of the journey, the shaking was much gentler.


  Back at one of the relay villages, Ice had misplaced her soap. When I lent her my hair soap, she’d taken a liking to me, and we started talking more often. Somewhere along the way, I let slip that I got sick in carriages. After that, she’d arranged for me to ride in this one—the smoothest, most comfortable carriage that she used.


  At first, I’d tried to refuse. But being unwell every day only made everyone else worry. In the end, I gave in and accepted Ice’s kindness all the way until today.


  She’d told me that looking at the scenery in the distance before the nausea hit might help… but it hadn’t. Closing my eyes like this was the only thing that brought even a little relief.


  To distract me, Ice chatted about all sorts of things. One of them surprised me more than I expected—she told me she belonged to a race called the onifolk, people known for their immense strength. From my perspective, she was just a kind, beautiful woman with a generous figure.


  When I heard “oni,” I’d imagined horns, or sharp, slanted eyes, or crimson skin, but she had none of that. At least to me, she looked completely human.


  Still, when I remembered the sight of her wielding that massive sword with ease, it was obvious she was extraordinary.


  Are all onifolk that strong?


  “Look,” Ice said softly. “You can see it now. The royal capital.”


  “Really?”


  I forced my heavy eyelids open and looked out the window. A towering wall rose into view. That had to be the royal capital.


  Even from a distance, the walls were unmistakable—so high they seemed almost vertical, forming a vast circle that enclosed the entire city, less a boundary and more an obstacle standing defiantly in the landscape. Just seeing it gave me a little strength back.


  “Centrible, the royal capital…,” Ice murmured.


  She glanced at me with a gentle smile.


  “So, Kaede, are you excited?”


  “Yes,” I answered honestly. “Very.”


  More than anything else, what made me happiest about this long journey finally ending was the simple fact that I wouldn’t have to suffer through motion sickness anymore. If I hadn’t been constantly nauseous, I probably would’ve felt a lot more excitement, or even something deeper. But right now, the relief alone was more than enough.


  As the royal capital drew closer, my head felt a little clearer than before.


  The land around the city was wide open. I couldn’t tell how far it stretched, but to the right lay a forest, and to the left I saw what looked like vast farmland.


  “When we arrive, we’ll head to the guild first,” Ice said, her voice pulling me back from the view. “That’s where we’ll discuss your reward. After that, you can stay at my place until things settle down.”


  I turned back toward her.


  “I don’t know what I’ll end up doing yet, but… thank you.”


  I really had been relying on her kindness far too much. When I said as much, Ice simply waved it off, smiling as always.


  “It’s fine,” she said easily. “You can think about the future at your own pace.”


  “Yes.”


  I wanted to smile back properly, but the lingering nausea wouldn’t let me. I leaned against the backrest again and closed my eyes.


  ※※※


  


  “Kaede,” Ice said gently. “We’ve arrived.”


  “Huh? Ah, okay.”


  I’d thought I was just resting with my eyes closed, still aware of the carriage’s movement, but apparently, I’d fallen asleep.


  With Ice’s hand supporting me, I stepped down from the carriage. By the time my feet hit the ground, the other dragon hunters were already heading into a building that was unmistakably the guild.


  “Wow… It’s huge…”


  Just at a glance, it looked at least three times larger than the guild in Rikfonia, and it seemed to be five stories tall.


  “Come on,” Ice said, giving my hand a gentle tug. “Stick close.”


  There was no time to stand around staring.


  “Right.”


  Despite telling me to follow her, Ice kept hold of my hand as she led me inside.


  The interior was just as vast as I’d imagined, packed with people and lined with countless counters that looked like reception windows. Still holding my hand, she guided me all the way up to the fifth floor. Up there, the space narrowed into a single corridor, with several rooms branching off to the sides.


  Everyone filed into one of those rooms. It was spacious inside, furnished with nothing more than a long table and two large windows that let in a view of the city beyond. Ice took a seat near the head of the table, and I was guided into the chair beside her.


  One by one, the others sat down as well. They all looked cheerful, but their voices were surprisingly subdued. Following their lead, I leaned closer to Ice and whispered.


  “Um… Ice? Is it really okay for me to be here?”


  “It’s fine,” she replied softly. “You weren’t officially part of the subjugation unit, but your contribution was more than worthy. Right?”


  “I-I guess so…”


  I had no idea what was about to happen, and my nerves made me glance around restlessly. Off to the side, I spotted Daritt and Asul chatting together, both of them clearly enjoying themselves.


  About five minutes after we’d entered the room, the door opened. An elderly man wearing a black cloak stepped inside.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said calmly. “Now then, shall we begin?”


  “You’re late, guildmaster,” Ice said flatly.


  “Eh?”


  If he was the guildmaster, then that meant he was the most important person in this massive place. The fact that I was even in the same room as someone like that made me feel painfully out of place all over again.


  “Oh?” the old man said, his gaze settling on me. “And who might this young lady be?”


  “This is Kaede,” Ice replied smoothly. “She didn’t formally join the subjugation force, but she made a solid contribution. So don’t go kicking her out.”


  “H-Hello,” I said, bowing hastily. “My name is Kaede.”


  “Mm, mm,” the guildmaster hummed, nodding in satisfaction. “Politeness is a fine quality. Don’t worry, we won’t be throwing you out.”


  “Th-Thank you very much.”


  It seemed this gathering really was, just as Ice had said, the discussion for distributing rewards.


  Judging by how things went, Ice had contributed the most. Her reward was set at one hundred thousand Tamil.


  Next came Asul, at seventy thousand Tamil.


  Large sums passed my ears one after another, to the point where my sense of scale started to blur.


  And then, it was my turn.


  “So,” the guildmaster said, folding his hands atop the table, “what exactly did Kaede do?”


  “Ah… Um…”


  I had absolutely no idea how to explain it. At a loss, I glanced toward Ice. She gave me a small nod, telling me to just say what I’d done.


  “Um… I threw a lightning crystal stone,” I said weakly. “That’s all, I guess…”


  I’d told the truth exactly as it was, but the guildmaster clearly didn’t understand, and Ice let out a wry smile.


  “Asul,” Ice said, turning to him. “You were watching closely, weren’t you? Could you explain instead?”


  “Yes.”


  Apparently, my explanation skills were nonexistent. I was so embarrassed I wanted the floor to swallow me whole.


  Asul calmly and carefully explained how, when the dragon entered the city, I had protected a young girl and unleashed a lightning strike that turned the tide. That single blow had staggered the enraged dragon and created the opening that led to its defeat.


  “To make a dragon in that state falter, one can scarcely imagine how powerful that lightning must have been,” Asul concluded.


  “Mm. Indeed,” the Guildmaster said thoughtfully. “In that case… four thousand—no, five thousand Tamil would be appropriate. What do you think?”


  The question was clearly directed at Ice.


  “Five thousand, huh?” Ice mused, tapping a finger against her chin. “Wouldn’t six thousand Tamil be better? Kaede did a great job, especially for someone who isn’t even a professional.”


  “Very well. Six thousand Tamil it is,” the guildmaster said, sounding irritated but compliant. “Honestly… your stubbornness never changes.”


  He raised the amount with surprising ease. He called it stubbornness, but I suspected this was only possible because of Ice’s long history of achievements, enough that the occasional demand was tolerated.


  “Oh, and one more thing,” Ice added casually. “Couldn’t you give Kaede a house? Of course, that’d be separate from the six thousand Tamil reward.”


  “I-Ice!?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.


  Just getting six thousand Tamil already felt like more than I deserved. Asking for anything beyond that was unthinkable. Yet Ice only smiled calmly, offering no explanation at all.


  “That’s impossible,” the guildmaster replied flatly. “If you want a house, then the six thousand Tamil disappears.”


  “I see. Then it can’t be helped,” Ice said lightly.


  She apologized to me, but I barely heard it. Honestly, I didn’t care at all. If anything, I wished she’d stop saying such terrifying things.


  Sure, I’d been in real danger, but if throwing a single crystal stone earned me six thousand Tamil, then I truly didn’t want anything more.


  It seemed the evaluations ended with me. After a brief exchange of farewells, we left the room. The rewards would be paid out tomorrow, so for tonight, I’d be staying at Ice’s place.


  We boarded a carriage once more, and I gazed out the window. At a glance, the royal capital seemed to rise slightly toward its center, packed with countless buildings of different shapes and sizes.


  Even after the carriage started moving, I kept watching the streets. The closer we got, the more I realized just how diverse the people were.


  I called out to Ice and pointed outside. “There’s someone huge over there.”


  A young man—easily three meters tall—stood among the crowd.


  “Oh, that’s a giant,” Ice replied casually. “You’ll see plenty more races here too. Beastfolk, dwarves, all sorts.”


  “What are beastfolk like?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.


  I shifted my gaze from the view outside back to Ice as I asked. I’d seen beastfolk in Rikfonia before, but I’d never actually spoken to any of them. The only real exception had been that lizard-like man.


  “Well, we tend to lump them all together as beastfolk, but you’ll often see catfolk, dogfolk, and sheepfolk.”


  Now that she mentioned it, I did spot plenty of people who fit that description as I looked outside. But even among those, there was a lot of variation. Some catfolk had faces that looked almost entirely feline, while others were much closer to human. If someone wore a hat and hid their tail or other distinctive traits, it seemed like it might even be possible to pass as a different race.


  When I asked Ice about that, she rested her hand against her chin and considered it for a moment.


  “I suppose so,” she said slowly. “I’m onifolk myself, but I look very close to human, don’t I? My father, on the other hand, had the very typical onifolk appearance. So yes, there are definitely cases where it’s hard to tell just by looking. It might even be possible to conceal your race entirely.”


  “Um… This might be rude to ask,” I said hesitantly, “but I honestly can’t tell what makes you onifolk, Ice…”


  Ice laughed softly and tucked her pale pink hair behind her ear.


  “There’s not much,” she said. “Maybe just my ears—they’re a little pointed.”


  Now that she’d shown me, I could see it. They were slightly tapered; not nearly as pronounced as Asul’s elven ears, but unmistakably different from mine.


  “It can be hard to tell just from appearances,” Ice continued. “But you get used to it. There were beastfolk in Rikfonia too, weren’t there?”


  “There were,” I replied, nodding. “But I didn’t really know any of them, and there weren’t that many to begin with.”


  If anything, the lizard-like people stood out the most.


  I turned my attention back outside, asking questions whenever something caught my eye. Then, suddenly, we arrived—and I froze.


  Ice’s house was enormous.


  As soon as I stepped down from the carriage, the first thing out of my mouth was, “That’s… huge.”


  I was genuinely stunned. For a moment, I even wondered if she was secretly the daughter of some powerful noble family. But apparently, she’d bought the place with her own earnings. Considering the scale of the rewards she received, that suddenly didn’t seem so unrealistic after all.


  Two maids were already waiting at the front entrance. As Ice and I approached, they opened the doors with such smooth precision it felt almost automatic. Inside, four more maids stood ready, and before I could even process what was happening, two of them had taken my luggage, and Ice’s, and carried it off somewhere.


  “I’ve already told them to place your things in the room you’ll be using, Kaede,” Ice said calmly.


  “Oh… I see.”


  I’d felt a flicker of unease at first, but hearing that put me at ease. More than anything, this was Ice’s house; there was no chance my belongings would simply vanish.


  “Now then, Kaede,” Ice said, turning toward me.


  “Yes?”


  “I know you’re tired,” she continued apologetically, “but would you mind having a little talk in my room?”


  “Of course.”


  Wondering what she wanted to discuss, I followed her upstairs to the second floor and into her room.


  The space was enormous—about twenty tatami mats in size—with deep navy carpeting spread wall to wall. A table and a sofa sat at the center, and we took seats facing one another.


  “What I wanted to talk about,” Ice said gently, “is your house.”


  “My… house?” I echoed. “It still doesn’t feel very realistic to me…”


  “That’s understandable,” she agreed. “We don’t even know how much one would cost yet.”


  “Right.”


  Saying it out loud made the reality sink in: how long would I end up relying on Ice’s hospitality? The thought dampened my mood more than I expected.


  Ice continued, watching my expression. “So… I have an acquaintance who sells houses. Why don’t we go visit them tomorrow?”
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  “But even if I add up everything I own, there’s no way I could afford a house.”


  Just like how you’d never find a house for a few hundred thousand yen back in Japan, my financial sense told me that even my reward of six thousand Tamil would never cover the cost.


  But Ice simply smiled.


  “You won’t know unless you ask, will you?” she said lightly. “Come on, let’s go take a look.”


  There was an unmistakable pressure behind her cheerfulness. Before I knew it, I was nodding.


  “And if there’s anything else you need,” she added, “I’ll buy it for you.”


  “W-Wait, but—”


  The first thing that came to mind was clothes. I’d been rotating between my sailor uniform and two outfits I bought in Rikfonia, wearing them over and over again until they were visibly worn out. Still, she’d already done so much by letting me share her carriage and inviting me into her home. Asking for anything more felt wrong.


  “I really can’t let you do that much for me,” I said carefully.


  “I used quite a bit of your hair soap,” Ice replied with a playful smile. “Think of it as repayment.”


  “No, really,” I insisted. “I’m grateful for the thought alone.”


  “Is that so?”


  She looked disappointed, but after a moment, reluctantly accepted it.


  That settled the matter of my house for now. After that, since I’d be living in the royal capital, Ice even pulled out a map and took the time to explain things to me.


  She pointed out district names, areas with lots of shops, and places that were relatively unsafe and best avoided. The explanation was relaxed, sprinkled with casual conversation, before I realized it…


  “Oh my, it’s already dark,” Ice said.


  I looked up. Outside the window, the sun was setting, and the room had grown dim without me noticing.


  “I didn’t mean to talk for so long,” she said apologetically.


  “Not at all,” I replied. “Listening to you has been a huge help.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” she said warmly.


  After that, I was treated to a luxurious meal. I took a long bath, and finally sank into a soft, fluffy bed.


  I slept deeply, without dreams.


  In the morning, one of the maids woke me, and I rubbed the sleep from my eyes before sitting down at a table already laid out with breakfast.


  “Good morning, Kaede,” Ice greeted me.


  Unlike yesterday, she was dressed in a simple red dress today.


  “Good morning. The bed was so comfortable. I slept really well.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” she said with a smile. “Once we finish eating, let’s head out right away.”


  “Okay.”


  Breakfast consisted of salad, bread, and jam. I copied Ice and spread a yellow jam over my bread before taking a bite. I had no idea what it was made from, but it was incredibly good—sweet, with just the right amount of tartness. It wasn’t like apples or citrus fruits either.


  I kept eating happily, when a small question suddenly came to mind.


  “By the way,” I asked, glancing up at Ice, “how far away is the person you mentioned yesterday?”


  “Let’s see… About ten minutes by carriage,” she said. “Hopefully they’re not out.”


  I assumed she meant they were often away from home, but at the time, I didn’t think much of it.


  Not long after, Ice and I were standing in front of an ordinary house. It wasn’t particularly big or small, and it had no defining features—just a completely normal home, indistinguishable from the others around it.


  Ice knocked on the wooden door, but there was no response. The door didn’t budge either; it was clearly locked.


  “Do you think they’re not home?” I asked.


  “Seems like it…”


  Before I could react, Ice reached out and grabbed the doorknob, one that was very obviously locked. I wondered what she was doing, just as the wooden door began to creak and twist with a disturbing sound.


  “Eh!? W-Wait! Why are you grabbing the door—”


  “I thought it might be a sliding door,” Ice said calmly.


  The moment she finished speaking, there was a sharp crack, and the doorknob punched straight through to the other side.


  “Ahhh! What the hell are you doing?!” A man’s voice shouted from inside, but Ice responded with a cool, unbothered smile. “How many times have you broken my door now!”


  The man, still voicing his exasperation, pushed aside what remained of the door and stepped into view. The moment he saw Ice’s smile, the color drained from his face.


  “So it was a push door after all, Rick?” Ice said lightly.


  She let the doorknob she’d been holding slip from her hand. It hit the ground with a dull clatter.


  Breaking down a locked door and then calling it a push door made absolutely no sense to me, but the man called Rick nodded over and over, agreeing eagerly.


  “R-Right, yeah… Totally a push door,” he said, forcing a laugh. “Didn’t even realize it myself. Haha…”


  He had long black hair that reached his waist, large eyes with violet irises, and such a youthful, androgynous appearance that made it hard to tell his gender at a glance. But the low pitch of his voice made it clear that he was a man.


  Still laughing awkwardly, he turned his attention to me.


  “So, uh… Who’s this?”


  “This is Kaede,” Ice said smoothly. “She’s thinking about buying a house.”


  “Oh, Kaede, huh? I’m Rick. Nice to meet you.”


  “Nice to meet you too.”


  Compared to how he’d acted with Ice, his greeting was refreshingly pleasant.


  “So, Kaede?” Rick continued briskly. “What’s your budget?”


  “Ah, well, it’s not really a budget,” I said hesitantly. “I was just thinking maybe someday I might buy one…”


  Before I could properly explain that I didn’t actually have the money, Ice cut in from beside me.


  “What’s the cheapest house you’ve got?”


  “The cheapest? If we’re talking just price, there’s practically a ruin going for two thousand Tamil—”


  He didn’t even finish his sentence. Ice grabbed Rick’s face with one hand.


  “Who said anything about showing her a ruin?” she snapped. “I said a cheap house, didn’t I?”


  Watching Rick apologize repeatedly while his face was being crushed was so painful I almost wanted to cry on his behalf.


  “O-Okay, okay! If it’s something livable but still cheap, there’s one for thirty-five thousand Tamil,” he gasped. “Want to go take a look?”


  “Then let’s go see it, Kaede,” Ice said immediately.


  “Okay,” I replied.


  Clear fingerprints were left stamped across Rick’s face. After seeing him treated like that, there was no way I could say, Sorry, I don’t actually have anywhere near that kind of money.


  We climbed back into the carriage we’d arrived in, and after about ten minutes of riding under Rick’s guidance, it came to a stop.


  I caught a brief glimpse of a small house—something like a log cabin with a steep roof—but it was hard to see clearly, so the three of us got down.


  “Wow… This place is something,” Ice muttered.


  There were no nearby houses that could reasonably be called neighbors. Wild grass and trees had completely taken over the land, so much so that even getting close to the empty house looked like it would be a struggle. Some of the grass grew as tall as I was, while other clumps were thick enough to snag your legs. Small trees had sprouted here and there as well. Ice surveyed the scene with a bitter look.


  “Can we see inside the house?” I asked.


  “Sure,” Rick replied. “Want to take a look?”


  “Yes.”


  Rick crushed the grass underfoot as he pushed forward toward the house, with Ice and me following close behind.


  When he opened the door, the sudden rush of air sent dust swirling up into the room, but he stepped right inside without hesitation. I followed, squinting slightly as I took everything in.


  Just past the entrance was the living room. A staircase stood immediately to one side of the entryway. At the back of the living room was a single door, and there was another door along the right-hand wall. To the left, a fireplace was built into the wall. The living room felt a little larger than ten tatami mats—smaller than Ice’s room, at least.


  The layout reminded me of something I’d seen in a warm, gentle movie once, and before I realized it, a small smile crept onto my face.


  “Um… Is it okay if I look around the back too?” I asked.


  “Go ahead,” Rick said. “Take a look.”


  After getting his permission, I hurried toward the back door, sending little clouds of dust puffing up with every step and opened it carefully.


  Inside was a fairly spacious room with just one large window. Under normal circumstances, it probably would’ve been flooded with light, but a tree standing directly in front of it blocked almost everything.


  Next, I peeked into the neighboring room. Beyond a narrow space barely a tatami mat wide stood a glossy black door. Nervously, I reached out and opened it.


  There was a bathtub inside.


  “A bath!” I shouted without thinking.


  Both the washing area and the tub itself were spacious enough to stretch out in.


  Still riding the high of my excitement, I headed up the stairs to the second floor next. The space made clever use of the steep, gabled roof—completely open, with no partitions at all. Several windows lined the walls, their sills piled with fallen leaves that had clearly been gathering for a long time.


  When I went back downstairs, both Ice and Rick were smiling broadly. I tilted my head, unsure what I’d done.


  “You look like you’re having a lot of fun,” Ice said knowingly. “Do you like it?”


  “I do,” I admitted.


  They’d probably been laughing at how openly excited I’d been without realizing it myself. Ice was right: I liked this place a lot. Turning to Rick, I faced him squarely.


  “Um…”


  “Hm?”


  “Would it be possible to pay for this house in installments?”


  “Of course. But there are a few things you should know,” he said, raising one finger. “There’s no kitchen. The toilet’s outside. And the well’s a bit dirty. You okay with all that?”


  I nodded without hesitation.


  Ice, however, did not.


  “Hold on, Rick,” she said coolly. “Didn’t you say this place was thirty-five thousand Tamil?”


  “Huh? Yeah. Why?”


  “This yard is completely overgrown, the well is filthy, and the house itself doesn’t look like it’s been maintained regularly at all. And you’re still asking thirty-five thousand?”


  Rick took an involuntary step back as Ice pressed closer.


  “I mean, that’s—”


  “Kaede would have to fix up this entire mess on her own,” Ice continued. “Don’t you think that’s a bit cruel?”


  Rick’s lips trembled before he finally spoke.


  “I’ll drop it to thirty-two thousand.”


  I quietly turned my eyes away from Rick, who now looked like he was on the verge of tears.


  Thanks to Ice’s negotiation—so forceful it bordered on outright intimidation—I was told that I didn’t need to make regular payments. I could pay whenever I managed to save up enough money.


  I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of relationship the two of them actually had. It lingered at the back of my mind, but I didn’t have the luxury to dwell on it.


  After receiving my six thousand Tamil reward at the guild, Ice had dragged me straight into a clothing shop, and I was already overwhelmed.


  “Kaede, this one’s nice too. What do you think?” Ice said, holding up a dress.


  “Um… I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. “It feels like there are… a few too many frills.”


  “Really? I think it’s cute.”


  I’d already picked out several practical outfits—easy to wear, nothing fancy—but Ice insisted those weren’t much different from what I already owned. And so, for a while now, she’d taken it upon herself to choose clothes for me.


  Unfortunately, her taste leaned heavily toward excessive frills and dresses with hems so long they looked ready to sweep the floor. None of them sparked even the slightest desire to wear them.


  “Oh, what about this one?” she said next, holding up a pure white dress. The skirt was layered in soft tiers, and the shoulder straps were thin and delicate. It was undeniably cute—and the price wasn’t unreasonable either.


  “That one’s really pretty,” I said honestly. “It looks nice.”


  “Then it’s settled!” Ice said cheerfully.


  After paying for the clothes, Ice asked where I wanted to go next.


  “Anywhere is fine?” I asked.


  “Of course,” she replied. “You’ll need cleaning supplies, furniture, daily necessities—lots of things.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  I didn’t plan on bringing furniture into the house until it was properly cleaned up, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to at least see what was available.


  We started at a store that sold a bit of everything—something like a supermarket by my standards—and picked up buckets, brooms, dustpans, and the like. Then came a sickle for cutting grass, a shovel, and more tools than I’d expected. The sheer volume of things I needed made me panic a little.


  Just buying necessities alone is going to cost a fortune.


  “Um… What else do I need?” I murmured, staring at what we’d gathered.


  That was when my stomach let out a loud growl. I hurriedly pressed a hand to it, though that did absolutely nothing.


  Ice, standing beside me, burst out laughing.


  “Looks like it’s time for lunch,” she said.


  “Yes,” I admitted sheepishly. “I guess I got too absorbed to notice.”


   

  Chapter 4: My Own House


  

  The next day, I stood inside the house I’d just bought.


  From Ice’s place to here, it took over an hour on foot along the main road. Walking the distance made one thing immediately clear: this area was nothing like Rikfonia. The density of people was completely different.


  I’d stocked up on plenty of bread and drinks on the way, so I wouldn’t need to waste time later. Everything I’d bought yesterday had already been delivered the same day, so I was full of determination as I set to work cleaning.


  First, I had to make a path to the house.


  I started yanking out the grass. Left unattended for so long, it had grown wildly, its roots thick and stubborn—nothing I could just rip out with one hand. I used the sickle I’d bought, hacking it down at the base, slice by slice. Since I’d need it later for making potions, I gathered the cut grass into neat piles.


  Once I could finally walk up to the house without tripping, I moved on to the inside.


  I opened every door and window, tied a tenugui over my head, then wrapped another around my mouth and nose. With a broom, I beat and swept relentlessly, knocking loose dust that had built up for ages. Dead insects clung to the walls and ceiling; when disturbed, they fluttered down and piled up on the floor.


  The second floor—more like an attic, thanks to the gabled construction—was even worse. Dust poured out of the exposed beams in clouds, spilling through the open windows as I worked.


  As I swept, I suddenly felt a tug, like someone had lightly pulled a lock of my hair. Frowning, I smoothed my hair back into place.


  What was that?


  I turned around. Nothing.


  I scanned the room. Still nothing.


  Tilting my head, I dismissed it. I was the only one here. It had to be my imagination.


  I went back to sweeping.


  Then—yank.


  “Ah!”


  This time, there was no mistaking it. That hurt.


  Heart pounding, I spun around and searched the room again. Again, there was no one there.


  I stared hard, straining my eyes, but if it was something invisible, then trying to see it was pointless to begin with. Worse, if I seriously entertained the idea that this was some kind of ghostly phenomenon, there was no way I’d be able to live here. I decided not to think about it.


  Once the worst of the dust was dealt with, I moved on to the next task. I drew up murky water from the well, used a purification stone to turn it into purified water, and filled a bucket. Then, I scrubbed the living room floor thoroughly with a deck brush, working until my arms ached.


  By the time I finished most of the cleaning, my stomach was growling. I gave the still-dirty stairs a quick sweep, sat down on one of the steps, and pulled a loaf of bread from my bag.


  I froze, staring at the bread in my hand.


  One corner was missing.


  Not torn or crushed, but bitten, as if someone with a small mouth had taken a careful nibble or pinched off a piece.


  Between that, and the earlier tug on my hair, something was definitely off.


  I really didn’t want to think about the possibility of rats. I placed the bread on top of my bag and took out a different one to eat.


  A breeze flowed in through the open doors and windows, making the room feel fresh—almost like eating outside. I finished one piece of bread and glanced at my bag, ready for another.


  That’s when I noticed it. The bread on top was missing even more than before.


  For a brief moment, my thoughts completely stopped.


  Then logic kicked back in. Something just now had taken another bite from the bread right beside me. Chewing slowly, I decided it had to be a rat or something similar, sneaking food while I wasn’t looking. Without turning my head, I shifted only my eyes toward the bread.


  “Ah!”


  I found the culprit, but it definitely wasn’t a rat.


  Hovering there was a tiny person—no more than fifteen centimeters tall—with long green hair and delicate wings sprouting from their back. It was exactly what you’d imagine if someone said “fairy.” There was no doubt: it really was a fairy.


  Shock, excitement, and the joy of seeing a fairy straight out of a storybook all collided at once, leaving me completely at a loss for words.


  “Is… Is it good?” I asked without thinking.


  The fairy jolted violently, shoulders leaping up in an exaggerated startle, and shot backward in a flash, far beyond my reach.


  “Oh! Sorry,” I said quickly.


  I’d clearly startled it badly. I apologized, but it didn’t seem to help at all. Afraid that any sudden movement might scare it even more, I stayed perfectly still. The fairy, equally wary of me, didn’t move either.


  I had no idea how long we remained like that. But at this rate, nothing was going to change.


  “You wanted to eat this bread, right?”


  I pointed to the piece the fairy had been nibbling on earlier. After a moment, it gave a tiny nod.


  “I’ll take the bread upstairs,” I said gently. “You can eat it there. I still have cleaning to finish downstairs.”


  “You won’t do anything mean?”


  The fairy’s voice was small and trembling, like the sound of a bell being rolled softly—fragile and full of fear.


  “No,” I said immediately. “I won’t.”


  To ease its worries a little, I picked up the bag with the bread inside and carried it up to the second floor. After setting it down, I went back downstairs and deliberately moved away from the stairs. Only then did the fairy flutter up to the second floor.


  Once I’d watched it disappear, I finally returned to cleaning.


  What remained were the back room and the bathroom. I scrubbed both carefully with a brush, then wiped away the moisture with a mop and rags until everything was clean.


  With all the rooms except the second floor finished, I twisted my waist, and my body responded with a series of sharp pops. I knew it wasn’t good for me, but I figured a lot of people did it anyway.


  Outside, dusk was approaching. If I didn’t head back to Ice’s place soon, I’d end up walking through the dark.


  Wondering what had become of the fairy upstairs, I called out softly before heading up to check, but there was no sign of it.


  Only my bag remained, along with the paper that had wrapped the bread. Whether it had eaten everything there or taken it somewhere else, I couldn’t tell.


  As I washed the used rags and mop, I heard the rumbling of a carriage outside. Thinking it might be Ice, I peeked out. Sure enough, her carriage had stopped in front of the house.


  “Good work, Kaede,” Ice called as she stepped down. “Does it look cleaner now?”


  “Yes, pretty much,” I replied quickly. “But more importantly… there was a fairy here!”


  “Oh my,” she said, eyes widening. “Really?”


  “Yes,” I said. “Around noon. When I checked again earlier, it was gone.”


  “That’s to be expected,” Ice replied. “Fairies rarely show themselves. And once they notice a human, they usually flee.”


  “But it was sitting right next to me at lunch,” I said, unable to hide my excitement. “It had green hair, and it was really cute.”


  Ice’s mouth fell open in surprise, then she quickly composed herself and continued.


  “You really are free of malice, Kaede.”


  “What?”


  “Fairies are naturally timid, and on top of that, they’ve been overharvested,” she explained. “Their numbers are very low now. That’s why they don’t appear in front of people anymore. They avoid humans instinctively and run the moment they’re noticed—or at least, they should.”


  She studied me thoughtfully.


  “Maybe it didn’t see you as danger.”


  I thought back to lunchtime. That fairy hadn’t just been frightened—it had looked like it was only afraid of being caught.


  If seeing a person meant the risk of being captured, then maybe even eating bread like that had been a first for it.


  After closing all the windows and doors, we returned to Ice’s house.


  ※※※


  


  The next day, of course, was more cleaning.


  Thinking the fairy might come back, I bought a small bag of sweets, even though they were a bit expensive. Part of me wanted to get along with it, but more than that, I wondered if I might get to see its happy face when it tried them.


  Yesterday, I’d barely been able to clean the second floor out of consideration for the fairy, so today I started there.


  I’d just begun mopping when it happened again—the same tug on my hair as the day before.


  Could this be the fairy’s doing?


  I stayed completely still. I didn’t move or even shift my weight, and I called out softly.


  “Are you the fairy from yesterday?”


  There was no response.


  “If you are, pull my hair twice,” I said. “I won’t move.”


  After a brief pause, my hair was tugged—twice.


  “Were you the one who pulled my hair yesterday too?”


  Again, two gentle tugs answered me.


  “So it really was you!”


  I was overwhelmed. When I asked if the bread yesterday had been good, my hair was tugged twice in response—a clear yes.


  “You know,” I said, smiling, “I thought you might come back, so I bought some sweets. If you want, would you like to try them?”


  My hair wasn’t pulled again. Puzzled, I was just about to turn around when…


  “I want to eat them.”


  At that voice, I stopped myself just in time.


  “Then let’s go downstairs,” I said gently. “The sweets are in my bag.”


  I moved slowly down the stairs, but I still couldn’t see the fairy anywhere.


  I opened the bag and took out the sweets—a packet of five sugar-dusted, crispy cookies that had cost twelve Tamil. I spread a cloth over the top of the fireplace, set the cookies there, and told her she could eat them there. Then I returned upstairs and resumed cleaning.


  By the time I finished sweeping the floors and wiping down the windows and walls, I finally went back downstairs to check on her.


  She was sitting there contentedly, a half-eaten cookie beside her, her expression glowing with happiness.


  After carefully wiping down the stairs, I gave every room one last pass with a damp cloth, and at last, the cleaning was done. I sat down freely on the freshly cleaned steps and started eating my hard bread.


  The fairy stared at me intently. When I asked what was wrong, she lifted one of the cookies.


  “Thank you… for this.”


  “I’m glad you liked them,” I said softly. “You can eat all of them.”


  I smiled carefully, trying not to scare her. The fairy picked up a cookie and fluttered over to me, landing on the stair railing.


  “You really weren’t lying,” she said, cheeks flushed as she smiled. “You don’t do mean things. Thank you.”


  “Hey,” I said, “what’s your name?”


  “Kazumi. I’m Kazumi.”


  “Kazumi, huh?” I said, smiling. “I’m Kaede. Once I finish cleaning, I’m going to live in this house. Nice to meet you.”


  As if to say thank you,, she offered me the cookie she was holding. It was something I’d bought myself, but the gesture alone made me unexpectedly happy.


  The cookie was delicious.


  After Kazumi finished her cookies and I finished my bread, I remembered that there was still one task left: the well.


  Pushing through the overgrown grass, I walked around to the back of the house and stopped in front of it. I lifted the lid and peered inside, but it was too dark to see anything clearly. I’d drawn water from it several times already, but whether I could see the inside or not made a huge difference.


  A bucket hung from a rope looped over a pulley. I lowered it and drew up some water. Just as before, small leaves and bits of debris floated on the surface, and the water was cloudy.


  “How am I supposed to clean this?” I muttered under my breath. I couldn’t climb inside, and reaching in by hand wasn’t an option either.


  Kazumi, who had followed me, leaned over and looked into the well as well.


  I’ll just have to remove the debris bit by bit, I decided. But first, I needed Kazumi to move so she wouldn’t get splashed.


  Before I could say anything, a sudden whoosh erupted from the well. A powerful gust of wind burst upward, carrying water and debris with it, which then came crashing down around us.


  “What?”


  I froze, unable to process what had just happened, and instinctively checked my clothes. Strangely enough, not a single drop of water clung to them.


  As I stood there blinking in confusion, Kazumi pointed shyly at herself.


  “Did you do that?”


  She nodded vigorously.


  “Whoa! That’s amazing.”


  “Yeah,” she said softly. “I wanted to thank you.”


  When I drew up water again, there was barely any debris left. For now, I focused on flushing out the remaining cloudy water to clean the inside.


  At first, it was fine, but after drawing bucket after bucket, my arms began to ache. I rested the bucket on the edge of the well and shook out my hands lightly to loosen them.


  I kept working with frequent breaks, and by the time the sky had begun to glow with the colors of dusk, I realized it was already time to head back. Panicking, I hurried toward Ice’s house at a light run.


  When I opened the front door, Ice was standing right there. I nearly crashed straight into her chest from sheer momentum.


  “Welcome back, Kaede,” she said with a relieved smile. “You were so late, I was thinking of going out to look for you.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said, bowing my head. “I kept telling myself I’d stop after just one more task, and before I knew it, the sun was setting.”


  “Be careful,” she warned gently. “It’s dangerous at night.”


  “I know,” I replied, subdued.


  Ice gave my shoulder a light pat.


  “So? Do you think you’ll be able to live over there soon?”


  “I think so. Once I bring in a bed and some furniture, it should be fine.”


  “I see. Then tomorrow, let’s go buy furniture and have it set up.”


  “Okay.”


  After dinner, while soaking in the bath with Ice and finally relaxing, a question I’d been holding back slipped out. I asked her why she was being so kind to me.


  Her answer was disarmingly simple.


  “Because you’re cute.”


  “Cute?”


  “Very much so,” she said easily. “You’re like a small child who doesn’t really know how the world works yet.”


  I didn’t know how to respond to that.


  In truth, I still knew almost nothing about this world, and even if I did learn more, there was no guarantee I’d ever fully accept its common sense as my own.


  “You’d never left Rikfonia before, right?” Ice said.


  “Right…”


  Her words made me think of my original world. Since coming here, I really had been exactly what she described: a child who knew nothing. Maybe even worse.


  “Maybe it’s because you grew up in the countryside,” she went on. “You seem amazed by everything.”


  “I’m aware that I’m ignorant,” I admitted.


  “So honest,” she said fondly. “That’s why I like you.”


  “Is that so?”


  Embarrassed, I lowered my gaze and watched my hands move beneath the water.


  “But if you’re too honest,” Ice added, “someone’s going to deceive you someday.”


  She said it half-jokingly, and before I knew it, I was laughing along.


  “I’ll be careful,” I said.


  ※※※


  


  After days of cleaning, I’d finally reached the point where furniture could be brought in. Large pieces were carried into the house one after another, the movers struggling through the still-overgrown grass.


  “Kaede, where should this bed go?” Ice called out.


  “Into the back room, please! Against the corner!”


  Thanks to Ice, I’d been able to borrow plenty of helping hands. The living room received a table set and a cupboard, while the back room was furnished with a bed, a wardrobe, and a small table. That room became my bedroom, and once a rug was laid down, it finally felt like a place where I could truly relax.


  The bed itself had been a gift from Ice. I’d paid for the rest of the furniture and daily necessities myself, which meant my money had vanished frighteningly fast, but the thought that I’d be living in this house made it feel like nothing was wasted.


  I handed out bread as thanks to everyone who’d helped, and Ice and I watched as they departed one by one. As she prepared to leave, Ice kept glancing at me with visible concern.


  “Are you really going to be all right?” she asked. “If anything happens, come to my place right away, okay?”


  “Yes,” I replied honestly. “I’ll rely on you if I need to.”


  “Well then… I’ve got work to get to,” she said, hesitating. “But—”


  “It’s fine, really,” I assured her quickly. “You gave me a map, showed me the best place to set up a stall, and did everything you could for me.”


  “I see. Then… see you later.”


  Only then did Ice finally climb into her carriage. She’d looked worried right up until the end, but back in Rikfonia, I’d stayed alone at an inn and lived on my own just fine. I was sure it would be the same here. Probably.


  I looked around the house, which now finally felt like a home. It had been lively just moments ago, and being alone again made it feel a little lonely.


  “It’s fine,” I murmured to myself. “I’ll be okay.”


  Tomorrow, I’d go sell potions right away. I still felt bad for Rick, so I wanted to start paying off the house as soon as possible.


  I placed my belongings into the wardrobe in the bedroom and set my backpack down beside it, laying it to rest at last.


  I straightened the bedding, then placed two Cocoru bags atop the fluffy bed and checked their contents. One was filled with potions I’d made back in Rikfonia, while the other held nothing but the recipe book. If I filled this Cocoru bag with potions as well, would that be enough to run a stall?


  Luckily, the yard around this house was overgrown with weeds, which meant I could make potions to my heart’s content.


  I picked up a Cocoru bag and headed toward the well. Carrying the slightly wilted grass I’d cut earlier with the sickle, I set it down beside the well and drew up some water.


  Come to think of it, I still hadn’t seen Kazumi today. I glanced around idly, wondering if she was hiding somewhere, but there was no sign of her at all.


  I kept making potions until the Cocoru bag was full. Just as I lifted my head, thinking it was time to head back inside—


  “Whoa!”


  Kazumi was floating right in front of my face.


  “Y-You scared me…”


  I’d fallen back onto my bottom in surprise. Kazumi, clearly delighted that her prank had worked, beamed at me, then landed atop the Cocoru bag and peered inside.


  “What are those?”


  “These are potions. Do you know about them?”


  “‘Potion…’”


  I couldn’t tell from her response whether she knew about them or not, but she certainly seemed interested.


  “Want to go inside?”


  “Yeah.”


  When I carried the Cocoru bag into the house, Kazumi stopped at the entrance, staring silently at the transformed interior. She didn’t move an inch.


  Is she wary?


  I offered her some bread I’d bought earlier.


  “Do you want some of this?”


  After finally getting her to talk to me like this, it would be heartbreaking if she became frightened just because the inside of the house had changed.


  Please work, I thought. Be our bridge.


  She stared at the bread without moving, so I tore off a small piece and held it out again.


  This time, she gently accepted it.


  “I think I told you before, but I’m going to live here.”


  Kazumi looked back and forth between the bread and me, then gave a big nod.


  “Yeah.”


  “Nice to meet you properly, then!”


  Kazumi was already biting into the bread.


  ※※※


  


  I went to the spot Ice had told me would be best for setting up a stall. Even though it was still morning, the foot traffic was incredible.


  Tents lined the sides of the road, food stalls were doing brisk business, and vendors were calling out to passersby. It felt more like a festival than an ordinary day. Of course, there were also simple stalls with nothing more than a cloth spread on the ground.


  I found an open space and sat down. On the blackboard I’d bought, I wrote in chalk:


  Potion — 10 Tamil each


  Ice had told me there was no need to change the price, so I left it as it was.


  As I laid the potions out on the cloth, a middle-aged woman stopped in front of me.


  “Ten Tamil is pretty cheap,” she said. “And it’s rare to see a girl running a stall all by herself.”


  “Oh, thank you,” I replied.


  She looked a little intimidating, but she bought twenty potions.


  Maybe she’d spoken loudly, because a few more people came over after that. Then those people caught the attention of others, who wandered over to see what was being sold. And just like that, sales snowballed.


  “Do you sell high potions?”


  One customer asked that. When I said I didn’t have any yet, they looked genuinely disappointed.


  “With potions this cheap, I thought your high potions would be too.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I do want to sell them someday.”


  They told me they’d be looking forward to it, which made me even more determined to get my hands on some blueleaf.


  The potions that had filled two Cocoru bags vanished in no time at all, and by early afternoon I closed up shop. It wasn’t just about the population density either; plenty of people were buying large quantities at once.


  I consolidated the now-empty Cocoru bags into one and started walking toward Rick’s place using the map. That was when I noticed a food stall grilling skewered meat, the fat sizzling loudly as it cooked.


  The blackboard, hanging where it was easy to see, read:


  Ropp Skewers — 3 Tamil


  Large, chunky pieces of meat were speared onto long skewers, their surfaces glistening with sauce as they cooked. Just looking at them made my mouth water.


  “Excuse me,” I said.


  “Yeah, welcome.”


  The person running the stall startled me for a moment—their face looked unmistakably canine—but hunger won out over surprise, and all I could think about was the skewer.


  “What does this taste like?” I asked.


  “You’ve never had it before?” the vendor said.


  “No.”


  “It’s really good. Soft, with a bit of saltiness to it.”


  “I’ll take one.”


  I started eating it right away as I walked. The meat really was tender, and the rich flavor clung perfectly to it. It was undeniably delicious, but I couldn’t quite place the taste. It was different from soy sauce, yet not exactly sweet-and-salty either.


  When I finished, I wasn’t sure what to do with the empty skewer, so I shoved it into my bag.


  After that, I kept getting drawn toward anything unfamiliar I spotted, which led to quite a few detours. I ended up taking much longer than expected, but eventually I reached a road I recognized. From there, I broke into a jog toward Rick’s house.


  The front door—which Ice had definitely destroyed before—had been replaced with a brand-new one. I gave it a knock, but there was no sign of anyone coming to answer.


  Is he out? I guess this is bad timing…


  Just as I took a step back, thinking I’d come again later, I heard something collapse on the other side of the door.


  “Huh?”


  So maybe he wasn’t out after all.


  I suddenly remembered how Rick had reacted when Ice broke the door before—almost as if he’d assumed she was there on purpose. Could it be that he habitually pretends not to be home?


  “Excuse me,” I called out. “It’s Kaede, the one who bought the house the other day.”


  After a short pause, the door finally opened. Rick looked at me, then immediately glanced around in all directions before letting out a visible sigh of relief.


  “Oh, it’s just you. What’s up?”


  “Hello. I managed to make some money, so I wanted to bring part of it to you.”


  “Already?”


  “Yes.”


  The pen case I’d been using as a makeshift wallet was no longer enough, so I took five thousand Tamil directly from my Cocoru bag and handed it over. Rick accepted it with clear reluctance.


  “Are you sure you’re not pushing yourself? That’s a lot of money, you know.”


  “It’s fine. I’m planning to open my stall again tomorrow.”


  Not knowing what I did for a living, Rick tilted his head in confusion. When I explained that I was selling potions, he seemed to finally understand.


  “Well, either way, you don’t have to give me everything you earn,” he said. “Just half is fine. If you overdo it and something happens to you, Ice will make it my problem.”


  “I-I understand. Thank you. I’ll be careful.”


  Apparently, if anything happened to me, Ice would immediately conclude it was Rick’s fault.


  He waved at me from close range, and when I waved back, the door shut with a firm thud.


  After making sure it was closed, I stopped by a random general store on the way home to buy a proper wallet. There were all kinds—simple cloth pouches, clasp purses, and more, in every color and shape imaginable. After some thought, I chose a coin purse about the size of my palm and a larger pouch as well.


  Rick was right. If I kept giving him everything I earned all at once, I’d end up with nothing on hand. So I decided to save while paying things off little by little.


  While walking around the store with the wallets in hand, I spotted “hair soap—aresim scent.” I checked the fragrance and decided to buy it too. I also picked up a deep, straight-sided pot, thinking it would be useful for carrying water to the bath.


  I brought everything to the counter.


  “That’ll be one hundred and eighty-four Tamil.”


  It seemed the soap and the pot had driven up the price.


  After stowing everything in my Cocoru bag, I bought another pack of cookies for Kazumi and headed home.


  “I’m back.”


  There was no reply, of course, but I said it anyway.


  Then, Kazumi came out to greet me.


  As long as Kazumi was here, I wasn’t alone at all.


  “I bought cookies, so you can have some.”


  Happy at the thought that I wasn’t alone anymore, I handed Kazumi the bag right away. She looked delighted and fluttered over to the table.


  I went around to the well and started making potions using the well water and the grass I’d gathered. Having a well like this was perfect; no prying eyes, no one to worry about.


  In a short while, I’d managed to fill one Cocoru bag completely. Just when I took a deep breath, I noticed Kazumi perched on my shoulder.


  “Huh? Are you done with the cookies already?”


  In response, Kazumi patted her belly. Apparently, she was full.


  That gesture reminded me of something important—I hadn’t bought anything to eat for myself.


  “Oh no…”


  If I went out now, it might get too late by the time I got back, so I decided to skip the dinner.


  Once it was dark, I finally finished filling both Cocoru bags with potions. After that, I moved on to filling the bathtub with water using the straight-sided pot. The tub was huge—I’d lost track of how many trips I’d made. The water level wasn’t even halfway up, but still, it should be enough to soak in and wash away the day’s fatigue.


  I placed a heat stone into the tub. When dropped into water, these stones released heat and warmed the bath. They looked similar to red stones, but they were a completely different thing. You couldn’t touch them with your bare hands once they’re hot, so there were special tong-like tools made just for handling them.


  While waiting for the water to heat, I set aside my clothes, a tenugui for drying off, and some soap. Then, I made a bed for Kazumi. I layered two pieces of cloth together, stitched them, and stuffed the inside with thin strips of fabric. After closing it up, I shaped it neatly and placed it on the table.


  “How about this? Want to use it?”


  Kazumi lay down on the tiny bed, pulled a piece of cloth over herself like a blanket, and then gave me a big thumbs-up.


  “So you like it?”


  After that, I sank into the bath once it reached the perfect temperature. Before hunger could really set in, I turned in early for the night.


  It had been about five days since I started selling potions when I went to knock on Rick’s door to make another payment. By now, Rick seemed to understand that I was the only one who ever came by. When he opened the door, he no longer glanced around for Ice.


  “Welcome.”


  “Hello. I’m here to make another payment today.”


  “Ah, then—”


  Rick, who usually accepted the money with a smile, suddenly grew serious. His voice dropped as he muttered something under his breath.


  “Kaede… come inside for a moment.”


  “Hmm? I wasn’t planning to intrude—”


  “You’re being followed.”


  “What?!”


  I instinctively started to turn around, but Rick grabbed my arm and pulled me inside. The interior wasn’t exactly messy, but there were so many things packed in that it felt cramped. Still, that was the least of my concerns right now.


  “What do you mean, someone’s following me?”


  Rick shut the door firmly.


  “Maybe I’m imagining things, but I saw someone hiding in the shadows, watching this place. You live alone, right? It’s better to be careful.”


  “But if it’s not just your imagination… what should I do?”


  “You sell potions, so you go out every day. You walk everywhere. That makes it easy for someone to tail you.”


  Rick crossed his arms, thinking hard. Then, as if giving up on coming up with a solution, he gestured toward the table.


  “Sit down for now.”


  He poured me some tea and set it in front of me.


  “I can’t think of a good answer right away,” he admitted. “So I’m going to get Ice. Can you wait here?”


  Ice?


  Before I could voice the question, Rick continued.


  “You don’t really have anyone else you can rely on, do you? But Ice might be able to come up with something.”


  I had no choice but to nod.


  “Then don’t leave the house while I’m gone,” Rick said firmly. “Once I step out, lock the door. And when you open it, make sure it’s really me.”


  “Of course.”


  Rick left with only his wallet in hand. I watched his back disappear, then did exactly as I’d been told and locked the door.


  There wasn’t much I could do in someone else’s house, so I quietly drank the tea he had made for me.


  If someone really had been following me, then it was probably because I was just a kid selling large amounts of potions alone. That would make me an easy target. Had they already figured out where I lived?


  I hoped with everything I had that Rick was just imagining things. But even if this time was a mistake, there was no guarantee that something like this wouldn’t really happen someday. I needed to do something, but the only ideas I could come up with were changing where I set up my stall and drastically shifting the hours I sold.


  A sigh slipped out of me. I never thought things would turn out like this.


  I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since Rick left. I’d already finished my tea and was thoroughly bored. I couldn’t leave Rick’s house, and it wouldn’t be right to wander around freely. Still, with nothing else to do, I slowly looked around.


  There were a lot of things—strange ornaments I didn’t recognize, bundles of papers, tall stacks of books, and all kinds of items hanging on the walls.


  Everything fell neatly into the category of “things I don’t understand.”


  Then…


  Knock, knock.


  The sound came from the front door. Moving slowly, I approached it.


  “Kaede?” Ice’s voice called out gently. “It’s me.”


  “I’m here too,” Rick added.


  It was definitely the two of them. I immediately unlocked the door.


  “You okay?” Ice asked, looking me over with concern.


  “Yes,” I answered.


  Rick scratched the back of his head with an awkward grin. “Sorry about that, Kaede. I completely forgot about the whole locking-the-door thing.”


  Because he rarely went out, it seemed the idea of locking the door himself hadn’t even crossed his mind.


  The three of us sat down at the table, and it quickly became clear that Ice had already heard the situation from Rick before coming here.


  “Sorry,” I said, lowering my head slightly. “I know you must be busy too, Ice.”


  “It’s fine,” Ice replied gently, waving it off. “No need to apologize.”


  I brought up the idea I’d been turning over earlier—whether it might be better to change the location or timing of my street stall—and asked Ice what she thought.


  “Hmm… Yes,” she said after a moment’s consideration. “Let’s try doing that for a while.”


  “Okay then,” I answered immediately.


  “And one more thing,” Ice added, her tone casual but deliberate. “Could you go home the usual way today?”


  Rick reacted at once, his chair scraping slightly as he leaned forward.


  “Hey, that’s dangerous. What are you saying?”


  “Of course, I’ll follow behind her,” Ice replied calmly. “I want to see exactly who’s been tailing our little Kaede.”


  At that, Rick’s face twisted into a strange expression.


  “Is that really okay? You stand out too much, don’t you?”


  “Stand out?” Ice echoed, tilting her head. “Me?”


  I didn’t understand either and waited for Rick to explain. He let out a small, exasperated sigh.


  “You’re Ice, the dragon hunter, you know? You’re famous. If you’re that noticeable, they might realize they’re being double-tailed.”


  “Being noticeable and being detected are two different things,” Ice said coolly. “Or would you prefer to handle the double tailing yourself, Rick?”


  “No, no, no. No way,” Rick shot back immediately. He shook his head so hard it was almost theatrical, crossing his arms in front of him to form a big X.


  “Then don’t interfere,” Ice said flatly before turning to me. “Kaede, is that all right with you?”


  I nodded over and over again, my head bobbing without hesitation. Satisfied, Ice stood up from her chair, then promptly urged me to my feet as well, guiding me toward the entrance.


  “W-Wait, we’re leaving already?!” I blurted out in surprise.


  “Of course,” Ice said. “I’ll head out first. Then, about three minutes later, you leave and go home normally. Don’t fidget or look around nervously. Just act exactly like you always do. Understood?”


  “Y-You’ll really be following behind me, right?” I asked, unable to keep the anxiety out of my voice. “I won’t be alone, will I?”


  “Obviously,” Ice replied. “Relax.”


  She smiled at me just as she always did, effortless and confident, and that alone eased my nerves a little. After that, Ice asked Rick for a detailed description of the person who had been tailing me, listening carefully before placing her hand on the front door.


  “Then I’ll be off,” she said.


  With a light wave, she stepped outside, and just like that, she was gone.


  “Um… Is this really a good idea?” I asked hesitantly.


  “Hmm.”


  Rick gave a troubled little smile.


  “Well, it’ll be fine, right? Ice wouldn’t say she could do something if she couldn’t.”


  I really wanted him to say it was definitely going to be okay, but he remained silent.


  Anxiety still coiled in my chest, but I knew how strong Ice was. And more than that, if I didn’t trust her now, I wouldn’t be able to move forward at all.


  When exactly three minutes had passed, Rick placed a hand on my back and gently pushed me toward the entrance.


  “Go on. Take care.”


  “I-I’m going, then…”


  I swallowed hard and opened the door.


  The familiar street spread out before me, unchanged. It was so normal it almost felt suspicious. No strange figures lurked nearby, and there was no sign of the person Rick had described. It was as though I’d been bracing myself for a phantom right up until the last second.


  “Kaede?” Rick called, keeping his voice low.


  “Y-Yes?”


  “You’ve already heard what the person tailing you looks like, so I know it’s probably hard not to think about it. But try not to worry and just head home. Ice told you too, didn’t she? Do everything as usual.”


  I nodded once, then took a step outside before turning back.


  “Um… Thank you for today.”


  “It’s nothing,” Rick said with a casual wave. “See you around.”


  “Yes.”


  After that, I walked the road home “as usual”—or at least, that was what I was supposed to do. The moment I became conscious of it, though, everything felt wrong. Am I walking faster than normal? Am I making gestures I never usually make? The more I tried to act natural, the less certain I became. And worse than any of that, there was something else gnawing at me.


  I stopped in front of a random shop, pretending to peer inside while quietly checking what lay behind me. But I couldn’t spot Ice anywhere, nor the person whose features Rick had described. With so many people on this street, maybe it was unreasonable to expect to find them easily. Still, even Ice, who Rick had said was “noticeable,” was nowhere to be seen. That absence sent unease creeping up my spine.


  Is Ice really following me?


  That thought lingered as I started walking again.


  After a while, I turned a corner. Compared to the main road, foot traffic dropped off sharply here. I couldn’t bring myself to look back anymore. What if someone’s right behind me, waiting for the moment to strike? I kept walking with that unbearable sensation, like sitting on a bed of needles.


  I turned another corner. From here, all I had to do was go straight and I’d be home.


  Grass and trees grew thicker as I went. The sound of blades of grass crunching under my shoes felt unnaturally loud, as if my senses had sharpened against my will. At the same time, I could hear my own heartbeat, thudding in my ears.


  Crunch, crunch—aside from my footsteps, there was nothing. Maybe Rick was right. Maybe I imagined it all. The moment that thought crossed my mind, relief washed over me.


  I was almost home. The tension drained from my body in a rush. When did I tense up so much?


  I stopped, about to turn around. If no one had been tailing me, then Ice should have been there.


  But something was wrong.


  The crunching footsteps should have ended with my right foot. Yet for some reason, I heard one extra step. One step, directly behind me.


  I couldn’t move.


  Who is this? If it were Ice, wouldn’t she call out to me? Thoughts collided chaotically in my head. Even though my body was supposed to have relaxed, it had gone completely rigid. Cold, unpleasant sweat seeped out.


  Before I could even draw a breath, I bolted, but I didn’t get far.


  An arm grabbed me from behind, yanking me off balance. I couldn’t move at all, and as I was dragged down, I caught a glimpse of the person gripping my arm.


  It was a brown-haired dogfolk man. Slightly broad-shouldered, with an old scar running along the right side of his forehead—he matched Rick’s description perfectly.


  “You were doing pretty well for yourself, weren’t you?” he said.


  His eyes were unsettlingly steady, fixed on me without a flicker. My throat seized up, and no sound could come out.


  “So why is it,” he continued, his voice low, “that things never work out for me?”


  How was I supposed to know something like that? He squatted down beside where I’d been dragged to the ground and reached for my Cocoru bag. I reacted on pure instinct, clutching it to my chest to block him. A loud, irritated click of his tongue followed.


  “What the hell? You’re just a kid!” he snapped. “C’mon, it’s fine, isn’t it? You were raking it in, weren’t you?!”


  As the words left his mouth, his fist came swinging up. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for the blow, but instead, there was the sharp sound of something hard striking flesh, followed by the man’s pained groan. I opened my eyes cautiously.


  “Well, if you’re resorting to this,” a familiar voice said coolly, “your life was never going to go well in the first place.”


  It was Ice.


  When I looked up, she was standing just behind the man, a thick wooden stick in her hand.


  “Sorry about that, Kaede,” Ice said, her tone gentle despite the situation. “Are you all right?”


  “I-I… I’m fine,” I managed to answer.


  As I dragged myself away from him, Ice grabbed the man by the collar and neck with crushing strength, hauling him upright as if he weighed nothing. She studied his face closely.


  “What a petty little man,” she murmured. Her gaze was utterly contemptuous. “Kaede, I want you to stay inside your house.”


  “Uh… B-But, Ice… What about you?”


  “I’m taking this man with me,” she said evenly. “I’ll come back later. Until then, lock the door and wait quietly.”


  Each word was delivered slowly, firmly, and with such clarity that missing even one felt unthinkable. I nodded in response.


  “Now then,” Ice said, guiding me gently. “Go on inside.”


  “Y-Yes.”


  Hurried inside, I shut the door and made sure to lock it firmly.


  For a moment, faint footsteps could be heard outside, but they soon faded into the distance. I set my Cocoru bag down on the table, then collapsed into a chair and slumped forward, burying my face against the tabletop.


  “Kaede… are you okay?”


  A voice brushed my ear. It was Kazumi.


  “Yeah…”


  I turned my face slightly to the side, still resting on the table. Kazumi stood there, her brow tightly furrowed with worry.


  “Are you in pain?”


  “No, I’m not hurt,” I said. “I’m fine.”


  Just having Kazumi beside me—so small, so close—eased the loneliness. The room, which moments ago had felt oppressively silent, seemed a little brighter.


  “But I was scared,” I added quietly.


  “Scared?”


  “Yeah… I was really scared. What should I do? What if something like this happens again?”


  “Will something scary happen again?”


  “I don’t know.”


  To be honest, I was terrified. If this happened again, what was I supposed to do? This time, Rick had noticed and Ice had saved me. But there was no guarantee things would work out the same way next time.


  I let out a long, heavy sigh.


  Kazumi began pacing restlessly around my head, circling near where I lay slumped over the table.


  “What should I do?” My voice came out trembling, on the verge of tears. “What do you think I should do?”


  Kazumi stopped and sat down where I could see her.


  “Hmm…”


  She was clearly trying her hardest to answer, but no words came, no matter how long she thought.


  “It’s okay,” I said softly. “I don’t know either.”


  Another sigh slipped out of me.


  Kazumi still looked deep in thought, as if she refused to give up on finding an answer.


  I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when, in the quiet of the room, footsteps sounded outside. I pushed myself upright and looked toward the front door. The steps stopped just beyond it, followed by a firm knock.


  “Kaede, it’s Ice.”


  “Ice!”


  I hurried to the door and opened it at once. Ice smiled the moment she saw my face.


  “Good,” she said. “You look unharmed.”


  “Oh… I mean… physically, I’m fine,” I replied, fumbling a little. “I’ve just been thinking too much.”


  “That’s only natural,” she said gently. “May I come in?”


  I invited her inside, and we sat across from each other at the table. Ice set the paper bag she’d been carrying down on the chair beside her.


  “You don’t need to worry about that man anymore.”


  “Really?” Relief flooded through me. “Thank goodness…”


  I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, but Ice’s expression didn’t fully clear.


  “That man is dealt with,” she said. “But when I think about what comes next… I can’t help but worry.”


  She was right. As long as I kept selling potions, there was always the chance something like this could happen again. Why had I forgotten that, when I’d been thinking about it so hard just a little while ago?


  “Like you said at Rick’s place,” Ice continued, “changing the location or timing of your stall is one option, but that alone won’t be enough to put my mind at ease.”


  “But if we think like that, then I won’t be able to do anything at all,” I protested.


  “That’s true,” Ice said thoughtfully. She tapped the table lightly with her fingertips. “You’re an easy target because you’re on your own.”


  It sounded almost like she was talking to herself. Her eyes weren’t on me; her gaze was fixed on empty space. Hearing it put so plainly made something sink in: I really was alone.


  Her tapping fingers came to a stop.


  “Then let’s give you Asul.”


  “Huh?”


  Even to my own ears, my voice sounded completely dumbfounded. I had never, even for a moment, imagined Asul’s name would come up here.


  “After that dragon incident, you made a fortune, didn’t you?” Ice went on lightly. “Asul said he was going to take it easy for a while, so if he’s got free time, it works out perfectly.”


  “Well, having free time and being on break aren’t exactly the same thing…”


  “For now, you could have Asul accompany you,” Ice said without missing a beat. “And once you’ve saved up enough money, you could buy a slave or hire a proper guard.”


  There was a word in there I wasn’t used to hearing.


  “A… slave?”


  “Yes. They’re expensive, but in the long-term, it’s cheaper than paying for a guard every single day.”


  I didn’t know how to respond. The words stuck in my throat, and I fell silent.


  “You’re still struggling to pay back the money for this house, right?” Ice continued. “That’s why this is just temporary, until you’ve saved enough. Having Asul help you, I mean.”


  She told me I didn’t need to look so apologetic, but if that was the case, then wasn’t it already unfair the moment I took away Asul’s comfort?


  “But… wouldn’t that still be a burden?”


  Ice began tapping the table with her finger again.


  “Really?” she said, sounding genuinely disappointed. “Then why don’t you tell me your alternative?”


  “M-My alternative?”


  Being asked so suddenly, nothing came to mind. I hesitated and stalled, and before long Ice pointed straight at me with the finger she’d been tapping with.


  “See? You can’t think of one, can you?”


  “Ugh…”


  Perhaps pleased with herself at my speechless reaction, she said she’d go ahead and ask Asul right away. As she spoke, she moved the paper bag she’d brought from the chair onto the table.


  “Um, what’s that?” I asked. “I’ve been kind of curious since you came in.”


  “It’s food,” Ice replied. “You don’t want to go outside again today, do you?”


  “Well… no.”


  “If you already have food stocked, then I’m sorry,” she said. “But could you eat this instead? I’d be glad if it helped you feel even a little better.”


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  It seemed Ice was about to head out. She rose from her chair and walked toward the door.


  “Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly. “For everything. Really.”


  “It’s nothing,” she replied easily. “Take care.”


  Once Ice left, the house fell quiet again.


  Curious about what she meant by “food,” I decided to open the paper bag right away. The bag itself was made of thick, stiff paper. When I pulled out what was inside, it was wrapped again, so I peeled that layer away.


  “Bread. And fancy bread, at that.”


  It was a long loaf sliced open and stuffed with vegetables and thin slices of meat. Even the bread itself looked soft. Perhaps drawn in by how I’d called it fancy, Kazumi had climbed onto the table at some point and was staring intently at it.


  “Let’s eat it together,” I said.


  “Yeah, let’s eat,” Kazumi replied.


  ※※※


  


  The next morning, Asul arrived early. Despite having his break cut short, he didn’t look annoyed at all; if anything, he seemed just as calm as usual.


  “Good morning. You’re early,” I said.


  “Ice told me to get here as soon as possible,” he replied.


  “Did she?”


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t gone outside at all after that yesterday, which meant I hadn’t prepared any potions for today. That had to come first. When I explained the situation, Asul immediately offered to help. He went around to the well to draw water and helped me load the finished potions into my Cocoru bag.


  “Hey,” I said while shifting things around so my recipe book wouldn’t get buried at the bottom of the bag.


  “What is it?” Asul answered without stopping his work at the well.


  “How much should I pay you?”


  I’d completely overlooked it yesterday, but this was clearly real work. It felt wrong not to ask.


  “Pay me?” he said, sounding puzzled. “This is something Ice asked me to do. I’m not charging you anything.”


  “Really?” I asked, looking up at him.


  “Honestly, she told me it’d be a good way to kill time during my vacation. Killing time. On my vacation.”


  His tone barely changed, but his shoulders sagged noticeably. I’d thought he wouldn’t mind having his days off taken away, but apparently that wasn’t true.


  “If you really feel bad about it, then… just share some potions with me later.”


  “Of course,” I said at once.


  Once we finished making the potions and headed out to sell them, I immediately felt something different. Eyes kept drifting our way—or rather, they kept settling on Asul.


  While I laid out my potions as usual, only a small number at a time, Asul leaned over to peer at them.


  “How long does it usually take before you sell out?” he asked.


  “Usually just before noon, or a little after,” I said. “I don’t really keep track that well.”


  “I see.”


  Asul casually pulled a pocket watch from his pocket, snapped the lid open, and checked the time.


  While he was doing that, our first customer arrived and bought ten potions at once. She looked vaguely familiar—maybe someone who’d bought from my stall before.


  Her gaze shifted to Asul standing beside me, and her eyes went wide.


  “Excuse me. Are you Asul?”


  Asul nodded to the visibly tense woman.


  “Yeah.”


  Murmuring “it’s really him!” under her breath, she reached out and clasped his hand a bit forcefully.


  “Asul, you’re my idol! I’ll keep cheering for you!”


  “Oh. Thank you,” he replied.


  Seemingly satisfied, the woman left. Asul, however, didn’t look the least bit shaken. After that, people of all kinds—men and women alike—approached him with barely contained excitement, but he remained unfazed throughout. It was obvious he was used to this sort of attention.


  Thanks to Asul’s unexpected draw, it felt like my potions sold out faster than usual.


  I slipped the wallet, now bulging with coins, into my Cocoru bag and called out to Asul, who was still surrounded by people.


  “Asul, can we go?”


  “Yeah.”


  He offered the gathered crowd a brief apology, then asked where we were heading next. No one followed us once we left the area.


  “I need to go make a payment,” I said, pointing toward the road that led to Rick’s house. “This way.”


  “The money for the house?” Asul asked as we started walking side by side.


  “Yeah. At this rate, I think I’ll finish paying it off before too long.”


  “Oh? How much do you have left?”


  “A little over ten thousand, I think.”


  “That’s pretty vague,” he said. “You sure that’s okay?”


  “Well, you know… If I ask, I’ll find out.”


  Rick kept careful records of how much I’d paid and when, so even if my memory was fuzzy, it shouldn’t be a problem.


  “You’re not being shortchanged or anything, are you?” Asul pressed.


  “I don’t think so, but…”


  He gave me a light lecture about how I really should be managing the numbers myself. I knew he meant well, but it still dampened my mood a little.


  We arrived at Rick’s house and knocked on the front door as usual.


  “Rick, it’s Kaede.”


  “Coming!”


  His muffled voice answered from inside, and a moment later the door opened.


  “Hey, welcome.”


  He greeted me as always, but when his eyes shifted to Asul standing beside me, his expression turned slightly awkward.


  “Uh… And you are?”


  “Asul,” he said plainly. “I heard Kaede ran into some trouble, so I’m acting as her guard.”


  Rick looked convinced at once, letting out a soft, impressed sound.


  “I see. Well then, here’s hoping you won’t have any more scary experiences.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Desperately so.”


  I took the money out of my Cocoru bag and handed it to Rick.


  “Much appreciated,” he said.


  He checked the amount, then told me how much remained: nine thousand, five hundred Tamil.


  “You always pay three thousand Tamil at a time,” he added with a smile. “So you’re almost done. Honestly, it really helps having someone who pays promptly like this.”


  Apparently, not everyone managed their payments so smoothly.


  “Then I’ll keep at it,” I said. “Just a little more.”


  “Like I’ve said before, don’t push yourself too hard.”


  “I won’t.”


  “Take care, then.”


  The door closed behind us. As we turned away from Rick’s house and started walking, Asul spoke up.


  “So how much was the house, anyway?”


  “Thirty-two thousand Tamil.”


  “From the sound of it, you’ll be done paying it off in just a few more days.”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then once you’ve saved up, what are you going to do?” he asked. “Buy a slave? Hire a guard? I can’t stay glued to you forever.”


  Ice had said the same thing before, but the idea of buying a slave still sat poorly with me. No matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t shake the negative image that came with it.


  If I can keep earning like this, I’d rather hire a guard every day. That feels better. That feels right.


  ※※※


  


  “Yes, that’s correct. With this, you’ve paid the full amount for the house.”


  A few days later, I finished paying off the remaining balance without incident.


  “You did well getting through all that,” Rick said warmly. “If you ever run into trouble, don’t hesitate to come by.”


  “Thank you very much.”


  I felt refreshed, completely cleared out. Paying off all thirty-two thousand Tamil was no small feat. All that remained was to buy some food and head home. I hadn’t been attacked even once since then, and when I thanked Asul for staying with me all this time, he responded with a scowl.


  “Hey,” he said, “I’m sticking with you until you’ve saved up at least a certain amount.”


  Right. I’d been feeling too refreshed. Somewhere along the way, I’d convinced myself today would be the last day Asul accompanied me.


  “A certain amount? How much is that?”


  “Hmm. Hard to say.”


  I wanted to save more than the bare minimum, just in case. Then, something occurred to me.


  “Asul, how long were you planning to take off in the first place?”


  Ice had said he was taking a break after earning the reward for slaying the dragon in Rikfonia, but she hadn’t mentioned how long that break was supposed to last. All at once, I worried I might have disrupted his plans more than I realized.


  “I decide that kind of thing based on how I feel,” he said. “No fixed schedule. But going by my mood right now… probably soon.”


  “What? Really?” I asked, startled. “Are you sure it’s okay for you to keep sticking with me?”


  Apparently amused by how flustered I was, Asul chuckled deep in his throat.


  “Relax. I’m not the type to ditch something halfway through.”


  “Thank goodness…”


  I let out a breath and pressed a hand to my chest. Still, Asul couldn’t stay idle forever. I needed to save up quickly and let him get back to his own work.


  “So, about the kind of guarding you’re doing now from when I leave the house to when I get back,” I said, “if I hired someone else to do the same thing, how much would it cost per day?”


  Asul thought for a moment. “It ties up a good chunk of time. If the pay’s too low, it wouldn’t be worth it. If it were me, I’d want about five hundred Tamil a day.”


  “Oh. Then it doesn’t sound like it’d take that much savings,” I said. “I’ve already been putting money aside, little by little.”


  Considering the pace with which I’d been paying off the house, even hiring a guard every day shouldn’t leave me struggling financially.


  All that was left was to go home. As we walked toward my house, the conversation continued.


  “Are you sure that’s really enough?” Asul asked. “When you’re at home, no one’s protecting you.”


  He was right. Even now, Asul would see me safely home and then leave. If someone targeted me when I was alone, I’d have no way to protect myself. But hiring protection around the clock would mean an enormous expense. There was no perfect answer.


  When we reached my house, Asul stopped at the door and spoke as if to make sure I understood.


  “I don’t mind sticking with you a little longer,” he said. “You don’t need to rush your decision about guards.”


  I knew that much myself. This wasn’t something to decide in a hurry.


  “Okay. I understand. Thank you.”


  “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  I watched his back for a moment as he walked away, then closed the door. That night, I still couldn’t reach a conclusion on whether to buy a slave or hire a guard.


  About four days passed with no decision. By then, combined with my previous savings, I’d accumulated a respectable amount of money. When I came home after selling out all my potions that day, I finally worked up the nerve to say it.


  “Hey, Asul. I’ve saved up quite a bit now, so… I think I’ll try hiring a guard from here on out.”


  Asul looked as though he’d expected that answer, his expression saying, I figured as much.


  “Then, after you sell your potions tomorrow, we can stop by the guild.”


  “Huh? Tomorrow too?” I asked.


  I’d assumed today would be the last day he came with me, and that tomorrow I’d be heading to the guild alone.


  “If there’s a gap in your protection, it defeats the whole point,” he said.


  “That’s true. Then… I’ll be counting on you tomorrow as well.”


  “Yeah.”


  As soon as Asul left, Kazumi drifted silently into view, sliding into my line of sight from nowhere. I asked her what was wrong.


  “I want bread.”


  Her eyes were fixed on the cupboard where we kept the bread I usually bought.


  “It’s still a bit early,” I said gently, trying to soothe her. “Let’s eat together once it gets dark.”


  “Ummm…”


  Kazumi let out a dissatisfied little sound, then looked up at me, pleading with her eyes. I slowly averted my gaze, but she immediately stepped into my line of sight again, staring intently, saying everything without saying anything at all.


  “All right, all right,” I sighed. “I get it.”


  Kazumi’s face instantly lit up like a blooming flower. She zipped over to the cupboard without hesitation. When I tore off a piece of bread and handed it to her, she bit into it with gusto.


  “Is it good?”


  She nodded over and over in place of an answer. Watching her puffed-out cheeks jogged my memory, and I decided to check how much money I’d managed to save.


  I went into my room, opened the closet, and pulled out the bag I’d shoved deep into the back. Sitting on the bed, I loosened the string tied around its opening and poured the contents out, carefully lining up the coins so I wouldn’t miscount.


  The total came to about twenty-nine thousand Tamil. Adding what I had in my wallet, it was just a little under thirty thousand altogether. That’s… quite a lot, I thought, quietly impressed.


  I put the money back into the bag, returned it to the back of the closet, then grabbed my Cocoru bag and headed outside to prepare the next day’s potions. I gathered herbs near the well and brewed until the bag was full. After returning home, I went back out again with the now-empty Cocoru bag.


  “Hey. You there.”


  The moment I stepped outside, a man appeared directly in front of me, and my body jerked in surprise.


  “W-What is it?” I asked.


  I had no idea when he’d gotten there. The man wore a sickly smile as he reached out and grabbed my arm.


  “You’re that kid who’s been running a street stall lately, right?”


  A chill ran down my spine, goosebumps erupting all at once. This is bad. I need to get away.


  “Let go!”


  “Just behave yourself,” the man said calmly. “As long as you hand over the money, I won’t kill you.”


  “K-Kill?”


  My hands began to shake uncontrollably. What do I do? What do I do? The same thought spun endlessly through my head.


  “I already told you,” he snapped. “Give me the money and you get to keep your life.”


  I saw him draw a knife from his waist.


  “No! No, please!”


  “So you’d rather die?” he said coldly. “Fine by me. I can just kill you first and search the house afterward—”


  Before he could finish the sentence, the man was suddenly blown away.


  The arm that had been gripping me so tightly yanked me forward, and I was dragged down with him, hitting the ground hard. I scrambled up at once and looked toward where he’d landed.


  He lay on his back, groaning. It looked like he’d slammed his back badly and was unable to move.


  “What?!”


  I couldn’t understand what had just happened. As confusion washed over me, Kazumi fluttered down and landed on my shoulder.


  “D-Did you do that, Kazumi?”


  Kazumi puffed out her chest proudly.


  “Thank you,” I breathed.


  But staying here was dangerous. Acting on instinct, I stuffed the money I’d kept in the closet into my Cocoru bag and bolted out of the house. I ran past the man, who was still groaning on the ground, then glanced back, suddenly worried about Kazumi. She was nowhere to be seen.


  I don’t know when he might come after me.


  I was worried about Kazumi, but right now, I had to run. I sprinted in the direction of Ice’s house.


  I pushed myself toward the busiest streets, legs nearly tangling as I ran, until I reached the wide main road I walked every day. I looked back, but there was no sign of the man chasing me.


  I stopped briefly to catch my breath, then started running again. It wasn’t that late yet, but if I slowed down, the places with crowds would thin out fast.


  By the time I reached Ice’s house, my side ached so badly I couldn’t even tell if I’d still been running or not. I rang the doorbell, and after a moment, a maid answered. The instant she saw me gasping for air, she ushered me inside and quickly led me to Ice’s room.


  The moment Ice saw me, she demanded to know what had happened. Apparently, I’d looked like I was on the verge of tears, my face drained of color.


  I sat beside her on the sofa and explained everything in painstaking detail—what had just occurred, how frightened I’d been, how sorry I was for always relying on her. When I finished, Ice gently rested a hand on my head and stroked my hair.


  “That must have been terrifying,” she said softly. “You’re safe here now. Try to relax.”


  “Okay…”


  Tears welled up despite myself.


  Ice instructed one of the maids to look into the man and check on the state of my house. Another maid brought over a cup of warm tea. By the time I’d taken a few sips and finally started to calm down, Ice spoke again.


  “That’s the second time now.”


  “Yes… it is.”


  The first time had been when I went to pay Rick. Ice had saved me then, and this time, Kazumi had been there for me.


  But luck wouldn’t last forever. I turned to face Ice fully.


  “Um… You mentioned slaves before, didn’t you?”


  “When we talked about buying a slave or hiring a guard, yes.”


  “Yes. And… I said I didn’t have a good impression of slaves.”


  She’s going to be upset, I worried, though I had no real reason to think so. But Ice simply listened without interrupting.


  “I had thought I’d hire a guard instead. But then I realized… If I’m attacked when the guard isn’t there, it doesn’t solve anything.”


  “That’s true. It’s hard to have someone guarding you around the clock,” Ice said. “So you decided to buy a slave?”


  I nodded slowly.


  “You said you don’t have a good impression of slavery,” Ice continued. “What exactly about it bothers you?”


  When she asked me that so directly, no words came out.


  What is it, exactly, that I dislike?


  When I actually tried to think about it, I realized it was nothing concrete—just a vague, uncomfortable feeling.


  Seeing me struggle to answer, Ice went on calmly.


  “All of the maids here are slaves.”


  “What?!”


  I glanced toward the door without really thinking about it, even though none of the maids were in sight. The people who wore their maid uniforms so crisply, the woman who’d served me tea with such refined, graceful movements—being told they were slaves still didn’t feel real, even after hearing it out loud.


  “Even knowing that,” Ice asked, watching me closely, “do you still have a bad impression?”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head.


  Ice smiled softly.


  “Kaede, do you have money right now?”


  “Yes. I’ve finished paying for the house, so I’ve been able to save.”


  “You’ve already paid it all off?”


  “Yes. I’ve been running my stall every day for quite a while now.”


  Ice murmured an impressed “that’s amazing,” clearly taken aback.


  “Then how much do you have at the moment?”


  “Just a little under thirty thousand Tamil.”


  Ice nodded firmly, then reached out and grabbed my shoulders with both hands.


  “Then let’s go tomorrow. There’s no telling when something like this might happen again.”


  “G-Go where?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” she said briskly. “We’re going to buy you a slave.”


  “W-Wait, what? Tomorrow? Just like that?”


  The suddenness of it sent me into a mild panic, but Ice didn’t seem fazed in the slightest.


  “That’s right. So tonight, you’ll rest here properly.”


  I didn’t want to go back home and sleep alone anyway, not after everything that had happened. So I accepted her offer and let her lend me a bed without protest.


   

  Chapter 5: Slaves


  

  The next day, just as she’d promised, Ice took me to the slave market she’d used before. I was so scared and tense that I found myself clinging to her without even realizing it, sticking close as we followed the man assigned to guide us.


  The building itself was square and two stories tall. With so few windows, it gave off an eerie, oppressive atmosphere.


  Once inside, a long corridor stretched straight ahead, disappearing into the depths. Doors lined both sides at regular intervals, and now and then, voices drifted in from somewhere far away, each one sending an unpleasant jolt through my chest.


  I kept my eyes on the glowing stones that lit the dark hallway as I stayed glued to Ice, who walked forward without hesitation. Partway down the endless corridor, we passed through one of the doors.


  “Please go straight ahead to the room at the end,” the guide said.


  We parted ways there and walked a little farther on our own before entering a certain room. Inside were a sofa and a table, and two more doors besides the one we’d just come through. A slightly overweight, middle-aged man inside the room greeted Ice with a polite bow.


  “It’s been some time, Lady Ice. What sort of person are you looking for today?”


  “It’s been a while,” Ice replied calmly. “But it’s not about me today. This girl will be choosing.”


  As she spoke, she pushed me forward from where I’d been half-hidden behind her.


  “Huh? Um, and this young lady is…”


  “This is Kaede,” Ice said firmly. “She’s a proper woman in her own right, so mind your manners.”


  “Y-Yes, of course. Then, Kaede, is this your first time purchasing a slave?”


  “Yes. It is.”


  “And what sort of person are you looking for?”


  I tried to organize my thoughts, but now that I was being asked outright, my mind went blank. What kind of person do I want? I thought about it for a while, but it was hard to have any concrete demands about something I knew nothing about.


  “I don’t really know anything specific,” I admitted. “But… I want someone strong.”


  “I see. Someone strong,” the middle-aged man said. “Please wait a moment. I’ll bring a few candidates.”


  He exited through a different door than the one we’d entered, then returned not long afterward.


  Two dogfolk men, one catfolk boy, and one giant boy were led in, each shackled at the wrists and ankles.


  “What do you think? This dogfolk man may be slim, but—”


  “Um…” Realizing this wasn’t going in the right direction, I cut him off.


  The man blinked, clearly taken aback.


  “Yes? Is something the matter?”


  “Are there any women?” I asked. “If possible, I’d prefer a woman.”


  “Huh?” For some reason, the man looked genuinely surprised.


  “What’s wrong?” Now I was surprised in turn. Had I said something strange?


  “If you’re looking for a strong slave,” he said carefully, “wouldn’t a man be more suitable than a woman?”


  “But if we’re going to be living in the same house,” I replied, “I think I’d feel safer with a woman.”


  In hindsight, I probably should have said that from the beginning. The middle-aged man nodded, then led the slaves away.


  “So strength usually means men? Huh!” I muttered.


  “Yes,” Ice agreed thoughtfully. “That’s how most people think.”


  This time, the man returned with three women: a sheepfolk woman, a catfolk woman, and a wolffolk woman.


  Among them, the wolffolk woman stood out immediately—tall, powerfully built, her body corded with muscle. She looked strong at a glance.


  “Well then, how about these?” the man said smoothly. “This sheepfolk woman excels at magic and possesses a high reserve of mana. This catfolk woman is extremely agile—stronger than any other catfolk we have.”


  I assumed he would move on to introducing the wolffolk woman next, but he hesitated, then added a disclaimer.


  “Though I did bring her out… I wouldn’t particularly recommend this wolffolk.”


  “Why not?” I asked.


  The man lowered his voice. “She’s exceptionally violent. Once destroyed an entire village.”


  “I-Is that so?”


  Cautiously, I looked at the wolffolk woman. She was tall, easily close to 190 meters. Her red hair were wild and shoulder-length, framing thick, pointed ears the same vivid color. From beneath her bangs, eyes that could almost be called golden stared straight at me, unwavering and intense.


  Even through the simple outfit made of little more than two pieces of cloth, her body looked tightly honed with muscle. Standing beside her, the catfolk and sheepfolk women seemed almost frail by comparison.


  “Wolffolk are certainly rare, so I understand why she might catch your eye,” the merchant said smoothly. “But for someone like you, Kaede, wouldn’t these other two be easier to handle?”


  “Maybe…” I said hesitantly.


  I looked back at the wolffolk woman. She was still staring at me, just as intently.


  “Um… What’s your name?”


  I asked without taking my eyes off her.


  “Kardeno,” she replied, her voice low but clear. “You smell like a fairy.”


  “Huh?”


  That made me think of Kazumi back home. Maybe they’d get along. And more than anything, she really did look strong.


  I clenched my fist on my lap, steeling myself.


  “Excuse me,” I said, turning to the merchant. “How much is she?”


  “W-What?! You’re buying her?!”


  He looked utterly stunned, but when Ice muttered a single sharp “Quiet,” he immediately snapped his mouth shut.


  “Is that not allowed?” I asked.


  “O-Of course it is,” he said quickly. “This wolffolk is twenty-eight thousand Tamil. She’s practically been left unsold, you see…”


  Sweat beaded on his forehead. Whether it was the price or Ice’s presence that scared him, I wasn’t sure.


  Once I agreed to the price, the sheepfolk and catfolk women were dismissed, and I paid the money right away. The middle-aged man accepted it, carefully checked that the amount was correct, and signed a document labeled “Purchase Certificate.” After that, a collar—something all slaves were required to wear—was fastened around Kardeno’s neck.


  With her shackles removed, Kardeno rubbed her wrists a few times, then stretched both arms high above her head with a long, unrestrained motion.


  “Then that concludes the procedure,” the man said.


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  I gave a small bow and started toward the exit. Kardeno naturally fell into step beside me.


  When one of Ice’s maids saw us as she waited outside, she approached her and spoke up.


  “Ice, you’re running out of time.”


  “Already? Can’t we manage somehow?” Ice asked.


  “It’s already ten o’clock. That won’t be possible.”


  Ice turned to me apologetically and explained that she had work to attend to. She’d been the one accompanying me, and realizing she might be late because of it made me panic instead.


  I urged her to go on ahead to her duties, and before long, only Kardeno and I were left standing there.


  When I looked up at Kardeno’s face, I realized she’d already been looking down at me.


  “Um… My name is Kaede,” I said. “Nice to meet you.”


  “Nice to meet you,” she replied.


  I’d already thought she was tall, but standing beside her made it impossible to ignore; my head barely reached her chest. My eyes kept catching on her clothes, and I decided we should buy her some new ones first.


  ※※※


  


  “Okay. I’m going to pour the water now.”


  “Go ahead.”


  I splashed warm water over her head, then reached for the bar of soap.


  When we’d gone to buy clothes, her height had caused more trouble than I expected. There hadn’t been a single women’s outfit that fit her properly, so aside from underwear, we’d ended up buying men’s clothing instead.


  The same went for shoes; we had no choice but to get men’s short boots.


  Kardeno said they were fine since they were easier to move in, but considering even giants existed in this world, I’d somehow assumed shops would carry a wider range of sizes.


  After that, I bought scissors and a comb for cutting her hair, along with new soap and a fresh tenugui. We came straight back, heated up water, and that was how we ended up here.


  I washed her hair carefully, making sure no soap got into her ears, then poured water over her head again to rinse it out. Once she was clean from head to toe, I let her soak in the bath.


  “Does it feel good?” I asked.


  “Yeah.”


  She had her eyes closed, looking genuinely relaxed, so she wasn’t lying.


  “Be careful not to overheat,” I told her. “You can get out whenever you want.”


  “Got it.”


  She slid down until the water covered her shoulders, and I stepped out of the bathroom.


  While I waited, setting out the scissors and everything else for her haircut, a thought crossed my mind—what had happened to the robber from yesterday? He’d been gone by the time I came back, and Ice hadn’t said anything about him either. He’d probably run off.


  Please don’t ever come back.


  When Kardeno got out, I sat her down on a chair and asked how short she wanted her hair.


  “Short is fine.”


  “Um… How short, exactly?”


  “Up to you.”


  That didn’t help much, but I figured I could ask again as I went. I draped the tenugui over her shoulders and started cutting.


  Snip by careful snip, I trimmed from the ends inward. Every so often her ears twitched, and I gently pinched one to keep it still. They were thick and soft, just like they looked, the fur adding to that plush, springy feel.
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  “What is it?”


  “Ah, sorry,” I said quickly, pulling my hand away from her ear. “It’s nothing…”


  I quickly let go and went back to cutting her hair, the silence stretching between us. After a while, I finished trimming it short—hardly a professional job, but short nonetheless.


  “I’m done,” I said. “How is it?”


  Kardeno ran a hand through her hair and nodded.


  “Yeah. This is fine.”


  I couldn’t quite read what she was really thinking, but if she said it was fine, I decided to accept that.


  For a while, we sat in more silence.


  “Um… Well, since we’re done with the haircut… want to eat some bread?”


  I showed her the pile of bread I’d bought earlier, hoping it would give us something to talk about. Kardeno nodded once. I told her she could eat as much as she liked, and she immediately dug in at an astonishing pace. I watched silently, but when she finished her eighth piece, I finally stopped her.


  “Don’t tell me you eat a lot, Kardeno?”


  “I might eat more than average,” she said. “Is it okay if I keep eating?”


  There were only three pieces left. With a small sigh, I nodded.


  “Once you finish those, let’s go buy more food.”


  “Yeah.”


  After finishing eleven pieces of bread—making for a very late lunch—Kardeno watched me get ready to go out, her eyes urging me to hurry.


  “I’m coming, I’m coming.”


  When we reached the bakery I usually went to, I asked her if there was anything she wanted. She pointed things out one after another, and I loaded tray after tray with bread. The huge haul disappeared neatly into my Cocoru bag.


  While I had Kardeno eating the largest loaf first, I looked around for a fruit stand. That’s when I noticed her staring intently at skewers of grilled meat.


  “Do you want that?” I asked.


  “Hmm.”


  The reply was different from before—quieter, almost restrained.


  I glanced at her tail. It was swaying energetically. Her face showed nothing at all, but her tail clearly wasn’t hiding her feelings.


  “Ten skewers, please.”


  “Coming right up!”


  After eating both bread and skewers, Kardeno finally seemed satisfied. She followed along quietly now, no longer glancing around at everything that caught her eye. Relieved, I bought some fruit as well, and as we headed home, a thought crossed my mind: maybe I should at least know how to grill meat properly for her.


  “Kardeno, which do you like better—meat or bread?”


  “Meat.”


  I’d asked casually while we walked, but her answer came instantly. I liked meat too, but not enough to make it my staple. Kardeno liked meat, sure, but she ate bread just fine as well. It would probably be okay.


  “Kaede.”


  “Huh?”


  Kardeno stopped abruptly and turned to face me. I halted as well.


  “What am I supposed to do?”


  Her face was expressionless. Caught off guard, still thinking about food, I couldn’t answer right away. Kardeno reached up and touched the collar around her neck.


  “I was bought,” she said. “What am I supposed to do?”


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t actually told her what I wanted her to do—why I’d bought her in the first place.


  “Um… You’re my guard,” I said hesitantly.


  “Is that all?”


  She stepped closer, and I, startled, took a step back.


  “F-For now, yes. If I think of anything else, I’ll tell you as we go.”


  “All right.”


  Because she was so tall, having her close like that felt overwhelmingly intimidating. My heart finally eased once she stepped back, and we resumed walking.


  “I sell potions in town to make a living,” I explained as we went. “But since I’m alone, I keep getting targeted by robbers.”


  “So that’s why you need a guard.”


  “Yeah.”


  Watching Kardeno walk on with the same unreadable expression, unease crept up on me.


  “This is okay, right?” I asked.


  “What is?” she replied.


  It was a fair question. I hadn’t even said what I meant, but I still hesitated.


  “Well, I mean… I was just thinking, you will protect me properly, right?”


  My voice trailed off. Her expression still didn’t change, and that made me worry.


  “Yeah. That won’t be a problem.”


  “Oh… Okay. Then, um, do you need a weapon or something?”


  “Hard to say…”


  “Should we go take a look?”


  If we went to a weapon shop, maybe something would stand out as the right fit. Kardeno nodded, so I checked the map and headed for a large store.


  Inside, quite a few people were wearing armor. I could feel just how out of place I was, the sensation pressing in from all sides. Weapons lined the walls, propped up in rows. I was staring at them in fascination when Kardeno suddenly lifted one.


  “W-What?!”


  The sword she’d picked up was enormous—thick, massive, and so heavy-looking I couldn’t imagine anyone wielding it properly.


  I wasn’t the only one staring. Everyone in the shop froze, eyes fixed on Kardeno as she lifted the blade with both hands.


  “Kardeno, put that down,” I said quickly. “Back where it was.”


  “All right.”


  She returned it without protest, though her voice carried a faint note of disappointment.


  “Maybe something a little smaller would be better,” I said carefully. “You’re supposed to be protecting me, but with something that big, I feel like I’d get caught up in it.”


  “That makes sense.”


  Kardeno scanned the shop again, then pointed to a blade hanging on the wall—about thirty centimeters long, too large to be called a simple knife.


  “Then I’ll use this.”


  I hadn’t expected her to decide so quickly, so I asked again just to be sure.


  “Are you really okay with that one?”


  “Yeah. This one looks like it’ll be easy to use.”


  “I see.”


  We bought a belt to wear it at her waist and a whetstone as well, but she kept glancing back at that massive sword, her eyes lingering on it. I had absolutely no intention of buying it, and honestly, I wasn’t even sure it was actually for sale.


  When I asked whether she wanted any armor, given how lightly she was dressed, she said it would only slow her down and she didn’t need it. In the end, we compromised on a thick outer layer instead.


  After that, we headed home, stopping whenever something caught Kardeno’s interest. Once we arrived, something obvious finally hit me—Kardeno didn’t have a place to sleep.


  The second floor had an empty room, but there was nothing in it. No bed. No furniture. Kardeno herself didn’t seem bothered in the slightest, but the realization made my chest ache.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll absolutely buy you a bed.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” she replied calmly. “As long as it’s not cold, that’s enough.”


  “Okay. I promise I’ll get one.”


  Feeling guilty, I handed her a piece of bread. She brightened up immediately. At the very least, I gave her a blanket. She curled up beside my bed and fell asleep almost at once.


  She was still the same—nearly 190 centimeters tall, with that powerful gaze I’d seen the first time we met. And yet, after spending just one day together, the fear I’d felt around her had already faded.


  Maybe because I’d given her everything she wanted to eat, she didn’t seem to dislike me either. The thought made me smile without meaning to.


  “Good night.”


  “Good night.”


  ※※※


  


  “Kaede.”


  “Hm… what is it?”


  I opened my eyes to find Kardeno looming over me, having shaken me awake.


  “I’m hungry.”


  “W-What? Is it already that late? Sorry…”


  But when I glanced outside, it was still dark. Unable to make sense of the situation, I looked up at Kardeno.


  “It’s not dawn yet,” she said.


  “Then just eat some of the fruit in the cupboard,” I mumbled, still half-asleep. “Wake me up when it gets light.”


  “Understood.”


  Kardeno gently draped the blanket she’d been using back over me, then left the room.


  That should be fine, I thought.


  It wasn’t.


  When morning came, every scrap of food I’d planned to eat was gone.


  No way. You’ve got to be kidding me.


  As I stood there in stunned despair, Kardeno offered a simple solution.


  “Let’s go buy bread.”


  “I mean… sure. But next time, leave some for me too, okay?”


  “Understood.”


  To be honest, I was almost out of money. I couldn’t afford to just keep consuming without earning anything. We decided to make potions before heading out.


  Sell potions, buy bread, check how much a bed for Kardeno would cost…


  It looked like I’d just have to endure the hunger for a bit.


  I grabbed both my Cocoru bags and headed for the well. Kardeno followed close behind, probably curious about what I was doing.


  “Kardeno, could you gather some grass around here?” I said. “A lot of it?”


  “Grass?”


  “Yeah.”


  She returned just a few minutes later, arms full of greenery.


  “This much?”


  “Yeah, that should be fine. If it’s not enough, I’ll ask again.”


  I drew water from the well and set it on the ground.


  “Create.”


  Kardeno flinched back slightly, startled by the water and grass glowing with light.


  “What was that?”


  “I’m making potions,” I said. “Can you put the finished ones into the bag?”


  She was cautious at first, but after watching a few times, she seemed to get used to it. Soon, she was briskly loading potions into the Cocoru bag one after another.


  Once the first Cocoru bag was filled to the brim, Kardeno moved on to loading the second. As she did, she paused, then pulled out the recipe book with a puzzled look.


  “What’s this book?”


  Before I could turn around and stop her, Kardeno had already opened it.


  “W-Wait! That’s important! Put it back in the bag!”


  “Important?”


  She flipped through the pages rapidly, my words making her furrow her brow. This is bad, I thought. There were definitely things in there that would raise questions if she saw them. I told her to close it again, and this time she complied, slipping the book back into the Cocoru bag without protest.


  “This blank book is that important?”


  “Huh?”


  Blank? That couldn’t be right.


  I took the recipe book out of the bag and opened it.


  “Geez, don’t scare me like that.”


  The potion recipes were there as always, along with notes on various other things. Nothing was missing. It definitely wasn’t blank.


  “Is something important written somewhere in there?” Kardeno asked.


  “Somewhere?”


  When Kardeno had opened it earlier, had she just happened to see a blank page? But she’d been flipping through it fast, like she was checking the whole thing. It felt strange that she’d conclude it was a blank book. Normally, wouldn’t you think it was just a book with writing scattered unevenly through it? That’s certainly what I would think.


  To be sure, I opened the page with a potion recipe and showed it to her.


  “Can you tell what this is?”


  I expected her to say something like “a potion recipe,” but instead, Kardeno tilted her head.


  “It’s a book,” she said slowly. “A blank one, at that. Strange.”


  “Yeah,” I said quietly. “It probably is.”


  It seemed clear now—she couldn’t see what was written inside.


  Was this book something only I could read? Or was Kardeno the exception? The former felt more likely, but either way…


  This book definitely isn’t normal.


  It suddenly felt… unsettling.


  It wasn’t as though it hadn’t felt strange before. Ever since it had inexplicably appeared in my backpack, the book had carried an air of wrongness. But now, knowing that only I could read it, and possibly that only I could use it to create potions, made that unease sink deeper.


  I slipped the recipe book back into the Cocoru bag and resumed making potions. Once they were finished, I packed them up and headed out, opening my stall in the same spot as always.


  The potions sold just as they usually did.


  The difference today was Kardeno. She stood directly behind me, silent and unmoving, like a looming presence. Her eyes followed each exchange as potion after potion was sold.


  After watching for a while, Kardeno spoke.


  “Have you always sold potions like this?”


  “Huh? Yeah.”


  It looked like she wanted to say something more, but before she could continue, a catfolk man standing in front of the stall suddenly scowled, his gaze snapping toward Kardeno.


  “Why is there a wolffolk here?”


  “Hmm?”


  I stared at him blankly, not understanding what he meant. That only seemed to irritate him further.


  “I asked why there’s a wolffolk here,” he snapped harshly. “I hate wolffolk.”


  Before I could respond, he grabbed my collar and yanked me up. A few startled gasps rose from the people nearby.


  “H-Hey!”


  I didn’t even have time to ask what he thought he was doing. Kardeno’s hand shot out and clamped around the catfolk man’s wrist.


  “Let go of her.”


  Her voice was low, so low it sent a chill through the air. The catfolk man’s face drained of color, and he released me at once.


  But Kardeno didn’t let go of him. Still holding his wrist in an iron grip, she turned her eyes to me.


  “Kaede, what should I do?”


  “W-What do you—”


  Before I could gather my thoughts, the catfolk man snarled and drew a knife from his belt, swinging it down toward Kardeno’s restraining hand. Kardeno released her grip in an instant, slipping clear of the knife. Freed, the catfolk man stumbled backward, colliding with other people as he fled the scene.


  Kardeno didn’t give chase, perhaps because I hadn’t told her to.


  “Are you all right?” a woman holding a basket asked anxiously.


  “I-I’m fine,” I replied quickly. “I’m not hurt.”


  “Oh, thank goodness,” she said, pressing a hand to her chest. “I was so worried something terrible was happening.”


  As she spoke, the tension around us slowly dissolved. The people who’d gathered began to disperse, reassured that it was over, and the street returned to its usual rhythm. I exchanged a few more words with the woman, then went back to selling potions. All the while, I could still feel the glances being cast toward Kardeno, but by the time I noticed, the potions were already sold out.


  “Somehow… I’m exhausted today,” I muttered.


  “Are you usually not tired?” Kardeno asked.


  As we walked toward the bakery, the image of the catfolk man resurfaced in my mind, pulling the words out of me without thinking.


  “I get tired normally, sure,” I said. “But that was the first time someone’s ever directed that kind of malice at me.”


  “I see,” Kardeno said quietly. “But from now on, I’ll be here. You don’t need to worry.”


  “Thanks,” I said, managing a small smile. “When we get to the bakery, I’ll buy you some jam.”


  “Jam?” she asked, tilting her head.


  “Yeah. It’s fruit cooked down with sugar. You spread it on bread.”


  “That sounds good.”


  Kardeno stared off into the distance, as if trying to imagine a flavor she’d never known. She looked like she might start drooling at any second.


  “After we eat lunch, I was thinking we could go buy your bed,” I added. “Would the second floor be okay?”


  The second floor was an attic-like space beneath the slanted roof—more storage than proper room, really—so I wanted to check first.


  “That’s fine,” she said simply.


  “Really?”


  I’d been talking while looking up at Kardeno’s face, and my neck started to ache. That was when it really sank in again just how tall she was.


  “Still… You’re really tall, Kardeno. Are all wolffolk like that?”


  “No,” she said after a moment. “I don’t remember very well, but I might just be larger than most.”


  She didn’t look at me. Her gaze stayed fixed straight ahead.


  “Ever since I became a slave, I haven’t met any other wolffolk. So I don’t really know.”


  That struck me as strange. With so many different races gathered in one place, how had she never met another wolffolk? The merchant had said they were rare, but did that really mean there had been no others at all?


  Had she been deliberately kept away from them? Or were there truly none left to meet?


  I was about to ask that, but Kardeno spoke first.


  “We were few to begin with,” she said quietly.


  “I see…”


  Her expression didn’t change, and I couldn’t tell what she was feeling as she said it. I kept looking up at her, trying to read something—anything—until she finally turned her head toward me.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s nothing,” I said quickly.


  “I see.”


  Now that she mentioned it, it felt like Kardeno had been talking a little more than before.


  “After this,” she said, “we’re checking the price of my bed, right?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  A bed the same size as mine would probably be cramped for her, so we’d likely need something bigger. How much would that cost? I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know.


  ※※※


  


  Thump.


  Kardeno’s fluffy bed now sat solidly at the back of the second floor.


  The bedding we’d bought together was just as soft, and the new wardrobe, also purchased together, held Kardeno’s still-small collection of clothes.


  She wasted no time, stretching out across the bed and sinking into it, clearly savoring the feeling.


  I watched her for a moment, then asked, “How is it? Comfortable?”


  “Hmm.”


  That answer again. Is this what happiness looks like, I wondered.


  “Thank you, Kaede.”


  Still lying on the bed, Kardeno reached one hand up toward the ceiling as she said it.


  “Yeah. You’re welcome.”


  After rolling over a few times, she finally sat up.


  “Let’s eat bread.”


  “Yeah.”


  It seems she’d been thinking about the jam the whole time.


  We went downstairs and took out the bread and jam we’d bought. I showed her how to spread it with a small spoon. It looked a bit like apple jam, but what kind had it been again?


  “If you spread it too thick, it might get cloying,” I warned. “So go easy.”


  I took a bite first. It tasted sweet, similar to strawberries. Honestly, I would’ve liked it with a bit more tartness.


  “Got it.”


  Kardeno copied me, spreading the jam across her bread before taking her first bite. The moment she did, her eyes went wide. She froze, staring intently at the jam without moving.


  Startled, I swallowed the bread in my mouth.


  “What’s wrong? You don’t like it?”


  I thought it tasted good, but maybe it didn’t suit her palate. Only after hearing my question did Kardeno start chewing again. She swallowed slowly.


  “It’s good.”


  Relief washed over me. It seemed she’d just been surprised by a flavor she’d never tasted before.


  “There’s not much of this,” she said, glancing at the jar.


  She was right. The jar was smaller than my fist—nowhere near enough for the two of us to eat freely. And it hadn’t exactly been cheap, either. Still…


  “You can have all the jam,” I said. “Go ahead and eat it.”


  “Is that really okay?” she asked, her tail swaying gently.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’m going to be relying on you for physical work and things, so I want you to build up your strength as much as you can.”


  “I understand.”


  After we’d finished enjoying the bread, I had Kardeno draw water to heat the bath. Once we’d warmed our bodies properly, we went to sleep.


  ※※※


  


  “Do you sell high potions?”


  The next day, one of the customers who came to my stall asked me that.


  “Sorry, no,” I said with an awkward smile. “Not right now.”


  That was all I could say.


  It wasn’t the first time someone had asked me that question. Every now and then, someone would bring it up, and every time they learned I didn’t sell them, their shoulders would slump in disappointment.


  “I see. That’s too bad.”


  This customer was no different.


  People didn’t ask often, but the fact that they did ask meant there was demand. Maybe I could try selling a small batch, I thought.


  After selling out of my usual potions, we headed toward the bakery as always. As we walked, I felt Kardeno’s gaze fixed on me. I looked up.


  “What is it?”


  Just as I thought, she’d been watching me. She didn’t speak right away. Instead, she turned forward again, her expression thoughtful.


  I hesitated, unsure whether to ask what was on her mind. But before I could decide, she seemed to reach a conclusion and looked back at me.


  “Kaede, you really don’t sell high potions, right?”


  “Huh? Well, I want to, but unlike regular potions, they require blueleaf.”


  “Then why not go gather it?” she asked simply.


  She said it so easily that I almost laughed. I was just about to explain why that wasn’t possible when…


  Wait.


  I stopped myself.


  This time was different. Kardeno was with me now.


  Maybe gathering blueleaf wouldn’t be impossible after all.


  “Blueleaf grows in forests, right?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Usually,” Kardeno replied without hesitation.


  “Then… if you think it’s fine, maybe we really could go gather some?”


  “Do you mean ‘fine’ as in monsters?” she asked. “If that’s your concern, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


  There was confidence in her voice. She certainly looked strong enough, but until we actually stepped outside the city, there was no way to know for sure.


  “Then… want to go sometime soon?” I said, unable to hide my excitement. “Tomorrow, or the day after?!”


  “I’m fine either way. Tomorrow works. So does the day after.”


  “Okay!”


  I was still nervous, but that nervousness mixed with excitement and my growing desire to get my hands on blueleaf. In the end, we decided to head to the forest outside the city the very next day.


  Kardeno advised me to wear thicker clothing, so that evening, I carefully picked out outfits for both of us, making sure we were well prepared.


  ※※※


  


  And then, the next day arrived.


  “Wake up, Kaede.”


  I opened my eyes to Kardeno gently shaking my shoulder.


  “Morning…”


  I let out a big yawn and stretched my arms high overhead.


  “Good morning,” she said. “You said we were going outside today, so I woke you a bit early. Is that all right?”


  I glanced out the window. The sky was still dim, just on the edge of morning. If we were heading out early, this timing was perfect.


  “Yeah. Let’s get ready, then.”


  “All right.”


  Once Kardeno left the room, I changed into the clothes we’d bought the day before. When I stepped into the living room, I found her sitting properly in a chair, staring intently at the cupboard where the leftover bread from yesterday was stored.


  “You can eat some bread,” I said. “Just make sure you leave my share too, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  While Kardeno ate, I took my Cocoru bag and headed to the well to make the potions we’d be bringing with us today.


  As I gathered weeds and drew water from the well, I noticed Kazumi standing on the stone edge.


  “Good morning. Have you been doing well?”


  Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her since Kardeno’s arrival.


  Kazumi smiled brightly at my greeting.


  “Good morning.”


  “Are you staying hidden because Kardeno’s here?”


  Kazumi tilted her head slightly, glanced up at my face as if checking my expression, then nodded.


  “I see. But Kardeno isn’t scary,” I said gently. “She won’t try to catch you or anything.”


  I wanted Kazumi to understand that there was no danger. I wanted her to feel safe enough to show herself around Kardeno someday too.


  Kazumi crossed her arms and struck an exaggerated thinking pose. It seemed she wasn’t ready just yet.


  “That’s fine,” I said. “Whenever you feel like it.”


  I went back to making potions and packing them into the Cocoru bag. All the while, Kazumi flitted around me, sometimes circling lazily, sometimes tugging playfully at my hair.


  Not knowing how many potions would be enough, I decided to be cautious. By the time I’d filled the bag with fifty, Kardeno was walking over toward us. The instant Kazumi noticed her, she vanished without a trace.


  “Kaede, are you ready?”


  “I just finished making the potions,” I replied. “I’ll get ready now.”


  Kardeno had already changed clothes. A large knife hung at her waist, and she looked completely prepared.


  I carried the Cocoru bag back inside, but once there, I realized I wasn’t actually sure what else we should bring. After a brief pause, I asked her directly.


  “As long as you have potions, we should manage,” Kardeno said. “But if there’s a chance we won’t return the same day, we’ll need water, food… and possibly a light source.”


  “Hmm. I can buy water and food,” I said slowly. “But for light… would this be enough?”


  I pointed to the glowing stone we usually used in the living room at night.


  “Yeah,” Kardeno said after a glance. “That should work.”


  If possible, I wanted to avoid even the chance of not making it back in a day, but there were no guarantees. If we failed to prepare and something went wrong, I’d regret it later.


  “Okay. We’ve got potions and a light source,” I said, mentally checking things off. “I guess the rest we can just buy.”


  “Sounds right.”


  We stopped by the usual bakery for bread, and at Kardeno’s request, we added some dried meat as well.


  “This should be enough, shouldn’t it?” she said.


  “Yeah, I think so.”


  Then Kardeno began scanning the area, her gaze moving from side to side.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “I was wondering where the shared carriage stop is.”


  “The carriage stop?”


  “Yeah. It’s a long way to the gate, isn’t it?”


  She was right. I’d always gone everywhere on foot, so it had never crossed my mind, but in a city this large, of course there would be some sort of transportation. Honestly, it would be stranger if there weren’t.


  “Good question. Where would it be?”


  Admitting I didn’t know felt embarrassing, so we asked a passerby instead. It turned out the stop was a short walk away.


  The carriage stop was little more than a tall sign with a picture of a carriage painted on it—something like a bus stop. It was fairly crowded, and we arrived just as people were climbing aboard.


  “Excuse me,” I called to the driver holding the reins. “Does this carriage go near the gate?”


  “If you transfer once, yeah, it’ll get you there,” he replied.


  Then he gave an apologetic shrug.


  “Sorry, it’s full right now. You’ll have to wait for the next one.”


  “How long until the next carriage?” I asked.


  “Let’s see…” The driver pulled a pocket watch from his coat and checked the time. “Just over ten minutes. This stop and the next one are serviced by two carriages going back and forth.”


  “I understand. Thanks for taking the time to explain.”


  “Don’t mention it,” the driver said with a smile, neatly wrapping up the conversation. After confirming that all the passengers were seated, he flicked the reins, and the carriage rumbled off.


  I turned to Kardeno. “Do you know how the carriages run? Like… their routes?”


  Kardeno crouched down without a word and began drawing in a patch of dirt by the roadside. She traced a rough circle, then divided it with lines like a pizza cut into eight slices.


  “This is a simplified map of the capital,” she said. “These lines are the main roads—eight of them, stretching from the center outward. There are several shared carriage stops along each route, and the carriages just go back and forth between them. It’s not a particularly complicated system.”


  “Ohhh,” I said, impressed.


  Kardeno fell silent and looked up at me.


  “Is there something you want to say?” I asked.


  “No.”


  That was a lie. Her eyes clearly said, “You really didn’t know this?” It wasn’t just my imagination.


  I’d seen carriages here and there in Rikfonia, sure, but was this something so basic that not knowing it marked me as ignorant? Something you were just expected to understand the moment you arrived in the royal capital?


  “Kinda just thought that you sometimes don’t know things everyone else considers obvious.”


  “So you did think that!”


  I let out a heavy sigh. Kardeno immediately stood up, looking flustered, and patted my shoulder.


  “Well, everyone has things they don’t know.”


  She was trying to comfort me, apparently.


  I appreciated the sentiment, but maybe I really did need to learn more about this world.


  For now, all we could do was wait for the next carriage.


  I’d gotten terribly motion-sick on the carriage ride into the capital, but the ones running within the city were far steadier. Thanks to that, I made it without feeling ill. After transferring once and riding to near the gate, we disembarked and continued on foot.


  Beyond the walls, green fields stretched out as far as the eye could see. A gentle breeze rolled through the grass, carrying the scent of earth and leaves with it. I lifted both arms high and stretched, breathing it all in.


  “I haven’t been outside like this in a while,” I said, stretching my shoulders.


  “Yeah. Same for me,” Kardeno replied.


  Her ears twitched back and forth—right, then left—as if she were carefully sorting through the sounds around us.


  “So… which way do we go to reach the forest?”


  The land surrounding the royal capital was wide and open. Anything that could reasonably be called a forest or a mountain lay far off in the distance. Getting there would take a good amount of time, which made all the preparation we’d done feel well worth it.


  My gaze drifted toward the roads where people were coming and going, but Kardeno pointed elsewhere.


  “Let’s go that way,” she said, indicating somewhere slightly to the left. A low hill rose there, blocking the view beyond.


  “That way?”


  “Yeah. If I remember right, there should be a forest past that.”


  “You’ve been there before?”


  “Briefly,” she said. “When I was bought by someone else. I was working as a guard then.”


  “I see.”


  Bought by someone else? What exactly did that mean?


  The merchant had said Kardeno was practically unsold stock. Had she been purchased before and then sold again? Or was there something like returning a slave?


  The questions piled up, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask. Instead, I simply started walking in the direction she’d pointed.


  Kardeno matched my pace, staying right beside me.


  “You’re strange, Kaede…”


  Her voice was quiet, but I heard it clearly.


  “Huh? How so?”


  “There are things everyone seems to know that you don’t,” she said. “And the way fairies show themselves to you, well…”


  A sharp peep rang out as a bird cried overhead.


  With the lush greenery spread out around us, the scene felt peaceful. If we’d laid out a cloth on the ground and unpacked lunch, it would’ve looked just like a picnic.


  “Fairies appear to you,” Kardeno went on. “That means you’re pure, doesn’t it?”


  “Pure? I don’t know about that,” I said, tilting my head. “I’m not really sure what that means. I think I’m probably just… normal.”


  “Normal?” she echoed.


  Another birdcall sounded, closer this time. Kardeno looked up at the sky. Drawn by her movement, I followed her gaze, and that was when a clawbird came plunging straight toward us.


  “W–Wait!”


  Kardeno yanked my arm and pulled me in behind her, shielding me with her body. The clawbird thrust both legs forward, its sharp claws flashing as they lunged for Kardeno. I squeezed my eyes shut.


  A split second later, there was a heavy thud, like thick cloth being slammed against the ground. I opened my eyes cautiously.


  “Huh?”


  The clawbird lay sprawled on the ground, its body twitching violently. One of its legs was still held aloft in Kardeno’s grip. Kardeno herself didn’t have so much as a scratch.


  I hadn’t seen what happened at all.


  “Kardeno… Did you just do something?”


  “I slammed it into the ground,” she said calmly.


  She made it sound trivial, but… in that brief instant, had she really grabbed its leg and smashed it down?


  “It came at me with a leg that was easy to grab,” she added. “That’s all.”


  Releasing the bird, Kardeno turned her back to me and crouched down.


  “Wh-What are you doing?”


  “The forest’s still a fair distance away,” she said. “I’ll carry you. We should hurry.”


  “Okay.”


  I carefully pressed myself against her back, wrapping my arms around her shoulders without tightening around her neck. Kardeno supported the backs of my knees and rose smoothly to her feet.


  “Whoa!”


  My viewpoint got higher than usual, but before I could even process that, she broke into a run, forcing me to cling to her tightly.


  [image: 07]

  Kardeno was incredibly fast. The sound of wind rushing past my ears filled the air, and I finally understood what it meant to cut through the wind.


  When I carefully looked back, the royal capital was already shrinking into the distance. The hill that had seemed so far away just moments ago was now right in front of us.


  “You’re fast, Kardeno!” I shouted, raising my voice so it wouldn’t be swallowed by the wind.


  “I’m wolffolk,” she shot back, her voice light with energy. “Don’t lump me in with those dogs!”


  Just hearing that bounce in her voice made it obvious that she was enjoying this.


  “I wouldn’t!” I yelled back.


  After all, she didn’t look anything like a dog.


  ※※※


  


  Once we crossed the hill and the grass grew thick, trees clustering close together, Kardeno finally set me down.


  She must have run an incredible distance at an incredible speed, yet she only took a moment to steady her breathing. She wasn’t even out of breath, and there wasn’t a hint of sweat on her.


  “Aren’t you tired?” I asked.


  “Maybe a little,” she said. “I haven’t really exercised since before you bought me. Guess my body’s gotten dull.”


  “After that run?” I couldn’t help saying.


  She gave a small hop, rolled her shoulders, and loosened her limbs as if she still had energy to spare.


  “Well, anyway,” I said, shaking my head. “We’re here to look for blueleaf. Do you know what it looks like?”


  “I’ve heard the name,” Kardeno replied, scanning the area. “Never seen it, though.”


  “Figures. I’ve seen it before, but this is my first time actually coming out to gather it myself.”


  “What does it look like?”


  I paused to think.


  “It’s kind of dark-colored, with long, narrow leaves. Once you spot it, it’s easy to recognize.”


  “Dark-colored… Long leaves…”


  Kardeno immediately began surveying the area with her sharp eyes. Of course, it wasn’t something that would turn up so easily, so after a short while, we decided to move deeper in and keep searching.


  The forest was thick with trees, the canopy blotting out just enough light to leave everything faintly dim. As I kept my eyes trained on the ground, scanning for familiar shapes, the strain slowly began to wear on me.


  Still, the plants growing all around us weren’t just ordinary grass. There were strange shapes I’d never seen before, leaves tinted in odd, unnatural colors. Curiosity won out over fatigue. Even as I searched for blueleaf, my gaze kept wandering, pulled in every direction.


  “Kaede.”


  “Huh?”


  Kardeno suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me a step to the side. Almost immediately, something dropped from above with a dull thump.


  I turned back instinctively, and froze.


  Right where I’d been standing moments before, a massive green caterpillar lay writhing on the forest floor. It was as thick as my arm and easily thirty centimeters long, its bloated body undulating as it moved. I couldn’t call it anything but disgusting.


  “Ugh!”


  If Kardeno hadn’t yanked me away when she did, that thing might have landed on my shoulder or my head. Just imagining it sent a shiver racing up my spine, my back suddenly itching as if tiny insects were crawling over my skin.


  “Thank you, Kardeno. I almost died.”


  “No, even you wouldn’t die from something like that,” she said calmly.


  “I meant mentally,” I shot back. “Still, thank you. Seriously.”


  The caterpillar continued to writhe for a moment before disappearing into the undergrowth.


  After that, more oversized caterpillars appeared, each one making me flinch in alarm. Bat-like creatures swooped at us from the trees, only to be driven off by Kardeno again and again. Despite all that time, we still hadn’t found any blueleaf, and my patience was wearing thin.


  “Kaede? Is this it?”


  Kardeno knelt and plucked something from the ground, holding it up for me to see.


  Dark-colored. Long, narrow leaves, almost like chives.


  “Ah! Yes, that’s it! That’s blueleaf!”


  “So this is blueleaf,” she said, examining it closely before handing it over. “If it’s growing here, there should be more nearby.”


  “Yeah, let’s look around.”


  With renewed energy, we started searching the surrounding area.


  Kardeno’s intuition proved right. They weren’t growing in dense clusters, but considering that we hadn’t found a single one until just now, there were quite a few scattered around this area.


  Still, it was nothing like the bundle Asul had brought back all at once. Maybe he’d gone much deeper into the forest, I thought.


  Back when I’d asked at the guild in Rikfonia, they’d told me that blueleaf rarely grew near the forest’s edge. If that held true here as well, then unless we went farther in, it would be hard to gather a satisfying amount before the day was over. Even with Kardeno by my side, the idea of pushing deeper scared me.


  And then, that realization clicked.


  Just a short while ago, no matter how hard we searched, we hadn’t found a single sprig of blueleaf. And now, here it was, not in abundance, but undeniably present.


  We couldn’t see it at all before.


  “Hey, Kardeno,” I said quietly. “Where are we in the forest right now?”


  “I can’t say exactly,” she replied, scanning the surroundings. “But we’ve probably gone fairly deep.”


  That was it. The reason we hadn’t found any near the entrance, and why they were appearing now. The moment I accepted that we were deep in the forest, the shadows around us seemed to darken. I knew it was probably just my imagination, but still…


  “Ummm… Kardeno,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “The deeper parts are dangerous. Maybe we should head back for now.”


  She didn’t answer.


  I almost called her name again, but stopped.


  Kardeno’s ears were slowly turning, carefully catching sounds from every direction.


  Something was wrong. I could tell instantly. I tried listening too, but all I could hear was the soft rustling of leaves swaying in the wind.


  “Someone’s being attacked,” Kardeno said at last. “Deeper inside.”


  At those unexpected words, a chill ran up my spine. I followed her gaze, staring into the shadowed forest beyond.
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