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  Prologue


  

  The trees blocking out the light rustled noisily as a gust of wind swept through them. In the dim forest, something stirred with a dry, scraping sound, eerily reminiscent of the cry of a mysterious creature.


  There were only the occasional calls of birds and the hum of insects flitting through the air. Beyond that, no sign of life could be felt. And yet, Kardeno said that at this very moment, someone deeper in was under attack.


  “What do you mean? What’s out there?”


  My heartbeat quickened, pounding with tension. Without taking her eyes off the depths of the forest, Kardeno answered in a calm voice.


  “I don’t know, but it’s coming this way.”


  “Toward us?!”


  As I fumbled in a panic, unsure what to do, Kardeno slipped an arm around my waist and lifted me in one swift motion.


  “After coming this far, turning back would be pointless. We’ll climb a tree and see what’s happening.”


  Still holding me, Kardeno took a short run and leapt high at a thick tree with barely any footholds, catching the lowest branch with ease. She set me down there first, then pulled herself up before moving to a higher branch. While she stood steady with just a light hand against the trunk, I wavered on my feet and had to be supported by her.
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  Once I steadied myself and listened again, I could finally hear it too. It was faint but unmistakable—a man shouting desperately, the sharp cracking of wood, and something sounding like bursts of energy, probably magic.


  At some point, my palms had grown slick with sweat, and my heart was beating so loudly it felt as if it might echo out into the open.


  “Kaede,” Kardeno called.


  “Huh? What is it?” I answered, caught off guard.


  Kardeno kept her gaze fixed deeper into the forest, toward what from our position lay to the right.


  “If it’s something I can handle, should I help whoever is being attacked?” she asked calmly.


  “Y-Yeah… I think so.”


  “That is, if we can make it there,” she added.


  That was true. Please, just make it in time somehow, I thought, clenching my fist tightly.


  The sounds drew closer. I could tell now that the a lot of men were shouting, but in the dim light and with the trees in the way, I couldn’t see anything at all. Straining my eyes, I caught another sharp crack of wood and quickly looked toward the source, just in time to make out three men. And then, right behind them, a massive boar with great upward-curving tusks came crashing through the trees, flattening everything in its path as it charged.


  “A boar?!” I blurted out.


  Compared to the running men, the creature was enormous.


  “I think I can take that. What’s your call?” Kardeno said, her expression unchanged.


  “Y-You can save them?!” I asked, my voice rising.


  “Yeah,” she replied simply.


  Even faced with such a gigantic boar, Kardeno’s expression didn’t change in the slightest. Is this really okay? What if she gets hurt instead? The worry flickered through my mind, but there was no time to hesitate. The men, running for their lives, were rapidly losing ground.


  I nodded to Kardeno as if in prayer.


  “Please… Help them,” I said.


  “Got it,” Kardeno answered.


  Amid the deafening crash of the boar tearing through the trees, Kardeno pulled me firmly in against the trunk, and I clung to it as well. After confirming that, she walked steadily out to the tip of the branch and drew the large knife at her waist from its sheath.


  The three men came running toward us, their steps faltering.


  “Run faster!” one of them shouted.


  “I’m running!” another snapped back.


  “Don’t leave me behind!” the third cried.


  The smallest of the three lagged behind. The boar was right on his heels. Its enormous tusks were moments away from catching his back.


  The two men in front passed beneath our tree. The instant the last one cleared it, Kardeno leapt down.


  “Kardeno!” I called out.


  I had meant to keep my eyes on her, but before I knew it, she had already planted a foot on the boar’s tusk, seized a handful of its coarse hair, and driven her large knife deep into its eye.


  Carried forward by its own momentum, the boar collapsed, its front legs buckling as it slammed into the ground. With Kardeno still atop it, it gouged through the earth, sliding several meters before finally coming to a stop. And then, silence returned to the forest.


  “Kardeno! Are you okay?” I asked.


  Still bracing herself with one foot on the tusk and a grip on its hair, Kardeno stepped down from the boar and let out a deep breath. At a glance, she didn’t seem injured.


  “I’m fine,” she replied.


  She quickly helped me down from the tree, and I turned my gaze in the direction the men had fled.


  “Are we… safe?” one of them asked, his voice unsteady.


  The three men stood there, chests heaving as they struggled to catch their breath, staring at us in disbelief.


  “Are you all alright?” I asked.


  “Y-Yeah… You’re the ones who saved us, right?” he said, eyeing us with lingering suspicion.


  I nodded several times.


  “Well… Kardeno was the one who actually saved you,” I added.


  As for Kardeno, she was in the middle of pulling the knife she had left lodged in the boar’s eye free.


  “It was her?” one of them asked.


  “Yes,” I replied.


  After pulling the knife from the boar’s eye and wiping it clean on a nearby leaf, Kardeno sheathed it and walked over to us.


  The boar really was enormous. Even with its legs folded beneath it, its height wasn’t much different from mine. From head to tail, it had to be three or even four meters long.


  Staring at the massive body covered in coarse, bristly hair, a faint shiver ran through me at the thought that it might only be unconscious and could start moving again at any moment.


  “We’re… really saved…” the one who had fallen behind murmured.


  The one who spoke was a boy. Tears welled up in his eyes in an instant, then began to spill over as he broke down crying.


  “H-Hey, don’t cry, Gito,” one of the men said.


  The two men gently patted the boy, Gito, on the back in an attempt to calm him.


  He must have been terrified; he was saying something to them, but between the sobs, I couldn’t make it out.


  “Come on, Gito, save the crying for later. Aren’t you going to thank the people who saved you?” the other man urged.


  At that, his sobbing gradually subsided, and his ragged breathing steadied.


  “Um… Thank you very much. I really thought I was going to die…” the boy said.


  After thanking us, he wiped at the tears welling up again with his sleeve.


  “You really saved us. I’m Shiza, and this is Gito,” the man introduced himself, giving Gito’s head a light tap.


  “And I’m Shiki. What about you?” the other added.


  “Oh, um… I’m Kaede, and this is Kardeno,” I said.


  “I see. Thank you again,” Shiki said, bowing deeply.


  “It was nothing,” Kardeno replied dismissively.


  The three of them had to be brothers; the same blue hair and slightly upturned eyes made that obvious. And Shiza and Shiki looked especially alike. They were probably twins.


  “Sorry to ask this after you’ve already helped us, but if you have any potions, could you spare some?” Shiki said, lifting his head with an apologetic look.


  “Ah, just a moment,” I replied as I opened my Cocoru bag and handed them three bottles. Shiki accepted them with a quiet thank-you.


  “Here, Shiza. Use this.”


  “Yeah.”


  Taking the potion from Shiki, Shiza dropped heavily to the ground, rolled up the torn fabric at his side, and poured it over the bleeding wound. But even after using it, the injury didn’t fully close. It seemed the amount wasn’t enough, so I hurriedly took out another potion.


  “Please, use more. I brought plenty with me.”


  “Really? You sure?”


  “Yes, go ahead.”


  Shiza gave a wry smile and used it without holding back. Gito applied his to his calf and arm, while Shiki used his on his shoulder and back.


  All the while, Kardeno watched the three of them in silence. Once their wounds had been treated, she tapped my shoulder lightly.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “What about that?” she said, motioning to the massive boar she had just taken down.


  “What about it?” I echoed, avoiding the eye where the knife had been driven in as I tried to think, but nothing came to mind.


  “Can we not just leave it here?” I asked.


  “It’s not that you can’t, but since it’s such a large boar and it was taken down cleanly, you could probably get a good price for it at the guild,” Shiki chimed in.


  But how were we supposed to move something this big?


  “Even if we had a cart, it wouldn’t make this far into the forest. Gito, you learned magic to make things float, right?” Shiza asked.


  Gito nodded.


  “I see. Then if we carry it out of the forest, we can borrow a cart from the guild. You were Kaede and Kardeno, right? This is your catch, so will you come with us?” he added.


  “Ah, well… Actually, we came here to gather blueleaf, and we haven’t finished that yet…” I said.


  “Really?” Shiza’s eyes widened.


  “That’s surprising. You’re so strong that I just assumed you were here hunting something like this…”


  Kardeno was certainly strong, so I understood why he would think that.


  “Oh, then how about this?” Shiki said. “As thanks, we’ll give you some blueleaf later.”


  “Really?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Honestly, even that wouldn’t be enough,” he replied, rubbing the shoulder he had just healed with a potion.


  “Besides, if the person who actually took this thing down isn’t there, the guild would get suspicious. We can’t just take the full reward for ourselves. We’d be happy just getting paid for transporting it.”


  When I glanced at Kardeno, she gave a small nod.


  “Alright. Then we’ll head back for now,” I said.


  “Okay, Gito. Lift the boar,” Shiza instructed.


  Gito nodded eagerly. “Got it!”


  He ran up in front of the boar and held out his hand toward it. The massive body began to rise before our eyes, lifting until its dangling legs hovered about ten centimeters off the ground, where it stopped and hung in place.


  With the boar suspended like that, Shiza and Shiki pushed it along, maneuvering it through the trees as it caught here and there, steadily working their way toward the edge of the forest. Kardeno and I asked if they wanted help, but since we would be receiving part of the reward, they insisted the two of them could manage, leaving us to simply watch from behind.


  We chatted a little as we made our way out of the forest. It turned out the three of them had been heading deeper inside to a place called the Fairy Spring. However, they had been attacked by the massive boar along the way and were forced to give up.


  “We had to call it off this time, but we were just unlucky. We’ll try again,” Shiki said. He didn’t seem particularly discouraged.


  Once we reached the town, they told us to wait outside the gate with Gito, while Shiza and Shiki ran off into the city. They were probably heading to the guild to borrow a cart.


  Gito let out a long breath and stretched his arms high overhead.


  “Good work,” I said simply.


  He smiled back at me. “Thank you. I’m glad my magic was useful.”


  “Are you the only one who can use magic?” I asked.


  “Yes. That’s why I want to be of help to my brothers, no matter what.”


  He clearly cared deeply about them and seemed genuinely happy just to be of use.


  Before long, Shiza and Shiki returned with a cart. They loaded the boar onto it, and only then did we finally head to the guild.


  As we moved through the streets, countless passersby stared at the massive boar piled onto the cart. The wheels creaked and groaned as if they might give out at any moment, but eventually we made it to the back of the guild.


  Shiki entered through a doorway further inside. The interior was spacious. Even with the boar brought in, there was still plenty of room, and along the walls were all sorts of unfamiliar tools and iron tables whose purpose I couldn’t guess, drawing my gaze around the room.


  After a short while, Shiki came back.


  “I asked them to start butchering the boar,” he said.


  “Nice. I wonder how much it’ll go for once it’s processed,” Shiza replied, the two of them chatting with clear excitement.


  Honestly, I was curious too. With a boar this large, I couldn’t help imagining it would fetch quite a high price.


  Then, from the same inner doorway Shiki had used earlier, five or six men wearing black aprons filed out and gathered around, eyeing the massive boar with interest.


  “Wow! It really is huge,” one of the men said, reaching out to touch the boar’s body.


  “Should we call a few more people? The hide looks thick.”


  “Yeah, we’ll need more hands.”


  “Alright, I’ll go grab whoever’s free.”


  I could catch bits and pieces of their discussion as they formed a circle.


  “Just skinning it is going to take a while…”


  “And the amount of blood…”


  A chill ran down my spine at what I heard. I knew it was necessary, of course, but imagining it wasn’t exactly pleasant. Without thinking, I brought a hand up to cover my mouth.


  “We’re going to start butchering it now. Is that alright?” one of the men said, turning back as if he had just remembered us and raising his voice slightly so we could hear.


  “Yes, please. About how long will it take?” Shiki asked.


  “Well… it’s hard to say exactly. It should be finished today,” the man replied, his answer vague. “You can come back and check in the evening.”


  “Understood,” Shiki said with a nod. He then told us he would treat us to a meal and asked us to come along, so we gratefully accepted.


   

  Chapter 1: The Three Brothers


  

  “Alright, go ahead and order whatever you want. Consider this another way of us thanking you,” Shiki said.


  It was already past lunchtime, and although the restaurant we were shown to had a fair number of seats, most of them were empty.


  We took a round table near the entrance. Going clockwise, it was Gito, Shiki, Shiza, and me, with Kardeno seated beside me as expected.


  Both Kardeno and I were hungry, so we decided not to hold back when ordering. I glanced at her and couldn’t help wondering if Kardeno’s appetite would be a problem.


  When the server came to take our order, I chose something called a grilled meat set. The three brothers ordered omelets and vegetable soup. That left only Kardeno.


  “Can’t decide what you want?” I asked.


  “The same set as Kaede, plus egg soup, stir-fried vegetables, and two portions of stewed ropp meat,” she said.


  That was certainly a lot. I couldn’t tell if she was usually a big eater or just making the most of someone else paying for the meal.


  “Got it,” the server said before quickly heading off to the kitchen.


  “Are you really sure about treating us?” I asked.


  “It’s no problem. You saved our lives. This is nothing compared to that,” Shiki replied, not showing the slightest hint of reluctance. He seemed genuinely grateful.


  “Um, Kaede, how old are you?” Gito asked hesitantly.


  “Huh?” I blinked.


  “Well, I know it’s rude to ask someone’s age, but you don’t seem that much older than me…” he continued, glancing at Kardeno for some reason as he spoke.


  “I’m seventeen,” I said.


  Gito’s eyes widened in shock.


  “S-Seventeen?”


  “Yeah. How about you, Gito?”


  “I’m fourteen. I’m sorry, I thought you were around my age. I didn’t mean to be rude or anything. I just thought it was amazing that a girl around my age would go into such a dangerous forest,” he said, apologizing while glancing at Kardeno. Maybe he was a little scared of her.


  “You’re the same age as us,” Shiza said. “That’s surprising.”


  “Wait, you’re seventeen too?” I asked.


  Shiza stared at my face intently, but I was just as surprised. I had assumed they were older.


  “Ah, that look says we don’t seem seventeen, right?” he said.


  “N-No, it’s just… you seem more mature,” I replied.


  “That’s a nice way of putting it. My friends say I look old,” Shiki said with a small sigh, his gaze drifting off as a faint air of melancholy settled over him.


  “That’s kind of harsh,” I said.


  Since we were the same age, I figured there was no need to be formal, and I began speaking more casually.


  Shiki turned his attention to Kardeno.


  “By the way, is Kardeno your slave?” he asked.


  “Yeah…” I answered.


  I still wasn’t used to hearing that word. It was true that Kardeno was my slave, but every time it came up, a heavy sense of guilt welled up, making me hesitate before nodding.


  “When I was living alone, I got attacked by a thief. I thought it would be safer with her by my side,” I explained.


  “I see. That must have been tough,” Shiki said.


  “Yeah… Something like that.”


  But thinking back, Kasumi had saved me then. In the end, I had probably just been lucky.


  “Anyway, I wonder how much that boar will sell for,” Shiki said, his eyes lighting up with excitement.


  At that, Shiza and Gito both showed the same eagerness, clearly unable to stop thinking about how much value the boar they had carried all the way here might fetch.


  “I don’t think we’ll be disappointed. I mean, just look at the size of that thing,” Shiza said.


  “There might be even bigger boars deeper in the forest!” Gito added, his voice rising with excitement.


  Shiki frowned slightly at that, letting out a thoughtful hum. “I’m not so sure. That area was already pretty deep in, and a boar that size is rare to begin with. It’d be a problem if there were anything bigger than that.”


  When he put it that way, I had to agree. I really didn’t want to imagine a whole group of boars like that roaming around.


  Before long, the food was brought out and placed across the table until there was barely any space left. The rich aroma made my mouth water. We started eating, only chatting here and there so it wouldn’t get cold.


  Naturally, the conversation turned to why the three brothers had gone so deep into the forest. The Fairy Spring they had mentioned earlier wasn’t part of any guild request. Apparently, they had gone to search for something they were hoping to find. That caught my attention.


  “Well, we ended up getting chased by that boar before we could reach it, and that’s how we got here,” Shiki said, scooping up some of his vegetable soup and bringing it to his mouth.


  “What were you looking for? Something rare?” I asked.


  “Yeah. Have you heard of Fairy Spring before?” Shiza said.


  Of course, I hadn’t. I glanced at Kardeno, and we ended up looking at each other. She didn’t seem to recognize it either and gave a small shake of her head.


  “Figures. We didn’t know about it either, but apparently the spring’s water can cure any illness.”


  “That sounds fake,” Kardeno said immediately, even though she had just been eating.


  Gito spoke up in response. “Of course, we don’t completely believe the story either. But if there’s even the slightest chance it’s true, then it’s worth trying.”


  At that, Kardeno said nothing more and simply went back to eating her food.


  The three of them looked perfectly healthy, but they had still risked their lives just to obtain the water from that spring. I brought more food to my mouth, wondering if a family member or someone else close to them might be ill.


  The conversation carried us through the meal at a comfortable pace, and even after that, we still had time to spare, so we headed back to the guild early and continued chatting about trivial things.


  “Shall we go check?” Shiza murmured, glancing at the clock on the guild wall. It was five in the evening.


  When we all went back to the guild, the massive boar had already been completely butchered and neatly separated into parts on a large table. The air was thick with the smell of blood.


  Someone who had been scrubbing the floor with a brush noticed us and hurried over, still holding it.


  “That boar you brought in was incredible. Something that big must fetch a high price. Go on through the back and check inside,” he said.


  “Got it,” Shiki replied.


  With Shiki leading, we went inside. A hallway stretched out to the left and right, and straight ahead was a small service window set into the wall behind glass. On the other side sat an elderly man with glasses, his face lined with wrinkles.


  When he noticed us, he opened the small window and beckoned us over.


  “Excuse me, about that boar from earlier…” Shiki began.


  “The appraisal’s already done,” the old man cut in, placing a sheet of paper covered in writing on the small counter.


  “Five thousand Tamil for the hide, one thousand for the two tusks, and since there was nearly four hundred kilos of meat, that’s twelve hundred Tamil. Another seven hundred for usable organs. Then I’ll deduct one thousand for the butchering fee.”


  “Um, so that makes… six thousand nine hundred Tamil…” Shiki murmured.


  At that total, all three of them, including Shiki himself, lit up with excitement.


  “If you’re satisfied with the amount, sign here,” the old man said.


  Shiki snapped back to reality and looked at me.


  “Could you sign it, Kaede? It’s not really our catch, after all.”


  “Ah, okay,” I said.


  The appraisal sheet with the prices for the hide, tusks, and meat also served as a receipt at the bottom, so I signed there.


  “Here is the payment for the boar,” the old man said.


  Six full silver coins and nine small silver coins were placed neatly in a row on the counter.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  I picked up three of the large silver coins and handed the rest to Shiki.


  “Huh?” he reacted.


  When I passed him the money, he tilted his head as if I had handed him something unfamiliar, then frowned apologetically.


  “I can’t take this much. All we did was carry the boar.”


  But I shook my head.


  “That’s not true. Kardeno was the one who took it down, so we’ll keep this much, but you three worked hard too. You were the ones who carried it out of the forest, and you arranged the cart.”


  “But… are you really sure?” he asked.


  “It’s fine. Kardeno, you’re okay with it too, right?”


  “Yeah. It would have been a waste otherwise,” she replied.


  Shiki pinched the bridge of his nose and looked down.


  “Thank you.”


  “Hey, Shiki, don’t cry,” Shiza said, placing a hand on his shoulder, but Shiki shrugged it off lightly, as if he didn’t want it.


  “I’m not crying,” he insisted, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand before turning back to me.


  “Thank you, Kaede. I’ll make sure to have plenty of blueleaf ready for you. Four days… no, three days from now, in the morning.”


  “Okay. I’ll be looking forward to it,” I said.


  I decided not to mention that his eyes were slightly red.


  We parted ways after agreeing to meet at the guild before noon in three days for the blueleaf.


  As I walked home, the sky was beginning to dim, though it was still far from night. There were even children among the people passing by.


  Walking in silence felt a little lonely, so I spoke up.


  “In the end, we didn’t eat our bread.”


  “Yeah. We got treated, after all,” Kardeno replied.


  The bread we had prepared was still in my Cocoru bag. I suddenly remembered how Kardeno had happily eaten the jam before.


  “Want to stop and get some jam?” I asked.


  “Can we?” she said, her tail starting to sway.


  “Of course. You’re the one who earned most of the money today,” I said, showing her the pouch we’d received at the guild.


  “Then let’s go buy some. The last batch wasn’t nearly enough.”


  “Alright. Let me have some too,” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  Perhaps unable to contain her excitement, Kardeno gradually quickened her pace.


  “Kardeno, you’re going too fast!”


  “Sorry.”


  She slowed down to match my stride for a moment, but as soon as the bakery came into view, her pace picked up again. This time I said nothing and hurried along after her, shifting from a brisk walk into a light run.


  The moment we entered the shop, Kardeno headed straight for the shelf where the jam was displayed.


  There were about four types of small jars lined up. As I watched to see which one she would choose, she first picked up three jars of the same kind we had bought before. Then she added three jars of unfamiliar flavors, and in the end, it seemed she wanted three more of each.


  “Alright, I’ll go pay,” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  I placed the jars on the counter.


  “That’s twelve jars of jam. Your total comes to sixty Tamil,” the clerk said.


  Each jar of jam cost five Tamil. It was fairly expensive.


  “I don’t often see customers buying this much jam,” the shopkeeper remarked.


  “I figured as much. Is this the only size you sell?” I asked.


  “Yes. If we made them any smaller, the price would go up and fewer people would buy them.”


  “I see. You could buy quite a bit of bread for that price.”


  I placed the money on the counter and put the jars into my Cocoru bag.


  “If only sugar were a bit cheaper,” the shopkeeper added.


  If even the seasonings were expensive, then there was no way to keep the price of jam down.


  Kardeno seemed restless, eager to eat the jam as soon as possible, so we wrapped up the small talk and headed home.


  “Kaede, let’s hurry back,” she said, looking like she might break into a run at any moment. I didn’t have that kind of energy.


  “Let’s just walk. I don’t feel like running.”


  “If you want, I can carry you and run.”


  “No, I’ll pass.”


  “I see…”


  Kardeno’s tail, which had been swaying lazily, came to a stop. If she didn’t have that tail, I was sure I wouldn’t be able to read her feelings at all. She was probably disappointed even now, but her expression looked no different than usual.


  “I wonder what our new jam tastes like,” I said.


  “Yeah, I’m curious too,” she replied, though she seemed a little less lively this time.


  She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead. I looked up at her face.


  “Kardeno?”


  “Yeah?”


  “Let’s race back home.”


  “Alright!”


  Her eyes widened slightly, and she gave a firm nod before breaking into a run.


  “I win,” Kardeno said.


  I’d obviously lost… though that was no surprise. She had been glancing back at me the whole time as she ran, probably wondering why I had even challenged her in the first place.


  Still catching my breath, I staggered inside as she nudged me forward, and we entered the house together. I set my bag on a chair, dropped into the one beside it, and collapsed face-down onto the table. Kardeno took the water we had brought to the forest out of the Cocoru bag and handed it to me. I drank until I was satisfied, and only then did my breathing finally settle.


  Thinking back on everything that had happened today, I let out a small breath.


  “Today was exhausting,” I said.


  “Was it?” Kardeno replied.


  “Maybe it was nothing for you, though.”


  In the end, I hadn’t gathered that much blueleaf myself. Even if I spread out what I had collected, it wouldn’t be enough to set up a stall. The only reliable supply would be what Shiki and the others had promised, but even then, I wondered how much they would bring.


  “Kaede, there’s no spoon for the jam,” Kardeno said.


  “Did you check the cupboard?” I asked.


  She had been looking around for it, but once I pointed at the cupboard, she immediately started opening and closing it noisily.


  “Found it.”


  “Okay, you can go ahead and eat, but leave some for me too.”


  “Got it.”


  Kardeno sat down with the jar of jam in hand.


  “Alright, I’ll go get the bath ready in the meantime,” I said.


  “I’ll help.”


  As I stood up, she paused, stopping her hand just as she was about to open the jar, and rose as well, but I shook my head.


  “It’s fine. Go ahead and eat. I’ll take my time.”


  Kardeno fell silent. She had wanted to get back quickly so she could eat, so I could at least handle preparing the bath. But maybe she didn’t like that. At the same time, I understood how she might not feel right relaxing and eating while someone else was working.


  “Then, could you do it later?” I asked.


  “Yeah, leave it to me,” she replied.


  “In that case… I’ll eat too,” I said, trailing off.


  I sat back down with Kardeno. Just then, there was a knock at the door.


  “Coming,” I called.


  Even though I had just sat down, I stood up again and opened the door.


  “Good evening, Kaede,” Ice said.


  “Oh, good evening. What brings you here?” I asked.


  Ice stood at the entrance with a gentle smile. It was already dark outside.


  “I had something to talk to you about. More importantly, I heard you took down a huge boar. That surprised me,” she said.


  “Ah, well, Kardeno was the one who defeated it,” I replied.


  “Hehe, I figured as much. Are things going well with her?” Ice asked.


  It felt rude to keep her standing there, so even though we had been about to eat, I invited her inside and had her sit at the table.


  Kardeno’s expression twisted slightly in displeasure.


  “Oh my, do you not like me?” Ice asked lightly.


  “Not really,” Kardeno replied.


  “Kardeno, Ice has helped me a lot. Saying it like that…” I began, but she turned her face away before I could finish.


  Just because Ice had helped me didn’t mean Kardeno owed her anything. Maybe I had forced my own feelings onto her and only made her more upset.


  “Sorry, I shouldn’t force you,” I said.


  Kardeno glanced at me out of the corner of her eye.


  “You don’t have to apologize,” she said.


  Watching our exchange, Ice let out a small laugh.


  “I’m glad to see things are going well between you,” Ice said.


  “Yes. Kardeno is really strong. She took down that boar in a single strike today,” I replied.


  “Oh? A shame I didn’t get to see it myself,” Ice said, narrowing her eyes as she looked at Kardeno.


  I couldn’t tell what emotion lay behind that expression, but seeing Ice make that face was a little unsettling.


  “Um, so… what did you need?” I asked.


  “Oh, right, the reason I came,” she said.


  There was no way she had actually forgotten, but Ice smiled with a slightly embarrassed look.


  “There’s a girl in the dragon hunters who, like Asul, has a condition that makes potions less effective. So I’d like you to make some potions for her as well. High potions, if possible.”


  This was the first time I had heard of someone other than Asul having a body that potions barely worked on.


  “It would be nice if she came to ask you herself, but she’s not very good at talking, so I came on her behalf. I also wanted to meet you, Kaede, so I agreed readily,” Ice added.


  “I see,” I said.


  I smiled a little shyly, and Ice smiled back.


  Even as she ate her bread, Kardeno seemed to be listening in on our conversation.


  “Then, how many should I make?” I asked.


  “As many as you can. I’ll pay whatever it takes.”


  “I can’t take money from you, Ice,” I said.


  “I appreciate the sentiment, but I can’t let you do it for free. Now then, what would you like as payment?” Ice said, pausing to think.


  I tried to think of something myself, but nothing came to mind.


  “The library,” Kardeno muttered.


  “You mean access to the library?” Ice asked.


  “Yeah. Kaede should study more,” Kardeno said.


  “Ugh,” I let out involuntarily.


  I remembered the way Kardeno had looked at me with that faintly indulgent gaze at the carriage station. I lowered my eyes a little.


  “Hm… Does Kaede really need to study? She can already read well,” Ice said.


  “I want to study more, Ice. Beyond just reading and writing…” I said.


  Part of it was Kardeno bringing up the library, but I also felt that being so ignorant about the world wasn’t good. I could rely on Kardeno to teach me things, but that had its limits. In that case, knowledge from the library would surely be useful.


  In exchange for making as many high potions as possible, I would receive access to the library.


  Ice left after placing a large Cocoru bag on the table, asking me to put the finished potions into it.


  Three days later, the day we had promised to meet Shiki and the others, Kardeno and I sat at a table inside the guild with enough time to spare.


  They had said they would come before noon, but when I glanced at the large wall clock, it was already half past twelve. If I remembered correctly, we had arrived at around ten in the morning. We had been sitting there doing nothing for over two hours, and I couldn’t help wondering if someone might tell us off for lingering so long. But no one said anything. Even though it was midday, the place was crowded and noisy. Since this wasn’t a restaurant, it made sense that no one would mind us staying.


  “They’re late,” I said.


  “They are,” Kardeno replied.


  She had been shifting her crossed legs and tapping her fingers against the table for a while now, clearly bored. There might even have been a hint of irritation mixed in.


  “Kardeno, do you want me to give you some money so you can go buy something to eat?” I asked.


  “Let’s wait. I don’t like leaving you here alone,” she said.


  “Okay,” I murmured, my voice swallowed by the noise of the guild.


  “Do you think Shiki and the others forgot?” I added.


  “That’s possible,” Kardeno replied easily.


  That would be a problem. For a moment, I wondered if they might be in danger again, but I pushed the thought aside.


  Another thirty minutes passed before Kardeno suddenly said, “They’re here.”


  I stood and looked toward the entrance, where the three of them were, each carrying a large sack big enough to fit a small child, looking around as they searched for us.


  “Ah, there you are! Thank goodness!” Shiki said as he spotted us and hurried over. “Sorry, you’ve been waiting, right?”


  “We’ve been waiting a while, yes,” I said.


  “I’m really sorry. I overslept…”


  The unexpected excuse made the tension leave my shoulders, but since nothing serious had happened and he seemed genuinely apologetic, I let it go.


  “Actually, we gathered a lot of blueleaf yesterday, and we got so into it that we ended up coming back late,” he explained.


  “Really?” I asked.


  “Oh yeah, it’s impressive. You’ll see,” Shiza said proudly as he set his sack down, untied the opening, and showed us the contents.


  Inside, it was packed full of blueleaf. I couldn’t help letting out a small sound of amazement, and Shiza grinned even wider.


  “That’s three sacks’ worth. Pretty good, right?”


  “That’s incredible!” I said.


  It was an enormous amount. It almost made me worry they had stripped an entire section of the forest bare. Was it really okay for me to take all of this?


  “I don’t know if this is enough to repay you, but if it’s not, we’ll go gather more,” Shiki said.


  “No, no, this is more than enough. Thank you,” I replied.


  “Um… So…” Shiki started.


  He grew restless, clenching and unclenching his fists as if he was trying hard to keep still. Behind him, Shiza and Gito seemed to be silently urging him on.


  I tilted my head, wondering what was going on.


  Shiki slowly opened his mouth to speak.


  “Um… If it’s not too much trouble, would you come to the forest with us next time?” he asked.


  “The forest?” I echoed.


  After all that hesitation, that was what he wanted?


  “You remember how we said we were planning to go deeper into the forest to the spring?” he continued.


  “Yeah.”


  “I know I’m asking for too much, but Kardeno is strong. If you and Kardeno come with us, I feel like we can actually make it to the Fairy Spring.”


  “That sketchy spring?” Kardeno said.


  “It does sound suspicious, but… I really want to find out the truth,” Shiki said, his voice earnest.


  Kardeno didn’t respond.


  “If Kardeno joins us, it would definitely be reassuring, but I’d just slow you down,” I said.


  “Hmm… Don’t you know how to fight? When we first met, only Kardeno had a weapon, right?” Shiki asked.


  “Yeah…” I said. “Actually, wait…”


  Hold on, I did have a way to attack—the crystal stone I had used to intimidate the dragon, the very reason I came to the capital. I could make more of those. While their power was inconsistent, they would still be a usable weapon for someone like me who couldn’t swing a sword.


  “The crystal stones could count as a form of attack, right?” I said.


  “I guess so. But their power is unreliable,” Shiza said, crossing his arms as he started thinking.


  Before he could speak further, Gito tapped his arm.


  “Big brother, I’ll support Kaede. With my magic, I think we can manage,” he said.


  “You will?” Shiza replied.


  “Yeah. What do you think, Kaede?” Gito asked.


  Even though I would only slow them down, the offer was actually a welcoming one.


  The spring they mentioned had piqued my interest as well, and I wanted to see it. Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. Even if the water didn’t truly cure illness, I felt there had to be something behind the rumors.


  “Kardeno, is it okay with you?” I asked.


  “Yeah. If you’re going, I’ll go,” she replied.


  “Good. If you weren’t going, I wouldn’t even be part of the conversation,” I said.


  At Kardeno’s answer, Shiki looked visibly relieved.


  “Then, when should we go?” he asked.


  Since Ice had asked me to make high potions, I wanted a little time.


  “Are you all free most of the time?” I asked.


  “Yeah, more or less. But it’d be better if we had two or three days to properly prepare our equipment,” Shiki said.


  “In that case, we also have some things to take care of, so how about three days from now in the morning?” I suggested.


  Shiki and the others nodded in agreement.


  “Hopefully we won’t be late this time,” Shiki said with a wry smile at his own remark. Since his oversleeping had been caused by getting back late the day before, it probably wouldn’t happen again.


  I had Kardeno carry two of the sacks filled with blueleaf and thanked the brothers once more.


  “You can return the sacks the next time we meet,” Shiki said.


  “Got it. See you in three days,” I replied.


  The three of them stayed behind to take care of something at the guild, so we parted ways there and left, heading toward the carriage station.


  “We got a lot. This should be enough to make plenty of high potions for Ice. We might even have extra,” I said.


  “Yeah. I didn’t expect them to gather this much. Even so…” Kardeno replied, her voice trailing off.


  “Even so… what?” I prompted.


  “About that Fairy Spring… They said its water could cure illness. But what if that’s where the fairy spring water is found?” Kardeno said.


  “Fairy spring water?” I echoed.


  It sounded familiar, like something I had heard or seen before. The answer lingered at the tip of my tongue before suddenly surfacing.


  “Oh! That’s a material for maximum potions!”


  That was it. The ingredients for a maximum potion were sky dragon root and fairy spring water. It could even regenerate severed limbs, so if fairy spring water was used for something like that, then there might be some merit to the idea that it alone could cure any illness. Maybe the idea of fairy spring water and the image of a spring inhabited by fairies had simply become mixed together.


  “So it’s a potion ingredient?” Kardeno asked.


  “Yeah. Is fairy spring water expensive?” I said.


  “Expensive doesn’t even begin to cover it. It’s water that only water fairies can produce. It’s not something you can easily obtain,” she replied.


  “I see.”


  Still, I had heard that some people used maximum potions in Rikfonia. They must have obtained the fairy spring water somehow.


  It really felt like I needed to study a lot about it. I kept asking Kardeno things, and if I didn’t at least understand the basics related to my own situation, it would only cause problems later.


  “I’ll start making the high potions as soon as we get back. Will you help me?” I asked.


  “Yeah. The ones for Ice, right?” she said.


  Kardeno usually didn’t show much on her face, but for some reason, whenever Ice came up, she became visibly displeased.


  “Kardeno, do you dislike Ice?” I asked.


  “Not really…”


  There it was again. With that kind of expression, there was no way I could just accept that answer.


  “When you came to the slave trader, she was there with you, wasn’t she?” Kardeno said.


  “Yeah. I couldn’t have gone to a place like that on my own,” I said.


  “Back then, I thought she was the kind of person used to sizing others up. That’s all. I just don’t like her,” Kardeno replied.


  “Sizing people up? Ice?” I asked.


  Was that really the case? From my perspective, I had never seen her look at someone like she was judging their worth, nor did she seem calculating. She was always smiling, and kind. But if Kardeno felt that way, then there must have been something that made her think so.


  “You too,” Kardeno said.


  “Huh?” I blinked. Without any context, I couldn’t follow what she meant.


  “Don’t you think she’s only being nice to you because of your potions?” she said.


  Now that she mentioned it, Ice did know that I made potions in an unusual way.


  “Is that really it? She just seems like a kind person to me,” I said.


  “Does she?” Kardeno replied.


  “Maybe… I think,” I said with an uncertain smile.


  Kardeno frowned slightly.


  “When Ice came to visit before, you opened the door without even checking who it was,” she said.


  “Y-Yeah?”


  “You shouldn’t do that.”


  Why bring that up now? I was about to ask, but she continued.


  “I don’t know where you grew up, but there are all kinds of people here. Be careful.”


  “Right… I’m sorry,” I said.


  She wasn’t just angry; she was scolding me out of concern. I instinctively straightened up.


  “You may think Ice is kind, but that doesn’t mean you should trust just anyone. Everyone is hiding something.”


  “Okay,” I replied quietly.


  Kardeno let out a small sigh, as if exasperated, and adjusted the sack on her back.


  I poured the water I had drawn from the well into a large pot, then dropped in a purification stone. Once a faint blue color spread through the water, I added a large amount of blueleaf and began the process.


  Kardeno picked up the finished high potions one by one, counting as she went.


  “Kaede?”


  When she called my name, I turned to see her placing the potions into the large Cocoru bag Ice had left behind.


  “We’ve made over five hundred with this batch.”


  “Five hundred, huh? That’s a lot,” I said.


  The well behind the house was in the shade, out of direct sunlight. It should have been cool, but I was still damp with sweat. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand.


  Back in Rikfonia, it must have been around the time the weather was starting to warm. If the seasons followed the same pattern, this heat meant summer was approaching. Without a calendar, I couldn’t be sure, but it felt like quite some time had passed since I came here.


  “If we’re done, let’s take a break,” Kardeno said.


  “Yeah,” I agreed.


  She carried the large Cocoru bag Ice had left into the house, and I followed. The windows were open, letting a breeze pass through. My hair shifted each time the wind blew. At the table, we divided the five hundred potions we had made, setting half aside for Ice and the other half to sell.


  “It’s getting hot,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Kardeno replied.


  “When summer comes, I kind of want to have some ice cream,” I said.


  “Ice?” she repeated.


  From the look on Kardeno’s face, it was easy to tell exactly what she was thinking.


  “It has nothing to do with Ice, you know. It’s food,” I said.


  “Is it?” Kardeno repeated.


  Apparently, she really had been thinking of Ice. Once she realized it wasn’t related, the crease between her brows disappeared.


  “What kind of food is it?” she asked.


  “Um… It’s like sweet ice,” I said.


  “I want to try it.”


  “It’s even better when it’s hotter out,” I added.


  To quench my dry throat, I went to draw some well water into a pot. After pouring it into two cups for Kardeno and myself, I drank it down in one go, feeling the coolness pass through my throat, down my esophagus, and into my stomach. Kardeno emptied her cup as well. I wondered if she felt the same sensation.


  I let out a breath.


  “Let’s head over to deliver the high potions to Ice in a bit,” I said.


  “Got it,” Kardeno replied.


  I poured myself another cup and took a sip.


  “Ah, it’s cold. It’d be even better with ice.”


  “Then let’s buy a color stone when we go. If it’s going to get hotter, I want ice too,” she said.


  “So there are color stones that can make ice? What color are those?” I asked.


  I had only ever bought red and purple stones before, so I was curious about the others. More than that, I had never actually seen one being used.


  “For ice, it’s a white stone,” Kardeno said.


  “I see,” I said, standing up as I finished my water. “We didn’t get much of a break, but let’s go.”


  “Yeah,” she replied.


  Without me needing to say anything, Kardeno picked up the Cocoru bag filled with high potions.


  Ice’s house was far from here, but now that I knew about carriages, it didn’t feel like much of a burden. When we arrived, however, Ice herself wasn’t home due to work, so we handed the high potions to a maid and were told the payment would come later.


  After that, we headed to the guild to buy color stones and made our way up to the fourth floor. As I looked through the various items for sale, trying to find the stones, Kardeno tapped my shoulder lightly.


  Wondering what it was, I turned around and saw a thin gold bracelet resting in her hand.


  “What’s that?” I asked.


  “A substitute bracelet. It’ll put up a barrier around your body once,” she explained.


  “Wow, I’ve never heard of something like this before,” I said, taking the bracelet and examining it more closely. Fine patterns were engraved along the inside of the band.


  “You’re going to the forest with Shiki and the others. You should get one, just in case,” Kardeno said.


  “Yeah… though I’d rather that ‘just in case’ never happens,” I replied with a wry smile.


  “Let’s hope so,” she said.


  Still holding the bracelet Kardeno had given me, I resumed looking for the color stones. I found them sorted by color in small bottles and picked up a white stone.


  “Colored stones break easily, so we should buy a few extra,” Kardeno said.


  “How many?” I asked.


  I picked up three at random, but Kardeno added two more to my palm.


  “That should be enough, right?” she said.


  Without checking the price, I went to pay.


  “That’ll be fifty Tamil for five color stones, and eighty Tamil for the two bracelets,” the clerk said.


  The prices were completely different from Rikfonia. I froze for a moment. I had enough money now, so it wasn’t a problem, but I made a mental note to check prices more carefully next time.


  The next day, the first thing I decided to do was sell the high potions I had managed to make, so I headed to the spot where I normally set up my stall.


  “Have you decided on a price for the high potions yet?” Kardeno asked.


  That caught me off guard. I hadn’t thought about the price at all until she mentioned it, but since I was going to sell them, I couldn’t ignore it.


  “Uh…”


  How much should I charge? My pace slowed as I thought. Back in Rikfonia, at the apothecary I used to visit… what had the price been? I felt like I had heard it before, or maybe not.


  It was right on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t quite recall it.


  “Do you know roughly how much they usually sell for?” I asked, hoping Kardeno might have a general idea.


  “Not really. Prices probably vary from shop to shop. You could just check a few places,” she replied.


  “Even so, would they really differ that much?” I said.


  “If a shop hires someone to make potions for them, that’s different from a shop selling potions made by someone in-house. If it’s in-house, they might only charge for materials,” Kardeno explained.


  “I see.”


  In that case, it would be best to check a few shops that sold high potions and use that as a reference. We decided to make a short detour before setting up the stall.


  The first shop wasn’t very large. With just a few customers inside, it already felt cramped. I quickly found the high potions and checked the price—Thirty Tamil. As expected, they were much more expensive than regular potions.


  At the next shop, they were twenty-eight Tamil. When I asked about it, they said low prices were their specialty. I checked a few more places. One shop, which insisted that cheaper wasn’t always better, sold them for thirty-six Tamil. Another had them at thirty-three.


  After leaving the last shop, I let out a small sigh.


  “The prices are all over the place,” I said.


  “Yeah,” Kardeno agreed.


  In the end, the highest price was thirty-six Tamil, and the lowest was twenty-eight.


  I made them myself and sold them myself. As long as I had the materials, the effort required to make them was minimal. If I wanted to, I could sell them cheaply. But that didn’t necessarily mean cheaper was better.


  If something that should be expensive was priced too low, people might start to suspect that something was wrong with it. I could understand the reasoning of the shop that priced their high potions a bit higher at thirty-six Tamil.


  In the end, there would be all kinds of customers. Some would prefer low prices, while others would assume that a higher price meant better quality.


  “How about thirty Tamil? It’s a nice, round number and easy to calculate.” I suggested.


  “That sounds fine,” Kardeno agreed.


  After what could hardly be called a discussion, we settled on thirty Tamil as the price for the high potions.


  With the price decided, we finally headed to the spot where I usually set up my stall. When we arrived, a few people who seemed to recognize me gathered even before I had finished setting up.


  “Looks like I’m early! I’ll take five potions.” one of them said.


  “I’ll take three too!”


  “Yes, just a moment, please,” I replied.


  I quickly took out the potions from my Cocoru bag. As I did, the high potions we had just priced caught my eye.


  “Um, I also have high potions today, if you’re interested. They’re thirty Tamil,” I said.


  “Oh, you have high potions too? Then I’ll take five of those,” one woman said.


  Since they were more expensive, I had thought she might refuse, but she accepted without hesitation.


  Another customer, who had asked for potions, declined, saying they were too expensive.


  They didn’t sell as quickly as regular potions, but some people bought them in groups of five or ten. I didn’t sell out completely, but I still managed to sell quite a lot.


  By evening, I packed up my stall and was about to head home when Kardeno called out to me. I turned back, wondering what it was.


  “When we got the money from selling that boar, I remember you said that our portion was mine, for taking it down,” Kardeno said.


  “Yeah. Why? Is there something you want?” I asked.


  She didn’t respond right away. It seemed like she was thinking about something.


  “Hey, why don’t we go buy you a wallet?” I suggested.


  “A wallet?” Kardeno tilted her head.


  “That money from the boar is yours, so having to ask me every time you want something would be a hassle, right? If you had your own wallet, that would solve it,” I said.


  After a brief pause, Kardeno nodded slowly.


  “Then come on, let’s go,” I said, taking her hand and starting to walk.


  We bought her a wallet and put the money into it. I was curious what she would buy, but it turned out she simply picked up whatever food caught her eye, buying and eating as she went.


  “Is it good?” I asked.


  Kardeno only nodded, as she was in the middle of eating a skewer with several large pieces of meat on it.


  “I see, I see,” I said, nodding along.


  Still holding two more skewers in her other hand, she offered one to me.


  “It’s good. You should try it too, Kaede,” she said.


  “Really? Thanks,” I replied.
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  I took it without hesitation and bit into it right away. It was slightly salty, and the meat had a firm, satisfying texture.


  But then, I glanced at Kardeno from the side. As she chewed on the skewer, her eyes were already moving about, as if searching for what to eat next. At this rate, her money might disappear in a flash, spent on whatever caught her appetite.


   

  Chapter 2: The Spring


  

  After delivering the high potions Ice had requested, I hadn’t really gone out except to run my stall. Three days passed without hearing anything further from her. It was now the day we had promised to meet Shiki and the others.


  “Kardeno, are you ready?” I called up toward the second floor, where she was getting prepared.


  “Yeah. What about you, Kaede?” she replied.


  Kardeno came down the stairs, fully equipped, a large knife secured at her waist.


  “I’m good. I brought the same things as last time and made some crystal stones. I’ve got this, too,” I said, showing her the substitute bracelet on my arm.


  “Alright. That should be fine,” she said.


  We didn’t have a clock at home, so I couldn’t tell the exact time, but judging by the position of the sun, we needed to head to the guild soon or we would be the ones running late. We had scolded Shiki and the others about being late last time, so it wouldn’t look good if we did the same.


  “Kaede, since we’re going to the spring, maybe we should buy a canteen,” Kardeno said.


  “A canteen? You mean, separate from what we use for drinking water?” I asked.


  “Yeah. We could try bringing some of the spring’s power back with us,” she suggested.


  “That’s a good idea. Let’s buy one on the way,” I said.


  We gathered our things and left the house.


  Here, a “canteen” wasn’t like the metal or plastic bottles I was used to, but something made from animal hide and even stomachs. I’d heard that some people even used expansion stones to increase their capacity, like with a Cocoru bag.


  That aside, we needed to buy a canteen and get to the guild before we were late, but there were all kinds of options. Besides ones made from animal hide or stomachs, there were small barrel-like containers and even ones hollowed out from gourds.


  The canteen I had bought before was made from an animal stomach. Should I get the same kind again, or try a different type and compare how they felt to use?


  While I hesitated, Kardeno urged me to hurry. In the end, I bought the same kind again.


  And just like that, we arrived late to the meeting.


  “You’re late,” Shiza said, pressing down on my head from above.


  “Sorry, we got delayed buying a canteen. But… doesn’t this make us even?” I said.


  I knew I was in the wrong, but I had apologized as soon as I saw the three of them waiting near the guild entrance, and yet this was how I was treated.


  Glancing at the large clock inside the guild, it was only ten minutes past twelve.


  “Come on, Shiza. We made them wait quite a while last time too, so we can’t really complain,” Shiki said, stepping in to help.


  At that, Shiza finally removed his hand from my head.


  “You’re right. Sorry about that,” he said, lowering his brows apologetically.


  He looked genuinely remorseful, but had he really forgotten that he had been late before? Still, it didn’t seem like he meant anything by it, so I let it go.


  After returning the sacks we had borrowed to carry the blueleaf, we set off toward the forest.


  As we left the capital and headed toward the forest, I asked how far they had gone the last time.


  “We went pretty far. I can’t say exactly how far, but far enough to get chased by a boar that big,” Shiza said, rubbing his side where he had been injured.


  “We still managed to cover a lot of distance, thanks to Gito’s magic,” Shiki added.


  At the praise, Gito puffed out his chest proudly.


  “Since both my brothers are swordsmen, I decided I’d do everything I could to support them with magic,” he said.


  “Yeah, yeah. Gito has a talent for magic, so he’s a huge help,” Shiki said, lightly patting his head.


  The three of them seemed close. I couldn’t help feeling a little envious.


  “Gito, besides the magic you used to carry the boar, what other spells can you use?” I asked.


  Gito started counting them off on his fingers.


  “Um, like I said, there’s the levitation magic I used to carry the boar, and a spell that takes away an enemy’s vision. But it only works for a moment, so Shiza said throwing sand in their eyes would probably be more effective,” he explained.


  “Shiza, you actually said that?” Shiki shot him a look.


  Shiza avoided his gaze, looking off in a completely different direction.


  But Gito didn’t seem to mind at all and happily continued listing his spells.


  “And then there’s ice magic, which I’m best at. That’s all I can do for now, but I’m planning to learn a lot more,” he said.


  “I see. You’re still fourteen, right? Then I’m sure you’ll be able to learn plenty more,” I said.


  “Yes,” Gito replied.


  “Oh, speaking of age,” I said, glancing at Kardeno walking beside me. “How old are you, Kardeno?”


  “I forgot,” she answered immediately.


  The response came so quickly it caught me off guard, as if she had expected the question.


  “I think I was sixteen when I became a slave, but I don’t keep track,” she added.


  “I see…” I said.


  There was something sharp in her tone. I felt it would be better not to press the topic, so I dropped it.


  “Anyway, getting back to it, I thought we’d be close to the spring by now,” Shiza said, letting out an exaggerated sigh.


  Shiki gave a wry smile.


  “That’s just your intuition. We don’t even know the exact location,” he replied.


  If they only knew that the spring existed but had no idea where it was, then finding it by wandering through the forest would be incredibly difficult. I wondered if the three of them had some kind of clue.


  When I asked Shiki, he said they did have a marker to go by.


  “The rivers that flow from the spring. We don’t know which one leads to the Fairy Spring, but if we check them one by one, we should eventually find it,” Shiki said.


  That sounded like an exhausting approach. This time, we were continuing from where they had left off before. If we could reach the Fairy Spring, they would finally achieve their goal and obtain its water.


  “But going any deeper than that… is kind of scary,” Shiza said quietly, the earlier cheer gone from his voice.


  Shiki and Gito fell silent as well, their brows furrowing. It seemed the boar hadn’t been the only thing that frightened them.


  “Was there something deeper in?” I asked hesitantly.


  “It’s kind of embarrassing, but…” Shiki scratched his head. “Something feels off about that place. The fact that it’s dark there even during the day is unsettling enough, but partway through, we stopped seeing any animals. And then, at the end, that boar showed up.”


  “You went that far in, and still didn’t see any animals?” Kardeno asked. She had been listening quietly until now.


  The three of them nodded in unison.


  “Of course, it could just have been our imagination…” Shiki said, stopping in his tracks, and the rest of us halted naturally with him.


  “But it is strange,” he continued. “Even that deep, it was totally silent except for that boar.”


  “Huh? What do you mean?” I asked. I was the only one who didn’t seem to understand.


  “The deeper you go into the forest, the more aggressive the creatures are. And there are not just one or two,” Kardeno explained, not looking at me in particular. “Yet they’re saying it was quiet in the forest. That’s not normal.”The absence of creatures that should have been there…


  Only then did I finally understand how strange that was.


  Kardeno’s expression hardened.


  “If it’s just you, Kaede, I can protect you there. But I can’t be held responsible for the three of you,” she said.


  “I understand that well,” Shiki replied, nodding slowly at her words.


  We hadn’t even reached the forest yet, and already a sense of tension had settled over us.


  Before long, we stepped inside the forest and moved deeper at several times the speed we had before.


  I stayed beside Kardeno, already out of breath from how far we had walked.


  The trees weren’t densely packed, but each one was thick and tall, their branches layered over one another, dimming the light. There was little grass on the ground, but rocks jutted out here and there. The surface, damp with moisture, was covered in moss that made it easy to slip.


  “You alright?” Kardeno asked.


  “I’m okay, thanks,” I replied.


  She steadied me, helping me regain my footing.


  Suddenly, a sharp cry from a bird echoed through the forest, and I flinched.


  Shiza looked around, then suddenly ran off on his own. Wondering what he had found, we followed in the direction he went.


  He was crouched, peering at the ground, so I leaned in to look as well. There was a shallow groove, with a small stream running through it. The faint sound of trickling water, barely audible unless you got close, felt strangely soothing in the dim, eerie forest.


  “This should be the stream we followed last time,” Shiza muttered.


  In other words, we just had to trace it upstream. I tried following it with my eyes, but the uneven ground and trees quickly blocked my view.


  “Alright, let’s keep moving,” Shiza said.


  Taking that as our cue, we started walking again, keeping the stream close at our side. The water flowing through it was remarkably clear. If it really came from the Fairy Spring, then the spring itself must be just as pure.


  We walked on for a while. There was no path to follow, and it had already been difficult to traverse, but the deeper we went, the more rugged it became.


  Even the three walking ahead of us were starting to breathe heavily. Suddenly, Shiza stopped.


  “If I remember right, this is about where the boar showed up, isn’t it?” he said.


  At that, Shiki and Gito stopped as well, slowly scanning their surroundings.


  “That’s right. This place really does feel unsettling,” Shiki said, a crease forming between his brows.


  Before entering the forest, they had mentioned not seeing any animals. Now that I thought about it, even the sound of birds had disappeared at some point.


  Then, I noticed Gito staring at something, completely still, and I asked what was wrong.


  “Kaede, don’t you see something over there?” he said.


  “Over there?” I asked.


  Gito pointed straight ahead, then slightly to the right. Even though the trees weren’t that dense, it was too dark for me to make anything out clearly. Still, I focused my eyes, searching for anything unusual. All I could see were scattered rocks and the shadows of broken, decaying trees. Nothing stood out.


  “It looks like… there’s a person over there,” Gito said.


  “H-Hey, Gito, don’t say creepy things like that. You’re kidding, right? It’s a joke, right?” Shiza said, rubbing his arms.


  Gito insisted it wasn’t a joke, but Shiza brushed it off without taking him seriously.


  While the two of them went back and forth, I kept looking in the direction Gito had pointed. And then I saw it. Something that looked like a person. It was too dark and too far away to make out any details, but for some reason, it felt like it was staring right at us, unmoving.


  Fear crept up from my feet, and I took a step back.


  “Kaede, what’s wrong?” Kardeno asked as I lightly bumped into her. She steadied my shoulder.


  “Kardeno… there’s something over there. It’s looking straight at us,” I said, my voice trembling.


  At that, the two who had been arguing fell silent.


  In the stillness, Kardeno narrowed her eyes, peering past me.


  “It’s a wraith. Not a person,” she said calmly.


  Her voice was steady. For a moment, I wondered if it was dangerous, but that didn’t seem to be the case.


  “S-So… a ghost?” I asked.


  “I’m not entirely sure what the difference is between a ghost and a wraith, but wraiths are said to possess people,” Kardeno replied.


  I had never seen or sensed anything like a ghost in my life. So now, seeing one so clearly sent a chill down my spine.


  “It’s looking at us. Let’s move before it takes too much interest,” Kardeno said.


  “Y-Yeah, let’s go,” Shiza replied.


  Following Kardeno’s lead, Shiza started walking, with Shiki and Gito right behind him. Kardeno gently urged me forward as well.


  But I couldn’t take my eyes off the thing Kardeno had called a wraith.


  Until a moment ago, it had simply stood there. Now, it slowly raised its arm and pointed in our direction.


  “Hey… it’s pointing at us,” I said.


  Gito had noticed too and voiced the same thought.


  Actually, it wasn’t pointing directly at us. There was a slight shift in where its finger aimed.


  “Over there…” I murmured, looking slightly to the left of our path.


  “What are you talking about?” Kardeno asked, tilting her head.


  “It looks like it’s pointing that way,” I said.


  “What would a wraith even be trying to tell us?” she replied.


  “I don’t know,” I said.


  Shiki, who had been silent until now, suddenly spoke.


  “Hey… What if the direction it’s pointing is where the spring is?” he said.


  “Huh? Why would a wraith be pointing toward the spring?” Shiza shot him a skeptical look.


  Unfazed, Shiki continued.


  “Look at the stream. Follow it upstream.”


  Not just Shiza, but all of us traced the stream with our eyes. The trees still blocked our view, but the winding flow seemed to continue in the direction the wraith was pointing.


  “Kardeno, what do you think?” I asked.


  “No idea,” she replied flatly.


  It was a blunt response, but Kardeno wasn’t finished.


  “Still, that wraith used to be human. We can’t rule out the possibility that it’s guiding us for some reason,” she said.


  Shiza and Shiki exchanged glances, and Shiki let out a small breath.


  “Well… that’s true. Whether a wraith is helping us or not, we came this far planning to follow the stream anyway. There’s no point overthinking it now,” he said.


  This time, we all started walking again. I glanced back at the wraith once more. It was still pointing, but the fear I had felt earlier had begun to fade. We continued upstream in the direction it had indicated. After a while, I heard the faint sound of water. Kardeno seemed to hear it too, her ears twitching as she picked up on the sound.


  “Hey, did you hear that just now?” I asked.


  “Yeah. It’s close,” she replied.


  Just as Kardeno said, the spring soon came into view.


  “Hey, isn’t that the spring?!” Shiza shouted, excitement in his voice as he ran ahead.


  There was a steep downward slope, and Shiki and Gito slid down after him. With Kardeno’s help, I made my way down as well and finally saw the spring for myself.


  “This is… not what I expected,” I said.


  I had imagined something beautiful and sacred, something worthy of being called the Fairy Spring. But no matter how I looked at it, this was a swamp. The water was murky green, and I couldn’t see the bottom.


  The stream we had followed earlier had been so clear, so why was the spring itself so dirty? I wondered if impurities had settled as the water flowed, but the stream running right beside the spring was crystal clear.


  Shiki and the others leaned in, peering curiously at the murky water. I moved to get closer as well, but Kardeno grabbed my arm and stopped me.


  “Kardeno?” I said.


  “You three, step away from that,” she said sharply, her tone wary.


  The area had fallen completely silent. Despite being in the forest, not even the sound of rustling leaves could be heard.


  “H-Hey, what are you suddenly—” Shiza began.


  “We heard the sound of water earlier, which is how we knew the spring was here. But what exactly was making that sound?” Kardeno cut him off.


  Now, not even a ripple disturbed the surface. Just as she said, everything had gone still. Unnaturally so. Sensing something was wrong, Shiki and the others kept their eyes on the swamp as they slowly backed away, one step at a time.


  Just as Gito glanced back at us, trying to suppress his unease, something suddenly swept his legs out from under him.


  “Whoa!”


  He fell onto his back, and in the next instant, vine-like tendrils shot out from the swamp, wrapping around both his ankles and lifting him into the air.


  “Gito!” Shiza and Shiki shouted, drawing their swords from their waists.


  Kardeno pulled me behind her and drew the large knife at her side.


  “What is this?!” Gito cried, struggling desperately to tear the vines from his legs, but they wouldn’t budge.


  My attention had been fixed on Gito being lifted, but when I looked at the water’s surface, I noticed something strange. It wasn’t moving at all. The tendrils that had emerged from the swamp were still writhing as they held Gito aloft, yet the surface remained perfectly still.


  “Kardeno, that’s not a swamp!” I said.


  “What?” she murmured.


  As Kardeno looked, the center of the swamp began to rise, stretching upward like a neck. Then, at its core, a wide, gaping, red mouth opened.


  Gito raised his hand toward the unknown creature, likely trying to cast a spell, but before he could, he was thrown straight into that crimson maw.


  “Gito!” Shiki cried, his eyes wide.


  There was no response.


  Kardeno picked me up and moved a short distance away, setting me down behind a large tree.


  “Kaede, don’t move from here,” she said.


  “B-But, Karde—”


  “Don’t move! No matter what,” Kardeno cut me off.


  Without waiting for my response, she dashed toward the creature we had thought was a swamp.


  Even without being told, my body had already gone stiff, unable to move. Still, I managed to lean out from behind the tree and watch.


  Kardeno sprinted forward at incredible speed, then leapt high without much of a wind-up, aiming straight for the creature’s head. But, sensing her, the monster lashed out with those vine-like appendages, trying to strike her down. It seemed those vines were actually its tentacles.


  Kardeno blocked the attack with her large knife and landed cleanly, but it was impossible to tell where the creature’s eyes were or how it was seeing us, making it difficult to find an opening.


  “Kardeno! From what I can tell, it looks like it only has one tentacle,” Shiki called out, keeping his eyes fixed on the creature as he held his sword ready.


  He was likely worried about Shiza, who hadn’t moved since seeing Gito get swallowed. Shiza could only stare at the monster in fear, his arms hanging limp, barely holding onto his sword.


  “While Shiza and I draw its attention, try to land an effective hit,” Shiki said.


  But Kardeno didn’t nod.


  “We don’t even know if blades will work on it. I can’t promise anything. And can he even be saved?” she said.


  She didn’t need to say who she meant. Shiki bit his lip and looked at Shiza.


  With a dull whistling sound, one of the vine-like tentacles swung down toward Kardeno. She dodged it effortlessly, and it slammed into the ground with force, sending dirt and gravel flying.


  Kardeno’s eyes followed the path of the tentacle back to its source. Then, realizing the creature’s next target was Shiza, she broke into a run again.


  Shiki shoved the unresponsive Shiza out of the way of the incoming strike and shouted.


  “Shiza! I get that you’re worried about Gito, but it’ll all be pointless if you get eaten too! Get a grip!” Shiki shouted.


  “S-Sorry…” Shiza replied, looking like he might burst into tears. He tightened his grip on his sword again, which had been hanging limply at his sides.


  With the monster’s attention focused on Shiki and Shiza, its tentacle aimed at them, nothing stood in Kardeno’s way. She leapt high toward its head once more and drove her knife straight into it. The creature’s body gave like jelly, and as she landed, her foot sank into it with a soft, yielding resistance.


  There was no real impact. She immediately pulled the knife free and jumped back down. Shiki and Shiza struck at it with their swords, but no matter how many times they cut into it, the jelly-like body simply closed back up as if nothing had happened.


  “It’s no use. Swords won’t work on this thing,” Shiki said.


  “But Gito’s the only one who can use magic…” Shiza replied.


  As the three of them pulled back to create some distance, I looked around desperately, searching for anything I could do. But there was nothing—just the dark forest stretching in every direction.


  Weapons had no effect. And Gito, the only one who could use magic, was inside the monster. How were we supposed to defeat something made entirely of this jelly-like substance?


  Then I remembered the vine-like tendril that had wrapped around Gito’s legs. That part hadn’t been gelatinous. I strained my eyes, trying to see where it extended from within the creature’s body, but I couldn’t tell. If there was something like that inside, maybe swords or knives could work on it.


  Frustration welled up, and I bit my lip.


  Then Kardeno suddenly turned toward me.


  “Kaede! Give me the crystal stones!” she shouted.


  “O-Okay!” I replied.


  Only then did I realize I had completely forgotten about the crystal stones. I hurriedly opened my Cocoru bag slung across my body, but just then, Shiki let out a short cry, and I instinctively looked over.


  “Shiki!” Shiza shouted.


  His voice echoed the cry rising in my own chest.


  The tentacle slammed into Shiki, sending his body flying into a tree trunk. He didn’t move at all; it looked like he had lost consciousness. Then, while Shiza was distracted by Shiki, he too was struck and thrown to the ground, landing hard on his back. He curled up in pain, unable to move, as the monster wrapped a tentacle around Shiki’s body.


  Shiza staggered to his feet and rushed over, trying to tear the tentacle away, but it wouldn’t budge. As Shiki’s body was dragged along the ground, Shiza raised his sword.


  “Let him go!”


  The blade came down toward the tentacle crawling along the ground between Shiki and the monster’s main body. The moment it pierced through, the creature opened its mouth wide and let out a grating, metallic screech, writhing violently. The severed end of the tentacle thrashed, and rust-colored fluid sprayed from the torn surface.


  Still shrieking, the monster lunged toward Shiki and Shiza.


  At that instant, Kardeno swooped in, grabbing both of them and pulling them away as she ran back toward me. The monster’s body slammed into the ground with a heavy splash, breaking apart for a moment before immediately reforming.


  Kardeno set the two of them down beside me. Shiza instantly turned to Shiki, grabbing his shoulder.


  “Shiki! Hey, Shiki!”


  He shook him roughly.


  “Wake up! Come on, wake up!”


  Color drained from my face when I saw a pool of blood spreading beneath Shiki’s head. Kardeno noticed it too and grabbed Shiza’s hand, stopping him.


  “Stop. Don’t shake him,” she said.


  She crouched and checked Shiki’s condition, then looked at me.


  “Kaede, potion,” she said.


  I nodded repeatedly and hurriedly pulled out potions from my Cocoru bag, scattering them in my haste. As Shiza desperately tried to treat Shiki’s injuries, Kardeno remained crouched, watching the monster. It writhed as if scanning its surroundings, and I couldn’t shake the fear of when it might notice us again.


  “Listen. Just focus on not getting yourselves killed,” Kardeno said.


  Shiza didn’t argue. After pouring what must have been several potions over the still-unconscious Shiki, he let the empty bottles roll aside and laid him down behind a tree, hiding him as best he could. Then, he pulled out one potion from his own belongings and used it on himself.


  “I get that you’re strong. You probably think we’re just in the way right now,” Shiza said, clenching his fist, his face twisted with frustration. “But I can’t just stand here and do nothing.”


  Gito had been swallowed by that monster. If Shiki had been conscious, he would have said the same thing.


  Everyone was fighting like this, yet there was so little I could do.


  The monster let out a shrill screech, as if irritated. There was no time for idle conversation.


  “Kaede, the crystal stones,” Kardeno said.


  “Ah, right,” I replied.


  I reached out to hand over a handful of crystal stones I had grabbed at random, but Kardeno suddenly shoved me away. At the same time, she jumped back herself.


  “Ah!” I cried as I fell onto the ground.


  In the next instant, the monster’s body surged forward, sliding between us.


  “Damn it! I don’t have time to deal with you two,” Kardeno snapped toward Shiza.


  She scooped me up and pulled away from the creature. I almost shouted, wondering what would happen to Shiza, who was still with the immobile Shiki. But, for better or worse, the monster had set its sights on us and gave chase.


  No matter how far we ran, it kept stretching its body from the swamp, reaching endlessly after us. We couldn’t shake it.


  “So persistent…” Kardeno muttered.


  I looked up.


  “What if we go up? Maybe the branches will get in its way?” I suggested.


  “No. If we go into the trees, our movement will be restricted,” she replied.


  Kardeno scanned our surroundings, her gaze constantly shifting.


  “Even so, we won’t get anywhere just running. That tentacle’s grown back,” Kardeno said.


  Like her, I scanned the area. Sure enough, the tentacle Shiza had cut had regenerated from the middle of the creature’s extended body and was steadily moving toward its head. Supporting me with one arm, Kardeno drew her knife. Without being told, I clung tightly to her.


  As the tentacle reached the upper part of its body, it swung horizontally, trying to sweep Kardeno’s legs out from under her as she ran. She avoided it by leaping high into the air, but as if anticipating that, the tentacle changed direction mid-swing and reached for her leg while she was still airborne.


  It was about to grab her when Kardeno slashed it with her knife. The damage was minor, but it slowed the tentacle for an instant, just enough for her to avoid being caught.


  Even so, as Kardeno had said, we couldn’t keep running forever. I pulled a lightning crystal stone from my Cocoru bag.


  “Can you throw that?” Kardeno asked.


  “O-Okay,” I said.


  I looked at the monster over her shoulder. It was within throwing distance. Drawing my arm back, I put everything I had into the throw.


  Please reach it!


  The monster reflexively swallowed the crystal whole, and in the next instant, a bolt of lightning tore through its body with a heavy crack. That same grating screech rang out again.


  It writhed on the spot once, twice, then collapsed, melting into the ground like sludge, spreading out as if it were nothing more than water.


  Kardeno came to a stop, watching it carefully.


  “Did we kill it?” I asked.


  There was no longer any trace of its original form. I felt a surge of relief, convinced it was over, but Kardeno didn’t seem to think so. She edged forward, staring intently at a single point.


  “Kardeno?” I said.


  What has caught her attention? I followed her gaze.


  She seemed to be looking at the base where the tentacle had grown from. I noticed it too. The tentacle had sprouted from a sphere about the size of a human head. It must have been inside the creature’s body before, hidden from view until now.


  “What is that?” Kardeno said.


  She took a step, then another. The sphere pulsed.


  The tentacle, which had been limp and motionless, suddenly began thrashing wildly, as if driven into a rage. The shapeless mass that had seemed like nothing more than water started to swell and reform.


  “No way…” I murmured.


  “This is no trick,” Kardeno replied.


  The chase we thought had ended began again. But this time, the creature was different. Its body was slimmer and faster, and its tentacle moved far more aggressively. Its grating screech continued without pause as it pursued us.


  The tentacle’s movements seemed erratic, yet they struck with unnerving precision. Even Kardeno began to struggle to keep up.


  Still holding me, she leapt onto a tree branch.


  “Is it okay to go up here?!” I asked.


  “What choice do we have? If it’s moving like that, the branches getting in its way is our best option!” she replied.


  The monster stretched upward after us, and Kardeno climbed higher and higher.


  Unlike Kardeno, skillfully avoiding the dense branches, the creature crashed into them, its body deforming as it forced its way through. The wildly flailing tentacle seemed to struggle in the cramped space, just as Kardeno had intended, slowing down somewhat.


  But the same applied to us. We couldn’t move as freely as we could on the ground.


  “Kardeno, it’s catching up!” I shouted.


  “I know!” she snapped, glancing back at the creature with a tense expression.


  We had climbed high enough that shafts of sunlight filtered through the leaves. There was nowhere left to run.


  Just as that thought crossed my mind, the monster suddenly stopped moving. Its screeching ceased.


  “What?” Kardeno muttered.


  It had been rampaging and shrieking only moments ago, and now it had gone still. Both of us looked up.


  Flickers of sunlight filtered through the canopy. The creature seemed to recoil slightly, as if avoiding those rays.


  “Is it weak to light?” I said.


  Kardeno swung her large knife, hacking away at the branches. As more light filtered through, the monster recoiled further, retreating into the shadows as if trying to escape it. The tension in Kardeno’s expression faded.


  “Kaede, hold on tight to me. Don’t fall,” she said.


  “O-Okay,” I replied.


  I wrapped my arms firmly around her neck as she instructed. After climbing to the top, Kardeno began descending, clearing branches with her knife as she went.


  “Kaede, do you still have crystal stones?” she asked.


  “They’re in my bag, but…” I said.


  I couldn’t use both hands while clinging to her. As I hesitated, Kardeno sheathed her knife and supported me with both arms.


  “This is fine. You won’t fall. Hurry, the crystals,” she said.


  “O-Okay,” I said.


  I pulled out a fire crystal stone from my Cocoru bag and gripped it in my right hand.


  “Anywhere is fine. Just hit the monster,” Kardeno said.


  I nodded and drew my arm back.


  Hit it! Hit it! Hit it!


  “Take this!”


  The fire crystal stone struck the monster, bursting into flames on impact.


  Kardeno kicked off the trunk and put distance between us and the creature. The crystal ignited violently, flames spreading and clinging to its jelly-like body. A piercing scream erupted from the monster as it thrashed, slamming into the surrounding trees while shrinking downward.


  Kardeno kept her distance, descending through the trees at the same pace.


  No matter how much it struggled, the creature couldn’t leave the swamp. In the end, it writhed sluggishly as it burned within it.


  We reached the ground, and Kardeno set me down. Shiza stood there, frozen, staring at the burning monster, before quietly murmuring Gito’s name.


  Gito was inside that creature. And now the creature itself was being consumed by flames. What had happened to him?


  We shouldn’t have used the fire crystal…


  Drawn by that thought, I slowly stepped toward the swamp.


  The tentacle writhed within the burning mass. The sphere from which it grew pulsed weakly, and the jelly-like body quivered faintly in sync. Before long, the sphere stopped moving, and the body collapsed into sludge, losing its form entirely.


  We couldn’t afford to assume it was over. It might start moving again. Staying cautious, I stepped back beside Kardeno, when suddenly, clear water began to well up from where the swamp had been. My eyes widened.


  “Is this… the spring?” I said.


  I cautiously peered into the place that had just moments ago been a swamp.


  “The spring?” Shiza murmured, unsteadily making his way to my side and looking in as well.


  Where the clean water touched it, the monster gradually dissolved away. The flames died out on their own, and in their place, a clear, pristine spring emerged.


  Where had this water come from? As I scanned around the spring, something at the far edge caught my eye.


  “Wha— Gito?!” I gasped.


  At the edge of the spring, Gito lay sprawled out, soaked from head to toe.


  “Gito’s there?!” Shiza said.


  He followed my gaze, searching desperately until he recognized him. Tears welled in his eyes as he broke into a run, and Kardeno and I followed after him.


  “Is he… alive?” Shiza asked.


  Dropping to his knees beside Gito, he placed a hand near his mouth to check for breath.


  “He’s… alive. Thank goodness!”


  Tears filled his eyes as he gently brushed Gito’s cheek. He was completely drenched, and his body must have been freezing.


  “I’ll go wake Shiki. Sorry, but stay with Gito!” Shiza said.


  He wiped his tears roughly and ran back to where he had left Shiki.


  “Why is he here? We saw him get swallowed,” Kardeno said, tilting her head in confusion.


  I wanted to know that too, but there was no one here who had the answer.


  Before long, Shiza returned with Shiki, who had regained consciousness. Shiki was still unsteady on his feet, leaning on Shiza for support, but the moment he clearly saw Gito, he pushed away and ran to him.


  “Gito!”


  Dropping to his knees beside him just as Shiza had earlier, he called out to him several times. But when Gito showed no sign of waking, Shiki’s anxiety seemed to take over. He grabbed his shoulders and began shaking him.


  Perhaps that did the trick, because Gito’s eyes slowly fluttered open.


  “Gito! Gito, are you awake?” Shiki said, pressing his voice into that narrow gap of returning consciousness.


  Shiza knelt beside them as well, calling out desperately. Then, with a sudden motion, Gito’s eyes snapped open and he sat up.


  “Huh? Brother? Why am I…” he began.


  Before he could finish, Shiza pulled him into a tight embrace.


  “Gito… Thank goodness. I’m so glad you’re safe!”


  He held him even tighter. Shiki didn’t hug him, but he clenched his teeth and placed a hand on Gito’s head.


  “I… can’t breathe, brother…” Gito said, his voice trembling, small and fragile like a child’s.


  Tears quickly welled in his eyes and spilled over.


  “I’m sorry… I’m sorry I made you worry…” he said, his voice breaking with sobs.


  Both of them nodded over and over at his words.


  Watching the three of them, I felt tears pricking at my own eyes and looked away. That was when I noticed Kardeno staring intently at the spring.


  “Something wrong?” I asked.


  “Yeah. I’m wondering why it turned into a clear spring,” she said.


  “That’s a good question…” I replied.


  I leaned in and peered into the water. It was so clear, I could see the bottom. Gito had been completely soaked, so he must have fallen into it at some point. Had he managed to climb out on his own?


  As I thought about it, something brushed against my hand. Wondering what it was, I looked down and saw a hand-shaped mass of water rising from the spring, poking at my hand.


  “Ahhh!”


  I tried to pull back in a panic, but it grabbed my wrist and dragged me in.


  “Kaede!”


  I heard Kardeno’s voice along with a splash as the water churned.


  Even after I fell into the spring, I could still feel my arm being pulled, though I couldn’t see anything. I was so disoriented that I didn’t even realize that air was bubbling out of my mouth.


  I struggled to break free from the watery grip, but it held fast. Only when my breath began to give out did I clamp my mouth shut, but I knew I wouldn’t last long.


  As I vaguely became aware that I was getting closer to the bottom, I suddenly dropped. There was no water there.


  I hit damp ground, sprawled out, and quickly pushed myself up. I took a deep breath, then coughed out the water that had slipped into my airway.


  Once I regained a bit of composure, I looked up.


  It was as if water had been gathered and held above me by some invisible film, like a sheet of transparent plastic. The surface rippled gently, so it didn’t seem like anything physical was holding it in place.


  Just as the bottom had been visible from above, I could see Kardeno and the others through the surface, their movements frantic. I waved, trying to signal that I was okay, then looked around for a way back up. But there were no stairs, no rope, nothing that seemed helpful.


  As I kept glancing up, half-expecting another water hand to reach down, a voice suddenly spoke behind me.


  “You.”


  My body jolted.


  I slowly turned around.


  Floating at eye level was a small fairy. She looked like a young girl, with long, straight, deep-blue hair. Her slightly upturned eyes carried a strong will, yet she regarded me with a faint air of disinterest. She was about the same size as Kazumi, and while it was hard to put into words, she gave off a similar kind of presence.


  “Um… You’re a fairy, right?” I asked.


  I spoke to her the same way I had with Kazumi, but it seemed to irritate her.


  “‘Right,’ you say? Insolent child,” she snapped.


  “I-I’m sorry!” I said, bowing deeply.


  Unlike Kazumi, she spoke fluently. Perhaps pleased by my apology, she folded her arms with an air of superiority.


  “Very well. I shall forgive you,” she said. “I am the fairy of this spring. You have my thanks for earlier.”“For earlier?” I repeated.


  She gave a firm nod.


  “For defeating that slime-like creature. It had covered this spring while I was asleep. I brought you here to offer my gratitude,” she said.


  “I-I see…” I replied.


  Her tone was lofty, almost like that of a noble, which clashed strangely with her small, delicate appearance. And if this was her idea of “offering gratitude”, it had been rather forceful.


  “And the child from earlier. Has he regained consciousness?” she asked.


  “The child? You mean the boy?” I said.


  “Indeed.”


  She asked about Gito in a calm voice, and I nodded.


  “Were you the one who saved him?” I asked.


  “Yes. It would be most unpleasant if a child were to die in my spring,” she replied.


  “But… how?” I said.


  It felt rude to think it, but given her small body, it was hard to picture her rescuing him.


  “In the same manner as I brought you here. Do you still question it?” she said, sounding slightly annoyed as she gestured toward the water above with her chin.


  I looked up. From the surface, that same water hand extended down toward me.


  I flinched.


  “I used this arm to pull that child out of the monster, then returned him to the shore once things had settled. Are you satisfied now?” she said.


  I nodded repeatedly and took a step back.


  “Y-Yes. That makes sense now,” I said.


  “Good.”


  The water hand slipped back into the surface and vanished.


  “Now then, to return to the matter at hand. No matter what I did, that creature refused to leave this spring. I was quite troubled,” she said.


  “And that’s when we showed up?” I asked.


  “Indeed. As thanks, you may ask for any wish you like. If it is within my power, I shall grant it.”


  “A wish…” I murmured.


  I folded my arms and thought. Being told that so suddenly, nothing in particular came to mind. I also had no idea what kind of wishes this fairy could actually grant.


  “Can it really be anything?” I asked.


  “Well…” she hesitated, averting her gaze slightly before clearing her throat and looking back at me. “As I said, only what I am capable of granting. Do not forget that.”


  “Ah… Is it limited to just one wish?” I asked.


  I had only meant to ask casually, but she shot me a sharp glare.


  “How many do you intend to ask for? Impudent child!” she said.


  “I-I’m sorry,” I said, bowing hurriedly.


  If it was only one, then it felt wrong to decide on my own.


  I glanced up and saw Kardeno standing on the surface of the water, looking down at me.


  “H-How is she standing on the water?” I asked.


  “I have placed a barrier above. You cannot come through from there,” the fairy replied.


  The word barrier alone was surprising enough, but the sight of someone standing on water was even harder to take in. As I looked up at it, something came to mind.


  “Is it true that this spring’s water can cure any illness?” I asked.


  It was what Shiki and the others had been searching for. If that were the case, choosing it myself wouldn’t feel wrong.


  But the fairy only tilted her head.


  “What is that supposed to mean? If it’s merely a rumor passed among humans, I know nothing of it,” the fairy said.


  “I see,” I murmured softly.


  So even after everything it took to find this place, the spring’s water didn’t seem to have that kind of effect after all. Most likely, the mere fact that a fairy lived here had sparked curiosity, leading to speculation that eventually turned into the rumor we heard.


  “Is there someone ill?” the fairy asked.


  She seemed genuinely willing to listen, but I quickly shook my head.


  “N-No, not me. It’s the boy up there—the one from earlier. He’s the one who wanted it,” I said.


  I had assumed someone close to him must be sick, since he was searching for the water, but I hadn’t thought much deeper than that.


  The fairy nodded once, then fell silent. Even so, she looked faintly apologetic, despite having done nothing wrong.


  “I see. But there is no such water here,” she said.


  “Right…” I replied.


  How would the three of them react if they heard this? I wondered.


  Silence settled between us.


  “W-Would it be possible to talk this over with the others up there?” I asked.


  I broke the silence because nothing would be decided otherwise. If wishes could truly be granted, there were countless things one might ask for. I might even be able to return to my original world… The possibilities kept coming, but the fairy had made it clear: It had to be something within her power.


  “No,” she said flatly.


  She cut me off without hesitation and snorted.


  “I do not reveal myself to humans so easily. And if you have no wish, then so be it.”


  “But the ones who worked hardest to defeat that monster are the three up there, aren’t they?” I said.


  “Hmph!” she faltered.


  “Will you still not consider it?” I pressed.


  She seemed serious when I said that, but in the end, her answer did not change.


  “No. It is impossible.”


  I asked one more time why, but she remained stubborn, insisting that what couldn’t be done simply couldn’t be done. I couldn’t press her any further and ended up having to think of something else.


  “Then, how about coming with us?” I suggested.


  “Do you intend to make a spectacle of me? I refuse,” she replied.


  If she knew any special magic, I asked her to teach me. If she had knowledge only a fairy would know, I asked her to share it. Anything I could think of, I said aloud as it came to me, but every suggestion was rejected.


  “Do you even intend to grant a wish?” I asked, growing suspicious.


  “Well… I may have made it sound grand, but the most I can do is give you fairy spring water,” she admitted.


  “Then what was all that back-and-forth for?” I said.


  The fairy laughed and settled onto my left shoulder. I had no reason to brush her off, so I let her sit there as I listened.


  “I found speaking with a human amusing, that is all. I will give you the fairy spring water, so would you keep me company a little longer?” she said.


  “But… I don’t want to keep everyone waiting up there,” I said.


  They were probably wondering what we were talking about and why it was taking so long. And if she enjoyed talking to people, wouldn’t it be more fun for her to go up and speak with more of them? I thought about suggesting that, but it felt like something she would have already considered herself. Since she had already refused earlier, I held my tongue.


  “There is something I wish to ask you,” she said.


  “Yes, what is it?” I replied.


  The fairy pressed a finger firmly into my cheek.


  “You are not a revenant, are you?” she asked.


  “What?” I said.


  I didn’t understand. I turned to look at her, and she floated up until she was directly in front of my face.


  At the mention of a revenant, I remembered the figure we had seen earlier on the way here. But I was alive, and I certainly didn’t have that eerie presence.


  “Uh… I am alive, right?” I asked.


  A flicker of unease ran through me, and I ended up asking before I could stop myself. Though I should have known the answer better than anyone else.


  “I don’t sense much life from you,” the fairy said.


  Not much life?


  I wondered if I was giving off a strange vibe without realizing it. Some kind of negative aura, maybe. If I didn’t feel alive to her, did that mean others saw me like a walking corpse? Like some kind of wandering zombie?


  “I don’t really understand what you mean. Is there something wrong with me?” I asked.


  “Perhaps. You have no magic at all, and your soul is thin… or faint? Something along those lines,” she said.


  “F-Faint?! If I don’t feel alive, does that mean I’m about to die or something?!” I asked.


  “Who knows,” she replied, letting out a small sigh.


  It was awful to leave me this unsettled and then brush it off with “I don’t know!” It would have been better if she hadn’t said anything at all.


  But how could she tell something like that? No one else had ever said anything like that to me.


  “Is there… anything else you can sense about me?” I asked.


  “Anything else?” she repeated.


  Maybe she knows I came from another world? Even if she didn’t, I wanted anything that might serve as a clue, no matter how small.


  “Well… perhaps because your soul is faint, you don’t feel particularly unpleasant for a human,” she said.


  “So I really am… thin,” I muttered.


  “Do not be so disheartened. Thanks to that, you likely have a fairy you get along with, do you not?” she said.


  “You can tell that?” I asked.


  “We are both fairies. One can simply tell,” she replied.


  Kazumi often appeared when I was alone, fluttering around happily in circles. I enjoyed it too. It was fair to say we got along well.


  “I-Is there anything else?” I asked.


  Anything at all? Something that might connect directly to my original world?


  “Hm…” the fairy murmured.


  She crossed her arms and stared at me intently, but eventually shook her head.


  “Nothing in particular,” she said.


  “I see…” I replied.


  I slumped, and she leaned in to peer at my face.


  “Come to think of it, did you happen to see a wraith on your way here?” she asked.


  Her words caught me off guard, but there was something that came to mind. I couldn’t be sure it was the same one that had pointed toward this spring, but I had definitely seen a wraith, so I nodded.


  “That one was like you. A soul just as faint,” she said, sounding almost nostalgic.


  “You knew that wraith?” I asked.


  “Yes. He was called Gotou. He was the one who gave me my name,” she said. “I haven’t seen him lately,” she added, her tone tinged with loneliness.


  “Gotou…” I repeated.


  “Indeed. He was my friend,” she said, smiling faintly with a hint of pride.


  “Umm… may I know your name?” I asked.


  “If you offer yours, I may share mine as well,” she said.


  “Oh, I’m Kaede,” I replied.


  After I introduced myself, the fairy puffed out her chest and gave her name.


  “Kaede, is it? I am Lati.”
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  “Lati,” I repeated.


  “Indeed,” she replied.


  Lati looked pleased to hear her name spoken so soon.


  “Gotou was a strange one. When he realized I had no name, he gave me one, and he told me many interesting stories,” she said.


  “Interesting stories?” I asked.


  “He claimed that he was not of this world,” she said.


  My eyes widened at that. Maybe he ended up in this world the same way I did. The thought made my chest tighten with excitement.


  “Let me see… He spoke of how receiving an education was mandatory, and something called ‘anime,’” she said.


  My expectations only grew as I matched what Lati said with what I knew of Earth.


  Maybe he really was from the same world as me. If he was Japanese, then “Gotou” was likely just how his name was being rendered here.


  How old was he? What kind of person was he? Where was he now? There was so much I wanted to ask, but Lati suddenly looked up.


  Following her gaze, I looked up as well and saw Kardeno raising her knife above the surface of the spring.


  “Good grief! What a short-tempered one,” Lati muttered.


  Kardeno brought the knife down again and again, trying to break through the barrier covering the spring. Each time, the blade was repelled. Watching her, Lati let out a long sigh.


  “Is that one of your companions?” she asked.


  “Y-Yes. I’m sorry, but could you let me go back now?” I said.


  Realizing I was making Kardeno worry, I grew anxious.


  “You’re leaving already?” Lati asked.


  I still want to hear more. I wondered whether Gotou had searched for a way back or knew one.


  Kardeno was still trying everything to reach me, and seeing her like that made me feel guilty. The way I had been brought here would only look like I’d been attacked.


  “I still want to hear more, but… I’m sorry,” I said.


  Reluctantly, I looked at Lati. She seemed just as unwilling to part, watching me without moving. Then suddenly, as if something had occurred to her, she raised a finger.


  “Ah, that’s right. My account may have been vague in places. If you want to know more, why not ask him directly?” she said.


  “Huh?” The response slipped out before I could stop it. Just what is Gotou? From the flow of the conversation, I had assumed he was a wraith, meaning he was dead. Had I misunderstood something or missed something along the way?


  “But Gotou is dead, right?” I asked.


  “Indeed, but he can still hold a conversation,” she said.


  I didn’t understand at all. Was she really telling me to talk to that wraith?


  “He wanders around here quite often. Just call out to him,” she said.


  My eyes widened in shock. So that was exactly what she meant.


  “Y-You can talk to him?” I asked.


  “Of course. He was quite talkative even when he was alive,” she replied.


  This was unexpected. I had always imagined that once someone died and became something like a ghost, they would lose their reason and become like those creatures from horror stories.


  “If I call out to him, will he actually talk to me?” I asked.


  Lati nodded without hesitation.


  “Oh, yes. He’s a good fellow. There’s no need to be wary,” she said.


  Lati seemed close to him. If she said so, then it was probably true.


  If I really do get to meet him, I’ll ask everything I can. It would be nice if he turned out to be kind.


  “I shall give you the fairy spring water I promised. Do you have something to hold it?” she asked.


  “Yes,” I replied.


  I took out my canteen from the Cocoru bag, opened it, and held it out.


  “Let me see… Hold it steady,” she said.


  Lati lightly touched the mouth of the canteen with her finger, and water began to pour in. It filled so quickly that the canteen suddenly grew heavy, and I hurried to steady it in my hands.


  When I gave it a small shake, the water inside sloshed faintly. It seemed filled to the brim.


  It looked like ordinary water. It didn’t glow or give off any kind of mystical light.


  “Is this fairy spring water?” I asked.


  “Indeed,” she replied.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  I bowed my head in gratitude and placed the canteen into my Cocoru bag. Lati pursed her lips slightly and stared at me.


  Did I say something rude again? I stiffened.


  But what she said next was unexpected.


  “I finally had the chance to speak with someone other than Gotou,” she said.


  “Huh?” I replied.


  The bold attitude she’d had before was gone. With nothing else to do, her hands fidgeted, her fingers playing with each other.


  “Are you really going to leave?” she asked.


  The word “tsundere” came to mind, but I held my tongue.


  “I’m sorry, but everyone’s waiting for me up there,” I said with an awkward smile.


  She didn’t try to stop me, though she looked lonely.


  “Um… I might come back here again, someday,” I said.


  “Really?” she asked.


  Her expression shifted at once, her eyes lighting up with excitement.


  “I’m not sure when, but… I’d like to talk to Gotou. If I come this way again, I’ll stop by,” I said.


  “I see, I see. In that case, there’s no point in keeping you here any longer. I’ll send you back up,” she said.


  “Okay,” I replied.


  Lati folded her arms and looked at me intently, her lips pressed into a thin line. I caught the faint tremble in them. She seemed to have accepted it, but she still looked lonely. Thinking that, I started to say something, but a hand made of water to rose from the surface above, grabbed me by the collar, and yanked me upward with a scream.


  Just like when I had been pulled down, it was hard to breathe. I was dragged up, faster and faster, until I was thrown out of the spring.


  “Kaede! Are you okay?” Kardeno asked.


  As I lay on the ground coughing, she rubbed my back anxiously.


  “Th-Thanks,” I said.


  When I lifted my head and looked to the side, Shiki and the others were there too, watching me with concern. I glanced back at the spring just in time to see the water hand give a small wave before disappearing.


  “I’m glad you’re safe,” Kardeno murmured in relief.


  “Yeah… I guess I made you worry. Sorry,” I said.


  “You don’t need to apologize. But what happened?” she asked.


  Shiki and the others were clearly curious too, so I began explaining what had happened beneath the spring.


  “There was a fairy,” I said.


  “A fairy?” Kardeno repeated, sounding slightly surprised.


  I told them about Lati—how she had saved Gito, how the monster had been covering the spring and causing her trouble, and how she had given me the fairy spring water. Kardeno listened quietly.


  “A-A fairy? An actual fairy?” Gito asked, his voice trembling. He could barely contain himself.


  “Yeah, but Gito, are you okay?” I asked.


  “I’m totally fine! But did you just say I was saved by a fairy?!” he said, leaning toward me.


  I held him back with both hands and nodded repeatedly.


  “That’s… what I was told,” I said.


  “Th-That’s amazing! I… I was saved by a fairy!” he said.


  He stared at his trembling hands, overwhelmed with emotion, while Shiki and Shiza looked at me with expressions that said they could hardly believe it.


  “There’s a fairy inside this spring?!” Shiza exclaimed, peering into the water.


  But it seemed he couldn’t see anything. I leaned in as well, but Lati was nowhere to be found.


  “I can’t believe it! You’re saying she was really there?” he said.


  If they couldn’t see her, it was only natural they’d have doubts. But she really had been there. Gito, at least, believed it completely.


  “There’s no other explanation for how Kaede got dragged inside! If it had been a monster, there’s no way she would’ve come back unharmed!” he said.


  At that, both Shiza and Shiki seemed convinced.


  “I wish I could’ve seen her too. Just once would’ve been enough,” Gito added.


  Since I lived with Kazumi, fairies didn’t feel all that rare to me, but this had been my first time seeing one besides her.


  “I’ve heard fairies rarely show themselves to humans. You had a rare experience, Kaede,” Shiki said.


  And yet I experienced that “rare” thing every day.


  There was something else I needed to tell them.


  “There was a fairy, but the water that supposedly cures illness… Well, that was just a rumor, it seems,” I said.


  I relayed exactly what Lati had told me. The three of them exchanged glances, then smiled.


  “I see. Well, we knew it was a long shot,” Shiza said.


  “Yeah. We figured as much,” Gito added.


  I had expected this to be difficult. I had thought it might bring them down, but instead, they spoke as if to reassure me.


  “You asked her about it for our sake, didn’t you? Thanks for that,” Shiki said.


  His expression made it clear he had already accepted it. I shook my head quickly.


  “It’s not something to thank me for,” I said.


  “Even so. Thank you. Just meeting a fairy is already incredible,” he replied.


  As if sensing the conversation had reached a pause, Shiza spoke up.


  “How about we call it a day and head back?” he said.


  Shiza cast a worried glance at Shiki.


  “Of course I’m worried about Gito, but Shiki doesn’t look so good either,” he said.


  Shiki only smiled as if to brush it off. Even if he had used a potion, he had been injured and had lost blood. If anything, he should be resting as much as possible.


  We decided to head back right away and started walking out of the forest. The three of them went ahead of us, and Gito was still talking about the fairy.


  I tugged on Kardeno’s arm.


  “What is it?” she asked, tilting her head in confusion.


  “Um… I want to come back here again. Do you remember the way?” I asked.


  “Not in detail, but I’ll try to remember as much as I can on the way back,” she said.


  “Thanks. I’ll try too,” I replied.


  On the way back, we didn’t see the wraith who was likely Gotou, but we made it out of the forest safely. The sun had already begun to set, casting everything in shades of orange.


  “I’m exhausted,” Shiza muttered.


  “Same here. Hey, was that thing really a slime?” Shiki said.


  Like he said, what had that thing really been? It seemed like a slime, but those tentacles bothered me. Still, I didn’t know enough about monsters to say for sure. Lati had called it something like a slime, but she hadn’t been definitive either.


  “If it was that aggressive, maybe it was the reason we didn’t see any other creatures besides that boar?” Shiki wondered.


  Shiza shook his head.


  “No way. It’s just a coincidence,” he said.


  Even so, none of us really knew the truth.


  “Maybe it was a new species or something,” Shiki said.


  “No way,” Shiza laughed.


  Shiki and Shiza both burst into laughter.


  “Oh.”


  Something suddenly came to mind, and I stopped in my tracks.


  Everyone else stopped as well, looking at me. I opened my Cocoru bag and took out the flask filled with fairy spring water.


  “I got some fairy spring water. Do you want to split it?”


  Shiki and Shiza’s eyes widened in surprise, while Gito’s lit up with excitement.


  “You got it from the fairy?!” Shiki asked.


  “Yeah, as thanks for defeating that monster,” I replied.


  “Huh? That’s amazing. But… we’re good,” Shiza said.


  At that, Shiki nodded. Even Gito, despite the sparkle in his eyes, gave only a small nod.


  “What we were after just turned out to be a rumor, after all,” Shiki said.


  There was a faint trace of disappointment in his expression. I asked once more to make sure, but their answer didn’t change. Since that was how they felt, I put the flask away.


  “Thanks for today,” Shiki said.


  When he thanked me, I glanced at Kardeno. I hadn’t really done anything, so the gratitude had to be meant for her.


  “In the end, we were the ones getting saved the whole time,” Shiki added.


  “No. If I hadn’t been able to kill that thing, I would’ve left you behind and escaped. You don’t owe me anything,” Kardeno said.


  “But you didn’t leave,” Shiza cut in.


  “When you said you couldn’t worry about us anymore, I thought you’d abandoned us. I thought it was over. I kept wondering what I was supposed to do on my own and how I could save Shiki and Gito, but my mind just went blank.”


  Kardeno listened to him in silence, showing no sign of interrupting.


  “But you came back for us. If it were just you and Kaede, you could’ve gotten away easily. So… thank you.”


  “I still left you behind. The monster just happened to turn its attention toward us,” Kardeno replied.


  She refused to accept the thanks easily. Shiza seemed to grow a little irritated at that.


  “Anyway! In the end, you saved us! Thank you!”


  “Yeah.”


  Kardeno let out a small smile and finally accepted Shiza’s thanks.


  After returning to the royal capital, we exchanged a few words in front of the gate.


  “We’re heading back to our hometown, so we might not see each other again. But if we do, give us a good welcome,” Shiza said.


  “Huh? You don’t live in the capital?” I was surprised to know that.


  “No, no. We’re just staying at an inn for now.”


  “I see.”


  We really might never meet again. Even in a city as large as the royal capital, without a promise, we probably wouldn’t run into each other. That thought felt a little lonely. Even if it had only been a few days, we’d talked quite a bit, and it almost felt like we were friends.


  Thinking this might be the last time, I took out the flask of fairy spring water from my Cocoru bag once more and held it out to Shiki.


  “Here. Take some with you.”


  “No, really, it’s fine.”


  “Please, take it.”


  I pushed it toward him insistently, and Shiki’s brows softened with a troubled look.


  “I might be forcing it on you, but… it could help, even if only a little.”


  He still hesitated, but when I kept holding the flask out, he let out a small sigh and smiled.


  “Thank you. Then we’ll split it.”


  We poured about half into the flask they had. After that, a faint sense of loneliness settled in.


  “Kaede…”


  Gito called my name.


  “Yeah?”


  He stepped in front of me and took my hand. It was a handshake.


  “Kaede, let’s meet again!”


  His bright smile drew one from me as well.


  “Yeah. See you.”


   

  Chapter 3: Pocket Watch


  

  I was sleepy this morning. I could tell Kardeno was shaking me, trying to wake me up, but I couldn’t open my eyes. I was too tired.


  I thought I’d said I wanted to sleep just a little longer, but what reached my own ears was nothing more than a strange, slurred mumble.


  “Wake up, Kaede. Was that some kind of new greeting?”


  No, it wasn’t. No matter how much I insisted that in my head, I couldn’t form proper words. Kardeno shook me more firmly than before.


  “I… I’m up… I’m getting up…”


  It wasn’t a gentle wake-up for me to ignore and keep sleeping. I forced my sluggish body to move and slowly sat up.


  We had walked so long in that unfamiliar forest yesterday that I’d been exhausted and gone straight to bed. I’d been sweating, and I’d even fallen into the spring, yet I’d slept without bathing. It felt unpleasant as I climbed out of bed. My whole body ached, especially my legs. Maybe I’d ended up with sore muscles from yesterday.


  “I want a bath,” I muttered.


  “Alright. I’ll go draw some water,” Kardeno said.


  “Thanks.”


  As expected, Kardeno took the initiative without hesitation. As soon as she left the room, I prepared a change of clothes and moved to the living room. Kardeno spread some bread out on the table, picked one, and started eating it as she opened the front door with a stockpot in hand. But she didn’t take a step outside.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Peering past Kardeno from behind, I looked toward the doorway and saw Asul standing there, glaring at her with an expression that was hard to describe.


  “Oh, Asul?”


  Why were they glaring at each other like that?


  “Hey, Kaede, you’re here. I thought this woman might’ve killed—”


  “Do you know this elf?” Kardeno cut him off.


  Being interrupted only made Asul’s expression grow even harsher.


  I feel like Asul hates being cut off mid-sentence.


  Trying to smooth things over, I forced a smile.


  “Y-Yeah, I do. This is Asul. We know each other, so… don’t do anything, okay?”


  “Understood.”


  He wasn’t some suspicious stranger. I tried to emphasize that, but Kardeno and Asul remained locked in a silent stare.


  Asul was the first to lose patience.


  “Move,” he said in a low voice.


  But Kardeno didn’t budge.


  “Kardeno, I’d appreciate it if you could go fetch some water,” I said.


  “Alright.”


  Only then did Kardeno finally step outside, and Asul let out a sigh as he came in.


  “What’s with that attitude? Isn’t she supposed to be a slave?”


  “Huh? You know about Kardeno?”


  “Yeah, I heard from Ice. But… she’s huge.”


  “True. You might actually be shorter than her.”


  “I don’t need that kind of height.”


  He sighed again and sat down in a chair, so I sat across from him.


  “So, what brings you here? Potions?”


  “Of course not. I still have what you made last time.”


  “I see.”


  Then why had he come? I tried to think of another reason, but nothing came to mind.


  “I’ve got a message from Ice. And I was curious what kind of slave you ended up buying,” Asul said.


  “I see, but you didn’t have to come this early in the morning,” I replied.


  At that, Asul laughed.


  “Are you serious? It’s already eleven.”


  “What?! No way.”


  “It is. Well, I guess you can’t help it since there’s no clock in this house,” he added.


  “I’ve been thinking about buying one, though…” I said, giving a vague smile to brush it off.


  Not knowing the time was inconvenient, and I’d thought about that a lot of times before. But maybe because I’d lived without it for so long, it never went beyond that. I hadn’t even said it out loud before.


  I stood up to open the window.


  “This place has a lot of shade. It’ll probably stay cool in the summer,” Asul remarked.


  “Yeah. How hot do summers get here?” I asked.


  When I opened the window, I could faintly hear Kardeno drawing water from the well outside. A breeze slipped in, brushing my hair back.


  “That’s hard to answer. The way I feel heat isn’t the same as how you do,” Asul said.


  That was true. Still, I hoped summer here would at least stay comfortable. I wasn’t good with heat. It drained all motivation! Even moving felt like a chore, and every year, once summer came, I found myself wishing for winter. Then when winter came, I wished for summer again.


  “Oh, right. What did Ice say?” I asked, sitting back down across from Asul.


  “She said if you come to her place in a week, she’ll give you the access pass.”


  “In a week? Is she busy?”


  “Who knows? I’m not with her all the time, but she always seems busy.”


  “Always?”


  It seemed Ice was busier than I’d thought. Even so, she had helped me so much. I knew she’d been making time for me, but I hadn’t realized just how much.


  “By the way, what kind of access pass is it?” Asul asked.


  “It’s for the library. I figured I really need to start studying.”


  “I see. Studying, huh?”


  “Speaking of which, Asul…”


  “What is it?”


  I straightened my posture.


  “Why does the library even require an access pass?”


  When I asked that, Asul thought for a moment before explaining.


  “The library holds a lot of valuable materials. And even setting that aside, books themselves are expensive. They’re all made of paper. You can only enter after identifying yourself.”


  “If it’s just about identification, wouldn’t something like a guild-issued ID work?”


  “Just listen,” Asul cut in.


  “Okay.”


  He seemed to dislike being interrupted. He clicked his tongue lightly. I closed my mouth and waited for him to continue.


  “The library is attached to the castle. Because of that, entry is limited to those with access rights. You’d have to ask Ice for the details on that, but getting that pass takes effort. Plus, the entry fee is probably pretty high.”


  After making sure he’d finished, I spoke again.


  “Why is it attached to the castle? Wouldn’t it be better to keep them separate?”


  “Don’t ask me that. How would I know?”


  “Yeah, fair enough.”


  After a moment of awkward silence, I noticed the table was empty.


  “Oh, do you want something to drink? I only have water right now.”


  “Then don’t ask.”


  Even though he’d gone out of his way to visit, it didn’t feel right to offer nothing. Though, since all I had was water, it might not make much of a difference. Maybe I should look for some tea leaves next time.


  As I took a pot out from the cupboard, Kardeno came back in from outside. Carrying the stockpot of water with ease, she headed to the bath. After the sound of water being poured echoed from the bathroom, she returned to the living room.


  “Thanks, Kardeno,” I said.


  “Yeah. Also, are you getting in the bath right away?” she asked.


  “Yeah, once everything’s ready.”


  “Oh, so you were about to bathe. Sorry for intruding,” Asul said as he stood up from his chair with a clatter.


  “Huh? I’m not getting in just yet.”


  “Well, I’ve already delivered the message. I’ll get going,” he replied.


  “I see… I guess you’re busy too,” I said.


  He was one of the few people I knew, so I would’ve liked to talk a little longer, but I couldn’t keep him if he had things to do.


  “I’m actually off today,” Asul said.


  That reminded me of the clock we’d just been talking about.


  “Hey, Asul? Where do they sell clocks?”


  “At a clock shop, obviously.”


  “I mean, where is the shop?”


  “Oh. Do you have a map?”


  “Yeah.”


  I went back to my room, grabbed the map of the royal capital I’d left under a small table, and returned to the living room.


  “Here.”


  Asul took the map and spread it out on the table. Kardeno and I gathered around to look at it with him.


  “Around here,” he said, pointing to a spot I’d never been to before.


  Our house was located near the southern outer edge of the city, but the place Asul pointed to was far north—so far it felt like we’d have to circle half the royal capital to get there.


  “Isn’t there another clock shop somewhere closer?” I asked.


  “That’s the only one I know,” Asul replied.


  I barely walked around the city myself, but I’d never seen a shop that looked like it sold clocks. If even Asul only knew of one, there probably weren’t many of them.


  “I’ve never been there. It’s also far away, so I’d probably get lost…”


  I’d meant it mostly as a mutter to myself, but Asul looked up from the map as if something had occurred to him.


  “I could guide you there.”


  “Really? You would?”


  The offer was so unexpected and welcome that I nodded at once.


  “Hold on a moment.”


  Kardeno, who had been silent the whole time, looked toward Asul. Perhaps because of how she’d acted earlier, Asul tensed slightly.


  “What?”


  “How much does a clock cost?”


  “The price? Depends. The watch I have was… seventeen hundred Tamil, I think.”


  Asul reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver pocket watch still attached to its chain. With a snap, he opened the cover like a clamshell.


  “That’s beautiful.”


  My eyes were drawn to the pocket watch in his hand, and I leaned in for a closer look.
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  The front edge of the cover was decorated with fine engravings of winding plant vines. The face itself was simple, and its slender hands were still moving.


  “I’m fond of this one,” Asul said. “I’d rather not break it again.”


  “Break it? Do you drop it a lot?” I asked.


  “It’s not like that. Sometimes, when I come back from subjugation requests, I notice that it’s been cracked or shattered.”


  “Oh.”


  After Asul’s wry smile, I looked at the pocket watch again. It had scratches and small dents, but it still worked perfectly.


  He’s probably had this watch for a long time.


  “So then, when should I take you there?” Asul asked.


  “That depends on you. We’ll match your schedule.”


  “I see.”


  He slipped the pocket watch back into his pocket, then suggested, “How about tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow? What about work?”


  He always seemed busy, so I’d asked without thinking much of it. Asul gave a vague smile and nodded.


  “I don’t have anything lined up right now. Besides, having a couple days off once in a while isn’t bad.”


  “Thanks for going out of your way to help me.”


  “It’s fine. I’ll come by in the morning, so don’t oversleep.”


  “Got it.”


  After Asul left, Kardeno and I resumed drawing water, but before long my stomach growled loudly.


  Kardeno, who had just lifted a bucket filled from the well, looked over at me.


  “Should we eat lunch first?”


  “Yeah.”


  Grrr! Kardeno’s stomach growled too.


  “Thanks for the meal.”


  Thanks to the time of day, the dining hall was overflowing with energy. Seated at a table in the back, we began eating the potatoes and meat laid out before us. I lifted a potato to my mouth with a fork. It was lightly salted. I rolled the fluffy piece on my tongue for a moment to cool it.


  “Kaede?”


  “Yeah?” I swallowed the potato I’d been chewing and looked over. “What is it?”


  “Are you close with that elf?” Kardeno asked.


  “The elf? Oh, Asul. I’m not sure…”


  When I dug through my memories, I couldn’t recall us meeting or talking all that much.


  Back in Rikfonia, we’d worked together making potions, and during the carriage ride we’d only exchanged greetings and simple conversation. After coming to the royal capital, he’d visited to ask for potions, and this time he’d come to deliver Ice’s message.


  Actually… there was also the time he’d acted as my guard every day while I was paying off the house.


  Still, I couldn’t exactly say that we were close.


  “I guess we’re not that familiar.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Hmm.”


  I put a piece of nicely browned meat into my mouth. As I chewed, I tried to think back over my memories with Asul. Nothing in particular came to mind that I wanted to tell Kardeno. Maybe the time we cleaned the bathhouse tub together?


  But Kardeno had already dropped the subject and gone back to eating, so I quietly did the same. I was a little dissatisfied that the plate of meat we’d ordered to share had mostly been eaten by Kardeno, but I was full and satisfied, so I let it slide. We also bought food for tonight and tomorrow morning.


  “We already got fruit. We can get bread from the usual shop.”


  I looked into the Cocoru bag, checking if there was anything else we needed to buy.


  “I want skewers,” Kardeno said.


  “Skewers?”


  I closed the lid of the Cocoru bag and looked at Kardeno after that sudden remark.


  “Ropp skewers. The ones you bought before,” she said.


  “Oh, that sounds good. Let’s get some.”


  How many should we buy? Thinking Kardeno would probably eat quite a lot, I started looking for a stall selling skewers. Kardeno seemed to be searching too, glancing around just as eagerly. Then, apparently spotting something, she grabbed my hand and pulled me along.


  But the place she led me to wasn’t a food stall at all. It was a shop with bottles and assorted goods displayed out front. What is this about? I wondered. I never would’ve expected Kardeno, who loved food so much, to head for an unrelated shop right after talking about skewers.


  “What if we buy skewers and put them in this?”


  Bottles were lined up on a table outside the shop. Kardeno firmly seized a large jar, one that looked like it would be better suited for steeping plum liquor.


  So it wasn’t unrelated after all. She’d been thinking about how to carry a whole bunch of skewers at once.


  “Hmm…”


  Reading Kardeno’s expression was difficult, but when I looked at her tail, it swayed from side to side as if proudly saying, Not a bad idea, right?


  The jar would definitely be able to carry a lot, but it seemed too big.


  “Let’s see if they have something in a different size.”


  “Hmm.”


  Kardeno gave a small nod.


  We stepped through the shop’s open entrance. One look inside made it clear that what had been outside was only a fraction of the stock. Bottles of all shapes, pottery, tableware, and more were lined up everywhere, but Kardeno moved deeper inside without hesitation. I followed after her.


  “How about this?” Kardeno asked.


  What Kardeno showed me next was a jar the size of a small bucket. Naturally, I rejected it immediately. Just how many skewers was she planning to buy in one go?


  Rather than leaving it all to Kardeno, I looked around as well, but in the end, that first bottle still seemed like the best fit.


  “Let’s just go with the one outside after all. There isn’t anything in a better size.”


  “Mm. Got it.”


  After paying, Kardeno carried the jar in her arms. Her tail swayed, and even her steps looked lighter than usual.


  Just as Kardeno had hoped, we bought enough Ropp skewers to fill the jar to the top.


  When we got home, I put away everything we’d bought, then took a bath first. Afterward, drying my damp hair with a towel, I called upstairs to Kardeno from the living room.


  “Kardeno, I’m done.”


  “Got it.”


  Kardeno came down from the second floor carrying a change of clothes, but even as she headed for the bath, her eyes drifted toward the cupboard. The skewers were inside, so she probably wanted to eat them as soon as possible.


  “Don’t worry. I’m not going to eat all of them.”


  “I know.”


  Once I heard the bathroom door close, I went back to my room. I took the recipe book out of the Cocoru bag, where I’d left it sitting on the bed. Even though I always kept it carefully stored in the bag and carried it with me, I hadn’t looked at it in quite a while.


  When I opened it, familiar recipes filled the pages—potions, antidotes, and the like. I kept turning pages. Apparently, new recipes had appeared since the last time I checked—fever medicine, hair-growth tonic, hair remover, sleeping pills, and truth serum.Then, one entry caught my eye.


  “Mana Potion.”


  “Huh. They have something like that too?”


  There was an illustration of a test-tube-shaped container sealed with a cork stopper, filled with a purple liquid. Beside it were the listed ingredients: mandragora flower and amonene nectar.


  As for mandragora, I only knew vague stuff like how hearing its scream could kill you from shock. But was that true in this world too? If it was, then this recipe was basically asking me to risk my life for this medicine.


  The Weapons and Armor sections still hadn’t gained anything new. Why was it only the Medicine section that kept expanding like this?


  I lay on my stomach across the bed and opened to the Stones section.


  “Oh, there’s something new here.”


  Beneath Fire Crystal Stone and Lightning Crystal Stone, a new entry had appeared: a white Ice Crystal Stone.


  Judging by the name, it was almost certainly a crystal stone containing ice magic.


  Still, if later sections kept gaining new entries, why did the original Weapons and Armor sections never grow? Not that I knew whether I’d make weapons even if they did, but it was strange.


  For clothes, the material listed was simply cloth. That, at least, would be easy enough to gather.


  I always made potions and crystal stones, and I had never really thought about making anything else. But something like the fever medicine might be useful to have prepared, in case of emergencies.


  Just as I was about to check what ingredients it needed, Kazumi suddenly darted between my face and the recipe book. Startled, my shoulders jerked, and I dropped the book onto the floor.


  “Y-You scared me!”


  Without looking guilty in the slightest, Kazumi pointed at the Cocoru bag.


  “What about the bag?”


  Kazumi climbed earnestly inside, and I watched, wondering what she was doing.


  From inside, Kazumi pointed at the canteen that still held the fairy spring water, then asked in a small voice,


  “What’s this?”


  “Oh, this? I got it from a fairy named Lati at the spring in the forest.”


  I took the canteen out and set it on the bed. Kazumi circled around it.


  “Do you want to drink it?”


  She shook her head vigorously. Apparently not.


  “There was a fairy?”


  “Hm? Yeah.”


  Kazumi’s eyes sparkled. It wasn’t the fairy spring water she was interested in; it was Lati herself.


  “What was she like? What was she like?”


  She pressed closer with that tiny body of hers, and I gave a wry smile. I drew my knees up and let her sit on them, then began to talk.


  “Um… She had blue hair. Long, straight hair…”


  I started with how she looked, then described the way she spoke, the vibe around her, and the things we talked about. The more details I gave, the brighter Kazumi’s eyes became.


  “I’m jealous!”


  She had been listening so happily, yet all at once, her shoulders drooped.


  “What’s wrong?!”


  “I only know myself.”


  “Huh? You don’t know any other fairies?”


  That was surprising!


  It was true that aside from Kazumi, the only fairy I’d ever seen was Lati. But even so, I’d assumed fairies must interact somewhere beyond human sight.


  “Then… have you always been alone?”


  Kazumi gave a small nod.


  “Kaede was my first friend.”


  I smiled before I could stop myself. Her first friend… I was happy she thought of me that way, but at the same time, I could feel the sadness of her having been alone all this time.


  From the living room came the sound of a door opening and closing. Apparently, Kardeno had finished her bath.


  “Oh, looks like Kardeno’s done. Let’s talk more later.”


  Kazumi frowned sadly.


  “We will talk, I promise. Wait for me.”


  She nodded once.


  Leaving Kazumi in the room, I stepped out into the living room.


  “Kardeno, you were quick.”


  “Was I?” Kardeno replied.


  “Want some?”


  Kazumi was completely captivated by the skewer, leaning forward from atop my head.


  When I sat down in a chair, Kazumi fluttered down onto the table and pointed at the skewer in Kardeno’s hand.


  “That. Kaede, that.”


  “You want to eat it?”


  I watched her with an affectionate smile as she nodded with shining eyes, but she still made no move to take it.


  “Give it to her yourself,” Kardeno said softly. “She’s still scared of me.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  I took the skewer from Kardeno and held it out in front of Kazumi. She bit into it with all her might, then happily kept eating with sauce smeared around her mouth.


  “Is it good?” Kardeno asked slowly, her voice gentler than usual.


  Though still a little wary, Kazumi nodded. Then she stared curiously at the next thing Kardeno held out.


  “Jam…”


  Kardeno was holding a piece of bread thickly spread with jam. Drawn in as if by gravity, Kazumi walked right up to it and bit into the bread while Kardeno still held it.


  There was no need to ask. Her expression said it was delicious.


  She pressed both hands to her cheeks, her eyes sparkling. The sight was unbelievably adorable.


  Certain now that these two really could get along, I picked up my own bread.


  “Time to eat,” I said.


  As Kazumi kept being fed all sorts of things by Kardeno, her stiffness gradually disappeared. Soon she was demanding this and that without hesitation. Kardeno, meanwhile, showed no annoyance at all and diligently handed over whatever Kazumi wanted.


  We had a cheerful dinner.


  I woke feeling refreshed the next morning.


  I sat up and looked outside through the window. The sky visible through the gaps in the trees blocking the light was already bright. Since Kardeno hadn’t come to wake me, I must have gotten up early for once.


  I got out of bed and headed to the living room, smoothing my hair with my fingers as I went, but the house was quiet. Somewhere outside, I could hear birds chirping.


  Was Kardeno still asleep? I went upstairs and quietly peeked into the room.


  Kardeno was already awake. She seemed to be gazing out the window, and again the birdsong rang out.


  Then she noticed me.


  “Good morning, Kaede.”


  “Morning.”


  After returning the greeting, I looked toward the window too.


  I took a few steps closer, wondering what she was looking at, but I suddenly realized she hadn’t been looking outside at all. She had been watching Kazumi, who was sitting on the window ledge.


  The moment Kazumi saw me, she flew over and smiled brightly in front of my face.


  “Good morning, Kaede.”


  “Yeah, morning.”


  I asked what they had been talking about.


  “We talked about all sorts of things,” Kardeno replied, though whether that really counted as an answer was debatable.


  “We really did talk about all sorts of things. Today’s weather, last night’s dinner, when Kazumi first met you.”


  So it had just been casual conversation.


  “And breakfast today, too.”


  I gave a wry smile. Apparently, they had grown close much faster than I’d expected.


  “Then, let’s have breakfast.”


  The two of them nodded at the same time, and we went downstairs together.


  Kazumi bit into a piece of bread thickly spread with the jam she’d taken such a liking to yesterday. Kardeno was stuffing her mouth with the same thing.


  I tore off a bite-sized piece of bread and popped it into my mouth.


  Asul had said he would accompany me today to buy a clock. He’d definitely said he was coming in the morning, and for Asul, “morning” probably wasn’t very late. I didn’t have the luxury of taking my time. If he arrived and I still wasn’t ready, he would probably get angry.


  To avoid that, I hurried through breakfast and got myself prepared. Though “prepared” only meant one thing: my wallet. I put it in the Cocoru bag slung across my shoulder and waited for Asul to arrive.


  Kazumi seemed to have taken a liking to riding on Kardeno’s head on a whim.Now she was playing by grabbing her ears from up there. Each time they were tugged, the ears twitched and flicked, but Kardeno wore a calm expression, apparently unbothered.


  “Kardeno, you didn’t seem surprised at all when you saw a fairy.”


  I’d heard fairies were rare. To me, they had been creatures of pure imagination. After only hearing about Lati, the fairy at the forest spring, Gito’s reaction yesterday hadn’t been much different from how I’d felt the first time I met Kazumi.


  Thinking back on that, even if Kardeno already knew fairies existed, her reaction yesterday had seemed oddly lacking in surprise.


  Kardeno answered as if it were nothing.


  “Yeah. There were quite a lot of fairies where I grew up.”


  “Really?”


  I’d been told fairies rarely showed themselves, so that surprised me a little. Where Kardeno had grown up likely meant her homeland.


  “Before I became a slave, I lived in a place called Tenhank.”


  “Tenhank?”


  “Yeah.”


  I wanted to ask what kind of place it was, but I kept my mouth shut. I wasn’t sure if I should ask that. That sharp edge I’d felt the other day when I asked about her age made me suspect she didn’t want to talk about anything from before she became a slave. Even if I wanted to know, I couldn’t bring myself to ask. I didn’t want to feel that edge again.


  When I said nothing, Kardeno tilted her head.


  “Where’s your homeland, Kaede?”


  “Huh? Ah… Um…”


  For a moment, I nearly answered Japan. Instead, I said Rikfonia.


  “Rikfonia, huh? If I remember right, it was famous for paper production.”“Yeah, that’s what they say,” I said to her in a flat tone.


  Honestly, I didn’t want to go deep into that either. Even though Kardeno was a slave, we had grown close in the past few days. Lying to her didn’t feel right.


  I was still dealing with the complexity of the situation when Asul knocked the door.


  Ah, finally a distraction, I thought to myself, grateful for the interruption.


  ※※※


  


  Asul took us all to the clock shop in the northern part of the royal capital. Inside were clocks everywhere.


  Three-tiered shelves lined the walls to the left and right of the entrance, holding table clocks, pocket watches, and wooden boxes filled with what were likely clock parts. Covering the wall above the shelves, clocks of every size hung at even intervals, ticking steadily as they marked the time.


  “Welcome.”


  Amid the sound of all those clocks came the rasping voice of an old man.


  He stood behind a recessed counter set a little farther in, directly ahead from the entrance. His hair was completely white; whether from age or fading color, I had no idea. His face was lined with wrinkles. Behind his round glasses were gentle, drooping eyes. His back bent in a crooked curve. At a glance, it was clear he was already quite advanced in years.


  “Ah, Asul. It has been a while. Don’t tell me you broke another clock?”


  The old man laughed softly to himself as he came out from behind the counter, leaning on a wooden cane.


  “This one’s a favorite of mine. I’ve been careful not to break it.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. And who is this young lady?”


  Still smiling kindly, the old man looked at me.


  “I’m not the reason we came today. She is.”


  Asul pressed a hand to my back and nudged me forward to stand before him.


  “Nice to meet you. My name is Kaede. And this is Kardeno.”


  I introduced myself, flustered.


  The old man gave Kardeno a proper look as well, then seemed to straighten his back, if only slightly.


  “So you are Miss Kaede and Miss Kardeno. My name is Orta. I run this clock shop. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


  Orta bowed his head politely, and I quickly bowed in return.


  “Now then, what sort of clock are you looking for?”


  Once the greetings were finished, Orta turned his gaze toward the clocks on display.


  “Um… I was thinking of buying a pocket watch.”


  “I see. A pocket watch…”


  Tapping his cane against the floor, Orta slowly made his way toward the shelf. I stepped up beside him.


  “There are many kinds of pocket watches, you see. Please, take your time looking.”


  Pocket watches were lined up at even intervals across the shelves. Gold and silver ones, some with lids and some without, colored ones, others with what looked like gemstones set into the face—just as Orta had said, there were all sorts of pocket watches there. When I picked one up, I could clearly hear the faint ticking as it moved.


  Among them all, the one that caught my eye most was a watch with a silver lid decorated in colorful jewels. Then, I noticed the small wooden price tag attached to it and quietly looked away.


  “Kardeno, which one do you think is best?”


  Kardeno had apparently been looking at a pendulum clock, but when I called to her, she came over and started examining the pocket watches with me.


  “Something simple, with an easy-to-read face, probably.”


  “Easy to read, huh?”


  I looked over the watch faces one by one, but if that was the standard, then most of them qualified. That alone wasn’t enough to decide.


  I would probably be using this for a long time, so I wanted it to look lovely, but they were all lovely.


  With so many choices, I couldn’t settle on one.


  “Asul, what did you use as your standard when you chose yours?”


  “My standard?”


  Asul, who had been holding a pocket watch, set it back on the shelf and rested a hand on his chin.


  “Hmm… Now that you mention it, why did I choose that one?”


  I was struggling to decide, Kardeno seemed to be thinking too, and even Asul was trying to remember how he’d chosen his own watch.


  Perhaps because he was watching all of us, Orta chuckled.


  “You’re having trouble deciding, I see. There’s nothing wrong with choosing one based on practicality or how it looks. But I believe something else is important as well,” he said, smiling gently. “That is, whether it is something you can grow attached to and keep using for years to come.”


  Hearing that, I looked once more at the beautifully decorated pocket watch from before.


  It was certainly beautiful, and it would no doubt function perfectly well as a watch. But that was only how I felt now, seeing it in the moment. Someday, I might grow tired of how it looked.


  As I continued looking through the pocket watches, I realized I no longer wanted one covered in ornate decoration. It didn’t need to be flashy. I wanted something simple, not too expensive, and easy to grow familiar with.


  I picked up a pocket watch.


  “Ah, I think I chose mine on instinct after all,” Asul suddenly said, answering my earlier question.


  “Instinct?”


  “Yeah. I just felt like I wanted to keep using that one, so I chose it. That’s all.”


  “Huh… Instinct…”


  The pocket watch in my hand was silver, with a flower engraved on the lid—seven rounded petals spread wide in bloom. The numbers on the face were written a little larger than usual, and the slender hands pointed to 11:40.


  “I think I like this one.”


  Orta leaned in to look at the watch resting in my hand.


  “Ah, the reirinri flower.”


  “‘Reirinri’?”


  “Yes. It’s a flower that appears in an old fairy tale. You’re not familiar with it?”


  “Not really.”


  Orta smiled and nodded, then began to tell me the story in brief.


  There was a girl born into a poor family. She had an older sister bedridden with illness. No doctor or medicine could cure her disease, so the girl set out to search for a rainbow flower mentioned in the diary left behind by their late father.


  The diary only said that the flower possessed mysterious power, but the girl clung to that faint hope. And in the end, she succeeded in finding it—a flower with seven petals, each one a different color, truly worthy of being called a rainbow.


  But by the time the girl returned home with the flower, her sister had already passed away. Overcome with grief, she wished to see her one more time. Thinking the seven-colored flower she had gone so far to gather had been meaningless, she plucked off the petals one by one in solitude. When she had finished, the sister who was supposed to be dead appeared before her, and the two were tearfully reunited.


  That seven-colored flower was what came to be called reirinri.


  The tale was brief, but after hearing it, I found myself liking the pocket watch even more. Though it was only a fairy tale, the flower said to restore even human life was engraved on its lid.


  “The flower is a popular symbol of good luck,” Orta said.


  “Hmm…”


  The price tag attached to the watch read “1,300 Tamil.” It was expensive, but so was everything else here. Compared to the others, this was still within reach. It was probably a fair price for a watch.


  I decided to buy the pocket watch engraved with the reirinri flower.


  “Mr. Orta, I’d like this one.”


  “Certainly. That will be 1,300 Tamil.”


  As I reached into my Cocoru bag for my wallet, Asul stepped beside me and paid Orta before I could.


  “Oh, it’s okay, Asul. I’ll pay for it myself.”


  “No. You’ve helped me out with the potions. This is nothing.”


  “But still…”


  Orta took the payment and returned to the counter. Asul folded his arms and grinned.


  “It’s almost noon.”


  “Hm? Yeah.”


  I nodded, wondering why he had suddenly changed the subject.


  “Want to go get something to eat? I’m in the mood for good food.”


  That was when it clicked.


  “Then I’ll pay for lunch!”


  “Yeah, do that.”


  Compared to the price of the watch, a meal would amount to almost nothing, but even so, it eased the guilty feeling a little.


  “Miss Kaede, please take this as well.”


  When Mr. Orta returned from the counter, he was holding a silver chain in his hand.


  “A chain?”


  “Yes. Please attach it to that watch.”


  Looking back at the shelf, I saw that none of the pocket watches displayed earlier had chains attached, but I accepted it and hooked the clasp onto the ring of the watch.


  “Please treasure that watch from now on.”


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  He went on to explain several things: A pocket watch needed to be wound a few times each day, it should be maintained from time to time, and I should bring it to his shop whenever that was needed. If it ever broke and stopped working, I was to bring it in immediately.


  After thanking Mr. Orta once more, I left the shop while admiring the pocket watch in my hands.


  Once we were outside, the three of us went to lunch, just as Asul had suggested. The restaurant had a calm, refined exterior, and though there were people inside, no one was making a fool of themselves or raising their voice. We sat at a square table and ate stew.


  “Kaede, what are you going to study at the library?” Asul asked.


  “Hmm.” I took a bite of stew before answering. “I don’t know. All kinds of things, I guess.”


  There was too much I didn’t know: what was common knowledge here, what I was expected to know, and what I needed to learn. I remembered Ice once saying I was like a child who knew nothing.


  “What you don’t know, huh?”


  “Yeah. It’s not really about taking it slowly and learning bit by bit.”


  “Would that be so bad?”


  “I wonder…”


  If I don’t return to my original world soon, then one day I might forget everything.


  That thought frightened me. I imagined the voices and faces of the friends I saw every day at school slowly fading from memory. And, just in the same way, maybe they would forget me too. Maybe it would become as though I had never existed. If that happened, then even if I managed to return years later, I would have nowhere to belong.


  I couldn’t help but imagine going back home to my original world, only for my parents, friends, and everyone else close to me to look at me and say, Who were you again? The fear kept circling in my head.


  “Kaede, what’s wrong?” Asul asked, rubbing my back. “Are you feeling sick?”


  I looked up at him.


  “I’m fine. It’s nothing.”


  When I turned my eyes away from his worried face, I noticed the hand holding my spoon was trembling.


  “Kaede?”


  “It’s nothing. I was just remembering how bad I was at studying.”


  We had been chatting over a delicious stew. I didn’t want to ruin the mood, so I smiled.


  ※※※


  


  “Thanks for today, Asul.”


  “Don’t worry about it. It was a nice break for me too.”


  After returning home, I thanked Asul beside the front entrance. I had invited him to come in and rest a while before heading back, but he politely declined.


  “You’re leaving already?”


  “Yeah. I need to get ready for tomorrow.”


  “I see. Thanks again for the watch.”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  Asul laughed, lightly tapped my head, then headed off at an unhurried pace.


  After I went back inside, I placed the pocket watch I had just bought on the table and rested my cheek on my hand, watching the second hand tick steadily onward. It was a watch I had chosen because I liked it. There was no reason I would grow tired of it the very same day. In fact, I could sit there and stare at it for hours.


  “Kaede, are you sure you’re not really feeling sick?”


  Kardeno came downstairs with Kazumi from the second floor, a slight crease between her brows.


  “Yeah, I’m fine.”


  Apparently unconvinced, she sat across from me and reached out to place a hand against my forehead.


  “You don’t have a fever,” she said.


  “No.”


  I lifted my eyes from the pocket watch to look at her.


  “Sorry for worrying you. I was just thinking about my hometown, and it made me want to go back.”


  “Ah, I see. Your hometown was Rikfonia, right?” Kardeno replied.


  No. That was what I wanted to say.


  “I’ve been away from my parents for a long time, so I was thinking about them.”


  I couldn’t bring myself to reveal everything, so I deliberately avoided mentioning Rikfonia.


  Kardeno said nothing.


  I felt awkward for bringing up parents so carelessly, and my gaze drifted.


  “What should we do for dinner?” I asked.


  “Meat,” she answered at once.


  Her immediate reply made me laugh.


  “Then let’s do that!”


  We ended up going out to buy skewers again for dinner. I didn’t mind the trouble at all. If anything, it was perfect for blowing away the awkward, heavy mood.The three of us began eating dinner together. Kazumi seemed to have taken a real liking to bread and jam, and ate nothing else. Kardeno, meanwhile, appeared just as fond of the skewers. The large pile we had bought steadily disappeared into her stomach.


  “Hey, Kardeno?”


  “Mm?” she responded, taking a bite from the skewer in her hand.


  “Do you remember where that spring was? The one we went to with Shiki and the others?”


  “The spring with the fairy called Lati, right?” she said.


  I nodded.


  “Vaguely,” Kardeno said.


  She slowly chewed the meat in her mouth, swallowed, then continued.


  “And the longer we stay away from that place, the more I’ll forget.”


  “Ah, yeah, that would be a problem.”


  I picked up one of the skewers myself when I noticed Kazumi on the table, her eyes shining. Thinking she wanted some, I held the skewer out to her, but she didn’t even glance at it. Instead, she stared straight into my eyes.


  “Um… Is something wrong?” I asked her.


  “Are you going to the spring?” Kazumi questioned me back.


  “Yeah. I’ve got something I need to do there.”


  That’s when I remembered Kazumi had wanted to meet Lati, the fairy of the spring.


  “I want to go too.”


  Her gaze was so full of expectation, it felt as though she might add right now at any second.


   

  Chapter 4: Wraith


  

  I walked along the rough forest path, breathing hard. At my side, Kazumi encouraged me, while three steps ahead Kardeno kept glancing back, waiting.


  Last night, Kazumi hadn’t gone so far as to insist we leave immediately, but she had suggested going today. I had no real reason to refuse. I had planned to come back sooner or later while the route was still fresh in my mind.


  And so here I was, with a body that still hadn’t recovered from the muscle aches.


  I pulled out the pocket watch hanging from my neck and checked the time. It was eleven in the morning.


  “Want me to carry you?” Kardeno offered.


  I refused. If something happened, Kardeno needed to be free to move. And since we were here because of me, I wanted to walk on my own feet.


  I had told Lati I would come again, and I wanted to keep that promise. And then there was Gotou, the wraith. I badly wanted to speak with him.


  In complete contrast to that determination, my knees were trembling.


  “Let’s… take a break…”


  I was probably on the verge of tears.


  There was nothing nearby that could serve as a seat, so I spread out a large leaf and sat directly on the ground.


  “How is it, Kardeno? Do you remember the way?”


  “More or less. I’m pretty sure we came through here to reach the spring,” she replied.


  “I see… I feel like I recognize this area too.”


  It was dim, with bare rocks jutting from the ground and making every step difficult. We had already walked quite a long way, but first we still had to find the stream that led to the spring.


  “What about the sound of water?” I asked. “Can’t you hear anything?”


  Kardeno lowered her eyes and focused on listening. I found it oddly fascinating how her ears moved and turned as they picked up sounds, so I watched them intently until she suddenly fixed her gaze on one spot.


  “I might be imagining it, but I think I heard something over there,” she said.


  Just as Kardeno had said, a small stream was flowing there. If we followed it, we should be able to reach Lati’s spring again.


  We followed the stream for a while. Then Kardeno suddenly stopped and scanned the area.


  “I think we’re getting close to where we saw the wraith.”


  “Are we? Then first we need to figure out where Gotou is.”


  I stretched both arms out in front of me. Kazumi was looking around restlessly too. I was still wondering what was wrong when she suddenly darted behind my neck and hid in my hair.


  “Kazumi, what’s wrong?”


  Something moved at the edge of my vision, and I turned to the left.


  “Did you call me?”


  “Ah?!”


  There had been no one there a moment ago, yet now a man was leaning in close. I yelped and toppled backward.


  I caught sight of Kardeno slashing at him with her large knife, but the blade passed straight through his body without harming him. For some reason, the man burst into loud laughter and crouched down.


  Still on guard, Kardeno stepped back and shielded me behind her.


  “Haha, sorry, sorry! I didn’t think you’d be that startled.”


  The man straightened and took a step back.


  “Who are you?” I asked him, peering out from beside Kardeno.


  “Hm? Oh, I’m Gotou. Nice to meet you.”


  “Gotou… Mr. Gotou?!”


  Seeing my eyes widen in shock, the man calling himself Gotou laughed again. It was hard to believe this cheerful man was the wraith I had come looking for. My eyes instinctively dropped to his feet. They were firmly planted on the ground, and no part of his body was transparent.


  He was smiling brightly, looking thoroughly alive. There could hardly be a wraith less suited to being dead.


  “That’s right. I’m Gotou,” he said with an easy grin. “You’ve met me before. Did you make it safely to Lati’s spring?”


  “The fact that you know Miss Lati means you really are Mr. Gotou!”


  “I just said I am.”


  “But… you don’t seem ghostlike.”


  I cautiously stepped out from behind Kardeno.


  “Ah, well… Honestly, I kind of think that too.”


  He scratched his head with a wry smile.


  “I was just as surprised when I found out I was dead. I thought I’d died, but then I found myself standing there alone on the spot. You’d think they could at least have a ceremony for me, right? Well, I never actually believed in that stuff myself,” he said, laughing heartily.


  Just as Lati had said, he really was talkative.


  He looked to be in his mid-twenties, with short black hair and an average height. His eyes drooped slightly, and he had the unmistakable face of a Japanese man.


  “Um, my name is Yakumo Kaede. I came because there’s so, so much I wanted to ask you, Mr. Gotou!”


  It had been a long time since I had spoken my full name aloud. That alone made my chest tighten with homesickness.


  “Ah, nice to properly meet you. I’m Gotou Shougo,” he said. “You’re Japanese too, aren’t you? I know exactly how you feel.”


  So he really was Japanese. The realization made me so happy that tears welled in my eyes and spilled over. I wiped them away with my sleeve, then hesitated over where to begin.


  “I died without really understanding what was going on myself,” Gotou said. “So there’s plenty I’d like to know too.”


  “Then… do you remember what happened when you came here?”


  I decided to start from the beginning and asked him what had happened when he first arrived here. Mr. Gotou folded his arms and began to think.


  “Thing is… I was completely plastered, so I don’t remember it clearly.”


  I had never drank alcohol before, but if he had been drunk, I could understand not remembering. In that case, though, he was the same as me. I didn’t remember how I had come here either.


  “What about you?” he asked.


  “I don’t remember either. When I opened my eyes, I found myself collapsed in an alley.”


  “I see. For me, I woke up floating in Lati’s spring. Sobers you right up, let me tell you. I tried calling my mom and couldn’t get through, and there were all these creatures and weird things I’d never seen before. Honestly, I thought I was going to die.”


  Gotou shrugged as if to say, What can you do?


  “Well, I guess I’m dead now.”


  Whether that was a joke or not, I couldn’t tell. I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh, so I let it pass with a straight face.


  “Kaede, what have you been talking about this whole time?”


  Kardeno was looking at me curiously, still holding her large knife. I had been so absorbed in talking that I had forgotten that she was listening the whole time. Not knowing how to answer, I told her she should probably put the knife away first. She obediently slid it back into its sheath.


  “So, are you Kaede-chan’s friend?” Gotou asked.


  “I am Kaede’s slave,” Kardeno replied.


  “A… slave?”


  Gotou stared, startled, looking back and forth between Kardeno and me. Since he clearly had no idea what to make of that, I briefly explained why I had bought Kardeno.


  “I see… Sounds like you’ve had your own rough time too.”


  “Yeah, more or less. By the way, Mr. Gotou—”


  “Kaede, what about the answer to my question earlier?” Kardeno said, interrupting me.


  I cautiously looked up at her face, but her expression hadn’t changed in the slightest.


  “Ah, um…”


  I faltered, unsure how to explain it.


  “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine,” Kardeno said.


  “Huh? You never told her you were from Japan?” Gotou asked.


  Out of consideration for how uncomfortable I looked, Kardeno had backed off once. But the moment Gotou said that, her ears twitched.


  “Japan?”


  Kardeno stepped toward Gotou. He awkwardly retreated a pace with a stiff smile.


  “Wait, Kaede-chan never told you about her hometown?”


  Kardeno said nothing. Neither did I. It felt as though all the blood had drained from my face. For several seconds, a strange silence hung in the air. Unable to bear it, Gotou spoke first.


  “Ah… Maybe that was something I wasn’t supposed to say.”


  I swallowed hard.


  “Kardeno…”


  She turned only her eyes toward me.


  “I’ll explain everything later. For now, please let me talk with Mr. Gotou.”


  After a brief pause, Kardeno stepped away from him and came to stand beside me.


  “Man… Sorry about that,” Gotou said sheepishly.


  “So, um, Mr. Gotou.”


  “Yeah?”


  “How have you been since you came here?”


  Rather than ask one question at a time, I decided to hear everything first, then ask what I wanted to know afterward.


  Gotou folded his arms and looked upward as though thinking hard, letting out a low groan.


  “Alright.”


  He snapped his head back down.


  “This’ll probably take a while, so why don’t we go to my place first?”


  “Your place?”


  ※※※


  


  Gotou’s home turned out to be the hollow of a giant tree a short distance back the way we had come.


  “This is… your house?”


  “Yep. Strange house, right?”


  The trunk was thick enough that even five people joining hands might barely encircle it. Its bark was rough and knotted, peeling in places. Looking up, it towered overhead, its branches thick with large leaves.


  The entrance to the hollow was just large enough to enter with a slight crouch, and a single grimy cloth hanging across it served as a door.


  “Come on in.”


  Gotou passed straight through the cloth without disturbing it in the slightest, reminding me once again that he truly wasn’t alive.


  “E-Excuse me.”


  I carefully parted the cloth and peeked inside. Contrary to appearances, it was spacious—larger than it had looked from outside, around the size of a six-tatami room.


  The floor, if it could be called that, was covered in dried leaves, with a coarse thick cloth spread over them.


  Gotou was already seated cross-legged near the center.


  “Have a seat,” he said simply.


  Kardeno and I sat side by side on the cloth.


  Along the walls were boxes, sacks, and various other things, all worn down and coated in dust.
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  “So, uh, you wanted to hear about everything, starting from when I first came here?”


  “Yes.”


  “Alright. Like I said before, I was drunk, so I don’t remember much, but… I definitely fell.”


  “Fell? From where?”


  Had he fallen off a bridge while drunk? Or maybe an open manhole? I tried imagining all sorts of possibilities.


  “No idea. I only remember falling. Then when I woke up, I was floating in Lati’s spring. I panicked and nearly drowned, but I somehow managed to crawl out. The phone in my pocket wouldn’t connect, I was somewhere I’d never seen before, and there were things I’d never seen in my life. I was so scared I couldn’t move.”


  Gotou sighed and lowered his gaze.


  “Then Lati showed up and told me to man up. Even though I wasn’t crying. Anyway, I was shocked to see an actual fairy. When I asked about what just happened, she said that I’d fallen from above.”


  “From… above?”


  “Yep. Makes you wonder if this place is right under Japan or something.”


  I understood why he would think that. He had fallen from somewhere, and then ended up in that spring. According to Lati, where he had come from was “above.”


  The story paused there for a moment, and Gotou’s expression turned nostalgic.


  “Lati really took care of me. She taught me what I could eat, and since being alone got to me, we talked all the time.”


  Both Gotou and Lati seemed naturally talkative, so they had probably gotten along well. Maybe meeting Gotou was how Lati first learned how enjoyable it could be to talk with people.


  Strangely enough, monsters never attacked Gotou. He lived on whatever he could gather in the forest, and when nothing was in season, he went into town to buy food. Over time, he and Lati became very close.


  The hollow tree we were sitting in had apparently been his shelter since not long after he arrived. It was so spacious because he had bought an Expansion Stone in town and used it on the hollow.


  After hearing that much, something occurred to me.


  “Mr. Gotou, did you have some kind of source of income?”


  “Yeah. Lati told me about some plants that sold for a high price, so I gathered those and sold them for money. I really owe her a lot.”


  “Wow, so there are plants like that.”


  “Yeah. Something called amonene sold for a crazy amount. I made so much money back then, it wouldn’t even fit in my pockets, so the shopkeeper gave me a bag.”


  “Amonene…”


  I had read that name somewhere recently. It was an ingredient for a magic potion, wasn’t it? Amonene nectar… I was pretty sure that was what it said. It was probably a flower rich in nectar.


  “What kind of plant is amonene?”


  I asked in case I ever needed it in the future.


  “It’s like a Venus flytrap, except the mouth part is more like a pouch. It has a little flower on it too.”


  “I see. So that flower has a lot of nectar?”


  “You know your stuff.”


  “I just know of something called amonene nectar.”


  “Huh, amonene nectar? I used to just cut the whole plant off and sell it. Maybe the nectar was the valuable part then.”


  “Ah, sorry. I don’t know that much about it.”


  Since it had once been how he made a living, he was probably curious. He had leaned forward expectantly, so when I told him I didn’t know much, his shoulders slumped in disappointment.


  “Well, whatever. But those things bite.”


  As if remembering being bitten before, he stared into the distance and rubbed his right hand.


  “Anyway, setting the plant talk aside… I somehow remodeled this place until it was pretty comfortable, and then I died. Probably around two years ago.”


  The easiness around us vanished in an instant, replaced by tension. I straightened my posture, knowing I needed to listen seriously.


  “I’m sure there were things in my story that struck you as strange. Like monsters not attacking me. I don’t know why that happened myself, and I doubt I ever will.”


  I nodded.


  “But that only applied to monsters, not people.”


  “It was different for people?”


  This time, Gotou nodded. A bad feeling came over me. Had someone killed him?


  “Apparently someone saw I had money. They stabbed me from behind.”


  Gotou’s tongue clicked once in the quiet room, but he immediately forced a smile back onto his face.


  “S-So then… Did that… kill you?”


  Was it really alright to ask someone how they had died? If he had been murdered, he had to carry resentment. Maybe he was only hiding the rage still boiling inside him.


  Even while I hesitated, the words had slipped out, and Gotou answered them without losing his smile.


  “Nope. I didn’t die that time. It hurt like hell, and I could barely breathe, though.”


  His voice was gentle. Without seeing his face, he would have sounded kind as ever. But my body stayed rigid with tension. Gotou was smiling, but it didn’t reach his cold eyes.


  “The same thing happened two more times. I got hurt, they took my money… but I didn’t die.”


  “Did they miss your vital organs?” Kardeno asked.


  “Nope. That wasn’t it. It had nothing to do with vital spots.”


  The smile was gone now. His severe expression made it feel as though he were glaring straight at us, and I lowered my face slightly.


  “The bleeding stopped with time. The wounds closed. The pain disappeared. Even when I was killed, I didn’t die.”


  “Then how did you die?” Kardeno asked sharply. “You’re dead now, aren’t you?”


  Kardeno leaned forward and, without hesitation, thrust her arm into Gotou’s body. Naturally, she touched nothing. It only looked as though her arm had been swallowed into him.


  “You’re talking like you can’t die.”


  He did not answer right away, so Kardeno sat back in her place.


  After a brief silence, Gotou finally spoke with a sigh.


  “I’ve thought about that a lot, after I really died. Maybe there was a limit to how many times I could cheat death.”


  He never touched the core of it—what had truly killed him, or when it had happened.


  “Sure, I was stabbed three times. But maybe I’d eaten something poisonous at some point or caught some fatal illness without knowing it. I don’t know if bacteria from some tiny cut had done it, or one of the times I fell had actually been fatal… I… I really don’t know.”


  In other words, he could revive after dying, and monsters wouldn’t attack him. But… he’d eventually reached the limit of that power.


  Those must have been the gifts he received when he came to this world—something to match my power of creation.


  Even so, what Gotou had received was different. He had survived several brushes with death, but that was all. Fortunately, he had Lati, but he still had to grope his way toward survival on his own.


  If I died, it would simply be over for me, but I had the convenient recipe book in my hands. And waking up inside a town, where money alone could solve most things, had been a huge advantage too.


  As if protecting my lifeline itself, I pulled the Cocoru bag close.


  “You should be careful too, Kaede-chan. You never know who’s watching, or from where.”


  If our situations had been reversed, what would have happened to me? What could I possibly have done in a dark forest like this? Even inside the city, I remembered how stepping out of that alley had felt like my heart would leap out of my throat.


  “Anyway, that’s the long version of my strange power, or whatever you’d call it. Since dying, I’ve mostly just spent each day doing nothing in particular.”


  Then, with a casual “So,” he stretched out the legs he had been sitting cross-legged on and pointed at me.


  “What about you, Kaede-chan? Got a strange story like mine? Anything?”


  Gotou had told us everything, so it was only right that I return the favor.


  “If I gather the necessary materials, I can create certain things.”


  I told him everything that had happened since coming to this world, including how I could make items as long as I had the right materials.


  “Huh?” He looked confused.


  “Yes. The first thing I made was a potion. I placed water and grass in front of me and said Create. Then it suddenly lit up right in front of me…”


  By the time I finished, Gotou looked oddly delighted.


  “Man, I wish I’d gotten that instead.”


  I wasn’t sure whether he meant my position in life or the ability to create things itself, so I answered only with an uncertain smile.


  “Kaede-chan, you were lucky.”


  I asked why he thought that.


  “Because you woke up inside a town. Because the potions you made reached those dragon hunters. Because you survived standing right in front of a dragon. Because you didn’t get stabbed like I did. Because you got… Kardeno-san, was it? Right, because you got her at a bargain price. There’s probably plenty more, but the point is, haven’t there been a lot of times you realized how lucky you were?”


  Now that he said it, maybe he was right. If the potions I made had never reached Asul, I never would have come to the royal capital. I would have stayed in that town forever.


  “That may be true. When you put it that way, I probably was lucky. But whether luck alone will help me find a way back to my world… I don’t know. I want to go home.”


  “You want to ask if I know how?” Gotou said with a frown. “Do you really think I know? If I did, don’t you think I would’ve gone home before I died?”


  “Sorry. I thought maybe you had a clue.”


  “I wish you were asking me something I could answer.”


  Gotou covered both eyes with one hand. Had I angered him?


  I looked away, but if I didn’t ask now, I knew I would regret it.


  When I cautiously looked back at him, Gotou still had his eyes covered. A moment later, he lowered his hand.


  “The truth is, I never really tried all that much. I didn’t test things, and I didn’t investigate enough to lecture anyone. At most, I asked Lati what she remembered about when I arrived, and whether she had any idea why this happened. That’s about it. So I really don’t know anything.”


  “I see…”


  Strength left my shoulders the moment I heard those words.


  “What about you, Kaede-chan? What have you looked into so far? Have you found anything?”


  “Me? I…”


  What had I investigated until now? Had I even thoroughly searched the place where I first woke up?


  No, I hadn’t.


  Had I gone around asking people about anything else?


  I hadn’t done that either.


  “I-I, um…”


  Maybe I could learn something at the library. But if Kardeno hadn’t suggested it, I wouldn’t even have known a library existed.


  If there was one thing I had done, it was coming here to meet Gotou, hoping that he’d know a way home.


  “I… I haven’t done anything on myself, but I want to go home. I came here thinking maybe you’d know something, Mr. Gotou… but in the end, I was just relying on someone else again.”


  Tears welled up in my eyes, blurring my vision. I was saying something so pathetic, and yet what embarrassed me most was that I was about to cry now. I didn’t want a single tear to fall. I desperately wiped at my eyes with my sleeve.


  “Relying on other people isn’t a bad thing.”


  When Gotou said that, I kept scrubbing at my face, trying to stop crying as quickly as I could, until Kardeno caught my hand.


  “You’ll hurt yourself if you rub that hard.”


  “Thanks…”


  I thanked Kardeno in a faint voice, and Gotou continued.


  “How long has it been since you came here, Kaede-chan?”


  From my rough explanation earlier, he probably hadn’t been able to tell the exact number of days.


  I tried to remember everything as carefully as I could.


  “Three months… maybe four. I’m not exactly sure.”


  It wasn’t as though I had been tracking the days on a calendar. In truth, more time might have passed, or less. I couldn’t answer him confidently.


  “And in that time, you moved towns, bought a house, and worked to earn money. You probably never had time to investigate anything properly. It can’t be helped.”


  I couldn’t bring myself to answer even with a simple You’re right.


  “It starts now. From here on, I’m sure you’ll learn a lot. I was scared, so in the end… I could never leave this forest.”


  Gotou’s expression twisted.


  “Why?”


  “Because I thought the spring where I fell was the place closest to Japan. I thought that just like how I’d come here suddenly, I might be whisked back from the same spot. So I stayed in this forest the whole time. I couldn’t leave. I was scared.”


  If only he had left and gathered more knowledge…


  That kind of regret showed plainly in the expression that looked ready to break into tears. I didn’t know what to say, or whether I should say anything at all. All I could do was fidget with my hands in my lap.


  After a brief silence, Gotou suddenly stood up.


  “You said earlier you wanted amonene, right? Want me to show you where it grows?”


  “Will you?”


  I had just started to rise, when Kardeno caught my arm and pulled me back down.


  “We should head back. Just have him explain where it is.”


  I checked the time, realizing how long we had been talking. It was 1:30 p.m.


  “We haven’t even had lunch. We can’t stay here for much longer.”


  “Right…”


  The moment I acknowledged it, my stomach growled loudly due to hunger.


  “Alright then, I’ll just tell you where it is.”


  Gotou pointed toward the pile of belongings stacked in the corner of the room.


  “There should be a bag in there. I think there are some papers inside with the notes I made. Could you get them for me?”


  Gotou couldn’t touch his belongings himself.


  I nodded and began searching through the pile. From it, I pulled out a fairly large leather bag. It looked completely flat, as if nothing were inside, but I opened it without minding the dust that rose. Inside were several sheets of paper rolled up into tight lumps. I took them all out and carefully unfolded them.


  “Wow… I really kept them like that?”


  Apparently, he hadn’t realized he had stored them in such a state. He also apologized as he watched me opening them carefully.


  When I had finished unfolding four sheets, Gotou pointed to one of them.


  “That one, that one. That’s the note I made about where amonene grows.”


  “Oh, this here?”


  In the lower left corner of the page was a rough circle, and inside it were the words Lati’s Spring.


  From there, a line of numbers from one to ten ran toward the upper right corner of the page. Around them were crudely drawn trees, wavy lines that might have marked boundaries, and various other marks. In short, it was a map only its creator could understand.


  “It’s a map, basically. From Lati’s spring, you can see the tree marked with this first number. Then, from that tree, you can see the next numbered tree. If you keep following them like that, you’ll reach the place where the amonene grows.”


  “I just hope I’ll actually be able to follow it.”


  “I didn’t write the numbers clearly. I only carved lines into the trees equal to the number, using a blade. So be careful.”


  Gotou looked a little worried. It made sense. Letting someone else rely on markers made only for himself would naturally make him uneasy.


  “If we go there and it’s gone, that means someone else already harvested it, right?”


  “Yeah, that’d be it. But I doubt many people come around that area. I’ve never run into anyone there.”


  “Really?”


  Well, this forest was enormous. It seemed unlikely that amonene grew in only that one spot. If it was spread out in different places, then the chances of running into other people would be lower too, so it wasn’t strange that he had never met anyone there.


  “You know, it’s the kind of place where there are a lot of carnivorous plants, so people probably don’t go there much.”


  Carnivorous. That was not a word I wanted to hear. In an instant, the image of some savage plant with fangs swallowing me whole from the head down flashed through my mind, and I shuddered.


  “So, because monsters didn’t attack you, gathering it was easy for you,” Kardeno said.


  “Exactly. And getting bitten by amonene taught me something too. If I made the first move against them, that effect stopped working.”


  As he answered Kardeno, he rubbed both hands together, probably remembering being bitten again.


  “You can have that map, so make good use of it.”


  “Yes. Thank you very much.”


  I opened my Cocoru bag to put the map inside, and before I knew it, Kazumi flew out.


  “Oh? Is that one a fairy too?” Gotou asked, staring at Kazumi with fascination.


  “Yes. Her name is Kazumi.”


  Kazumi carefully looked Gotou up and down, then broke into a smile and held out her hand.


  “I’m Kazumi.”


  “I’m Gotou. Sorry, I can’t actually touch anything, so I can’t shake hands.”


  Even so, he offered his hand anyway.


  Kazumi placed both of hers over his index finger as though grasping it.


  “Yeah. Nice to meet you.”


  Apparently satisfied, Kazumi returned to sit on my shoulder.


  “Come to think of it, when I guided you to the spring before, there were three other people with you, right? Weren’t they traveling with you?”


  “That was only for that time. They’ve already gone back to their hometown, so… we may never meet again.”


  “I see.”


  There had been quite a few of us that time, so apparently he had pointed us toward the spring thinking we might drive off the monster that had settled in Lati’s spring.


  “Kaede-chan, I doubt you’ve got a body like mine that can survive no matter how many times it dies. Be careful from now on.”


  Then, as though the thought had just occurred to him, Gotou continued.


  “It sounds like you’ve already been through dangerous situations, but you need to be even more careful.”


  Careful… That immediately brought something to mind. I always opened the door whenever someone came to the house without even confirming who it was.


  Since I knew exactly what he meant, I glanced at Kardeno. She gave a small nod, clearly agreeing with Gotou.


  “From my perspective too, Kaede is careless. Worse than a child.”


  “S-Sorry. I’ll be more careful.”


  I meant that sincerely. I didn’t want to die, and I didn’t want to make others worry about me. Having people who cared enough to warn me like this was something to be grateful for.


  “Good. Be careful.”


  Thinking I would come back to thank him once we successfully gathered amonene, I left Gotou’s home.


  ※※※


  


  When we returned home, we set down our things and washed our hands. Then, Kardeno called me over, and we sat facing each other at the table. Perhaps because of the heavy mood surrounding Kardeno, Kazumi was pacing restlessly across the tabletop.


  “I want you to explain something.”


  “About my hometown, right?”


  “Yeah. This ‘Japan.’”


  “Okay.”


  If only Kardeno had somehow forgotten about this. I had only just told her my hometown was Rikfonia. And yet, when I was speaking with Gotou, the name Japan had come up. Kardeno had to be suspicious.


  “I thought your hometown was Rikfonia.”


  “Sorry… I lied.”


  “Why?”


  Unable to answer, I lowered my gaze.


  If I honestly explained why I had lied, she would surely think I was insane. But if I tried to cover it up, I would only have to pile more lies on top of the first one. I hated that idea.


  My conscience wouldn’t allow me to keep lying to Kardeno, but I also hated the thought of telling the truth and being looked at with disgust. I wanted to run away from this moment, but that would only postpone it.


  I had wasted enough time trapped in those thoughts, so Kardeno changed her question after receiving no answer.


  “Where is Japan?”


  It would have been easier to tell her that if Japan existed somewhere in this world.


  Maybe Kardeno was only asking out of curiosity?


  Once again, I couldn’t answer her question, and I didn’t have it in me to lie to her again.“Do you not trust me at all?” Kardeno asked me.


  “That’s not it!” I lifted my head, my voice rising before I meant it to. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you. It’s just… hard to explain. Or maybe… saying it takes a lot of courage.”


  I knew how indecisive I sounded.


  “I’m sorry for not telling you anything earlier, but…”


  “You can start anywhere, Kaede, but tell me the truth,” Kardeno said.


  I knew I couldn’t dodge her questions anymore, so I took a deep breath and steeled myself.“Kardeno, what I’m about to say might be hard to believe. I want you to listen without thinking I’m crazy. Okay?”


  “I’ll make the effort.”


  It seemed she had no intention of making any promises.


  “I… I came from… another world…”


  My voice trailed off, but Kardeno heard every word. Then, without the slightest change in expression, she opened her mouth.


  “I see.”


  That reply, that unreadable face, revealed nothing.


  “That’s… all?”


  The question slipped out before I could stop myself.


  “Yeah. So that’s why you kept talking about finding a way to return and all that. At least now it makes sense.”


  I couldn’t say anything. I simply swallowed, trying to moisten my dry throat even a little. If possible, I wanted her to believe me.


  Even if nothing about Kardeno’s appearance had changed, I could still make a fair guess at what she was thinking. If someone you knew told you, I’m actually an alien, there was no way you would immediately respond, I see, so that’s how it is. I certainly never would.


  If my skin were green or I could shoot beams from my eyes or call down a spaceship, that would be another matter. But I had nothing, not a single thing that could prove I had come from another world. The only clue—the recipe book—was visible only to me, which made it useless as evidence.


  So there was no way Kardeno truly believed what I had just told her.


  “Um…”


  “Hmm?”


  She had to think I was lying. She had to think I was crazy. I wanted her to tell me honestly what she felt right now, but even if I wanted to say that, I was too afraid. I wasn’t in a position to ask her anything.


  “Sorry… Never mind.”


  After I said that, silence fell between us again. Kazumi looked at me with a blank, puzzled expression.


  “Kaede, did you feel guilty because you had been lying to me?”


  Caught off guard by the sudden remark, I nodded uncertainly.


  “I see. But that guilt is not something you need to carry.”


  “Why?”


  “Kaede, at the very beginning, you said you didn’t want me to think you were crazy, didn’t you? You only lied to protect yourself until now. You weren’t hurting anyone. So don’t worry about it.”


  When she put it that way, she had a point. I hadn’t told the truth because I didn’t want people looking at me with suspicion or contempt. Was that really just me protecting myself? Was it all right to accept that so easily?


  As I hesitated, Kardeno drew her brows together in a troubled look.


  “That reminds me, Kaede. I’m a liar too.”


  “Huh?”


  Had Kardeno lied too? I couldn’t help wondering what kind of lie it was.


  “I’m actually not wolffolk.”


  My eyes widened. I stared at Kardeno, genuinely wondering what she could be if not that.


  Then, Kardeno, whose face had shown no expression until then, suddenly let out a small laugh.


  “That was a lie.”


  “H-Huh?”


  “I said, that was a lie.”


  I was confused. What did she mean?.


  “What I just said was false.”


  “A lie?”


  So, “I’m actually not wolffolk” was the lie. Which meant Kardeno was, without question, wolffolk. But why would she say something so pointless? I couldn’t understand it.


  “I just told a lie too. Now we’re even.”


  “Even?”


  It seemed that silly little lie had been something she came up with out of consideration for me.


  I didn’t know whether something like that could truly balance out the lie I had told, but I was honestly happy for her kindness. Her telling me not to worry felt even more sincere now.


  “Thank you.”


  “Mm.”


  I had feared our relationship might become awkward after this, but when I saw Kardeno’s face, looking a little gentler than usual, relief washed over me. I wasn’t sure if Kazumi understood what had happened, but she seemed happy that the air between Kardeno and me had softened.


  The next day, we exchanged our usual morning greetings, ate breakfast together, chatted while making potions, and opened the market stall. I was glad we could spend the day as we always had.


   

  Chapter 5: Library


  

  “Well then, let me explain a little about the library.”


  “Okay?”


  On the day Ice had asked me to come, Kardeno and I visited her house. Sitting in her room and drinking chilled tea, we listened as she explained how the library worked.


  “That said, it’s nothing too complicated. First, there are usage rights. Without them, you generally can’t enter the library.”


  Ice and I sat facing each other. On the table between us, she placed a card about the same size as a guild card.


  “This is your usage pass.”


  It looked like thick paper, but when I picked it up, it was oddly hard and heavy. It had my name as well as Ice’s, and a photograph of me.


  “Why is your name written on it, Ice?”


  “It proves that I’m the one who vouched for Kaede-chan. I’m responsible for you being issued a card. I think you’ll be fine, but please don’t cause trouble at the library.”


  “All right.”


  In other words, if I caused trouble there, it would affect Ice as my guarantor. I definitely needed to be careful.


  “And… why is there a photograph on it? I don’t remember having my picture taken.”


  “Oh my, but we’ve had plenty of chances to meet face-to-face and talk, haven’t we? I drew it out from those memories.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  I had absolutely no idea how that worked. Still, I pretended I understood and let it pass. I could always ask Kardeno about it later. When I glanced at her beside me, it seemed she had finished her tea ages ago and was already being served a refill by the maid standing nearby.


  “Admission costs one hundred Tamil each time. And you absolutely must not copy entire books.”


  “That sure is a steep entry fee. And copying things isn’t allowed either…”


  I wondered whether it would even be forbidden to jot down a few points of interest and reorganize them into notes I could understand more easily, so I asked. Apparently, as long as it wasn’t enough to get flagged during the inspection when leaving the library, it was fine.


  “They check whether you’ve stolen books, copied excessive amounts, or done anything suspicious. But if the inspector decides it’s acceptable, then it’s acceptable. If you want details, ask one of them yourself.”


  I was relieved, but as if to cut that short, she continued.


  “And one more thing. At the library, it’s best not to approach other people, especially those who are well dressed.”


  “Why?”


  “Because there are many nobles there, and if one takes issue with you, there will be trouble. Kaede-chan, even at the most generous estimate, you look like an ordinary girl. It’s rare, I’m sure, but there are some who dislike seeing anyone other than nobles in a place like that. Avoiding them is the wisest course.”


  I nodded.


  Another concern occurred to me, so I asked about that too.


  “There’s only a usage pass for me. Does that mean Kardeno will have to wait outside the library?”


  “That won’t be a problem. Slaves are classified as their master’s property. If a slave causes trouble, it’s the master’s responsibility, and, in your case, mine by extension. So be careful.”


  Ice leaned across the table to emphasize the point, staring directly at me. I nodded over and over. Seeming satisfied, she settled back into her seat.


  Calling slaves property was not pleasant to hear. But it was obvious that voicing my feelings to Ice would accomplish nothing. Beside me, Kardeno didn’t seem particularly bothered by the remark, though how she truly felt was impossible to know.


  “And if books are damaged or lost, you’ll have to compensate them. Though I suppose that applies to furnishings and equipment as well.”


  Ice warned me again and again to be careful, and each time, I nodded.


  “I really am sorry for always causing you so much trouble, Ice.”


  “Oh, it’s fine. Compared to that huge supply of high potions, this is nothing. Honestly, if you were willing, I’d buy all of them myself.”


  “Th-That would be a bit too much…”


  Ice was surely joking, but even if she bought every potion I made, could she really use that many?


  “Oh, and one more thing. The library opens at nine in the morning and closes at seven in the evening, so remember that.”


  After leaving Ice’s house, we walked slowly along a crowded street instead of taking a carriage. Something suddenly came back to me: the photograph on the library pass she had given me earlier. Not only the library pass, but the identification card issued by the guild also had the same photograph of me.


  “Hey, Kardeno?”


  “Hmm?”


  I called out to Kardeno as she walked beside me. Taking the library pass from my Cocoru bag, I held it up.


  “Ice said she got this picture of mine by drawing it out from her ‘memories.’ Is that normal?”


  Kardeno peered at the pass and seemed to think for a moment.


  “I suppose so. I don’t know the details myself, but I hear of that method often enough. You draw a memory outward as a single image.”


  “Huh?”


  The photograph showed me smiling slightly. I found myself staring at it, thinking that this must be the kind of face I made when talking with other people.


  “It’s strange, isn’t it?”


  “Is it that surprising, Kaede? From my perspective, the way you make potions is far stranger.”


  “Oh.”


  At first, I had found it strange too, being able to make potions as if by magic. But it had become so normal to me that I now took it for granted. If anything, I didn’t even know the ordinary way to make them.


  “I’m just used to doing it this way.”


  “I see.”


  Come to think of it, the first time I made a potion in front of Kardeno, she had only been surprised for the briefest moment before getting used to it herself. I didn’t remember her ever grilling me about how it worked, either. Had she simply settled the question in her own mind, or had it continued to bother her all this time? Since she was calling it strange now, it had probably remained as something unresolved.


  “Are you looking forward to the library?”


  “Yeah, I am.”


  I put the library pass back into my Cocoru bag and started thinking about what I should look into first once we got there. Kardeno had told me before that I should study various things. If I remembered right, it had started back at the carriage stop.


  “Is there anything you want to know in particular?”


  “Hmm…”


  Ideally, if there were a book describing how to return to my original world, that would settle everything quickly. But I didn’t exactly have high hopes that such a book existed.


  Apparently, Kardeno had heard me mutter, “What should I do?”


  “In that case, why not start with things around you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “For example, magic stones. Or you could look into potions in greater depth. That way, if someone asks you about them someday, you won’t end up in the position of being able to make potions while knowing nothing about them.”


  “You have a point.”


  There was always a chance someone would ask me about potions again, after all.


  There were plenty of other things too, things everyone else naturally knew, as well as names for things unique to this world that meant nothing to me. Take the skewered ropp we ate all the time. To be honest, I had no idea what kind of animal it came from.


  “Hey, Kardeno. You know that grilled ropp skewer we always eat?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What kind of meat is that?”


  “That’s a rabbit species called a ropp.”


  “Oh, so it’s a rabbit…”


  An image of something cute hopping around on its little feet flashed through my mind. For things like this, I could just ask Kardeno and solve them one by one.


  “Kaede, you should start learning more about things like that too.”


  “Yeah, you’re right.”


  Along the way, I bought a pen and a notebook, thinking I might need them. When we got home, I set them on the table so I could test them out a little. Kardeno seemed interested in the two items as well. She sat across from me, watching intently.


  The pen looked like a thin piece of bamboo, and the nib resembled that of a fountain pen. The shop had already filled it with ink, so I drew a smooth line in the corner of the paper. It wasn’t difficult to write with at all. It looked like it would work just fine.


  Kazumi came over too, and like Kardeno, she stared curiously at the pen tip.
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  “How does it write?”


  “It’s good. Shouldn’t be a problem.”


  It was nearly lunchtime. When I suggested we eat first and then head to the library, Kardeno nodded.


  About an hour later, we arrived at the circular road surrounding the castle in the center of the city. We got off there and headed for the gate in the towering wall that enclosed the central castle district. It wasn’t as tall as the wall surrounding the royal capital itself, but it was still imposing.


  Two gate guards stood there holding spears.


  “Good afternoon. What brings you here today?” One of the guards greeted me.


  “H-Hello!”


  The sturdy man holding the thick spear looked to be around forty, the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes standing out. He bent slightly as he spoke, almost as if addressing a child, but my voice still came out a little strained.


  “I-I’d like to go to the library…”


  I stammered, wondering whether there was something else I was supposed to say, but the man nodded pleasantly and allowed us through.


  “I see. Do you have a library pass?”


  “Yes, I do,” I said, nodding once.


  “Then proceed to the checkpoint just past the gate and present your pass there.”


  “Yes, understood. Thank you very much.”


  I gave a small bow and passed through the gate.


  The wall was thick, and the gate formed a tunnel around five meters long. There were gates on both the outer and inner sides of the wall, making it a double barrier. As soon as we passed through, there was a small hut to the side with an open window.


  This must be the checkpoint, I thought. I called out to the young soldier looking at us from the front window.


  “Excuse me, is this the checkpoint?”


  “Yes, it is. What business do you have within the palace grounds?”


  As he asked, the soldier pulled out a single sheet of paper from a drawer on the right side of his desk.


  “I’m going to the library.”


  “I see. Please present your pass.”


  “Yes.”


  I took out the pass Ice had given me from my Cocoru bag and handed it to the soldier.


  He copied the information onto the sheet of paper, then promptly returned it.


  “As a formality, we’ll inspect your belongings, so I’ll need to borrow your bag.”


  This time, I handed over the Cocoru bag that had been slung diagonally across my body. The soldier called toward the back of the hut, and a female soldier appeared in response. Apparently, a woman was the one assigned to inspect the contents of the bag. She opened it and checked inside. The bag only had my wallet, paper, a pen, and the recipe book. The recipe book must have looked like nothing more than ordinary record paper to her, as she showed no suspicion and finished quickly.


  Next, the female soldier came back out and performed a body search on both Kardeno and me.


  “No problems.”


  Hearing that, the male soldier nodded, then turned his gaze to Kardeno.


  “Is that one your slave?”


  “Um… Yes.”


  Soon after, he seemed to finish writing everything down, and both soldiers saw us off with pleasant smiles.


  “The library is that white building over there.”


  What he pointed to was a white building around two hundred meters away. Even from this distance, it was clear how large it was. Beyond it stood another massive structure, surrounded by a wall that wasn’t especially tall.


  As Kardeno and I walked toward the library, I pointed at that building.


  “Is that the castle?”


  “Yeah. Security is tight here because it’s close to the library.”


  “So the king, and princesses, and people like that are in there…”


  The words slipped out before I knew it. It still didn’t feel real at all. An indescribable sensation tightened in my chest.


  There was the wall surrounding the royal capital, the wall we had just passed through, and then yet another wall enclosing the castle itself. Three layers of walls in total surrounded the castle. I wondered whether that much protection was really necessary, but there were surely reasons beyond anything I could imagine.


  “They called this the palace grounds, right? It’s enormous.”


  The broad walkway was neatly paved with tightly fitted stone. Beyond the road itself were carefully trimmed lawns, hedges, and flowerbeds blooming with beautiful flowers. Even the patrol soldiers I occasionally saw stood straight with impeccable posture. If the palace grounds looked like this, then what on earth was it like beyond the wall surrounding the castle itself?


  The road branched several ways. We turned onto the one leading to the library. As we drew closer, the library seemed even larger than before. From the placement of the windows, I could tell it was two stories tall. It had a long, narrow exterior, roughly one hundred meters tall and about forty meters wide. At the exact center of that forty-meter-wide wall stood a large double door. I pulled open one side and stepped inside.


  Rows upon rows of bookshelves spread out before me.


  The interior was just as spacious as it had appeared from outside. Bookshelves lined the walls, and more tall shelves stood along the central aisles. There were chairs as well, though not many.


  The middle section reaching up to the first-floor ceiling had been left as a long, open atrium, likely to bring in light. Through it, I could glimpse part of the second-floor shelves.


  Sunlight streamed down through the opening, illuminating the center of the building and giving the place that distinctive, almost sacred atmosphere unique to libraries.


  I stopped gawking there. First, I needed to pay the entrance fee. Looking around, I spotted what seemed to be a reception desk on the right side of the entrance.


  “Hello.”


  When I greeted the reception lady, she responded with a pleasant smile. I showed my pass, paid the admission fee, and was given a brief explanation of the rules.


  The rules were simple: no making noise, and no eating or drinking. Readers were supposed to return books to their original places after reading. None were allowed to take books outside the library by any means.


  Once the receptionist realized that this was our first time at the library, she explained how the books were divided between the first and second floors. The first floor held picture books and works of fiction, while the second contained historical records, documents, illustrated reference books, and the like. After hearing that, it seemed obvious that what we wanted would be upstairs, so we headed there.


  Keeping an eye on the few people scattered about, we climbed to the second floor.


  The second floor also had a high ceiling and an open feel. Bookshelves covered nearly the entire wall space, and more shelves faced the central atrium, making the shelving even denser than on the first floor. Near the atrium, where the widest aisle ran, there were long tables and chairs where people sat and read.


  Looking over the enormous number of books, I arrived at a section marked by a hanging sign that read History.


  “History…” I whispered.


  “Weren’t you going to look at things like magic stones and potions?” Kardeno asked.


  “I was, but I’ll do that in a while.”


  As I scanned the shelves, I noticed a book titled Record of the Dragon Assault. I pulled it free and began to page through, with Kardeno leaning in to read as well. All the writing inside appeared to be handwritten rather than uniformly printed. It described the events of Tornea Year 1940, when a giant dragon attacked the royal capital of Centrible.


  Was this what the apothecary in Rikfonia had been talking about? If I remembered right, he had said it happened ten years ago.


  “What year is it now in the Tornea Calendar?” I asked Kardeno in a whisper.


  She sighed. “You don’t know that?”


  With a look that plainly said You’ve gotta be kidding me, she answered.


  “It’s 1950 now.”


  “Got it. Thanks.”


  This book was recounting events from ten years ago, meaning it was what the apothecary had been talking about.


  In that case, it probably mentioned the dragon hunters too. Since I knew someone among the dragon hunters, I felt a small sense of familiarity toward the book.


  The book began by describing the dragon’s appearance and the extent of the damage it had caused. It also included a brief explanation of the dragon hunters who had been summoned.


  The dragon hunters, it said, were a special organization whose members only gathered when a nation requested the slaying of a dragon. Once the mission was complete, they each returned to their individual lives and activities.


  Then, did that mean a request had been sent to Ice, their leader, for the dragon in Rikfonia? Thinking of it that way, it felt almost overwhelming that someone so important had been helping me so casually.


  As I kept reading, my thoughts stopped for a moment when I actually saw Ice’s name listed among the key figures. I had assumed she was young. Was I mistaken, or was this someone else with the same name?


  Reading further, I found that an elf man named Garshu, who had served as the leader of the dragon hunters at the time, had died in the battle against that dragon.


  “Kardeno, do you know this person, Garshu?”


  “Yeah, he’s famous. Hmm? Isn’t this that woman?”


  Kardeno traced the name “Ice” among the lines of text with her finger.


  “But this was ten years ago, right? Ice still looks young. Isn’t it probably just someone with the same name?”


  “It’s difficult to judge age by appearance with oni, just like with elves and dragonfolk.”


  “Really?”


  “Why not look for a book about racial differences later?”


  “Okay.”


  The dragon had apparently been around one hundred meters long, and it had taken three days to finally kill it. I had no idea how long it should take to defeat a dragon, but I remembered the one I had seen in Rikfonia. Even if it had been larger than the surrounding buildings, it certainly hadn’t been one hundred meters long. And by the time I saw it, it had already suffered serious wounds. Since the dragon hunters had been pursuing it beforehand, that dragon must have been totally exhausted. In comparison, the dragon from ten years ago seemed far more terrifying.


  The dragon had been slain in the eastern forest, and not a single part of it had gone to waste, its scales, meat, bones, fangs, and claws all taken. Its scales in particular had been a rare white color, which made them even more valuable.


  The eastern forest? Could that be the same forest where Lati lived?


  “I wonder why that dragon attacked the royal capital,” I said.


  “Who knows? They’re usually docile if left alone, so maybe it was looking for food. Or maybe humans did something to it.”


  I closed the book and returned it to its place.


  “Hmm. I guess there could be all sorts of reasons.”


  If the dragon that attacked Rikfonia had not had its egg stolen, would it still be living peacefully now with its child?


  “That’s only speculation, of course,” Kardeno said. “If you asked the dragon itself, it might tell you not to reduce deep circumstances to a single sentence.”


  No matter how much I thought about it, there was no way to know the truth unless I could ask the dragon itself. I didn’t feel like dwelling on it any further.


  Next, should I look for the books I had originally come for? Or, as Kardeno suggested, books about racial differences? Maybe a plant encyclopedia, geography, or even some book describing how to return home?


  For the time being, I decided to walk around the library. The first thing that caught my eye was a section of books about plants. I sat down in one of the chairs at a table set up in that area and opened a book. I flipped through the pages, but it bothered me that Kardeno was standing behind me instead of sitting down.


  “Aren’t you going to sit?”


  “No. Not here.”


  She emphasized here, which made me tilt my head in confusion. Kardeno glanced around the room.


  “In a place frequented by nobles, it would be bad for a slave to be sitting in a chair.”


  I looked around the library as well. She was right. Beside the people seated here and there, there really were attendants standing quietly nearby.


  I nodded without a word and continued reading the book in my hand.


  It turned out mandragoras were different from the vague image I had in my head. They weren’t so dangerous that hearing them would kill you, but if you pulled one out of the ground, they let out a tremendous shriek. The flower on their head bloomed using the magic power they absorbed, so the blossom itself was said to be like a solid mass of mana.


  Incidentally, if you wanted to preserve its picked flower while keeping it fresh, soaking it in pure water would allow it to last for a long time. They were said to grow anywhere the land easily accumulated mana, but where exactly would that be? Was there anything like that nearby?


  “Kardeno, where does mana gather easily?”


  “I… don’t know.”


  Kardeno suggested I should look at books related to magic, so I closed the one I had been reading and searched with her through the section organized around magical topics.


  Repeating land where mana gathers easily over and over in my head as I scanned the spines, I found one titled Basic Knowledge of Magic Stones and picked it up on a whim.


  Magic crystals and crystal stones used in battle, as well as stones essential to daily life for things like lighting lamps or boiling water, were collectively referred to as “magic stones.”


  First, the difference between magic crystals and crystal stones was whether the user’s own mana was required. A magic crystal merely had a spell sealed inside it. The user’s mana passed through the stone and became magic. A crystal stone, on the other hand, already contained both magic and mana within it, so it required no mana from the user. Those with low mana capacity prized them greatly.


  Because of this, magic had once been considered something only for those with the right aptitude, but nowadays it had become increasingly common to think of magic as something you could simply buy. However, their versatility was incredibly limited compared to actually using magic.


  That raised a question for me.


  I had no mana; Lati had told me so plainly. Of course, it was possible I had only a trace amount too faint to sense, but if that was the case, then when I created a crystal stone, where did the mana supposedly inside it come from? Even if that was somehow supplied by one of the materials, such as fangs or color stones, then where did the magic sealed inside it come from?


  Of course, the same question applied when I made potions. After all, bottles that shouldn’t exist appeared together with the potion itself.


  My method of creation no longer felt strange to me at all, but it really was an anomaly.


  It was convenient, extremely convenient. But why was I able to create things without consuming mana or paying any price at all? Could it be that, without realizing it, I was losing something inside myself?


  I shook my head lightly as if to drive the thoughts away.


  Nothing like that had happened so far, so there was no reason to think that it would later. I forced myself to accept that and returned to the book.


  Stones used for everyday necessities, such as those for lighting lamps or heating water, were disposable as well. Once a certain number of days had passed or their effect became weaker, it was best to replace them.


  “Hey, Kardeno?”


  “Hmm?”


  “The stones we use at home for lighting and heating the bath don’t need mana, do they?”


  “Of course not. Some people have very little mana capacity. I’d say the number of people who use those stones and the number who use lamps is about half and half, but the stones are brighter, and heating water is easier too. It would be a nuisance if they ran out of mana every single time.”


  “I see…”


  “Weren’t you supposed to be looking into land where mana gathers easily?”


  Right. I was.


  I returned the book and went back to searching for what I had originally meant to find. But whether I was looking in the wrong places or not, I couldn’t find any books that seemed to cover it.


  “Not a single one…”


  “Nothing?”


  I glanced at my pocket watch to check the time. It was nearly six o’clock, so we decided to head home for the day. On the way out, we went through the baggage inspection and body search at reception. The notes I had jotted down didn’t seem to be a problem, so after doing some shopping, we returned home.


  When I opened the front door, Kazumi greeted us with a beaming smile.


  “I’m home. I bought cookies for you, Kazumi.”


  When I pulled them out of my Cocoru bag, Kasumi immediately pounced on them, looking absolutely delighted.


  “Kaede, should I get the bath ready now?”


  “Please, go ahead.”


  I put the food we had bought into the cupboard and left my bag in the room. When I returned to the living room to help Kardeno fetch water, Kazumi was already happily stuffing cookies into her cheeks.


  I went over to where Kardeno was likely drawing water from the well. She had already transferred some into the stockpot.


  “Hey, Kardeno?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Do you want to go to the library again tomorrow?”


  “I don’t mind.”


  Kardeno nodded as she continued drawing water.


  “You know, it says amonene honey is used as a sweetener. It’d probably be delicious spread on bread.”


  That did sound delicious. It might even make a good syrup for shaved ice.


  “Probably.”


  “Oh, right. If you combine amonene honey and a mandragora flower, you can make something called a mana potion. Do you know what that is?”


  “A mana potion?” Kardeno stopped drawing water and placed a hand to her chin. “I’ve never heard of it.”


  “Really? But, from the name, I’d assume it restores mana.”


  I did think deciding its effect from the name alone was a bit rash, but no other possibility came to mind.


  “I’d think mana normally recovers on its own, but maybe it’s just something I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to look into land where mana gathers easily,” I said.


  “I see.”


  But if Kardeno didn’t know about it, maybe it was actually surprisingly obscure.


  Tomorrow, I’d eat lunch early and head to the library again. After spending some time researching potions and ingredients, maybe I’d look for books that mentioned something about how I got here.


  After taking a bath and finishing dinner, I lay on the bed in my room, looking through the recipe book. There were so many entries, but I’d only actually made a few things.


  There were items like paralysis cures, stimulants, and fever medicine—things that seemed worth making just to have on hand. A stimulant would probably be useful when going to gather amonene honey, and honestly, part of me simply wanted to try making them.


  In my new notebook, I copied down the names of medicines other than potions, along with the ingredients needed to make them. Then, I went upstairs to find Kardeno.


  “Kardeno, are you awake?”


  I called out as I slowly peeked in. Kazumi and Kardeno, who must have been chatting together on the bed, both turned to look at me.


  “What is it?”


  “There’s something I wanted to ask.”


  The three of us went downstairs, and I spread the notebook out on the table to ask about the medicine ingredients.


  Did she know these materials by name? Where could they be obtained? Which ones did Kardeno know, which were hard to get, and which did she not know at all? I marked each one with symbols so I could understand it easily later.


  “These, and these, and this one too are sold at herbalist shops. As long as they stock them, you should be able to get them easily,” she said while pointing to several entries.


  “Huh? There are stores that convenient?”


  “You didn’t know?”


  “I-I didn’t…”


  Since the guild sold all sorts of crafting materials too, this was something I probably should have realized if I’d thought about it even a little. Embarrassed, I gave an exaggerated cough and continued.


  “Anyway… what about the others?”


  After Kardeno looked through everything, it turned out there were only a few things even she didn’t know.


  Satisfied, I nodded.


  “Alright, thanks.”


  “By the way, can you make these?” Kardeno asked, pointing at the notebook.


  “Ummm… yeah. Probably.”


  “Probably?”


  “I know what materials I need, but I’ve never actually made them before.”


  When I said that, Kardeno gave me an understanding look.


  “Oh, true. I’ve only really seen you make potion-type items.”


  “Yeah. So I thought I’d look into them now, since I might make them someday.”


  “Hm? Why not try making some right away?”


  Kardeno tilted her head in confusion, and I found myself tilting mine right back with the same feeling of Why?


  “Wouldn’t it make sense to try making a little, just to confirm whether you really can? You’ll probably need some of them eventually anyway.”


  I looked down at the notebook. Most of the ingredients could apparently be gathered in the forest or bought at herbalist shops. Stimulants would be necessary when going to collect amonene honey, which was needed to make mana potions.


  “Hmm… You’re right.”


  I decided to start by making the ones whose ingredients were easiest to gather.


  I pulled a book from the shelf and opened the cover. Just like yesterday, we had come to the library again. We were researching what exactly a mana potion was.


  Kardeno and I had looked through quite a lot of material related to potions, but we hadn’t found even a single mention that seemed relevant.


  “Why can’t we find anything?”


  “We just haven’t searched enough. Look at how many books there are.”


  Kardeno looked at the rows of shelves lined up one after another. With this many books, even finding well-known information would take effort, let alone something obscure.


  “I’m going to look for something else, for a change of pace,” I said.


  “Then I’ll keep searching for mana potions.”


  “Thanks.”


  I moved to another shelf to continue researching land where mana gathered easily, something I had stopped searching for halfway through yesterday. Starting from where I had left off, I kept going through book after book until I finally found a volume that covered it.


  The book explained places where mana gathered easily. No one knew why mana accumulated there so readily, but such locations were especially common in demon territory. Because those lands also had many monsters, they were considered dangerous.


  As far as was currently known, there were one hundred and two such places outside demon territory as well. One of them, marked on a map, was fairly close to the royal capital. If I went there, I might be able to obtain a mandragora flower. But I had only just learned yesterday that there were herbalist shops that dealt in medicinal plants. Maybe I could simply buy one there.


  There was one more thing that caught my attention: the phrase demon territory. As the name implied, it was surely land inhabited by demons. But where exactly was it, and what kind of place was it?


  I returned the book and went back to Kardeno. She was in the middle of reading with intense focus. I hesitated to interrupt, but I spoke to her in a quiet voice.


  “Kardeno?”


  “Hmm? What is it? Did you find your book?”


  Her eyes lifted from the page to me.


  “Yeah, I found it.”


  I gave her a brief explanation of what I had just read, then asked whether mandragoras were sold at herbalist shops. Kardeno closed the book she had been holding and placed a hand to her chin in thought.


  “I think mandragoras themselves are sold. But you only need the flower, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  She said she wasn’t sure whether mandragora flowers were sold separately. I could always just buy the whole thing, but…


  “If I bought a mandragora just for the flower, what would I do with the root? Or the main body?”


  Even if I kept it, I had no use for it. And if I threw it away, things would be terrible if it let out that shriek. It was frightening to think of how far I might have to go to keep it from crying.


  “I’m not sure either. It might be best to ask the shop to sell you only the flower when you buy it.”


  If that was possible, it was probably the best solution.


  “Also, where is demon territory? It came up in the book just now.”


  “Demon territory? Well, there’s a lot I don’t know about this country, so my understanding is pretty vague. But demons apparently live somewhere on another continent, and that’s simply what people call ‘demon territory.’”


  “Hmm?”


  I had no intention of researching it in detail. If I chased every little thing that caught my interest, I’d be wasting a lot of time. That was why I limited myself to just asking Kardeno.


  We gave up early on trying to investigate the mana potion, which we still couldn’t find any mention of. Since Kardeno said she knew of a herbalist shop, we decided to go ask whether they would sell only mandragora flowers.


  Leaving the library behind, we transferred between carriages and got off halfway down a main avenue in the southwest district. Kardeno immediately started walking and turned onto a road a little narrower than the main street. I quietly followed after her.


  “I’m pretty sure there was a shop around here.”


  “You really know your way around, Kardeno.”


  “I’ve walked around quite a bit.”


  “I see.”


  The street was lively, lined with large shops. People were unloading cargo from carriages, chatting in small groups, and moving busily about. Since I usually only went to familiar places, I couldn’t help glancing around everywhere as I tried to avoid bumping into people.


  “Are you enjoying yourself?” Kardeno asked.


  “Yeah. I’ve never been to this area before.”


  “I see. But we’re here already.”


  With that, Kardeno came to a stop.


  “Here?”


  The shop was a modest building with a wooden door decorated with flower wreaths. When I pulled the door open and stepped inside, I found that it had more depth than it appeared to from outside. It was far from spacious, yet the store seemed determined to stock as many goods as possible. Shelves reaching all the way to the ceiling lined the room, narrowing the aisles so much that two people could barely squeeze past each other sideways. The shelves were packed from top to bottom with dried plants, things that looked like seeds, and other dried items that clearly seemed to be parts of some creature.


  “Do you think they’ll have it here?” I asked.


  “We won’t know unless we ask.”


  As we walked through the shop, where only a few customers were scattered about, a catfolk woman suddenly peeked out from behind one of the shelves.


  “Welcome! Good afternoon!”


  “Hello.”


  She appeared to be a clerk. Her ears perked straight up as she smiled at us.


  “You’re first-time customers, aren’t you? Is there something you’re looking for?”


  “Um, do you have mandragora flowers?”


  At least from what I could see, there was nothing like that on display.


  “Only the flowers? That’s an unusual thing to be looking for.”


  “Is it?”


  When I tilted my head, the clerk seemed to realize I wasn’t very knowledgeable and gave me a simple explanation.


  “Oh, plenty of people buy mandragoras, certainly. But buying only the flower is rare.”


  “Then, if I want the flower, would I have to buy the whole thing?”


  “Yes, I’m afraid so,” the clerk said, her ears drooping. “I feel bad about it, but that’s how it is.”


  “But I really only need the flower. I’d be troubled if the main body came with it. I’ll pay the full price, so could you sell me just the flower?”


  “Hmm…”


  It seemed my request had put the clerk in a difficult position because no answer came right away.


  “It would be a waste to throw the rest away. You really only need the flower?” she asked.


  “Yes. I have absolutely no use for the main body.”


  The clerk thought for a while longer, then seemed to come up with something and raised her index finger sharply.


  “Well, it’s a little complicated, but how about this? You buy the mandragora first, take the flower, and then sell the rest back to the shop afterward.”


  “Can I do that?”


  “Of course. Though, once the flower has been removed, it would count as damaged goods, so the buyback price would be lower. But if you’d have trouble disposing of the body, I think it’s a good solution.”


  I immediately nodded at the clerk’s helpful suggestion.


  “Then I’ll take two mandragora flowers for now.”


  “Certainly. I’ll go check for any that are currently in bloom, so please wait a moment at the counter.”


  As I watched her walk away, Kardeno spoke.


  “Looks like your mandragora flower problem is solved. What else do you need? If they have it here, we may as well buy it together.”


  “Good idea,” I said. I took out my notebook from the Cocoru bag and checked the required ingredients.


  Before long, the clerk returned, but she wasn’t carrying anything.


  “I’m very sorry. I just checked, but there isn’t any mandragora in bloom right now.”


  “Oh… I see…”


  I had been hopeful, but luck wasn’t on my side today. If they didn’t have any, that was that.


  “Then… there are a few other things I’d like to buy.”


  “Yes? What would those be?”


  I listed the ingredients one by one, but only about half of them were stocked in the shop. According to the clerk, it wasn’t impossible to stock the others, but it was difficult to procure things from the sea, items that were very rare, or anything dependent on the season.


  They did have a good supply of the three flowers needed to make stimulants: kitsuony, ebaro, and yaubaya. They looked poisonous, their colors deep and intense. I was also able to buy ingredients for antidotes and fever medicine.


  I carefully accepted the items I had purchased and paid for them.


  “If you absolutely need mandragora flowers, it might be worth trying some other herbalist shops.”


  She offered that suggestion, but my problem was that I only wanted the flower. This clerk had been willing to be flexible enough that she had offered to buy back the damaged mandragora afterward. There was no guarantee another shop would do the same.


  Besides, it wasn’t an urgent purchase. If I was going to buy one, I wanted to buy it from her shop.


  “No, thank you. Instead, I’ll come back again later.”


  “Then please do visit us again.”


  The clerk waved with a smile and saw us off as we left the store.


  “She was really nice,” I said.


  “There are a lot of bigger shops here, so if they don’t have quality customer service, nobody will pick their shop over another.”


  That was true. This area was full of large stores, while hers was small and cramped from trying to display so many products. Even so, there were surely people who preferred that shop.


  “We couldn’t buy mandragora flowers this time, but once we get them, we’ll go to the forest, gather amonene honey, and then make a mana potion,” I said, counting the steps on my fingers.


  “I’ve never heard of it, and we couldn’t find anything about it even after researching. So I’m a little curious too,” Kardeno commented.


  At that, I let out an involuntary sound of surprise.


  “Huh?”


  “What?” Kardeno said, tilting her head at my reaction.


  “You usually seem kind of detached, so it’s surprising to hear you were interested in the mana potion.”


  “It’s just that I’ve never seen one before. You’re interested too, aren’t you, Kaede?”


  “Of course!”


  On our way home, we decided that we would go gather amonene honey tomorrow. Once we got back, I enthusiastically set out to make a stimulant right away, placing the three flowers I had just bought on the table. They had a distinctive scent, but pleasant wouldn’t be the word for it.


  “You’re making it now?”


  “Yeah. I want you to wake me up early tomorrow morning, so I’m making it while I still have time.”


  “I see.”


  Kardeno looked at the flowers with interest, curious about what would come out of them.


  “Create.”


  Just like when I made potions, the ingredients emitted light as they combined.


  Only one item was produced. It was the same shape as a potion bottle, but its dark glass blocked the light. Holding it up, I could see a somewhat thick liquid inside.


  “Is this really a stimulant?” I asked.


  “It should be.”


  Its appearance matched the illustration in the recipe book. Curious what color it was inside, I popped the cork free.


  “Wait, Kaede!”


  Kardeno shouted in a panic. I’d never heard her like that before. At the same moment, the cork was snatched from my hand with incredible speed.


  “Wh-What?”


  In the next instant, that question was blown away as a vicious stench assaulted my nose and eyes.


  “Ugh!”


  By the time I reflexively pinched my nose, Kardeno had already jammed the cork back into the bottle, thrown open the door, and run outside.


  I hurried out after her. Kardeno stood there glaring back into the house, her eyes and nose bright red. Wherever she had been hiding, Kazumi also came stumbling out in tears.


  “I-I’m sorry, Kardeno. I had no idea it would smell that bad.”


  “Promise me you won’t open it unless it’s necessary.”


  “O-Of course!”


  Even to me, the smell had been overpowering. With Kardeno’s keen sense of smell, how awful must it have been for her?


  I apologized to both of them over and over, but in the end they told me not to worry about it, and that was that.


   

  Chapter 6: What the World Looks Like Through Kardeno’s Eyes


  

  The day had turned, and I woke up.


  When I sat up in bed and looked out the window, it was still dim outside. It would be too early to wake Kaede, so I spent a little time talking with Kazumi, who had come to peer at my face. It was nothing important, just idle chatter.


  I glanced outside from time to time, and once I confirmed the sun had risen, I went downstairs to wake Kaede up. I knocked before entering her room, but as expected, she was sleeping soundly. I shook her gently, then went to wait in the living room, while Kaede, who could hardly be called a graceful sleeper, slowly roused herself from the blankets.


  Resting my elbows on the table, I found myself thinking back to when Kaede had first noticed me at the slave merchant’s shop.


  To be honest, when Kaede decided to buy me, my spirits sank. I thought it would be humiliating to be worked like a dog by a mere child. I assumed that some rich girl had come looking for a toy, having chosen me simply because wolffolk were rare. But once I was actually bought…


  The house was small, and she lived alone. She said she lived apart from her parents. I had judged too quickly. Kaede had not been dressed in any glamorous gown. She was just an ordinary girl you could find anywhere. And yet, she lacked knowledge that almost anyone should naturally know, trusted others far too easily, and carried herself like someone who had grown up in a place that had been exceedingly safe, comfortable, and warm.


  When she confessed that she had come from another world, I was honestly surprised. But at the same time, there were parts of it that made sense. She hadn’t known how shared carriages worked or even what year it was. Still, it was hard to tell whether she believed that I believed her.


  I heard the sound of Kaede’s bedroom door opening. The very person at the center of my thoughts came shuffling into the living room, rubbing sleepy eyes and letting out a huge yawn.


  “Morning…”


  “Yeah. Morning.”


  Kaede had said that, after breakfast, we would head to the forest to gather amonene honey. If I remembered right, amonene honey was used as a sweetener, so delicious possibilities were already running wild in my mind.


  Once breakfast was over, we got ready. Kaede changed into clothes suitable for the forest and carried two Cocoru bags. She was wearing the substitute bracelet as well, and I should have had nothing lacking on my end either.


  We had also bought two bottles to hold the honey, and now we were making our way through the forest while I listened to Kaede’s rough, wheezing breaths.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  It was obvious that she was not all right, yet I asked anyway. Kazumi was cheering her on from Kaede’s shoulder, but it looked about time for a break.


  “Need to… rest a little. Let me rest…”


  Apparently, my timing had been good.


  While Kaede sat drinking water, I drove off the occasional bats and giant centipedes that came flying or crawling in from who knew where. By the time she seemed to have recovered, she stood back up.


  “Done resting already?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I’m fine now. Let’s go.”


  Keeping watch so nothing happened to Kaede, I led us deeper into the harsh forest once more.


  “We have to go to the spring where Lati lives first, right?” I asked her.


  “Yeah. It’s probably not too far from here,” she confirmed.


  A sharp cracking sound reached my ears, like branches snapping. I turned my attention toward where it had come from.


  “Then maybe we’re almost there,” I said.


  I scooped her up and leapt into a nearby tree.


  “Wh-What’s wrong?” she asked.


  “Quiet.”


  Seeing how alert I had become, Kaede obediently closed her mouth. I kept my eyes fixed in the direction of the sound.


  Then, from deeper in the forest, a gigantic wolf slowly emerged. Its pace was slow and unhurried, and for a moment I thought it might not have noticed us. But when it reached the base of our tree, it stopped, sniffed at the ground, then looked up at us.


  Even standing on all fours, its body covered in gray fur was probably larger than Kaede. This wolf was clearly no ordinary beast. It was unquestionably a monster.


  If it was hungry, it would attack us. Yet, perhaps because we were in the tree, it simply stared up at us without making a move.


  “Kardeno, what is that huge wolf?! What do we do?!”


  Kaede seemed to be panicking at being trapped with nowhere to run. On her shoulder, Kazumi desperately tugged at her hair, trying to calm her down.


  “It plans to wait until we fall.”


  “Th-That’s a problem!”


  It was a problem for me too. If we ran, it would likely catch us. If we waited for it to leave, who knew when we’d get home.


  I looked around for something useful. My eyes landed on Kaede’s Cocoru bag, and I pointed at it.


  “Kaede, do you have any crystal stones?”


  “Oh, yeah.”


  With an anxious expression, she took out two stones from the Cocoru bag and handed them to me. Both appeared to be lightning crystal stones.


  “Do not move from here,” I said.


  I drew my large knife and kicked off the branch, landing some distance away from the wolf. As if it had been waiting for that very moment, the wolf opened its jaws wide and lunged at me. Dodging to the right, I threw one thunder crystal stone into its open mouth.


  A sharp crack sounded as a weak burst of lightning flashed. The wolf’s body stiffened for an instant. Taking that opening, I drove my knife into its neck and slashed downward. I sprang back at once, but a small amount of blood from the spray splattered onto me.


  The wolf staggered unsteadily, swaying on its feet. Then, with a heavy thud, it collapsed onto its side and did not move again.


  Keeping my knife raised, I approached cautiously. It showed no sign of breathing. It seemed I had killed it safely enough.


  I wiped the blood from my knife on a nearby leaf and slid it back into its sheath, then helped Kaede down from the tree.


  Kaede didn’t seem bothered by it, but some blood had gotten on her clothes.


  “Kardeno, are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine. Sorry for dirtying your clothes.”


  “Don’t worry about it. But… that was such a huge wolf.”


  “Yeah.”


  Kaede gave the wolf only a quick glance through narrowed eyes before immediately looking away.


  “Its parts would probably sell for a good price.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. But it’s too large to carry back like this. We could at least take some of the hide, though.”


  Then, Kaede seemed to think of something.


  “Can’t we take the fangs? They’re materials for making crystal stones.”


  “The fangs…”


  Looking at the mouth hanging slack and open, the beast certainly had impressive ones. I drew the knife I had only just sheathed and slammed the pommel hard against the base of one fang.


  “Ugh!” I heard from Kaede. When I looked over, I saw her clutching her own mouth.


  The wolf’s fang snapped free at the root and fell to the ground. I broke off another the same way and handed both to Kaede.


  “Thanks.”


  She received the two fangs on some leaves she had torn nearby, wrapped them, and put them into her bag. I asked what she wanted to do about the hide, but since it wouldn’t fit in the bag anyway, we decided to leave it.


  “Should we buy a bag with a bigger opening next time?” I asked. “It might be useful.”


  “Sure.”


  Kazumi pointed insistently down the path, as if hurrying us onward.


  “Looks like Kazumi’s rushing us. Let’s go.”


  Some time later, we arrived at the fairy spring we had visited before.


  “We’re here!” Kaede said.


  This wasn’t actually our destination, but since she looked happy, I decided not to say anything. She would remember soon enough.


  The spring was no longer covered by that swamp-like monster, and clear water could be seen again.


  “I wonder if Lati is here.”


  Kaede spoke cheerfully to Kazumi. Kazumi flew directly above the spring and peered down into it. Kaede knelt at the water’s edge and carefully leaned over to look inside.


  “Lati, are you there?”


  There was no response.


  “Maybe she’s not here,” she said.


  When Kaede murmured to Kazumi that it was a shame, Kazumi apparently refused to accept that and dove straight into the spring at full speed.


  “K-Kazumi?!”


  Kaede reached out in a panic toward Kazumi and nearly toppled into the water herself. I grabbed the back of her collar and pulled her safely away from the edge. Kaede fidgeted, staring at the spring the whole time, but Kazumi showed no sign of coming back up.


  “I hope Kazumi’s okay,” she said.


  “She’ll be fine. If she meets someone, it’ll be a fellow fairy.”


  Thinking Kaede must be tired, I tore off a broad leaf and brought it to her. She thanked me and sat down on it.


  “By the way, what time is it?” I asked.


  Kaede checked her watch.


  “Eleven o’clock.”


  It was still early for lunch, but we decided to eat here and now.


  “But… let’s wait until Kazumi comes back first,” Kaede said.


  Just then, a small splash rose from the spring. Kazumi burst out, getting dragged by the fairy who was presumably Lati.


  “Ah, so Lati is here.”


  “‘So Lati is here,’ you say? What is the meaning of this noisy creature? I was sleeping, you know!”


  Kazumi paid no attention to those words at all. She forcibly linked hands with Lati and spun in circles with her.


  “Stop that, you pest!”


  Lati shook Kazumi’s hand off, then looked toward me.


  “You were the one trying to break my barrier last time, weren’t you?”


  “That’s right. I’m Kaede’s slave.”


  Her gaze held a clear note of caution, unlike the way she looked at Kaede or Kazumi. But Kazumi jumped in, as if to block that stare, and pointed at me.


  “Kardeno, very good person.”


  “Hm… I see.”


  Apparently delighted that Lati accepted that, Kazumi grabbed her hand again and spun in circles with her, only to have it shaken off once more.


  Seeing Kazumi wilt, Kaede gave a wry smile and held out a cookie.


  “Here. We’re about to eat lunch, so let’s settle down first.”


  “Hm? What is that?” Lati asked, pointing at the cookie in Kazumi’s hand.


  Kazumi happily broke it in half and offered some to her.


  “This is ‘cookie.’ Very tasty.”


  After hearing the explanation, Lati accepted it cautiously. She took a slow bite, and the look in her eyes changed at once.


  “My… This is delicious.”


  Seeming relieved by the exchange, Kaede took two pieces of bread from her bag and offered one to me. As I accepted it, I remembered the first time Kaede had given me bread. It had no mold, it wasn’t hard, and there had been many kinds of food. When she realized it wasn’t enough, she had even gone out of her way to buy more. It had been the first meal in a long time that left me feeling full.


  And, unlike my previous owner, she had never once given me an order. The proof was the collar attached when our contract was made. I had never felt anything from it.


  The collar’s power could be invoked with an owner's voice. Kneel. Stop. Be silent. Every word became an absolute command. With my previous owner, every command had sent searing pain through my body. I had endured it more times than I cared to remember.


  Most slaves were obedient to their masters because they feared that pain. Their best chance at staying alive and relatively unharmed was to simply do as they were told without resistance or complaint. But if I displeased my previous owner in any way, or if he was merely in a bad mood, then with the words “useless thing,” magic would be poured into the collar, turning it into an instrument of torture.


  That man had truly regarded slaves as objects, or even less. I did not like remembering those days.


  But Kaede was nothing like that person.


  “Kardeno, aren’t you eating?”


  I snapped back to myself. Kaede was peering into my face with a puzzled expression, and I shook my head.


  “No, I am.”


  Had it shown on my face?


  Just remembering that pain made an unpleasant sweat bead on my skin. I let out one deep breath and tugged lightly at the collar around my neck.


  Then, the collar, which should never have come off, loosened slightly.


  What kind of mistake was this?


  When the collar was fastened during the contract, the master’s mana would bind to it when the proof of purchase was signed, allowing it to function. In other words, so long as one remained a slave, the collar could not be removed unless the master permitted it. Even trying to force it off was useless, only causing unbearable pain to the wearer.


  Then… why did this collar seem like it was about to come off?


  I pulled again, and it loosened further.


  “Is something wrong with your collar?”


  Kaede looked at me curiously.


  “It’s nothing,” I said, biting into my bread. “By the way, what time are we leaving?”


  Kaede opened her pocket watch again. Seeing it made me think of Asul, who had kindly accompanied her while she chose that watch.


  “If we don’t eat too much, we should be able to leave right after lunch,” she said.


  “Really? Then let’s do that.”


  Kaede had said she was not especially close to Asul. But would someone who was not close really go out of their way to help choose a watch? They seemed to have known each other since before she met me, yet no matter how I looked at it, he was concerned about Kaede.


  Ice as well. Kaede said Ice was someone dependable, and I had seen her rely on that woman in many ways, but I disliked her. I disliked those whose thoughts I could never read. Now that Kaede had me, couldn’t she sever ties with her?


  If I said that to Kaede, she would surely refuse, since Ice had helped her many times. But from my point of view, those two were only after the potions Kaede made.


  After lunch and a little more conversation with Lati, we followed the trees marked with cuts that supposedly matched the numbers. Seeing it in person, I understood everything. If you stood at the tree marking number one, the tree marking the next came neatly into view.


  Around the seventh tree, man-eating plants began to appear more often. Kaede had her hand bitten once by a small plant, and now she walked glued tightly behind me, trembling at every little thing.


  Kazumi was relaxing on top of my head, though I honestly wished she would stop grabbing my ears.


  “Kardeno! Kardeno! Kardeno!”


  Kaede suddenly stopped and cried out, so I turned around.


  “My foot! What is this?! Help!”


  “Your foot?”


  When I looked down, I saw something wrapped several times around her left leg, holding her in place. I cut the vine crawling from the ground with my knife, and it slipped back into the grass like a snake.


  “Are you all right?”


  “I-I think so.”


  The severed length of vine lying beside her leg did not move at all.


  Still clinging close beside me, Kaede stayed at my side until we reached the tree marked ten.


  “We’re already at the number ten, but it seems normal enough, doesn’t it?” Kaede said.


  “It only looks normal. Be as careful as you can so what happened earlier doesn’t happen again.”


  Compared to the area we had passed through earlier, there were certainly more low-growing plants here. But that didn’t mean they were ordinary plants.


  I pointed out a large blooming flower that happened to catch my eye.


  “That’s a pretty flower!” Kaede exclaimed.


  “It looks like another man-eating plant…” I said.


  “Is it?”


  It looked like a white flower, but something about it felt off. Its petals were spread wide and close to the ground, large enough to match an outstretched hand. At the top of the pistil grew a small red fruit, giving it an unusual shape.


  I drew my knife and lightly tapped that red fruit with the tip of the blade. The instant I did, the open petals snapped shut in one motion, trying to swallow the knife.


  “Ahhh!” Kaede shouted, taking a step back. “Are there… a lot of plants like that?”


  “Definitely.”


  She gulped so hard, I saw her throat move.


  “I don’t really want to stay here too long. Let’s hurry and find the amonene,” she said.


  “Right.”


  Kaede moved behind me as if hiding, but for some reason she had been startling at plants over and over since earlier. Each time, she would stumble and fall, or catch her foot on a stone and fall again.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Totally fine, yep.”


  She had scrapes on her cheeks, her clothes were covered in mud, and she looked on the verge of tears. Even so, she kept staring at the ground, searching for amonene.
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  “Ah, this is it. The one I saw in the library.”


  “Hm? You found it?”


  At Kaede’s feet, an amonene stood with its mouth open. It was about thirty centimeters tall. Its mouth was filled with honey, and midway up its stalk, thick as a thumb, was a bulge a little smaller than a fist.


  “But this one bites, right? How are we supposed to collect the honey?” Kaede said.


  “And I wonder what this bulge is,” I added.


  “Ah, I think the honey stored inside that bulge is what’s used as a sweetener.”


  “Then is the honey pooled inside its mouth something different?” I asked.


  Kaede crossed her arms and groaned, trying desperately to remember.


  “Um… I think it said the honey in the mouth is bait to lure prey, and it causes hallucinations…”


  “So we just need to collect the honey inside the bulge.”


  “That’s probably safer.”


  Her memory was somewhat vague, but it was fair to say there had been plenty of value in Kaede going to the library.


  I first cut off the amonene’s mouth with my knife, then sliced through the stalk a little below the bulge. Thick liquid immediately began dripping from the cut surface.


  “Do you think what’s dripping out is honey?”


  A sweet fragrance tickled my nose, likely coming from the liquid. I caught a drop on my finger and brought it closer to smell. Indeed, it seemed the scent was coming from that liquid.


  “Maybe the honey is coming from the bulge.”


  Kaede took a bottle from her Cocoru bag and uncorked it, so I cut into the bulge just above the opening. Just as Kaede had imagined, a large amount of honey poured into the bottle, spreading an even stronger sweetness through the air.


  “It smells so sweet.”


  I widened the cut and emptied the rest of the contents into the bottle. Then, smoothly, we found another amonene, and another after that, until we managed to fill the first bottle completely. Once you spotted one, they became easy to notice.


  We wandered through the same area, planning to fill the second bottle with honey as well. Since collecting it had turned out to be so easy, Kaede seemed to be enjoying herself. She was enthusiastically searching the ground for amonene, so I lowered my gaze and searched the same way.


  After a while, I found another one. I turned to tell Kaede, who should have been behind me, but for some reason, she was nowhere in sight.


  “Kaede?” I called out, but there was no reply. For a moment I wondered if she had hidden behind a tree to startle me, but I dismissed the thought immediately. Kaede was not that kind of person.


  “Kaede!”


  I called more sharply the second time, but there was still no answer.


  Suddenly, Kazumi, who had been on my head the whole time, flew off.


  “Kazumi?”


  As if she had found something, Kazumi darted swiftly through the thick growth.


  “This way!”


  I followed her and found Kaede kneeling neatly in front of a strange plant. It had a large yellow flower about the size of a face. The thick stem supporting it grew even thicker toward the ground. Countless tubes sprouting from that stem were wrapped around Kaede’s right arm, and blood had seeped through her clothing.


  I immediately cut the tubes away with my knife, yanked the flower out of the ground, and threw it aside.


  “Kaede… Kaede?”


  Kaede slowly turned the vacant eyes that had been fixed on the flower toward me.


  “Oh, hi, Mom.”


  “Huh?”


  She had said something completely ridiculous. Apparently, she was seeing me as her mother. Some hallucinogenic poison must have gotten into her system.


  “No, I’m Kardeno.”


  “Kardeno? But…” she murmured. “That’s strange… Then maybe Mom went over there…”


  Her mind still seemed clouded. I rummaged through Kaede’s Cocoru bag, pulled out the stimulant, held my breath, and uncorked it. Kazumi hurriedly pinched her nose.


  Tears slowly welled in Kaede’s vacant eyes.


  “Ugh…”


  She let out a groan, then suddenly snapped back to herself, pinched her nose, and sharply turned her face away.


  “What is that smell?!”


  “It’s the stimulant.”


  I stoppered the bottle and handed it back to Kaede. Only then did she properly look at me and make a strange face.


  “Huh?”


  “Your mother isn’t here.”


  At that, Kaede’s shoulders jerked.


  “Wh-What do you mean?”


  “You called me ‘Mom’ just now.”


  Kaede bit down on her lip.


  “I-I did? That is embarrassing…”


  She stood with a face that looked close to tears, but I caught her arm and made her sit again.


  “There’s no way she’d be here,” she said.


  “Yeah…”


  Kaede kept biting her lip. I knew better than to think she was this upset just because she’d mistaken me for someone else. Kaede had no ties to this world. She was alone here. She had been thrown into a place she knew nothing about, without warning. How much fear had she fought through?


  Even if she always smiled and carried on, somewhere in her heart she was surely still anxious, enough that she had reached for her mother and seen her in me.


  I removed the remaining tubes wrapped around her right arm and rolled up her sleeve. I tried pulling out the ones that had crawled beneath the fabric as well, but they would not come free. Their tips seemed to be embedded in her skin. When I carefully removed them one by one, Kaede began to cry out in pain midway through.


  “Ow! What is this? It hurts…”


  Kazumi smacked Kaede on the cheek with her tiny hand.


  “Ugh, so you’re saying I just have to endure it?”


  “Yeah. Endure it,” I answered for Kazumi.


  Though I felt sorry seeing her in pain, I kept pulling the tubes out one by one. Once they were removed, blood flowed from the many small holes left in her skin, dripping little by little.


  “Kaede, use a potion.”


  “Yeah, I was about to.”


  She took a potion from the Cocoru bag and poured it over her arm. The wounds closed, and most of the blood washed away as well.


  “Wow… Potions really are amazing.”


  Was this her first time using one? She stared at her healed arm with open curiosity.


  “Come to think of it, I thought there was a yellow flower here a moment ago. Where did it go?”


  “I threw it away. Did you need it for something?”


  It had not landed far away. If she asked, I could retrieve it immediately.


  “Yeah. I forgot what it makes, but I think it was an ingredient for something.”


  “I see.”


  I promptly went to fetch it, then carefully held it out to her.


  “If anything starts to feel strange again, use the stimulant right away.”


  “Okay.”


  Kaede accepted it hesitantly and struggled to remember what kind of flower it was. She took out her notebook from the Cocoru bag and flipped through the pages. It was the same one she’d used at the library, where she wrote down things that interested her or answers she found while researching. But unlike the books in the library, there were no carefully drawn illustrations in that notebook. I assumed she would end up learning nothing from it.


  Contrary to my expectations, however, she brightened and peered at the pages happily.


  “Here it is, here it is! Um, it’s a flower called okioshiel.”


  “Okioshiel? You figured out the name that easily?”


  “Yeah. If I only write the names down, I’ll forget what they belong to, so I also note the plant’s physical features.”


  “And from that, can you tell what it’s an ingredient for too?”


  “Yep.”


  She opened the Cocoru bag as if to take something out, but suddenly froze.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  “Ah, um… Actually, I was mistaken. I didn’t write it down. I think I’ll just create and see what happens.”


  With an obviously forced laugh, she covered for something and tossed the notebook back into the open Cocoru bag.


  Since she said she couldn’t remember, I simply watched her making the potion.


  “Create.”


  I had never seen anyone besides Kaede use that mysterious magic that could produce all sorts of things so long as the materials were present.


  The flower called okioshiel began to glow. Then, the light faded and its form had changed into a small cylindrical bottle. Apparently, that single flower had become this one item.


  Inside the clear bottle was a faintly cloudy white liquid.


  “Kaede, what is this?”


  Kaede picked up the bottle from the ground and examined it closely.


  “A truth serum, maybe.”


  “Really?”


  I doubted such a thing had any use.


  “Well, anyway, now we know what it’s used for. Let’s gather the rest of the honey and get out of here,” I said.


  I didn’t want anything to happen to Kaede. She nodded, and we resumed searching for amonene and collecting more honey. Then, we quickly left the dense area of man-eating plants behind.


  Before heading home, we decided to stop by and greet Lati once more. As expected, Lati was nowhere to be seen, but Kazumi boldly dove into the water yet again.


  Since it was the second time, Kaede was not worried. Sure enough, an ill-tempered-looking Lati emerged with Kazumi tugging her by the arm.


  “Again?!”


  “I’m sorry, but I wanted to say goodbye before we left.”


  When Kaede apologized, Lati let out a sigh, as though she had resigned herself to it. Even so, the smile at the corner of her mouth was enough to tell us how pleased she was.


  “Well, if anything, I’d rather you came to say goodbye. It makes me happy too.”


  Hearing that, Kaede smiled in relief.


  “There was one more person I wanted to say goodbye to. Do you know where Gotou would be around this time?”


  “I can’t say.”


  “I see.”


  Kaede looked a little disappointed. She probably wanted to tell Gotou that we’d safely gathered the amonene honey. Even if she wanted to visit Gotou’s house, we would have to head back soon or the sun would set. I wanted to avoid the forest at night if at all possible, so I silently hoped Kaede would not ask to stop by Gotou’s place.


  “If you’d like, I can tell Gotou about you the next time I see him,” Lati said.


  “Really?”


  Lati gave a nod.


  “Leave it to me.”


  “Thank you so much.”


  Kaede bowed once to Lati, then started walking to leave the forest. I followed a short distance behind and then stopped to look at her once again. She was so small… How lonely must a girl that small have been until now, and how frightened? I wondered.


  The moment I realized it, a sharp pain pierced my chest.


  From now on, I would protect her. I had to protect her.


  That was the resolve I made.


   

  Chapter 7: Mana Potion


  

  “So it really was a truth serum…”


  After returning home and going into my room, I read through the recipe book. When I’d made the truth serum in the forest, I had nearly pulled the book out without thinking.


  Kardeno had seen it as a blank book before. Thinking about what might have happened if I had casually started reading from it in front of her, I was genuinely relieved to have caught myself in time.


  I had told Kardeno that I came from another world, but I still did not know whether she truly believed me. It might have been late for that now, but I still needed to make an effort not to seem any stranger than I already did. Just because I had confessed everything did not mean it was “anything goes” with her.


  I heard Kardeno’s footsteps as she came down from the second floor and hurriedly slipped the recipe book back into the Cocoru bag.


  Moments later, Kardeno knocked on my door.


  “Can I come in?” she asked.


  “Yeah, come in.”


  Kardeno opened the door and peeked inside.


  “It’s about time for dinner,” she said.


  I could almost hear the unspoken addendum: using that amonene honey.


  “I’ll be right there.”


  I set the bottle of amonene honey we had collected on the table. Kardeno was already seated and waiting, while Kazumi stood right beside the bottle, staring at the honey.


  “Alright, let’s eat.”


  Kardeno was the first to reach for the bread. She split one piece in two, scooped up some honey with a spoon, and let it drizzle thickly over the bread. Then, she stuffed the honey-laden bread straight into her mouth.


  Kazumi watched her, looking like she might start drooling at any moment. Kardeno, whether she noticed Kazumi or not, kept pouring honey onto the bread one piece after another. Then, another bite, and another. She wasn’t grinning from ear to ear or anything so obvious, yet an overwhelming sense of happiness radiated from her all the same.


  As if she couldn’t wait any longer, Kazumi pointed at the bread in front of her and looked at me.


  “Ah, you want some?” I asked.


  Kazumi nodded over and over. I tore off a piece of bread small enough for her to hold easily, then I added a little honey and handed it to her.


  “Thanks,” she said.


  Kazumi opened her mouth wide and bit into the long-awaited bread. She ate with no less enthusiasm than Kardeno. Unlike Kardeno, though, the bliss melting across her face made the honey’s deliciousness plain to see.


  I needed to eat too, or I would be left behind by Kardeno’s astonishing pace and the honey would be all gone.


  I took a bite, and…


  “Mmm!”


  A sound escaped me before I could stop it. I understood perfectly why Kardeno and Kazumi had made those faces. Eating it had not been our original goal, but as I chewed into the bread again, I felt that all the hardship had been worth it.


  Only when there was little bread left did I finally look at the bottle. The honey that had been full to the brim was already nearing halfway down.


  I grabbed Kardeno’s hand as she reached for more honey.


  “Wait, wait. No more honey. We’ll run out of it.”


  Without a word, Kardeno withdrew her hand. I looked at Kazumi too, and she was clearly displeased, lips puffed out in a pout.


  I wanted more myself, of course. But if we managed to get mandragora flowers and had no amonene honey left, then we wouldn’t be able to make a mana potion. So it was time to stop eating.


  Besides, the one who had clearly eaten the most was Kardeno. I wouldn’t feel bad for her if she tried to complain.


  “We can always go gather more later. It’s fine,” I said to them.


  “Yeah, that’s true. If we can just go gather more, then there’s no problem with eating everything we have right now,” Kardeno suggested.


  “N-No, that’s not what I meant.”


  It truly seemed like they would eat it all, so I snatched up the bottle of honey and quickly hid it behind me.


  “A-Anyway, let’s save it for next time.”


  Kardeno nodded reluctantly. Seeing that, I sighed in relief. I placed the bottle back on the table and began cleaning up after the meal.


  After taking a bath, I looked over the ingredients I had bought. Comparing them with the recipe book, I sorted them by the materials needed for each item and began making them one by one.


  “Create.”


  One grouped set of ingredients changed into medicine. The first was fever medicine. After finishing all the others as well, I put the things I had no immediate use for into the back of the closet.


  Since it was my first time making them, I had thought at least one of those medicines might fail, but nothing of the sort happened. Every single one came out perfectly. The things written in the recipe book must always succeed so long as the materials were prepared.


  I had never failed to make crystal stones either. Other things, like clothes or knives, would probably be the same. If I had the materials, I could likely make them without failure too.


  In the morning, I opened the street stall and confirmed that business was no different than usual. I recognized many familiar faces, so there seemed to be a fair number of people who repeatedly came here to buy potions. I wasn’t struggling for money, but the fact that people kept coming meant there was demand.


  It made me a little happy to think I was helping others, even in a small way. It also made me want to keep the stall open as regularly as possible.


  After selling the last potion, I started packing up. Kardeno had begun warning me whenever she noticed something I should pay attention to. Even now, she told me that just because I was only cleaning up didn’t mean I should dawdle. Staying alert to my surroundings was part of protecting myself.


  She had also told me to be careful with the Cocoru bag. Since it was something I always carried, I needed to stay vigilant and make sure it was properly closed.


  “What are we doing today, Kaede?” Kardeno asked. “Are you going to the library?”


  “Yeah, I’m planning to.”


  I wanted to look into the mana potion that I had failed to find before, and also do some basic studying about potions in general. If there was time, I hoped I might find some clue about returning to my original world. I was not expecting much, though.


  Before going to the library, we stopped for an early lunch at a set-meal restaurant.


  “Are you researching the mana potion again today?”


  “That’s the plan,” I said, then took a bite of the food we had ordered. “When we came before, I couldn’t find a single thing that seemed related to it. So I’m hoping today will be different.”


  At the very least, I wanted to know whether it really restored mana.


  “I wonder if there’s even one shop somewhere that sells this mana potion,” Kardeno said.


  I had just been thinking the same thing, but searching all over now would take time. Should we change today’s plan and look for apothecaries instead, or stick to going to the library as planned?


  “Kardeno, what do you think would be better right now? Going to the library or trying to look for shops?”


  “Shouldn’t you just do whatever you want, Kaede? Looking at a nearby apothecary is one thing, but if you mean to search the whole city, that would be exhausting.”


  “That’s… true.”


  But would there really be much difference between combing through apothecary shops versus searching all the library’s books?


  “Then let’s just walk around a little and ask some shops about the mana potion. Someone might know about it.”


  It was possible that someone working in an apothecary with specialized knowledge would know something.


  But that was not the case. After lunch, we visited several apothecaries just as I had said we would, but every one of them told us they had never even heard of a medicine called a mana potion.


  We visited one more apothecary, deciding that this would be the last.


  “Mana potion? Never heard of it. What’s that?”


  “Um, I think it’s probably a medicine that restores mana.”


  At that, the shopkeeper burst out laughing.


  “I don’t know who told you a made-up story like that. Maybe someone just wanted to mess with you, kid.”


  Being laughed at like that, I was less angry than disappointed to hear once again that no one knew what a mana potion was.


  I thanked the shopkeeper and left. As soon as we were outside, I heard Kardeno sigh.


  “Looks like nobody knows about it.”


  “It must be incredibly rare.”


  Without really deciding where we were headed, I started walking slowly. Kardeno matched my pace beside me. It wasn’t that I was in a hurry. I was just thinking about whether we should head home or go to the library even if only for a short while. That was why my steps were slow.


  “Are we going home already?”


  As she said that, Kardeno looked up at the sky. I followed her gaze. It was still bright out. When I checked the time, it wasn’t even three yet.


  It wasn’t too late to go to the library.


  “Then let’s go. There’s still time.”


  “Sounds good.”


  After changing carriages a few times, we arrived at the library again. I paid at the front desk, climbed the stairs to the second floor, and headed straight for the shelves where we had searched for information on the mana potion before.


  “How far did we get last time?” I asked Kardeno.


  Standing in a narrow aisle boxed in by tall shelves on both sides, I scanned from end to end.


  Kardeno smoothly pulled out a book stored on a higher shelf.


  “This is the one I was reading last time,” she said.


  I took it from her to see for myself and skimmed through it. It definitely had the sort of feel that might eventually mention a mana potion somewhere inside. I decided to let Kardeno continue reading that one while I picked up another book.


  I stayed there, reading beside the shelves, but no matter how much time passed, Kardeno never called out that she had found anything. I was having no better luck myself.


  At last, I returned my book to the shelf and stretched my arms high overhead. I had been looking down for so long that my neck hurt. Wondering whether Kardeno was fine, I glanced over at her and saw that she was still reading intently.


  “Kardeno, aren’t you tired? Are you okay?”


  “Hm? Umm…”


  Apparently, she was tired after all because Kardeno let out a long breath.


  “Yeah. This is tiring.”


  “Right?”


  After searching this much and still finding nothing, I was starting to think that mana potions must have only been invented recently.


  I checked the time with my pocket watch and saw that closing time was already near. I looked around as far as I could through the gaps between the shelves, but everyone else seemed to be gone.


  “Let’s head back for today.”


  “Sounds good.”


  The moment I stepped out of the narrow aisle boxed in by bookshelves, I bumped straight into someone emerging from the shadows.


  “Ah, sorry!”


  I hurriedly apologized to the person I had run into.


  “No, I’m the one who should apologize. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”


  It was a young man. He had narrow blue eyes and blond hair that fell just short of his shoulders. Looking apologetic, he drew together his well-shaped brows, wrinkling the space between them.


  “A child?”


  He had seemed like a very gentle sort of person, but when he looked at my face, I thought I saw him frown for an instant.


  Perhaps he had realized I was younger than he expected, because he apologized once more.


  “I’m sorry. You’re not hurt, are you?”


  “I’m fine, thank you.”


  The man smiled pleasantly. Behind him, I noticed a girl around my age. She wore a maid uniform that was immaculately sharp, and she showed no expression at all. She was probably his maid, and maybe she was angry that I had bumped into him.


  I quietly looked away.


  “It’s nearly closing time,” the maid said.


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Prompted by the maid, the man headed toward the stairs. He walked quickly, and his back disappeared from sight almost at once.


  “Aren’t we leaving?” Kardeno asked.


  “Hm? Yeah, we are.”


  The next day, I ran into the same man again.


  Kardeno and I had split up with several shelves between us, and I was wandering on my own, deciding what to look at next. He suddenly came into view, and before I could stop myself, I let out a small gasp.


  “Ah… You’re the girl from yesterday…”


  The man frowned irritably, in stark contrast to the gentle impression he had given the day before. The book in his hand was about pharmacology. He snapped it shut a little roughly and turned toward me.


  “I was thinking this yesterday too, but why are you in a place like this? Are you someone’s servant?”


  “Uh, no.”


  “And I feel like I’ve seen you somewhere before,” he said, resting a hand on his chin.


  I decided that I shouldn’t get involved. I lowered my head and tried to head back to where Kardeno was.


  “Now hold on.”


  He caught hold of the Cocoru bag slung across my shoulder and stopped me where I stood.


  “You were around these shelves yesterday as well, right? Are you interested in pharmacology or something?”


  “Well, a little.”


  “I see. But no matter how interested you are in books, shouldn’t you be standing by your master’s side instead?”


  Apparently, he had decided I was someone’s servant because he kept speaking in that prickly, irritated tone. He was still gripping my Cocoru bag too, so I couldn’t get away.


  “I’m not a servant.”


  “Oh? Then, what? You’re saying you have your own library pass and you paid to be here yourself? That’s a rather bold lie.”


  His voice carried a mocking laugh.


  “I-It’s not a lie.”


  His attitude made me angry, but more than that, I was growing flustered over why he was picking a fight with me at all. I glanced in the direction where Kardeno should have been, but the bookshelves blocked my line of sight. I couldn’t call for help.


  “I’m going over there, so please let go of me,” I said, raising my voice slightly so it might carry to Kardeno.


  “O-Oh, sure.”


  Surprisingly, he released me without resistance. But judging from the direction of his gaze, I could tell he had only done so for a different reason. He was not looking at me anymore.


  Instead, he was looking behind me. When I turned to see what was there, I was faced with the same expressionless maid girl from yesterday.


  “So this is where you were, Lord Sargis.”


  The man before me, Sargis, made an awkward face.


  The maid let out a sigh.


  “You said your studies would go better here than at home. And yet, what exactly have you been doing?”


  At that, the look he had shown me vanished. Without even trying to hide his irritation, Sargis looked down at the maid girl with a sour expression.


  “I was studying properly.”


  “Then what were you doing with this person?” the maid asked, casting a sideways glance at me.


  “She’s the girl from yesterday. You saw her too, so surely you remember her face. We happened to run into each other, so we were just making small talk.”


  We had talked, technically speaking, but that didn’t make me feel any calmer. What part of our conversation counted as small talk?


  With Sargis and the maid girl blocking both sides of the aisle, I had no way to leave.


  Then, I heard Kardeno’s voice.


  “Kaede?”


  Kardeno quietly peeked around from behind Sargis.


  “K-Kardeno!”


  I shoved past Sargis and slipped by him, then hid behind Kardeno. She looked down at me in confusion.


  “What happened?”


  “Nothing,” I said. “Let’s just go.”


  “Ah, wait a moment.”


  I grabbed Kardeno’s arm and tried to leave, but Sargis called out as though he had only just thought of something.


  “I never asked your name,” he said.


  “My name?”


  Honestly, I didn’t want to answer. It probably didn’t matter whether he knew it or not, but I simply didn’t want to tell him.


  When I stayed silent, Kardeno slowly turned her eyes toward Sargis.


  “Shouldn’t you introduce yourself first?” she said. It was a tone I had never heard from Kardeno before.


  “I suppose that’s fair. You may already know since my maid said it earlier, but I’m Sargis. Sargis Questfeck.”


  Since he had introduced himself, now it was my turn.


  “I’m Kaede.”


  “I see. Kaede, then.”


  Sargis stared at my face so intently it felt as though he might bore a hole through me.


  “Wh-What is it?”


  “I still feel like I’ve seen you somewhere before.”


  No matter how many times he said it, I didn’t feel the same way. I had no memory of him whatsoever. He was probably just imagining things.


  “Lord Sargis, weren’t you planning to study?” The maid girl warned him again, this time in a firmer tone.


  “I know.”


  Sargis accepted it without argument, took several books from the shelf, and walked away. He would probably read them at one of the tables somewhere.


  Once I confirmed he was out of sight, I relaxed and stopped hiding behind Kardeno.


  “That was the man from yesterday,” she said.


  “Yeah. But what was that about? Did he just not like that I was here?”


  Kardeno tilted her head. I did the same because I had no idea why he had treated me like that.


  “Maybe he didn’t like seeing someone who wasn’t a noble here,” Kardeno said.


  “Then Sargis is a noble too?” I asked.


  “Yeah. He introduced himself, didn’t he? Sargis Questfeck.”


  “Right.”


  Kardeno seemed to notice and let out a small sigh.


  “When someone gives a family name, that usually means they’re a noble. People who aren’t nobles usually only go by their first name.”


  Now that she mentioned it, I really hadn’t met many people who introduced themselves with a surname—not Kardeno, not Ice, and not Asul.


  Maybe because of that, or maybe for another reason, I had also gotten used to giving only my first name.


  “That said,” Kardeno continued, “there are nobles who don’t use their family names, and commoners who do.”


  “I see.”


  That aside, once I realized that Sargis was a noble, something came back to me—Ice’s warning not to cause trouble in the library.


  I drooped my shoulders.


  “I didn’t cause trouble, did I?”


  “It’s fine,” Kardeno answered lightly.


  Even so, it still bothered me.


  “Let’s just go home for today. I’m not really feeling it anymore.”


  And my mood had soured too. All because of Sargis.


  For the next few days, I didn’t go to the library. Whenever I thought I might run into Sargis again, I just could not bring myself to go.


  He had been researching pharmacology, so I figured that as long as I stayed away from that section, the chances of running into him would drop sharply. But even that wasn’t a guarantee, and I really just didn’t want to hear him say anything else to me ever again.


  “Kaede, isn’t it about time to go? Are you ready to set up the stall?”


  I had been slumped face-down on the table. At Kardeno’s voice, I jerked upright. Kazumi, who had been playing on top of my head, tumbled onto the table. I hurriedly apologized.


  Kardeno was already prepared and standing by the front door.


  “Sorry, I’ll get ready right now!” I said.


  The moment she saw me stand from the chair, Kardeno opened the door. I grabbed the Cocoru bag filled with the potions I had made today and left the house with her.


  “Have a good day!”


  Kazumi waved enthusiastically with a bright smile, so I waved back too.


  “See you later!”


  As usual, we opened the stall, and business went well, but I had made a little less than normal, as we sold out of potions early.


  I started packing up the things I had laid out. I was tightening the mouth of the pouch holding the money we had earned so it would not come open inside the bag when I heard a voice.


  “Excuse me?”


  “Yes?”


  I had been looking down, so I raised my head to see who had spoken.


  “Are the potions… already gone?”


  Standing in front of me was a thin catfolk boy. He gave off the impression of being timid, and his voice was so quiet it was hard to hear. The high-collared clothes he wore only made it worse.


  “Sorry, I sold out just a moment ago.”


  “I see…”


  The boy fidgeted restlessly, clenching and unclenching his hands over and over. Maybe he had been sent on an errand he wasn’t used to and was nervous. But the potions were sold out, and even if he stayed standing there, I had no potions left to sell him.


  “Um, if you come back next time—”


  “I’m sorry!”


  The apology came suddenly. So did the disappearance of today’s earnings from my hand.


  The boy snatched the money pouch and ran.


  “H-Hey!”


  “Stay here!” Kardeno told me, taking off after him.


  The boy was unbelievably fast, and the two of them wove through the crowd before vanishing from sight in an instant.


  I had let my guard down because he was just a boy. No, that was only an excuse. Kardeno had warned me again and again to be careful. This was completely my own carelessness.


  “Wh-What do I do?”


  I took a step as if to chase after them myself, but if Kardeno came back and I was gone, she would probably have to search for me too. That would only waste more time. In that case, maybe I should do as she said and wait here.


  I pulled my step back. I hugged the Cocoru bag tightly to my chest, agonizing over what to do, when a hand suddenly landed on my shoulder. I jerked in surprise and hurriedly turned around.


  “Hello.”


  Standing there was Sargis, smiling pleasantly. The maid girl was not with him. Apparently, he was alone today.


  “H-Hi…”


  Without thinking, I took one step away from Sargis. He immediately closed the distance with one heavy step forward.


  “Looks like we meet again. I kept thinking I’d seen you somewhere before, and then I remembered. I saw you running a stall here once.”


  “Is that so? What a coincidence.”


  I didn’t know whether he was listening to me or not, as Sargis continued to glance around the area.


  “So the red-haired woman isn’t here today?”


  By the red-haired woman, he presumably meant Kardeno.


  “No, she’s here. I was just about to go look for her—”


  “I don’t really care. Anyway, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about. Why don’t we move somewhere else?”


  I shook my head vigorously. The idea of being alone with Sargis was out of the question. I did not want to hear anything he had to say. Even now, all I wanted was to get away from him.


  “I’m sorry. I’m in a hurry.”


  I stepped toward the direction Kardeno had gone after the boy, but Sargis grabbed my right wrist.


  “That’s enough,” he said.


  His grip was strong, too strong for me to shake free.


  “Please let go. If you want to talk, we can do it here.”


  “You’re only saying that because you’re trying to run away, aren’t you? If you keep fleeing, then we can’t talk at all. Right?”


  I fell silent.


  It was true that I had tried to leave, but my reason was that I had something urgent to do. Still, I thought there was something wrong with Sargis forcing me to stay like this. He clearly put other people second, and no matter what I said, he did not seem like the sort who would listen.


  But I couldn’t bring myself to say that aloud.


  “Then fine. We’ll talk here,” I said.


  That was at least better than being dragged off somewhere else. Though I was far from satisfied, I slowly nodded.


  “So, you sell potions at this stall.”


  “Yes.”


  I gave a small nod at the question.


  Sargis opened his mouth to continue, but no words followed. Several seconds passed before Sargis drew his brows together.


  “No. We can’t talk here after all.”


  “Why not?”


  He muttered that there were too many people around, and the hand gripping my wrist tightened again, sending pain through it.


  “We need to go somewhere else,” he said.


  “Then please wait until Kardeno gets back.”


  “Kardeno? You mean that red-haired woman? No, that won’t do. I can’t let anyone else hear this.”


  Whether because of the people nearby or something else, his voice was lower than before, and his expression had turned sour. There was no way someone I had only just met would suddenly confide in me about some serious personal problem. But when I tried to think what else it could be, nothing came to mind.


  When I said nothing and simply stood there, Sargis let out a small breath.


  “As much as it annoys me to admit it, your potions are fairly well known. Even for people whose bodies don’t respond well to potions, yours work nearly as well as normal.”


  I opened my mouth to ask why he had suddenly started talking about my potions, but he continued before I could speak.


  “I want that. No matter what.”


  He stared into my eyes as if glaring. I instinctively looked away.


  “If you want some, I’ll sell you a few. So please let go of me.”


  “That’s not it!”


  His raised voice stabbed at my ears. For an instant, it felt as though the air around us had frozen.


  “That’s not what I mean. I want to know how to make those potions!”


  “Let go of her.”


  At some point, Kardeno had returned. She twisted Sargis’s arm up behind him.


  “Argh!” Whether from the pain or anger, Sargis’s face twisted as he glared at Kardeno. “Why are you… here?”


  “Did you set that pickpocket up?” Kardeno asked Sargis.


  She handed the recovered money pouch back to me. This time, I made sure to place it securely inside the Cocoru bag.


  Sargis clicked his tongue softly.


  “What are you talking about? I don’t know anything about some pickpocket.”


  He refused to admit any connection to the thief. As Kardeno suspected, his timing had been far too convenient, but there was no proof.


  Sargis shook free the arm Kardeno had seized, and she released him.


  “Would you mind not touching me without permission? Judging by that collar, you’re a slave, aren’t you?”


  Kardeno clicked her tongue at his condescending tone. I felt the same way. It was hard to believe this was the same person who had been grabbing my wrist moments ago to force answers out of me.


  “Hmph! Then why were you trying to get Kaede alone by driving this slave away?” Kardeno asked.


  “I told you already, I know nothing about any pickpocket.”


  I hurriedly tugged at Kardeno’s arm.


  “Kardeno, you were told not to cause trouble, remember?”


  She turned to me with a slight pout.


  “She said not to cause trouble in the library. This isn’t the library.”


  “Don’t twist her words like that… There’s no way Ice meant it that narrowly.”


  “Huh? Ice?” Sargis asked.


  He tried to push past Kardeno and step toward me, but she shoved him back by the shoulder.


  “You said ‘Ice’ just now. You mean that Ice?”


  He did not seem especially bothered by being pushed back. His attention was focused on the name he’d heard.


  “What do you mean by ‘that Ice’?” I asked.


  “I’m asking if you mean Ice the oni.”


  “Well… yes, Ice did say she was from the onifolk race.”


  “Then, if she told you not to cause trouble in the library… is Ice the guarantor on your library access rights?”


  Since it was true, I nodded without hesitation.


  Sargis let out a sigh.


  “So it’s her. Then I shouldn’t have even bothered asking. Someone else already has the method for making your potions.”


  “Huh?” The noise slipped out before I could stop it.


  “Huh?” And then he echoed it right back at me.


  “Wait… You mean you haven’t even told Ice?” he asked.


  “It’s not that I haven’t told her, exactly… It’s just…”


  Ice knew how I made my potions in the sense that she had seen me make them, but she had never asked for details. If she did ask, I had no idea how to explain it.


  “So no one knows how you make your potions?”


  “Well… I mean… Maybe?”


  Even the person making them did not really understand how it worked, so he was probably right.


  It would be bad if he pressed any further about the method. While I desperately tried to think of a way to escape Sargis, I noticed his eyes shining with excitement. As much as I didn’t want to ask, I forced myself to.


  “Is there something you want to say?”


  “We can’t talk about it here, but… would you come to the library tomorrow?”


  “Why?”


  “Hm… Let it be a surprise.”


  I had no idea what he found so amusing, but Sargis was grinning.


  “Then tomorrow,” he said.


  “N-No, I never agreed to that, I just—”


  He walked off before I could finish.


  Even if I chased after him to refuse, he didn’t seem like someone who cared about other people’s circumstances.


  Once he was out of sight, I glanced helplessly at Kardeno.


  “What do I do?”


  “You’re asking me?”


  Kardeno muttered with a sigh. It made me sigh too.


  The promise had been completely one-sided, but Sargis knew where I ran my stall. If there was even a chance he might harass me, I wanted to avoid it. I also still wanted to keep using the library. And if I broke this so-called promise and ran into him again later, there was no telling what he might do. In the end, it felt as though I had no real choice but to go.


  “It’s at the library, and there will be people around, so I think it should be safe. What do you think?” I asked.


  “Well… I think it’ll probably be fine.”


  Kardeno’s answer wasn’t absolute, but it still gave me reassurance.


  ※※※


  


  “Ah, you really came.”


  The following afternoon, when I headed to the library as usual, Sargis was already waiting outside. He greeted me with a bright smile. The maid girl was not with him today either.


  “I’ve been waiting quite a while.”


  He had never specified a time, so I had simply come at my usual hour. If he had been waiting a long time, then good for him.


  “I’m truly glad you came. Let’s head inside right away.”


  Apparently, he did not mind the wait at all.


  Sargis entered the library first, and Kardeno and I followed after him. We went upstairs and took seats facing each other at a table farthest from the stairs. He had likely chosen a place with as few people nearby as possible.


  Kardeno remained standing just behind and to the side of me, listening.


  “I’d like to talk about having your potions sold through a proper shop instead of at a street stall.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “For your sake, for mine, and for the people who want to buy them.”


  I opened my stall irregularly, and I never sold many at once. They usually sold out quickly too. That meant only a limited number of people could buy them. But if I supplied a shop, they could set a higher price to limit how many each person bought, allowing more customers to get them. People who had not been able to buy them before would finally have a chance, and as long as the store was open, the odds of getting one would be much better. The shop’s profits would rise, and I would receive a percentage of the sales, or else they could purchase them outright.


  After hearing that much, I interrupted Sargis.


  “It’s true that I don’t open regularly, so I do feel bad for the people who come back again and again to buy from me. But if the goal is to sell to more people, I could simply limit how many each person can buy. And instead of taking only a percentage of the profits, if I handle it myself, then all of it is my earnings.”


  “So you’re saying the people who use them don’t matter to you? Only the money?”


  His expression turned sorrowful in an instant. I was sure he didn’t actually feel sad at all, which only irritated me enough to answer back.


  “Money does matter, but that’s not what I said.”


  “Right, of course.”


  The sad expression vanished just as quickly. Sargis smiled broadly, then folded his fingers together on top of the table.


  “So all you would need to do is supply the shop with potions. Then, all the time you’ve had to give up to running a stall would become your own again. Doesn’t that sound appealing?”


  He was being strangely generous, and while I was suspicious, I remembered what he had said earlier.


  “You said this would be for me, for you, and for the people buying them, right? So far, I don’t see what you gain from it.”


  “Ah, true. I hadn’t mentioned that,” he said. Then, he straightened his back slightly. “In exchange, I want you to teach me how you make your potions. That’s all.”


  He ran a hand through his hair, with the smug air of someone convinced that my agreement to his offer was all but inevitable. I frowned instinctively.


  Even if I were interested in the proposal, and even if potion-making were something I could teach, it was obvious what would happen next. The moment he learned how to make them himself, he would say he no longer needed me.


  “That’s impossible. I can’t teach you how to make them.”


  That technically wasn’t a lie. I truly couldn’t teach him.


  Sargis clenched the hand that had been touching his hair and slammed it down on the table. The thud rang faintly through the quiet library, and my shoulders jerked for an instant.


  “Why?”


  “Wh-Why? Because…”


  The fact that his voice had remained perfectly calm only made him more frightening.


  “Ah, sorry. Did I scare you?”


  He was threatening me. For a moment, it felt as if he might hit me at any second. But I couldn’t give in to fear. I clenched my fists in my lap.


  “If you teach me how to make the potions, everything I said could become reality. Think it over carefully.”


  “I-It’s impossible because it’s impossible!”


  Without looking at Sargis, I sprang from my seat, grabbed Kardeno’s hand, and rushed out of the library with her. Neither of us said anything. But on the carriage ride home, Kardeno leaned over and peered into my face.


  “Are you alright? Feeling sick?”


  “I’m fine. I was just… scared.”


  After a brief hesitation, Kardeno gently patted my back.


  ※※※


  


  That night, while I was asleep, a heavy clatter jolted me awake.


  I shot upright in bed and clutched the blanket. The sound had come from the living room. It was not the sort of noise anyone should be making at this hour. My eyes automatically drifted toward the door, while the pounding of my heart echoed in my ears.


  I slipped quietly out of bed, slowly turned the knob, and carefully opened the door.


  If it was only Kardeno, hungry in the middle of the night, or Kasumi, then there would be no problem at all. We could laugh later about how badly I had frightened myself. But if it was something else…


  It’s nothing. It’s nothing. Ghosts aren’t real. I’m not scared.


  Swallowing hard, I cautiously peered into the living room. In the darkness, something writhed on the floor near the table.


  “Ah!”


  Looking closer, I noticed that the front door was wide open. Had a burglar broken in? This was bad. Whoever it was may have heard the pathetic little sound I had just made.


  “Kaede, are you awake?”


  “K-Kardeno?”


  The voice came from the writhing shape on the floor, and all the tension drained from my shoulders at once.


  “What are you doing down there in the dark?” I asked.


  She must have come downstairs hungry and was searching for food. Feeling my way across the table, I found the lighting stone and switched it on.


  “There was an intruder,” she said.


  “What?”


  Holding up the glowing stone, I shone the light toward Kardeno.


  She was pinning someone to the floor with a knife at their throat.
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  “Huh?”


  The one Kardeno was pinning down was a catfolk boy. He looked like the same boy who had stolen my money pouch earlier that day. Kardeno had one knee pressed into his back, forcing him to face the floor. Even though both his arms looked as if they should have been free, he made no move to use them.


  “L-Let… go…”


  His voice was weak. It seemed Kardeno had a hand on the slave collar around his neck and was choking him. The high-collared clothes he wore had probably been meant to hide his mark as a slave.


  In her right hand, Kardeno held a knife in front of his eyes.


  “You’re that noble’s slave, aren’t you?” she said.


  The only sound coming from the boy was a thin wheezing, barely enough to count as breathing.


  “Ah, um… Kardeno, let go of the collar. He looks like he can’t breathe,” I said.


  I had no idea what to do or what I should say. I only knew that if he couldn’t breathe, he might die.


  Kardeno obeyed me without resistance.


  “Alright.”


  The moment she released the collar, the boy sucked in air violently, then broke into a fit of coughing.


  “Get off me!” he said. It was nothing like the timid little voice he had used when he stole my money.


  He thrashed his legs wildly, trying to throw Kardeno off his back, but there was no way it would be that easy.


  “Be quiet. Do you want your legs broken too?”


  “Ugh…”


  She hadn’t raised her voice in the slightest, but the cold menace in her tone was more than enough to make the struggling legs go still.


  I could faintly hear the boy sniffling.


  “You said ‘too’… Did you break his arms?” I asked.


  “Yeah. It’s a hassle when they fight back,” she answered, not looking at me.


  Part of me thought she might have gone too far, but I hadn’t seen what happened before this. I was in no position to judge.


  Kardeno had likely broken his arms so he couldn’t resist, yet I hadn’t heard so much as a single scream.


  “I’ll go get some potions. Wait a moment.”


  I returned to my room and gathered several potions I usually carried for trips into the forest. Then, I stopped short. Should I heal his arms? Of course I should… I thought. But if I healed them now, would he start resisting again? The thought crossed my mind, despite myself.


  “Kardeno… I want to heal his arms, but…”


  Kardeno did not nod.


  “He gets a potion after the questioning is finished.”


  She continued without taking her eyes off him.


  “You’re someone’s slave, aren’t you? Earlier, your clothes hid the collar. But now it’s obvious.”


  Kardeno still held the knife in her hand, glaring down at the boy as though she could kill him at any moment. But the boy said nothing. He only pressed his cheek to the floor, breathing harshly through clenched teeth.


  “Anything to say?”


  Even then, he gave no answer.


  I crouched down in front of him. When his eyes flicked toward me, I tried to speak as gently as I could. If I could at least get his name, maybe it would ease some of his fear.


  “Hey… What’s your name?”


  “My name…”


  There was hesitation in his voice. Whenever our eyes met, he looked away. His reaction to me was completely different from how he responded to Kardeno. Maybe I could at least get this much from him.


  “If I say it… I’ll get in trouble.”


  So it wouldn’t be that easy after all.


  “Really? In trouble with who?” I asked.


  He was someone’s slave, so of course he feared his master. But as long as I kept the conversation going, anything was fine.


  “I can’t say.”


  “Is it the blond man with blue eyes?”


  “I can’t say!”


  The boy started thrashing again, but he had clearly exhausted himself and lacked any real strength. Kardeno looked down at him the whole time before finally speaking.


  “Kaede, you said there was a truth serum, right?”


  “A truth serum?”


  The question slipped out before I could stop it. At this moment, there was no need to ask what she meant to use it for.


  “Could you bring it here?” she asked.


  “Okay.”


  I backed away and returned to my room. The truth serum was stored in the back of the closet with the other medicines I had made earlier. I opened the closet and took only that bottle.


  I had never imagined that this medicine would actually have a use.


  Clutching the bottle tightly, I returned to Kardeno.


  “I brought it, but how are we supposed to use it?”


  “Good point. We don’t know how it works.”


  Well, we weren’t about to use it if we didn’t know how—at least, that was what I’d thought. But Kardeno had other ideas.


  “Then we’ll just make him drink it.”


  The boy’s whole body jerked.


  Kardeno set the knife on the floor and told me to hand it over. I timidly passed her the bottle, and she pulled out the cork before forcing it against the boy’s mouth.


  “Mmph?!”


  Knowing exactly what was happening, the boy clamped his mouth shut. The tilted bottle spilled its contents across the floor.


  Without changing expression, Kardeno covered his eyes and nose with her left hand. By cutting off his breathing through the nose, she was clearly trying to force his mouth open. At first, the boy shook his head wildly, trying to throw off her hand. But just as Kardeno intended, his breathing grew desperate. Needing air, he opened his mouth wide.


  As if she had been waiting for that moment, Kardeno poured the rest of the liquid down his throat, then clamped his mouth and jaw shut with force, tilting his face upward.


  The instant he let out a muffled groan, she released him. The boy went limp and let his head drop to the floor.


  “Will he be okay?! We didn’t just force him to drink something dangerous, did we?!”


  There was no sign of the medicine in his mouth now. He must have swallowed it, but the boy only continued gasping for breath.


  “Hey, are you alright?!”


  “Ah… Ugh…”


  Slowly, the boy turned his face toward me. His eyes were unfocused as he stared.


  “Lord Sargis?”


  “Hmm?” I tilted my head. “I’m not Sargis—”


  “No, Kaede.”


  Kardeno cut in and leaned close enough to whisper in my ear.


  “An ingredient for this truth serum was that plant that causes hallucinations, wasn’t it?”


  She was right. When I had been affected by it before, I mistook Kardeno for my mother when she called out to me. If the serum worked through hallucinations, then the boy’s words made sense too.


  “If he’s naming that noble, then he really is Sargis’s slave.”


  If that was true, then he would probably answer anything we asked in this state. So that was what truth serum really did; it was a drug that used hallucinations to draw out information.


  I swallowed hard.


  “Your master’s name is Sargis, correct?”


  “Yes. My master is Lord Sargis.”


  Kardeno and I exchanged a glance. Her eyes seemed to say keep asking. I racked my brain for what to ask next.


  “Ah… Um… Why did you break into this house?”


  “Are you confirming my orders?”


  “Y-Yes! Just checking whether you remembered the orders properly!”


  The boy believed I was Sargis, so it would sound absurd for me to ask why I had given those instructions.


  But the boy seemed to take it as a request to repeat the orders.


  “You told me to bring back anything from the house of the one who makes those strange potions, especially anything that described how they were made.”


  “Ah… Right. That’s correct.”


  There was nothing else I could say. After taking a breath, I looked at Kardeno.


  “What should we do? There’s nothing like that here, so maybe I should pretend to be Sargis and order him to go back.”


  I kept my voice low, but Kardeno didn’t agree so readily.


  “You’re fine with just sending him back like this?”


  She was clearly still wary.


  “We can’t keep him here forever. And if he doesn’t go back soon, Sargis is going to think something’s wrong.”


  After hearing that, Kardeno stepped off the boy she had been pinning down.


  “You don’t have any accomplices, do you?”


  “Accomplices…”


  The boy jerked his head up as if startled. Kardeno frowned at the reaction.


  “No. I came alone.”


  The moment he said it, a heavy thud sounded from my room, like something large had fallen. Kardeno moved instantly and sprinted for my room.


  The boy seemed to have been waiting for that moment. He sprang upright, gritting his teeth against the pain in his arms.


  “Huh?”


  I froze in shock. Before I could react, the boy bolted out through the still-open front door. At the same time, Kardeno rushed back from my room.


  “He got away?!”


  I grabbed Kardeno’s arm to stop her from chasing after him. She halted, then glared bitterly out into the darkness beyond the doorway.


  The boy was already gone. I could no longer see him in the night.


  Kardeno gave up and let out a sigh.


  “Your things were ransacked.”


  “What?!”


  I ran into my room. The first thing I worried about was the recipe book. Without that, I had no idea how I would manage from here on. It was my lifeline.


  The contents of the Cocoru bag I had left on the table had apparently been dumped out and scattered across the floor. I searched through them until I found the recipe book, then let out a long breath of relief. No matter what else might be taken from this house, that book alone had to be protected.


  Only after calming down did I lift my head, puzzled by the wind blowing in through a window where there should have been no draft. The large tree outside usually blocked most of the light from that window, but a hole big enough for a person to pass through had been torn open in it.


  “Well? Was anything stolen?”


  Kardeno’s question made me hurriedly check the rest.


  The recipe book was there, of course. My wallet, my library pass, and everything else I absolutely needed were still there too. But once I finished checking everything, I frowned.


  “My notebook is gone.”


  It was the notebook where I had copied down things that interested me at the library. I had written simple notes in it, like which ingredients made which medicines. Most of it was nothing that would matter if someone saw it. But that did not mean it didn’t matter at all. I had also written down the ingredients needed to make the mana potion.


  The sharp sound of Kardeno clicking her tongue echoed through the room.


  “Looks like someone else had come in through this window. I didn’t notice.”


  “They made a hole in the window… without making any noise? How?” I wondered.


  “Did they silence the sound somehow? Then that noise at the end was deliberate. It was made just to lure me away,” Kardeno said. “And somewhere along the way, I missed the moment the truth serum’s hallucination effect wore off. I felt something was odd about him, too.”


  Kardeno clenched her fist tightly, frustration plain on her face. If there had been a moment that felt off, it was at the end, when she had asked whether he had any accomplices. His reaction had been clearly strange. It was different from the dazed way he had answered before, as if he had suddenly realized something.


  “If the truth serum’s effects wore off, that was awfully fast,” I said.


  “Either I didn’t make him drink enough, or I carelessly said something that blew our cover. Or maybe both.”


  The one the boy believed was Sargis had been me. That meant Kardeno’s questions came from a third party. Maybe that was where the illusion had started to crack. When I had mistaken Kardeno for my mother, the illusion had vanished as soon as she denied it. If something similar had happened to the boy, then it made sense that the hallucination had ended right there.


  Kardeno let out a long breath and turned to me.


  “That notebook had the ingredients for the mana potion written in it. We searched all through the library and found nothing, and I’ve never even heard of it. So isn’t it something that only you know?”


  I had a rough idea of what Kardeno was trying to say. I had begun to doubt the existence of the mana potion myself.


  “But what Sargis wants to know is how I make my potions, right? That notebook only had the ingredients written down. If he sees something unrelated, like the mana potion, he might not even pay attention to it.”


  Maybe I had simply done a bad job of searching for any mention of the mana potion. Maybe it really was just an obscure medicine so unknown that even Kardeno had never heard of it. That possibility was still there.


  “It might not be something only I know…”


  “You’re being optimistic. For now, assume the mana potion is something you came up with. Someone else might steal it from you; doesn’t that bother you?”


  I didn’t feel resentful. What bothered me most was that the one responsible was that insufferable Sargis. But if I was really the only person who knew about the mana potion, wasn’t that knowledge just wasted on me?


  When I still could not answer, Kardeno placed a hand on my shoulder and turned me to face her.


  “Even if you aren’t upset, I am.”


  I had not expected to hear that from her. Kardeno was always calm. I had never associated her with feelings like that.


  The recipes kept increasing on their own, so it was not as though I had worked hard for them myself. I’d felt no frustration at all. But hearing Kardeno say that, hearing how strongly she felt about it, somehow made me feel frustrated too.


  “But it’s already too late. The recipe is stolen, and they’ll probably make it and start selling it right away.”


  “If we make the mana potion before that noble does, then there’s no problem. Even if they know the ingredients, they won’t figure out the process to complete it so easily.”


  “But he’s already bothering me over how I make potions. If I make a mana potion too, won’t that just make things worse?”


  “How could it get any worse? That noble already used a slave to break into your house. Besides, if he wants to know how you make potions, then he can’t do anything reckless to you.”


  I hoped that was true, but there was no way to know that yet. More than that, I wondered if there was any better way to deal with this.


  “First of all, couldn’t we report the break-in or something?”


  “It’d be the word of a child and a slave against a noble. Do you really think anyone will listen?”


  “Well… I don’t know.”


  Maybe Kardeno was right, and the only option was to be the first to make and sell the mana potion. Even if there was another path, I could not think of it right now.


  “Let’s put aside the problem of him pestering me about potion-making for the moment. Tomorrow, first thing, let’s go buy mandragora flowers.”


  “Sounds good.”


  More than anything, I just hoped that the materials that had been unavailable before would be in stock tomorrow.


  I tried to go back to sleep after some time, but my eyes stayed wide open, and so was the case with Kardeno.


  My chill days here might finally be over.


  To be continued in I Saved Myself with a Potion Vol. 3
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