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      Prologue: Visitors Aplenty


      As Sara stared up at the faint, hazy blue of the wide spring sky above, she almost felt as though she was underwater. The birds that flew overhead looked like fish. She couldn’t imagine getting sick of this view anytime soon.


      “Gyeee!”


      “Of course, this is a dungeon, so it’s not the real sky, and it’s wyverns, not birds flying up there.”


      Thanks to the large green barrier shielding them from above, like a parasol, they could gather plants without having to worry about the wyverns spotting them.


      “It’s safe enough for apothecaries to come here now as long as they have a guard, but it really does feel safest with you around, Sara.”


      A fellow apothecary, Noel, carefully plucked a supreme healing herb from the ground, unconcerned with the wyverns above him.


      “This area in particular is abundant in supreme healing herbs. It’s pretty far down, though, so it’d be hard to get here without a strong escort. Guess that means it’ll be hard to gather here regularly from now on.”


      Noel put the herbs away in his pouch and took out a map instead, scribbling something down on it.


      “Supreme healing herbs are pretty annoying. They’re not something you use often, but when you need them, you really need them. Seems like we’ll be able to get a steady supply of them, though.”


      It was a map of the medicinal plant distribution in the lower floors of the capital’s central dungeon, which Sara was helping him draft. They had notes on about half of the page, but the rest was completely blank. In other words, foraging even in just one part of the lower floors was enough to get them the herbs they needed.


      “But we still haven’t managed to find any silver dragonmint.”


      “It was pretty easy to find even on the lower floors in Hydrangea. Chris says wyverns avoid flying over where they grow, so we know we won’t find them here, at least.”


      Sara looked up at the sky as wyverns flew across it.


      “It’d probably be hard to find them just by looking for places wyverns avoid, though.”


      “Though I feel like if Chris came and searched for them seriously, he’d be able to find them in no time.”


      Sara was Noel’s senior as an apothecary, and she considered herself a pretty fine gatherer, but she didn’t have anywhere near the sense for medicinal plants that Chris had. It almost felt like it was presumptuous for her to even try to catch up to him in that area.


      “Well, there’s no beating Chris when it comes to talent and passion for being an apothecary. If the guildmaster in the capital is the pinnacle of the profession, he got there a long time ago. I dunno if it’s a waste or a good thing that he’s not affiliated with anywhere now.”


      He’d reached the pinnacle of his profession in his thirties, but had thrown it all away to chase after Nelly and gone to serve as guildmaster in Rosa instead. And now he’d thrown even that status away to follow his whims, but that had led to his development of the dragon repellent, so if anything, he was achieving more as a wandering apothecary than he had as guildmaster. And he was much happier, of course, getting to be by Nelly’s side all the time as her husband.


      “Come to think of it, does the location determine how important an Apothecary’s Guild is?” Sara asked out of idle curiosity.


      Sara had experienced many Apothecary’s Guilds, from Rosa to Camellia, to Hydrangea and the capital, and even places like Stock where there was no guild at all, but she’d never really thought about the differences between them all, except that the branch in the capital was the biggest.


      “Of course. Though it’s mostly just that the one in the capital is number one and the rest are all under it. And remote regions tend to send for guildmasters to be dispatched from more central guilds.”


      “The people already out there don’t just become guildmaster?”


      “Some of them do, sure. That’s what happened in Rosa, right? When Chris left, the vice guildmaster took over, I think.”


      In contrast to Sara, who wasn’t very interested in other people, Noel paid attention to such things.


      “Rosa’s vice guildmaster, eh...”


      Sara pictured the man vaguely, wrinkling her nose slightly. She had no good memories of the Apothecary’s Guild in Rosa, mostly due to Ted. She hadn’t even liked Chris when they were back in Rosa; she’d only come to see him in a new light after they’d left and traveled together. What she recalled of Rosa’s guildmaster was just that he was the type to not rock the boat, turning a blind eye to Ted’s abuse of Sara and Allen at the time.


      “But that former vice guildmaster, or rather, Rosa’s current guildmaster...” Noel corrected himself. “I’m sure he trained in the capital. He was probably appointed vice guildmaster in Rosa because he did well there. I bet he learned a lot from watching Chris work up close too. Not that I know much about him myself.”


      Sara had heard about the importance of working in the capital for apothecaries from the guildmaster of Hydrangea, Caren, too. That was why she’d suggested Sara do some training in the capital, back when she’d gotten caught up in the migrating dragon subjugation.


      “I’m sure our guildmaster, Chester, wants to give Chris some kind of position and have him help train new apothecaries or develop new potions, but Chris himself is just so uninterested in any of that... You know, in that sense, he was only guildmaster in the capital and in Rosa because Nelly was there, so the Apothecary’s Guild should really be thanking Nelly, I guess.”


      “Well, it would be nice to hear for once.”


      Sara figured there were more people who blamed Nelly for Chris’s inability to focus on apothecary work. Now that she thought about it, maybe that was one of the reasons why she wasn’t treated very well back in Rosa.


      “I don’t think it has much to do with Nelly. When Chris sets his mind to something, there’s not really anyone who can stop him.”


      “Yeah, he really marches to the beat of his own drum.”


      The two of them both knew a lot about Chris and his relationships, so they looked up at the sky together with slightly dead eyes.


      “Hey! Done with your survey yet?”


      Allen called out to them from where he was hunting nearby.


      Sara and Noel exchanged a look.


      “What do you want to do?”


      “Well, we still have to get back, so I guess we can wrap it up here.”


      With those words from the person who’d made the request, their surveying work was done for the day.


      “When you and Allen work together, you have some real mobility,” Noel told Sara. “If you added Kuntz, I bet the three of you could take on any request.”


      It had just been the three of them today, and they all knew each other’s capabilities and goals, so things were rather casual.


      Allen provided some new information. “Kuntz was supposed to come too today, but his dad’s finally back from his trip to Rosa, so they’re having a family day.”


      “Oh yeah, he was up there fixing the roads, right?”


      Sara remembered visiting Kuntz’s house when Ann was looking for a job.


      “He’s an earth magic caster and he helped organize things when we were making walls during the continental tortoise thing, right?”


      If the fields full of horned rabbits weren’t so dangerous, more people might go to the Dark Mountain. Hunters who were strong enough to handle the middle floors of the central dungeon could probably make it onto the Dark Mountain, and those who could handle the lower floors should have no problems there.


      “Now the knights should be able to get to the Dark Mountain without wiping out.”


      “Don’t say that.”


      Though they’d trained with the knights and gotten a little more familiar with them, Allen’s and Sara’s feelings about them hadn’t really changed, so these sort of sarcastic comments came out sometimes.


      It had been four months now since Sara’s education with the knights had ended. She’d moved her base of operations from the knight order to the Apothecary’s Guild and had started working on the medicinal plant survey with Noel, and they were probably about to wrap up their investigation of the central dungeon soon.


      “Guess we’ll be investigating the medicinal plants of the capital’s western dungeon next. I haven’t been there much. What’s it like, Allen?”


      “I dunno what to say to that... It’s like the central dungeon but only to the middle floors, I guess? All I know is that Hunters in the west of the capital go there ’cause it’s closer.”


      The capital had three dungeons, but the central dungeon in the south was the most popular, and Allen, Kuntz, and Haruto spent a lot of time there on the lower floors.


      Sara liked making potions, but ever since coming to the capital, she’d been mostly gathering and surveying the plants of the dungeon. It just sort of happened naturally when she considered what it was she could do and what she wanted to do.


      “Once we’ve surveyed all the dungeons, I wonder what I should do next.”


      It was wonderful to be able to choose what she wanted to do for work.


      As Sara beamed with anticipation, Noel commented, “Pick something you can do in the capital, if you could. You haven’t even been working here for a year.”


      “Well, I guess so...”


      She’d come to the capital with Ann in spring, so it hadn’t been a year yet, true. Her time here had been so fulfilling, though. It warmed her heart to realize that.


      “No point in thinking too hard about it yet. Before you get started on anything, there’ll be something else starting stuff with you come spring.”


      All Sara could do at Allen’s words was look up at the sky.


      “I hate that I can’t deny it. But nothing’s come up yet...”


      “True.”


      “I’ve been thinking about going back to Hydrangea for a bit, though. It’s been a while since Nelly visited.”


      At the end of the previous year, after the chaos with the cotton sheep, Nelly had come for a visit with Chris. Now it was Sara’s turn to visit her.


      “I’d like to go too, if I have the chance. I’d like to really get a sense of the environment on the lower floors of Hydrangea’s dungeon, where the silver dragonmint grows.”


      “That sounds good too.”


      Sara thought it might be good if more apothecaries traveled like she and Noel did.




      After work, Sara always returned to the Wolverié townhouse and had dinner with Ann, Elm, Allen, and Kuntz as they all talked about their day. Haruto visited pretty regularly, and sometimes Sara went out to eat with her apothecary buddies Noel, Mona, and Heather. Nelly’s absence was the only thing that made her a little sad, but Sara was nineteen now and living a fulfilling life as a full-fledged apothecary.


      The day she went with Noel and Allen to survey the lower floors of the central dungeon, Sara returned to the Wolverié dinner table to find that Kuntz was joining them.


      “Huh? Didn’t you go home ’cause your dad was back?”


      Sara was a little surprised. She’d thought he’d spend a few days with his family.


      “That was yesterday. One day’s enough for a homecoming report. They actually chased me out because the house is so small.”


      “I see.”


      It was true that Kuntz’s downtown home was comfy and warm but not spacious. That was why he was staying at the Wolveriés’ townhouse in the first place.


      “So, how was seeing the family for the first time in so long?”


      “Nothing much to say other than mom went all out and made a bunch of great food.”


      A family gathering with a feast prepared by their mother was something Sara and Allen couldn’t experience anymore. Sara was a little envious that Kuntz could have “nothing much to say” about such a thing, but since his expression said this wasn’t the time for such talk, she quietly waited for him to continue.


      “I thought dad was coming home ’cause he was done with his work for a while, but it turns out that’s not the case.”


      “It’s not?”


      Kuntz’s dad had gone to Rosa to help repair the road to the Dark Mountain, so Sara was curious why they weren’t done.


      “He said construction was going well up until a point, but they had to cancel the rest of the job ’cause too much of Rosa’s budget was going to the roads or whatever.”


      “Oh yeah?”


      Sara’s only impression was that that was too bad. But she felt a cloud forming in her heart and steadily growing bigger. Soon enough, she felt the words slipping from her mouth.


      “I wonder if...”


      “Wonder if...”


      Sara and Allen spoke at the same time, turning to face one another.


      “Ted’s okay,” they finished.


      Sara was surprised the words had come out of her own mouth, and Allen looked just as shocked. She didn’t hate him as much as she had in the past, but it wasn’t like they were close. Sara thought of him as something like a distant relative, but she realized now with mild shock that he’d risen in status to a person she found herself worrying about.
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      “Ted definitely screwed something up.”


      “That’s all I can think.”


      Though they were worried, they also couldn’t deny their suspicion that whatever had happened was his own fault.


      “Rosa’s new mayor, eh? I only just heard he took over last year.”


      Sara couldn’t hide her surprise at Elm’s words.


      “He’s moved up that high in the world? I thought for sure he was just working as acting mayor or something.”


      She thought back to Rosa’s old mayor, who she’d only met for a brief moment. For some reason, what she pictured wasn’t the aristocratic middle-aged man but Ted’s back as he shielded her from him.


      “The last mayor fell ill and died. Nothing an apothecary can do about that, unfortunately.”


      Since becoming Ann’s guardian, Elm had started showing his face at more noble events, like the count that he was, though Sara wouldn’t say he was a social butterfly or anything. As a result, he knew more about what was going on among the nobility than Sara and the rest of them.


      “His wife came to the capital to alleviate her grief after he passed, I believe. Meaning their son, the new mayor, is the only one left there.”


      “His father was there when the road repair work started, so I wonder if things changed in the middle and he couldn’t adapt.”


      From what Sara had heard of Ted, he found his life as the mayor’s son to be restrictive, but he didn’t resent his father or anything. She pitied him for losing his father so young.


      “Sounds like that’s exactly what happened according to my dad. At first, they were getting supplies regularly, but there were more and more delays and then at the end, there were rumors that the mayor might be paying for them with his own money.”


      “What...? Wouldn’t he run out immediately if he did that, no matter how rich his family is?”


      This wasn’t like the expensive tea set and food Ted had given Sara—it was a public works project. Sara felt like you’d have to be a billionaire to be able to fund something like that personally without going bankrupt.


      “Well, it’s just a rumor. But it’s affecting the Hunter’s Guild and Apothecary’s Guild that construction stopped partway. Apparently Rosa’s not a very nice place to be right now, so my dad was relieved to come back to the capital. That Ted guy didn’t seem all that overbearing to me, though.”


      Kuntz had gone to Rosa during the continental tortoise incident too, so he’d met Ted, albeit briefly.


      “Though I was at the Hunter’s Guild then, so I didn’t interact with him much. Guess I only have a surface-level impression of the guy.”


      And Sara wasn’t there when all this happened, so she didn’t know what the real story was.


      “I think it’s good that the road was fixed, even if it was only partway. At least hunting horned rabbits should be a lot easier now if there’s a safe road a little ways out of town.”


      That was Allen’s opinion as someone who’d hunted in the eastern meadow.


      “Yeah,” Sara agreed. “Rosa’s east meadow is like a dungeon itself, now that I think about it.”


      If she thought about it like a mid-level dungeon floor, it would make a good hunting ground for Hunters who had just graduated from beginner status.


      “I went there myself when Neffie had just become the caretaker of the Dark Mountain and I don’t remember there being too many horned rabbits in the meadow on the way there.” Elm cocked his head.


      “Right around when Allen and I were there, they had a special request to hunt the horned rabbits since there were so many of them, so things might have only gotten bad after Nelly became caretaker.”


      She couldn’t deny the possibility that Elm was too strong to even notice the horned rabbits either, though.


      “I wanted to tell Haruto about this too, but he wasn’t at the guild today. Wonder if he’s busy with something at home.”


      “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen Haruto in a few days.”


      Even if they did different things during the day, Haruto tended to come around to the townhouse at least half the days of the week.


      “I saw him at the guild yesterday. He was holding class like usual.”


      They’d started the classes on a whim the year before, mostly for rookies, but they’d gotten rave reviews, so the lessons were continuing, if irregularly. They were mostly taught by Haruto and Kuntz, so Kuntz knew more about what Haruto was up to.


      “We’re about to wrap up our medicinal plant survey of the central dungeon, and I was thinking about whether we should go to a new dungeon next or not. Should we all get together to talk soon?”


      They were mostly together now, so it was a bit strange to gather again later, but if Sara suddenly moved to the east or north dungeon from the central one, Haruto would probably be confused.


      “That’s a good idea.”


      They didn’t have to go along with Sara’s idea, but the fact that they did so naturally was nice.


      “I want to go too... I’ve never been to Rosa before.”


      Ann pursed her lips, but compared to most of the people in Trilgaia, who never left the town where they were born, she was pretty well traveled just for having come to the capital from Gardenia.


      “But the knights are so busy...”


      She was only a trainee, but she was still an official member of the knight corps. As a result, she had to work just as hard as any adult even though she was still only thirteen. Of course, she was having fun, so her decision to join hadn’t been a mistake. So Sara thought as she watched over Ann warmly.


      “Once things have settled down more, we should do some traveling on your breaks. I think you should go to Hydrangea before Rosa. I mean, the Wolveriés are like your relatives now, Ann.”


      “I want to go to Hydrangea too! There’s so much I want to do, it’s kind of a problem.”


      What had Sara been doing when she was Ann’s age? She had a feeling she was doing more of what Chris wanted her to be doing than what she wanted to. She really felt like it was only recently that she was able to do whatever she liked.


      She was taking things slowly, but that was the speed she was most comfortable with, so, slowly she would continue to go. Even if the people around her didn’t always wait for her.




      The next day, Sara went with Kuntz to the Hunter’s Guild to meet up with Haruto.


      When Haruto showed up, Sara was about to call out to him, but he was busy speaking to a tall young man. He looked like he was enjoying himself, so they must have been close, which made it a bit awkward for Sara to interrupt them. Luckily, Haruto noticed Sara first.


      “Sara! Going into the dungeon again today?”


      He strode over to her, leaving his companion behind, which just left Sara feeling even more awkward.


      “Haruto! If you’re with a friend, we can talk later.” Sara waved her hands in front of her, but Haruto just looked confused.


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Well, we haven’t seen each other in a long time. I don’t blame her for forgetting me.”


      A calm young man’s voice came from behind Haruto. Sara’s eyes opened wide. She recognized that voice.


      “Bradley?”


      “Oh, you remember now?”


      Bradley the Invited poked a mischievous face out from behind Haruto.


      “Wow! Long time no see! Wait, but what about the Dark Mountain?”


      Bradley had taken over for Nelly as the caretaker of the Dark Mountain, and last Sara had heard, he was still doing the job after his housemate Haruto left him alone on the mountain. Sara remembered him happily filling the shelves of the caretaker’s hut with books.


      “Yeah. I figured it was about time for me to come down.”


      Bradley should have been over thirty by now, but he didn’t look any older than he had three—no, five—years ago, maybe because he didn’t have that tired look on his face anymore.


      “You’ve grown so much, haven’t you? Well, no, I suppose you haven’t, but you have matured into a fine young lady.”


      Bradley gave her a warm look like that of an older relative. Sara felt none of the unpleasantness she had when Liam talked about her the same way. The comment about her height was unnecessary, though.


      “Thank you. And good work on the Dark Mountain.”


      Sara couldn’t help bowing her head. Liam had told her over and over again that ladies did no such thing, but she couldn’t help wanting to honor Bradley’s years of hard work up on the Dark Mountain.


      “Thanks.”


      Bradley awkwardly bobbed his head in response, and the two of them exchanged a look and giggled.


      “There’s a lot I want to talk about, so do you want to go into the dungeon for a bit?”


      “The dungeon?”


      Before Sara could ask why they would talk in the dungeon instead of the guildhall or a restaurant in town, the group set off for the dungeon at Bradley’s suggestion.


      Once they were there, there was nothing for Sara to do. She settled for plucking plants from the ground at her feet every so often, and before she knew it, they were all the way down in the depths.


      “This seems like a good spot.”


      Bradley took out a table and enough chairs for everyone from his storage pouch, covered the table in a checkered tablecloth, and started setting out food for everyone.


      “I just can’t seem to get the hang of cooking, so this is all ready-made stuff, but I can at least make tea, so would you all take a seat?”


      Wyverns flew through the sky and Sara could see a group of elk in the distance. She couldn’t see any, but she was confident mountain wolves were keeping an eye on them from somewhere too.


      Amid all that, they were having a picnic. It was something Sara herself did plenty, but she was never quite so serious about it, so it almost made her dizzy.


      “I’d love it if you could put your barrier up, Sara.”


      “Got it.”


      She was relieved by Bradley’s request. The tranquil scene before her almost made her forget that this place was dangerous.


      Bradley gawked a bit when Sara put up a light green barrier so they weren’t attacked by wyverns. The colored part was like a parasol, which just made it seem even more like a picnic.


      “Your magic has developed this much, huh? That’s some amazing progress.”


      There was a grasslike green above their heads, but since the color was only above them, it didn’t feel closed off inside the barrier.


      “Honestly speaking, the hardest thing about Haruto leaving was having no one around to cook for me anymore.”


      “What an awful thing to say! I could only make basic crap anyway.”


      Haruto laughed, but Sara was just happy he’d actually cooked the way she’d taught him to.


      “First, could you tell me what you’ve all been up to lately? I heard a little from Haruto yesterday, but it sounds like you’ve all been busy.”


      When Kuntz was in Rosa, he’d met Bradley a few times when the guildmaster had dragged him around for training, so he might have actually been more familiar with the man than Sara.


      After everyone reported their recent goings-on, Sara decided to just ask what she was curious about.


      “Umm, if you’re here, does that mean that no one’s up on the Dark Mountain right now?”


      “Oh, no. Well, I mean, maybe, but...” Bradley smiled. “Since Nefertari’s time in the cottage, we’ve tried to make sure there’s never just one person there at a time. I was alone after Haruto left, right? So the Hunter’s Guild started hiring short-term caretakers so we could take turns.”


      “They worked that out, huh?”


      Since she started coming to the central dungeon, she’d really gotten a sense for the sort of monsters that appeared on the Dark Mountain. At the base, there were mid-level monsters, but it didn’t take long for monsters to start showing up that you’d normally only ever see deep in other dungeons. Not only did the job require people with real skill, it also necessitated enduring loneliness for the whole time you were doing it. Sara figured the number of people who could do both was probably close to zero.


      “I get it, Sara. I realized in my time up there that loneliness can be pretty trying. Haruto being there with me really helped me out.”


      “Cut it out. You were always on my case back then.”


      From the bashful look on Haruto’s face, it was safe to say the feeling was mutual, no matter how much he protested.


      “So I slipped out now that they’re trying out short stays for parties up there. If things go well back there, I might just stay here in the capital.”


      So he’d basically quit his job and come back to live in the capital again.


      “Hopefully it does go well.”


      “And the road through the eastern meadow’s almost fully repaired, so it’s a lot easier for Hunters to get out there, which means there are more folks coming to the Dark Mountain these days. That meant Hunters I didn’t know would pop in sometimes without telling me they were coming, which was a little annoying. I know what I just said about loneliness and all, but... They all made a mess up there too.”


      He wanted to live a quiet life, but he couldn’t be too lonely and he couldn’t have too many visitors either. He made himself sound a little fussy, but Sara understood where he was coming from. She was also a little shocked when she heard that he had so many visitors that he’d taken all the furniture out of the room Sara had used and let Hunters sleep in there a few at a time. But, most of all, she was glad that Bradley felt recovered enough to come back to the capital, and from the happy look on Haruto’s face, he seemed to feel the same way.




      On their way to the townhouse after leaving the dungeon, Allen spoke up like he’d just remembered something.


      “I was so caught up in what Bradley was saying that I forgot to bring up what we’re gonna do after this. And we didn’t ask about Ted either.”


      “Oh yeah. But with Bradley here, Haruto’s probably gonna be busy for a while, so we can just do that later, right? I don’t have anything pressing to do right now, so maybe I’ll just make potions for a bit.”


      She liked gathering plants, but she liked making potions too.


      “Well, if you’re gonna work in the Apothecary’s Guild for a bit, guess I’ll make a killing with Kuntz in the dungeon.”


      “We could go check out the east or north dungeon?”


      “That could work too.”


      Sara felt very comfortable in her current party, where everyone casually did whatever they wanted to do. As she grinned, listening to the two boys, Allen suddenly stuck out an arm in front of her.


      “There’s someone in front of the townhouse.”


      “Your eyes are as good as ever. I can’t see that far.”


      Sara was in the same boat as Kuntz, but Allen had the two of them beat when it came to his vision. He squinted toward the townhouse for a bit before relaxing.


      “It’s okay, Sara. Let’s go.”


      “Okay? Is it someone we know?”


      “You’ll see.”


      Allen took Sara’s hand with the hand he’d been holding out to stop her and pulled her forward.


      “What is it?”


      “Come on, come on.”


      She realized the reason he was hurrying so much right away.


      “Sara!”


      There was no one else who said that name with so much love in their voice.


      “Nelly!”


      Even in the capital, Sara found herself surrounded by visitors this spring.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Off to Rosa


      Sara’s jog turned into a run when she heard that voice.


      “Nelly! What are you doing here?” she asked, surprised. Nelly hadn’t contacted her before showing up. She leaped into the woman’s embrace, feeling so comfortable with those warm arms wrapped around her.


      “Chris had something to do here.”


      “Chris did?”


      Sara swiveled her head, still in Nelly’s arms, and found Chris standing beside her like it was his rightful place in the world.


      “Haven’t seen you since the last time we came. You all look well.”


      Sara turned her head again and found Allen and Kuntz standing behind her raising their hands as if to say, We’re here too.


      “What’s Chris gotta do? You don’t need to stay at the guild, Nelly?”


      Nelly and Chris exchanged a glance at Sara’s rapid-fire questions. They hesitated for a moment over who should answer her, but Chris was the one who bit the bullet.


      “It’s a bit involved, so let’s discuss it after dinner,” Chris said with an awkward look on his face. It really must have been complicated.


      Dinner was a fun affair with Ann and Elm joining them, though. They were able to hear all about what Nelly and Chris had been up to lately. Haruto was gone again. He must have still been spending time with Bradley.


      “Is it okay if I join you?”


      Everyone turned to look at Ann as they settled down for after-dinner tea.


      “You’re basically family, right? I’m not, and I’m staying.”


      “Same here.”


      It wasn’t just Allen. Even Kuntz had gotten rather comfortable being part of the group lately.


      “I’ll sit here, then.”


      Ann happily dragged a chair over to sit next to Sara.


      “So, what did you have to rush here for without even contacting us?” Elm asked, leaning back in his chair.


      “Right. First, I’d like you to look at this.”


      Sara jumped a bit when she saw the thick envelope Chris took out of his storage pouch. She’d gotten one of these herself. It was the kind of request you couldn’t turn down.


      “Hmm.” Elm took the letter and opened it, furrowing his brow after he ran his eyes over the page. “This is... What’s going on here?”


      Elm passed the letter to them and Sara and Ann read over it quickly. It was full of praise for Chris and difficult to parse, but what it boiled down to was this:


      “It’s from Rosa...and says Chris is to serve as guildmaster of the Apothecary’s Guild. But why now, all of a sudden?”


      Sara passed the letter to Allen as she asked the question.


      “You quit the guild in Rosa, didn’t you?” Allen asked Chris after he and Kuntz read over the letter together.


      “I did. Which is why I’m just as confused as all of you...” Chris tapped at the letter with his finger when it was handed back to him, a rare look of consternation on his face. “I know that Ted became mayor of Rosa, and that Ted must have sent this, since it’s signed by the mayor and has Ted’s name on it, but...”


      Chris’s confusion was obvious from just how many times he said Ted’s name as he gathered his thoughts.


      “I would understand if the vice guildmaster, err, the current guildmaster, rather, had to quit and he wanted me to come back temporarily, but there’s nothing like that in here. He hasn’t explained anything about his circumstances and instead it’s all just praise of me, which doesn’t help one bit.”


      The tapping of his finger against the papers grew more irritated.


      “I plan to say no, but Hydrangea is just too far away from Rosa. I came to the capital to get any kind of information about what’s going on.”


      “Jeez. Sorry about all that.”


      Elm’s words seemed to convey all sorts of things. Sara felt like she understood how he felt. If Chris wanted to say no, normally he would have just done so. For him to come all the way to the capital for information meant that he was at least interested in hearing more about the situation.


      But all these complicated feelings were quickly summed up by Allen.


      “Are you that worried about Ted, Chris?”


      “So you can tell...”


      His finger stopped tapping the paper.


      “Rosa is a place I have many memories of, but not all those memories are good ones.”


      Sara was surprised when Chris started volunteering information about himself, something not typical for him at all. She could remember him talking about Ted annoying him as his apprentice, but now that she thought about it, she didn’t think she’d ever heard Chris talk about how he felt working as the guildmaster in Rosa.


      “Sara and Allen are already aware of this, but the people who have lived in Rosa for a long time have a lot of power there, the mayor being first and foremost of that group. So you can see how they wouldn’t appreciate my presence after I barged in there chasing after Nef, regardless of my status as a former guildmaster in the capital.”


      “Err, I’m not sure I can. I mean, every apothecary I know respects you.” The words left Sara’s mouth reflexively. Their positions were just too different.


      While Sara had been in Rosa, she had never heard a single person say anything bad about Chris. Everyone there had respected him, idolized him, hell, he’d even had some fanatics.


      “I agree that the people of Rosa are pretty exclusionary, but I didn’t see any of that directed toward you. In fact, it’s kind of surprising to know that you struggled with the same thing we did,” she explained, hoping he wouldn’t take her words the wrong way.


      “That’s how it looked to you, eh? Well, considering how the Apothecary’s Guild treated you, I must have seemed like an incarnation of the town of Rosa itself to you at the time.”


      He was right about that. Sara just couldn’t muster any pleasant feelings about Chris when it came to their interactions back in Rosa.


      “I didn’t go there to usurp the position of guildmaster or anything like that, but the previous guildmaster retired, and he must have felt like he’d lost to me in ability.”


      “Though he was getting on in years, so it wasn’t an odd time for him to retire anyway,” Nelly added, apparently familiar with the man herself.


      “I believe I was doing what I had to as an apothecary and as guildmaster, but I’m aware that I have a somewhat freewheeling personality. I’m sure I caused no shortage of problems, and I didn’t always make myself likable. That was why I did appreciate Ted’s blind faith in me at times, even if it was also a bit annoying.”


      His explanation was a bit roundabout, but basically, his time in Rosa had not been the most enjoyable, and Ted’s presence had helped him through some rougher moments.


      “If Ted’s really in trouble, then I’m not opposed to helping him out for Rosa’s sake. But this is Ted we’re talking about. It’s possible that he’s racing full speed ahead to his goals without considering the effect he might be having on those around him, and making enemies as a result.”


      Sara almost asked Chris if he was talking about himself, finally realizing that Chris and Ted had some similarities.


      “I decided that even if I’m going to say no, I would gather some information in the capital and actually go to Rosa before making my decision.”


      Sara worriedly looked to Nelly when she heard that. Nelly gave her a faint smile.


      “And me?”


      “Yeah. You’re the vice guildmaster of Hydrangea’s Hunter’s Guild, aren’t you? I know where Chris is coming from now, but what about you, Nelly?”


      Sara and Nelly had always been together, but Nelly hadn’t come with her when Sara had gone to the capital because she felt responsible to Hydrangea’s guild.


      “I quit the Hunter’s Guild.”


      The whole room went silent for a few moments after Nelly’s matter-of-fact statement.


      “What?!”


      Sara was the one who actually shouted, but everyone else must have felt the same way.


      “I’ve been vice guildmaster for four years. It hasn’t all been easy after the continental tortoise appeared, with the new floor of the dungeon and all that, but I’m glad I was there to help Zachary through those tough times.”


      Nelly had definitely been busy after the new floor of the dungeon appeared.


      “But my father and brother are working hard too, and Hydrangea’s become a lot more Hunter-friendly. Our young Hunters have improved a lot. There are a few who could take over as vice guildmaster after me.”


      Maybe she was right, but wasn’t this awfully sudden?


      “But more than anything else, I’m just not suited to a leadership role,” Nelly said with a chuckle, and Sara couldn’t exactly tell her she was wrong.


      “Chris came with us the whole way on our trip, right, Sara? Of course, Allen was there too, and Kuntz joined us partway through as well.”


      “I was with you way before Chris.”


      “True, you were my apprentice first.” Nelly gave Allen a warm look. “So this time, it’s my turn to go with Chris on his trip.”


      “I’m sorry, Nef.”


      “I keep telling you you don’t need to apologize.”


      “You’re right. Thank you.”


      Sara’s eyes watered at this exchange between the two of them. She felt like Chris’s dogged pursuit of Nelly was finally paying off.


      “So basically, you’re both going to Rosa is what you’re saying?”


      Allen summed everything up.


      “Yes.”


      “That’s right.”


      They both nodded firmly.


      Nelly was going to Rosa. And so was Chris. Sara let the thought sink in.


      The sky was so high when you looked up, wyverns cutting across it, and when you looked down, there were gently sloping hills and mountain wolves lying around, slimes wriggling here and there among the medicinal plants.


      “I’m...” Sara couldn’t stop the words from pouring out once they’d started. “I’m going too, then. To the Dark Mountain.”


      “Not to Rosa?”


      Kuntz’s retort eased the tension that had run through the room.


      “You are, are you?” Nelly asked her with a big grin.


      “Yeah!” Sara nodded, then gasped and turned to Allen and Kuntz.


      “Haven’t been to the Dark Mountain in a long time. Sounds like a good way to test my skills.”


      “We’re not going to the Dark Mountain. We need to go to Rosa first. I’ve gotta show the guildmaster my shield skills.”


      They had just been talking about going to the capital’s west dungeon the day before. Before Sara could tell Haruto that today, they’d decided instead that Sara would go to the Apothecary’s Guild and Allen and Kuntz would be working in the central Hunter’s Guild. Yet Sara had just decided that she was going to Rosa without consulting anyone. And Allen and Kuntz had still immediately said they were going with her.


      “Is that okay?”


      “A-okay with me. I was starting to get bored of the central dungeon.”


      “I’m fine with it too. Those classes for beginners were getting to be kind of a pain.”


      Their bright smiles were reassuring to Sara.


      “Well, I’m against it.”


      Ann, on the other hand, puffed out her cheeks and turned her head away.


      “Oh yeah, I’m here in the capital to be a companion for you, so I shouldn’t just decide things like that on my own. I’m sorry, Ann.”


      “How am I supposed to actually object when you’re so nice about it? Though I do object. Why are you so nice, though, Sara? Seriously.” Ann grumbled nonsensically, but Sara did feel bad for jumping the gun.


      “I really am sorry. Elm, I was being hasty.”


      “Don’t worry about it. You should value your own feelings. But Neffie and Chris aside, Sara, Allen, and Kuntz should probably give it a bit more thought before making this decision.”


      “Right.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Okay.”


      All the three could do was nod obediently at Elm’s mature words.


      “We were gonna talk about seeing Bradley today, but we were so surprised by Nelly and Chris that there was no time,” Kuntz muttered with a sigh, and the room went silent once again.


      “What was that?”


      This time it was Chris and Nelly who were surprised.


      It looked like their post-dinner discussion would go on for some time still. It was mainly Nelly and Chris who had talked about their recent goings-on at dinner, so Sara and everyone else hadn’t said much about themselves at all.


      “This is just what I came to the capital for! An information source has come straight from Rosa. I should make an appointment to meet with him right away.”


      Chris started to rise, then sat back down when he realized it was too late to contact him tonight.


      “Short stays on the Dark Mountain, and with whole parties, eh?” said Nelly, hearing the recap of what Bradley had told them. “I guess you could say things have gone back to how they used to be.”


      If the former caretaker herself said so, she must have been right.


      “How they used to be? You mean before you, Nelly?”


      “That’s right. The problem back then was that there weren’t many parties who applied for the position, so the mountain went unmanned for long periods of time. I said I’d do it for a while since I was there, and that was that.”


      “You were there for years after that?”


      “I found it surprisingly comfortable up there.”


      That was not something to laugh so cheerfully about, in Sara’s opinion.


      But Nelly must have needed time alone up there to recuperate, just like Bradley had. She’d just spent so much time up there that she’d distanced herself from the people of Rosa.


      “I think Sara knows about this, but I had to leave the Dark Mountain for a few months at a time for requests. It’s totally fine to leave it alone for a while, but once the monsters increase to a certain point, it takes a long time to cull them again. It wouldn’t be such a problem if the Dark Mountain was as close to town as the other dungeons are.”


      “Yeah, it takes a whole day just to get there.”


      “Veteran Hunters can make the trip in half a day, but if they spend half a day just traveling, it’s more efficient to hunt in one of Rosa’s other dungeons.”


      Hunters staying on the Dark Mountain would be paid a bonus, but anyone strong enough to make it up there was already making good money. The Dark Mountain was a difficult problem. Sara could see why the guildmaster might want to just leave things to Nelly as long as she was willing to handle it and consider the matter shelved.


      “Anyway, we won’t know anything until we talk to him.”




      Nelly and Chris managed to contact Bradley the next day and make an appointment to talk before the day was over, but Sara didn’t go with them. She figured she’d hear everything they talked about when they got home anyway.


      There were people she had to prioritize talking to herself, and that was Ann and Elm.


      Ann just so happened to have the day off, which was convenient even if she didn’t want to hear what Sara had to say.


      Sara was normally the type to think things over carefully before making decisions. Even her somewhat impulsive decision to join Ann in the capital had taken a few hours for her to truly make up her mind about.


      “I guess I’m getting less and less careful.”


      But she couldn’t make this decision based on her feelings alone.


      “It’s been a while since the three of us have talked alone like this.”


      “Yeah, it really has.”


      Elm and Ann lounged together like family, looking for all the world like an uncle and niece. And beside Ann sat Sara.


      Sara felt a little awkward, thinking this was just like when she and Nelly were together. Ann may have been taller than her, but Sara was definitely the older sister of the two.


      Elm had requested Sara’s presence here to serve as a companion for Ann, but he no longer had any trouble getting along with her himself. But now that Sara thought about it, he’d been doing a good job serving as her guardian from the very start, so her own presence really hadn’t been all that necessary. Sara had stuck around not because she’d been asked to but because she really was friends with Ann. If anything, she herself was enjoying all the time she was spending here.


      “I...” Sara started, but Ann interrupted her.


      “Ugh. Honestly, Sara. I heard you yesterday when you said you wanted to go to Rosa. You don’t need to persuade me.”


      “But didn’t you say you were against it last night?”


      “I also said I couldn’t object even if I wanted to. Which means even though I’ll miss you a ton, you can do what you want, Sara.”


      “Ann...”


      Ann was only thirteen, and though she enjoyed her job, it was a strict place where she worked. Sara was still feeling guilty about leaving her here.


      “Just think of it the other way, then. What if I decided to stop working as a knight and found something else I wanted to do in Camellia or something? Like having a passionate love affair.”


      Elm, who had been listening with a serene smile on his face, suddenly spit out his tea.


      “P-P-P-Passionate love affair? With who?!”


      “Calm down, Elm. It’s an example.”


      “An example. Right.”


      Sara and Ann both gave him exasperated looks. Hadn’t she said “what if” at the start?


      Still, Sara found herself picturing specifics. She didn’t know many men, though. Noel? That was a possibility. Ted? She might object to that. What about Kuntz or Haruto? Those would actually reassure her.


      “I guess I’d support you in most cases.”


      “Then, would you go with me ’cause you’re worried about me?”


      “No, but... Oh.”


      When Sara realized she’d see Ann off without stopping her, Ann gave a satisfied snort.


      “Because you stayed here with me, I was able to become friends with Elm and Allen and Kuntz and Haruto,” Ann told Sara. “And I met Rod and the other rookie Hunters because of you. And I’m still working hard with the knights even after you graduated, all because of you, Sara.”


      Sara almost laughed at the idea that she’d graduated from the knights.


      “Even though I’ll miss you, I can take care of myself now. And more than that, I don’t want to hold you back, Sara.”


      “I would never think that!”


      “Yeah, I know. And I also know”—Ann cuddled up to Sara just like Sara always cuddled up to Nelly. —“that if I told you I really didn’t want you to go, that you’d stay. That’s why I want you to do what you want.”


      When you added her years in her past life, Ann was over twenty. Sara felt like Ann was much more of an adult than her.


      “What about you, Elm?”


      She had to ask Elm too, who would be left alone with Ann.


      “You should go.”


      His words were short, but there was no coldness in them.


      “I know I was the one who invited you here when you were doing just fine in Hydrangea, but that’s all the more reason why I can’t stop you if you have something you really want to do.”


      Elm smiled faintly, but it didn’t look forced at all.


      “Ann and I will be just fine, and I don’t think it’ll be just us anyway.”


      “It won’t be just you?”


      Sara and Ann both cocked their heads. If Nelly and Chris and Sara and Allen left, wouldn’t it just be the two of them?


      They understood what he meant the next day.


      “So you’re the new Invited, Ann. Call me Bradley, would you? I’d take Uncle Brad too.”


      “Jeez, someone’s friendly!”


      Bradley and Haruto had visited the house. Both of them made a very different impression now than they had when Sara had first met them. Sara felt a little annoyed until Bradley turned to her.


      “You too, Sara. You can start calling me Uncle Brad now if you want.”


      “No, you’re not old enough to be an uncle yet, are you? Why the old man act?”


      She ended up quipping at him, forgetting her annoyance. He was acting so different from the Bradley she expected.


      “Bradley’s always been like this. He’s not really on the same page as other people. That might surprise you, since he was pretty down in the dumps when you met him, Sara. Same as I was back then.”


      Apparently this Bradley was normal to Haruto.


      “Sara, you’re going to Rosa?”


      “Yep. Chris and Nelly are going, so I thought I’d join them since I haven’t been back in a while.”


      When she explained that to Haruto, she realized she really had no reason to go to Rosa herself. If anything, she just missed it. She had nothing she was hoping to accomplish by going there. She didn’t even want to work at the Apothecary’s Guild in Rosa. Even if Chris became the guildmaster, at the moment, she had no desire to work for him.


      If she pushed herself to think of something, she supposed she wanted to see where silver dragonmint grew on the Dark Mountain. No, if she was going to do that, maybe she should just do a medicinal plant survey of the whole mountain.


      When Sara’s heart found itself yearning for the Dark Mountain, Haruto’s voice pulled her back to reality.


      “Well, take care up there.”


      “Huh?”


      They were very simple words, but Sara couldn’t process them immediately, so she ended up grunting dumbly.


      “I said take care. Tell Jay and Vince that I’ll come to visit at some point.”


      So Haruto wasn’t coming. Maybe that should have been obvious, but from how shocked she was, Sara realized she’d been expecting him to come with. And why wouldn’t she? Ever since coming to the capital, Sara, Allen, Kuntz, and Haruto had pretty much been together the whole time, even if they didn’t live together.


      “You’re not coming?”


      “Nah. If Kuntz is going, that’s all the more reason I gotta stay. Our courses for rookie Hunters are really starting to come together. They’ll be all thrown off if we both leave, right? What I want to do is here.”


      “And since Haruto has something he wants to do, I figure I’ll stay and help him.”


      This wasn’t the pre-Dark Mountain Bradley who felt the need to look after Haruto.


      “It’s nice being able to just piggyback on what someone else wants to do.”


      “If you’re gonna help, I’m not gonna let you just take it easy. I’m putting you to work.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      So Elm predicted that these two would stay in the capital.


      “Sara.”


      “Yeah?”


      Bradley turned to look just at Sara.


      “When you were all alone, I had my hands full just with myself and Haruto, even though I’m one of the Invited just like you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of any help to you.”


      “Err, okay.”


      She should probably have denied the statement, but so many emotions were welling in her that those words were all she was able to get out.


      “But despite seeming a bit helpless at a glance, you were able to take flight and become a strong woman all on your own.”


      “That’s not true.”


      This time she was able to say it. She hadn’t done anything all on her own. Sara was only here now because of Nelly, then Allen, and Vince, and everyone in Rosa’s guild supporting her. Even now, Allen and Kuntz, everyone in the Wolverié family, and the people of the Apothecary’s Guild were still supporting her.


      “Maybe that was the wrong way to put it. From now on, I promise I’ll always help you when I’m able to. And I won’t say I can take your place, but as fellow Invited, Haruto and I will be here for Ann while you’re gone.”


      Bradley probably wouldn’t return to the Dark Mountain.


      “Jeez, Bradley, lighten up.” Haruto slapped Bradley on the back. “They’re only going to Rosa to check things out for now. They might come back, and they might go somewhere else. And the same goes for us. Let’s just all help each other out, no matter where we are. That’s good enough, isn’t it? We’re friends, aren’t we?”


      “Friends, eh? I see, so you really made some real friends, Haruto.”


      When Sara saw Bradley’s look of relief and a slight bit of loneliness, she came to a realization with a start.


      Haruto had had another Invited, Bradley, to guide him, but had Bradley had anyone to do the same for him? Bradley was so friendly and got along with everyone, so why had he holed up on the Dark Mountain for so long? He must have had someone to serve as his guardian, like Nelly was to Sara. Was he still living with his guard up for so long that it completely exhausted him? Maybe Haruto was the only one he could be himself around.


      How spoiled was Sara to hold a grudge over not getting the same amount of attention from someone like that? But there was no point in apologizing to him for being spoiled.


      Sara made eye contact with Bradley and smiled. “Ann’s very responsible, but I am worried about her, so I’ll be counting on you to look out for her.”


      “Of course. I’ll do everything I can.”


      Bradley looked relieved. She could be stubborn and tell him there was no need to ask for his help, but she was certain that he wanted to be asked. He wanted to help Ann as a fellow Invited, and Sara as well. The disgruntled feeling she hadn’t even realized she’d harbored toward Bradley and her disappointment that Haruto wasn’t coming with them had disappeared completely before she even knew it.

    

  

  
    [image: insert2]
  

  
    
      Allen, Kuntz, and Haruto were sort of a party, but in game terms, they were probably just one squad within a clan. Their ties weren’t rigid, and different people took the front lines and stayed home at different times. They did what they wanted and helped each other out, and what was wrong with that?


      “It’s just like Haruto says. I want to go to Rosa with Nelly and Chris, but I haven’t decided what I want to do there yet. And I’ll come back if there’s trouble here, so go ahead and rely on me too.”


      After all, Sara was a strong woman who had taken flight all on her own. As hard as it was for her to accept those words, she was genuinely pleased by the compliment.


      “Right. If anything happens, we’ll contact you.”


      With nothing weighing on her mind anymore, Sara felt light as a feather.


      Three days after Nelly’s arrival, Sara and friends left the capital on an express carriage, but Sara was a bit down in the dumps.


      “I didn’t think Noel would be so mad...”


      “Anyone would be surprised if you suddenly told them, ‘I’m leaving the capital tomorrow.’”


      “Uuugh... I know...”


      Sara was affiliated with the Apothecary’s Guild in the capital now, but had been told she was free to work however she liked. Still, going all the way to Rosa was a bit outside of the scope of that freedom. And when she said then she’d go freelance instead of working for the capital guild, she was told it was too abrupt a change. She’d thought it would be fine since they were mostly done with their medicinal plant survey of the central dungeon, but she also knew she was being selfish. She was feeling ample remorse for her actions now.


      “I wanted to see the silver dragonmint on the Dark Mountain too!” he’d said.


      “How’d you know I’d be going to see that?”


      “You’re a Plant Hunter, aren’t you, Sara? If I want to go see them and I’m not even a Plant Hunter, of course you’re going to see them!”


      When she saw how indignant he was, Sara couldn’t retort that she wasn’t a Plant Hunter.


      At least the guildmaster and vice guildmaster, Chester and Josef, had let her go with nothing more than wry smiles. Though when they said she “really was Chris’s apprentice,” she wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not.


      “Even Chester wasn’t aware that I’d received a request like this from Rosa. It’s looking more and more like this was an independent decision on Ted’s part.”


      Chris, who had popped into the Apothecary’s Guild with Sara to talk with Chester, also looked a bit gloomy.


      “What would you do if it was?”


      “I’m not sure. I’m curious about Ted, but I’m also curious about the last guildmaster, Leroy.”


      Sara felt pretty indifferent toward Leroy, since she was pretty sure he’d known about Ted’s actions in the past and didn’t do anything to stop him, and even after everything was resolved, he’d never apologized to her or Allen.


      “He’s an apothecary from Rosa, and he’s very skilled. I left things to him, thinking he would be more than good enough for the role of guildmaster, but I’m aware that I caused him trouble with my actions.”


      There was no strict time limit for this trip, so they didn’t need to rush things, but they couldn’t exactly take it slow if some kind of trouble was occurring in Rosa. They’d decided to go as fast as they could, not doing any sightseeing, so they were only able to chat like this when they were resting or staying the night at an inn.


      “You can figure things out when we get there.”


      “You never think about anything, Nelly.”


      It was rare for Chris to worry like this, but he had Nelly, who was being her usual worry-free self, with him.


      “Well, with monsters, you can solve everything with your fists. With people, it’s a lot more complicated.”


      “It really is,” Allen agreed. Like mentor, like student.


      Still, Nelly had a point. There was no use in worrying about it yet.




      Springtime was headed north with them as they hurried along the road, and when they arrived at Rosa, they found the nearby fields bursting with vivid green. But the tranquility of spring didn’t extend into the town itself, where instead there was a slight sense of tension.


      The gate guards were on edge, and Hunters rushed through the food stand area toward the dungeons. There looked to be a lot more food stands now, with a greater variety than there had been when Sara was here, but it didn’t look like they’d have time to leisurely enjoy them.


      Chris and Nelly exchanged a glance, nodded slightly, and stepped forward at the same time without saying anything. Sara and the rest followed them silently. In this situation, it would make sense to head not for the Apothecary’s Guild or Ted’s house, but to the Hunter’s Guild. They threw the doors open and, as expected, were met with an uproar inside.


      “There are no other veterans around?!”


      “Everyone’s already in the dungeon at this time, so I don’t think we’ll be able to contact anyone until evening!”


      Despite the tense situation, the sight was nostalgic. The two people shouting would normally be sitting at their desks with bored looks on their faces, but now they were running around giving orders in front of the counters.


      “Tch. Fine. When Jay gets back, we’ll just have to go ourselves.”


      It was Vince and Mina, who had aged four years from the last time Sara had seen them. Vince still looked tired and scraggly as he always did, but as Sara was now, she could tell from his physique that he was still active out in the field.


      “You’ve got a veteran right here. Need help?”


      Vince was so busy that he hadn’t even noticed them, but at Nelly’s words, he turned to see them.


      “Huh? What’s the goddess doing here?”


      Sara couldn’t help chuckling when she remembered how Nelly was the only one who hadn’t known that people called her the Red Goddess or Reaper.


      “Wait, is that you, Sara?! And Allen! That’s Kuntz, and Chris... Chris! You’re here!” Vince suddenly zeroed in on Chris. “Are you really coming back to the Apothecary’s Guild?! Huh?!” Sara was a little worried he’d grab Chris by the lapel and lift him up at this rate.


      “Calm down, Vince. I got a letter saying as much, but I’m here to turn the position down.” Chris raised his arms placatingly.


      “O-Oh. That right? Sorry. None of this is your fault, I know that.”


      Vince trudged back over to Mina, shoulders slumped. Before anyone could ask him what in the world had happened, Mina elbowed him in the gut.


      “Ow! What was that for?!”


      “What do you mean, what was that for?! The goddess just asked if you wanted help! You think you’re gonna find someone more reliable than Nefertari to take to the Dark Mountain?!”


      “Oh yeah! Please! Nefertari!”


      Sara had never seen Vince so flustered. This was no time to be wallowing in nostalgia, she decided.


      “Please calm down. First, could you give us a concise explanation of what exactly is going on? Then tell us what help you need.”


      “Sara, you’re so responsible now...” Mina teared up for a moment, but shook her head, knowing now wasn’t the time for this.


      “A group from the Apothecary’s Guild went into the Dark Mountain to look for silver dragonmint.”


      For a moment, Sara cocked her head before she gasped in realization. She’d been surveying a dungeon in the capital with Noel just a few days ago, so she’d forgotten how difficult it normally was for apothecaries to enter a dungeon on their own.


      “Did they have someone who could put a barrier up with them?”


      “You’re the only apothecary who can do something crazy like that, Sara.”


      He didn’t have to put it like that.


      “Then did they have some reliable guards with them?”


      “They took some veterans with them, but I guess they knew we’d stop them if they put in an official request here. They hired the guys directly, but didn’t bring enough with them, and we just got word that some of them are stuck on the Dark Mountain, injured.”


      Vince looked over to a Hunter slumped in a chair. Sara turned to check with them, and everyone in her group looked determined.


      “So you’d like someone to go to their aid.”


      “That’s right. There’s no one skilled who can head out there in the middle of the day like this. Do you think you could go?”


      “Yeah.” Nelly nodded, her expression unchanged.


      “I’ve heard that Ted has gone to gather silver dragonmint with guards before. Is that commonly done in Rosa these days? In Hydrangea, Sara and I are just about the only ones who can go and gather it on our own.”


      Vince shook his head at Chris’s question.


      “That was just because it was Ted. He spared no expense, hiring a number of skilled guards every time he went. That’s why our shipments of silver dragonmint weren’t very regular.”


      “True. So this group...?”


      “Was reckless and didn’t take enough guards with them. They never even made it to the caretaker’s cottage. We hear they’re sheltering with protection cases right now, but these guys aren’t used to monsters. Who knows how long they’ll be able to keep their cool.”


      Even if they knew they were safe, Sara understood how the presence of mountain wolves at close range could cause panic.


      “We can go right away.”


      Allen interrupted Chris and Vince. Right now, they needed to be taking action instead of discussing why this had happened. Allen was always the one to pull everyone back on track when they got distracted.


      “Get whatever you need ready. You’re coming too, right, Vince?”


      “Yeah, that was the plan.”


      “We’ll get the details on the way, then. Can you get everything ready, Mina?”


      “Of course! You’ve grown up so much too, Allen...”


      Mina got right to it, really tearing up this time.


      “We’ll need a runner...”


      “Kuntz or I can do that.”


      “And potions...”


      “Chris and I are here.”


      Mina’s hands abruptly stopped.


      “You’ve got a bunch of super-powerful Hunters and amazing apothecaries. Sara can cook too. You don’t need anything from me!”


      Even in this tense situation, a few people couldn’t help chuckling at that.


      “Tell Jay, would you? Until you hear from us, you won’t need to send any more people.”


      The only thing Vince needed to do to prepare was go and change into his hunting clothes.


      “Okay, let’s get...”


      The door slammed open, interrupting Vince’s declaration.


      Sara recognized the newcomer at a single glance. It was Ted. But when she saw him, her brow furrowed. He’d always been thin, but his jaw seemed sharper than before, and his whole body seemed gaunt to an unhealthy degree.


      “Where’s Leroy?! Is he safe?!”


      “Damn it, Ted...”


      This time, Allen had to stop Vince from grabbing Ted by the collar.


      “Ted, we’re going up there right now.”


      “Allen? And Master Chris!”


      Ted’s face lit up, but his joy was quickly replaced by a look of unease.


      “Leroy’s...! No, this is no time for that.” Ted took a deep breath to calm himself, then turned to Vince. “Please bring back my apothecaries.”


      “Don’t need to tell us that. Come on, let’s go!”


      Sara’s eyes widened despite the seriousness of the situation. She couldn’t believe Ted was actually saying “please” to someone.


      Ted clenched his fists at his side, wearing noble clothes instead of his apothecary’s robes, but the green badge still on his lapel seemed to Sara to indicate his desire to remain an apothecary himself.


      “Ted,” Sara said to him simply as she met his eyes on her way past him.


      Ted nodded slightly to her. “Please.”


      From the way she genuinely desired to fulfill his request, Sara realized Ted must now be considered a friend of hers within her internal categorization system. She was worried about the bags under his eyes too. But right now, rescuing the wounded was her first priority.


      Without even pausing to rest, they raced through the eastern meadow. There were just as many horned rabbits as there always were, and for some reason, they all charged straight at Sara, who was in the middle of the group. It was no problem, though.


      “Wow! They’re really being blocked!”


      Sara didn’t even have to expand her barrier. The protection field over the road was doing its job repelling the rabbits. Additionally, the path that had once been nothing more than a grassless stretch through the meadow had now been paved with stone in a stretch wide enough for a small carriage to pass through.


      “Kuntz’s dad fixed this part of the road up, huh?”


      “It’s pretty impressive now that I’m actually looking at it. I bet my dad would be happy if I told him I went and saw it when I get back.”


      They’d gotten caught up in an emergency, but everyone was able to remain calm. They observed the repaired road as they went and arrived at the Dark Mountain before they expected to. It almost felt closer than it used to when you didn’t have to worry about horned rabbits as you ran.


      “That’s as far as they got.”


      Vince, who was in the lead, stopped at a clearing where a bunch of blocks were strewn haphazardly beside the road. There was a short fence at the end of the clearing as if to say, End of the road.


      “Just before the base of the Dark Mountain, they ran out of magic stones for the protection field. Far as the Hunter’s Guild is concerned, even this is a big help, but this road is probably what gave the apothecaries the idea they could make it with the guards they hired.”


      The eastern meadow that had given Sara and the knights way back when so much trouble had been transformed into a road anyone could easily travel. Of course, there were no civilians who had any reason to be on the Dark Mountain, so there shouldn’t have been any need to be concerned about people using the road who shouldn’t be. Sara was curious about the magic stones they used to put the protection field up, but she thought it was at least good that the road extended as far as it did for now.


      “The horned rabbits here never decrease in number no matter how much you hunt ’em. But they also don’t increase more than a certain amount, so we’ve been leaving ’em be for now and not doing any organized hunts of them. They’re a good source of income for young Hunters, and some people come out here to pick medicinal plants too.”


      They’d come this far from town without resting, so they hadn’t had any time to talk on the way here. Now they were getting some more details about the situation.


      “This is a good opportunity to get some rest.”


      Even if he was still in shape, it was hard for Vince to use physical strengthening for such a long time when he was more used to desk work on the regular. Sara could tell that he was out of breath.


      Sara started making tea. She didn’t get out a whole table and chairs like Bradley, but she handed tea and snacks out to people as they sat on the ground.


      “Thanks.” Vince sighed and drank his tea. He must have been over fifty at this point. He had plenty of youth left in him, but he had some wrinkles now, his handsome looks starting to get refined with age.


      “I know I left for Camellia rather suddenly, but I discussed the possibility with those at the Apothecary’s Guild beforehand. I should have been able to count on Leroy to run things here. I thought he was doing fine as guildmaster, but did something change?”


      It was Leroy and three other apothecaries they were looking for up on the Dark Mountain.


      “There weren’t any problems. Unlike you, there was nothing about him that stuck out, but he was able to hold back Ted and navigate some townspeople and apothecaries gathering plants for him. It was good. He was able to supply plants for the town that we had to buy from the capital before.”


      “Then why am I being asked to return as guildmaster now?”


      “At first, it was probably just Ted being selfish. I figure with the path to the Dark Mountain repaired, he planned to lure you back here with the promise of silver dragonmint eventually, but then the previous mayor died and he got impatient.”


      “Is that all it was?”


      Vince looked away irritatedly. “The whole Apothecary’s Guild is all worked up over you coming back. It seemed to me like he was rushing the road repairs, and then I figured out why, but it was convenient for me, so I helped him out as much as I could. When he had to stop, I thought he’d calm down a bit, but I guess he just started rushing in a different direction. Your fanatics are really too much to handle, you know?”


      Vince was clearly annoyed, but Sara wasn’t able to follow all of what he was saying. She looked to Chris, and he looked a bit confused himself.


      “The matter of my becoming guildmaster is solved easily enough by my simply saying no, but what does this have to do with Leroy going to the Dark Mountain?”


      Sara nodded in agreement. What was most pressing right now was the matter of the apothecaries they were going to rescue. She wanted to hear more about the road, but the apothecaries took precedence for now.


      “Was it that he thought that if he could gather silver dragonmint by himself it would mean he could remain guildmaster? Ludicrous. I taught him that the first thing an apothecary should always prioritize is their own life. What is he doing?”


      Chris stood, coming to his own conclusion. He looked like he was about to run off to the Dark Mountain on his own.


      “Wait, wait. That’s not it.” Vince stopped him. “And also, let me rest a bit more. If we go now, I’ll have trouble once we’re on the mountain.”


      Nelly tugged on the sleeve of Chris’s robes and he plopped back down obediently.


      “Why do you even think that anyway? You know Rosa’s apothecaries are all your fanatics, right?”


      “I know everyone says that, but it was never my intention. And at Camellia’s guild...” Chris cut himself off, unable to continue. All of the apothecaries except one had left the guild in Camellia in protest of Chris becoming guildmaster there.


      At the time, Sara had admired him as an exemplary apothecary for doing what had to be done without making a fuss, but it must have hurt him more than he’d shown.


      Vince scratched his head and stretched out his legs. “Thing is, I don’t really know what’s going on myself. I mean, the apothecaries went off without Hunter’s Guild approval, after all.”


      “You don’t know?” Sara couldn’t help asking.


      “So this is just a guess, but do you think they just wanted to impress you, Chris?”


      “Is that it...?”


      Chris was taken aback by the suggestion, but Ted was the perfect precedent.


      “Then why were you so mad at Chris?” Sara asked Vince.


      “I’m sorry about that. I was just taking it out on him. It’s just like when you first showed up, Sara. Chris’s fans can be unreasonable.”


      So it wasn’t just Ted, Sara found herself thinking. In that case, maybe the vice guildmaster hadn’t apologized to her back then because it had seemed like she was Chris’s favorite.


      Sara wrinkled her nose unconsciously. Should she really be going to save people who would act like that? Of course, she immediately felt bad for even having the thought. It was wrong of her as an apothecary, as a human being, to think such a thing.


      “According to the guy who made it back, they were attacked by a wyvern halfway to the caretaker’s cottage, right after leaving the forest. Several people were injured, including a few of the apothecaries. Like I said before, they took refuge with some protection cases. One of the Hunters who wasn’t badly hurt used a potion to come back and get help.”


      Chris’s expression clouded as he listened to Vince’s report. “What?! A wyvern... Sara.”


      The uneasy feeling she’d gotten listening to Vince was solidified when Chris said her name like that. They needed to hurry.


      “Right. Vince, are you good to go now?”


      “Y-Yeah.”


      Sara started cleaning up, and everyone else got ready to go when they saw her do so.


      “The situation may be worse than we feared. Vince, if you can’t keep up, just follow later, all right?”


      “Is it that bad? Even if they were hurt, they’re apothecaries, right? It’s not like they won’t have potions with them,” Vince said nervously. He was at the end of the procession as they left this time.


      The sun was already beginning to set. The group went as fast as they could, Chris leading the way.




      Sara had no time to reminisce about how the last time she was here, she’d been met by a pack of mountain wolves. At the end of the meadow, the protection field around the road ended as well, and the horned rabbits launched their furious attack. The group made it through using Sara’s barrier and arrived at the Dark Mountain in no time.


      “I’ll leave my barrier at max size from here on out, so don’t worry about monsters.”


      There was no one in their group who’d get hurt fighting monsters on the Dark Mountain, but they didn’t even have time to stop and punch things right now. Sara’s barrier was large enough to cover the whole line, which meant that not only was it stopping monsters, it was breaking off branches on the trees around them and widening the path as they went, but there was no time to worry about that either.


      “I’ve never thought about it before, but this is a dungeon, so I suppose the plants must grow fast here.”


      She told herself that and tried not to worry about it, but when a wyvern crashed into her barrier...


      “What a waste...” Vince couldn’t help moaning. Sara thought she saw mountain wolves swarming the downed wyvern, but she decided to pretend she hadn’t.


      The sun had fully set, but thanks to their hurrying, they managed to spot the wavering light of some lamps up ahead. They’d pushed themselves pretty hard to get here, so they were getting tired themselves, but they mustered all their strength to make it to the light they could see in the distance, since they knew the situation could be dire after a wyvern attack.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      The reason the light was flickering in and out was because it was surrounded by mountain wolves.


      “Outta the way!”


      “Yap!”


      “Yap!”


      The mountain wolves were as cute as ever, but it was not the time to admire them. Sara sent them flying without mercy, enveloping the protection field into her own barrier.


      Six people were squeezed into the small protection field, and one was lying down. If something caused him to roll out of the field, the mountain wolves would be on him in a second.


      “Situation report!”


      “Master Chris!” someone shouted joyfully.


      Chris ignored the voice and repeated, “Report!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Even as he made the demand, Chris went straight for the apothecary who was on the ground, kneeling down next to him.


      Sara swiftly did her own check of the individuals inside the field, determining that the ones who had blood on their clothes but no visible injuries didn’t need treatment. She knelt down on the other side of the injured individual from Chris and, after debating for a moment, took a supreme potion out of her storage pouch.


      Chris checked the man’s breathing and furrowed his brow before going over the man from head to toe to check his injuries.


      A young apothecary explained the situation to Chris, though hesitantly. “He was badly hurt by a wyvern. We treated his visible injuries with potions, but he hasn’t regained consciousness...”


      “How long ago?”


      “I believe it’s already been ten hours since this morning.”


      Chris looked up from the injured apothecary, anguish in his eyes. Those eyes settled on the supreme potion in Sara’s hands.


      “I know that we should use it.”


      “Yes.”


      Sara hadn’t examined the man herself, but she’d followed Chris’s examination, so she could tell. She wouldn’t have been confident on her own, but Chris’s expression made it all too clear. If left alone, he wouldn’t make it to the next morning.


      “It really is difficult to use one of these on someone you know.”


      Chris took the supreme potion from Sara and looked to the sky for a moment as if to shed his doubts.


      “I’ll shoulder some of the burden,” Sara told him.


      When it had been Allen, Kuntz and Elm had been there with her. But they were both Hunters, and Elm hadn’t known Allen. So Sara had had to shoulder the burden of Allen’s life all on her own. She knew how hard that was.


      “Thank you. And you’d better make it, Leroy.”


      Chris gently lifted the injured man he’d called Leroy, opening his mouth and slowly pouring the supreme potion into it, little by little. Some of it spilled out of the man’s mouth and Sara took another one out just in case, but after a little while, she saw his throat bob.


      “Okay. Good, Leroy. A little more, a little more.”


      Chris patiently poured the supreme potion down Leroy’s throat, and Leroy eventually coughed and took a deep breath. When Chris had determined that his chest was rising and falling more steadily, he laid Leroy back down on the ground.


      Sara spent the whole time remembering giving the supreme potion to Allen. Had she done it right herself back then?


      “Allen, you see that?”


      Behind Sara, a slight distance from her, she heard Kuntz’s voice.


      “Yeah.”


      She turned around and found that Vince and Nelly had set out some more protection cases, moving the group that had been squeezed into this field outside of it. They’d gotten attacked by the wyvern since it was a wide-open area here, but that also made it easier for them to spread out some now and get some proper rest.


      “Sara fed you a potion like that when you were hurt. It seemed like you could stop breathing at any moment, and the potion spilled out of your mouth like that...” Kuntz’s voice shook as he spoke. “There’s a chance he’ll be fine after drinking it, but he might die. Even Chris was just hesitating about it. That’s the kind of decision Sara had to make back then.”


      Sara didn’t hear his response, but she felt someone walk up behind her and put his hand on her shoulder as she crouched next to Leroy.


      “Thanks,” Allen told her.


      “Yeah.”


      Sara put her own hand over Allen’s. It was warm. The result of that decision was Allen’s warm hand now. She could reflect on it all she wanted, but there was no point in lamenting what had happened. Instead, she needed to focus on what should be done now.


      “Chris. Should we move the patient?”


      “No, I’d like to let him rest here and observe him until morning. The rest of the group likely shouldn’t be moving in the dark while surrounded by mountain wolves either. Especially the apothecaries.”


      Sara looked up and saw the apothecaries sitting unmoving on the ground and the Hunters lying down, stretching their legs. It was clear just how tired they were from staying tense inside such a small area for such a long time. They’d been able to set up one protection field and move the injured into it, but by then they were already surrounded by mountain wolves and had no opportunity to leave to set a second field up.


      The wolves had gained some distance now, no doubt sensing powerful enemies among this new group, but they were still lurking nearby.


      “We’ll set up camp, then.”


      First, Sara lifted Leroy with her barrier, laying out a mat so he had something soft to rest on. The apothecaries and Hunters were shocked by the sight of Leroy floating in the air, but she didn’t have the time to explain things to them.


      The patient had Chris to watch over him, so Sara decided to prepare dinner. Of course, she wasn’t going to make something from scratch in this situation.


      “Ta-da!”


      Sara took a pot of soup out of her storage pouch. She laid out already prepared dishes one by one, and didn’t forget to boil water for after-meal tea either.


      “Let’s have some warm food for now. There’s enough for everyone, so have as much as you like.”


      It was still only spring, which meant the temperature plummeted when the sun went down. They’d all come to the Dark Mountain, so they had gear for the weather, but it was important to warm up from the inside too.


      The apothecaries, who approached hesitantly, and the Hunters, who approached without restraint, all relaxed once they had hot food in them. It couldn’t have hurt that someone was looking after their wounded for them now either.


      Once Sara had passed out their after-meal tea, Vince finally spoke up.


      “You don’t necessarily have to put all escort requests through the Hunter’s Guild, but if you don’t, the guild has no reason to come rescue you. You get that, right?”


      This was all because of some apothecaries being reckless, but Vince’s jurisdiction was the Hunter’s Guild. That was why he started by hearing out the Hunters.


      “We know. And we’re grateful that you came to save us regardless. We thought we’d be okay since we can use Kuntz’s shield now.”


      “Pffft!”


      Sara gave Kuntz a pitying look as he spat out his tea. He must not have been expecting his name to come up here.


      Vince was making a bit of an odd face himself. The Hunters probably didn’t even know the originator of their technique was right here with them.


      Sara hadn’t gotten a good look at the Hunter slumped over in the chair at the guild, but the two here looked young, only a few years older than Kuntz and Allen.


      “You can defend yourself without using much mana with Kuntz’s shield. We were able to go down to the deep floors of Rosa’s dungeons with it, so we thought we’d be able to handle the Dark Mountain too.”


      Wyverns and mountain wolves both made appearances on the deeper floors of Rosa’s dungeons, but dungeons had safe zones where you could rest. It was a lot easier to flee if you felt you were in danger in one.


      The Dark Mountain was like one big lower dungeon floor, and once you entered, there were no safe zones until you reached the caretaker’s cottage. It was far enough that it took three days to get there without physical strengthening, and there were a lot of monsters you had to face on the way.


      Vince listened to their explanation with a detached look on his face. “Do you have experience doing escort missions on the lower floors of the dungeon?”


      “No...”


      “Guarding one person is one thing, but you had four with you. You need at least two people for every one person you’re guarding. For four, you need more than six people, but you only had three. What were you thinking?”


      “I’m sorry...”


      They could do nothing but hang their heads in response to Vince’s lecture. But he wasn’t just reprimanding them. He was teaching them what they’d have to do next time.


      “It’s our fault.” The apothecaries were hanging their heads too, but one of them mustered his courage and looked up.


      “Yeah, it is. But shut up for now.” Vince shut the apothecary down and continued his lecture until the Hunters were thoroughly whipped.


      “Okay, you’re up, Chris.”


      “Right.”


      Now it was the apothecaries’ turn. Sara sighed as they looked up at “Master Chris” with adoration in their eyes, despite the circumstances.


      There was one who was younger than Sara and two who were older. The oldest was probably well over thirty and looked quiet. Compared to the Hunters, they all looked a bit wimpy, like they didn’t get much exercise.


      “I don’t recognize one of you,” said Chris.


      “He was hired after you left. He’s from Rosa. He’s already gone to study in the capital.” One of the older apothecaries indicated the youngest one.


      “I learned from Master Noel in the capital, who’s the same age as me,” the young one explained.


      Noel had a promising future as an apothecary, almost like Chris. If this apothecary had been sent to the capital to study with him, he must have been pretty skilled.


      “I heard a lot about you as well, Master Sara.”


      “I’m sorry, could you just call me Sara? We’re pretty much the same age.”


      “O-Okay.”


      Was it some kind of apothecary custom to call people “Master” like that? Sara had thought that was something people just did for Chris, and it made her a little uncomfortable.


      “Why did you do this?”


      “Umm, I knew we shouldn’t. But the guildmaster—I mean, Leroy—said that if you were coming back, we had to show you that Rosa was more appealing than Hydrangea.”


      Chris sighed. “So this wasn’t Ted’s idea?”


      “It wasn’t the mayor’s fault. Leroy said that he should be able to go if the mayor could do it, but the mayor didn’t even suggest that he wanted Leroy to. Actually, he said that it cost too much to have the apothecaries gather regularly, so we should wait until the roads were repaired more.”


      It wasn’t just Sara who was relieved that this wasn’t a product of Ted’s whims. But it seemed Vince had been right. And this showed just how revered Chris was in Rosa.


      “Even the guild’s newest member...koff, koff!”


      The voice coming from behind her was hoarse, but it was one Sara recognized.


      “Senega is skilled enough to count among the capital’s most talented apothecaries. There was nothing for him to even learn there. Why is that? Because Rosa is Master Chris’s guild.”


      “Leroy! You’re awake!”


      Chris jumped up and hurried over to Leroy to examine his condition.


      “You’re still pale. Listen, Leroy. You were wounded by a wyvern and we had to use a supreme potion on you.”


      “A supreme potion... I see, so that’s what this—koff—fatigue I’ve never experienced is. How long has it been since the potion was administered? Someone, hand me my notes...”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. It hasn’t even been two hours yet. You shouldn’t be that exhausted. You woke up too quickly. Sara.”


      “Yes.”


      Sara took a potion she hardly ever used out of her pouch. It was a sleeping potion she’d only mixed up a few times. These weren’t on the shelves for customers at the guild. Sara carried some, but she’d never had to use them on someone else before.


      “Here. Drink this.”


      “What is it? I’m an apothecary too, you know. I can’t drink something I don’t... Ugh...”


      Chris forced Leroy upright and forced the drug into his mouth.


      “Is this a dream? Master Chris has returned...”


      Sara watched with mixed feelings as Leroy happily fell asleep.


      She’d only caught a glimpse of them, but his eyes had been hazel. His hair was short, a soft light brown. He was probably over forty, and his hairline, which had receded compared to her memories of the man, showed the seven-year span of time that had passed since she’d last seen him.


      Unlike the supreme potion, the sleeping potion Leroy had been given had no side effects. The only reason it was rarely used was because there was little demand for it.


      Aside from Camellia’s former guildmaster, everyone respected and revered Chris wherever they went. Some, like Ted and Caren, were intense about it enough to be called fanatics, but Sara had never seen someone so obsessed before.


      “I can’t believe this. I don’t plan on being a guildmaster again, no matter where it is.”


      “What?!” the two older apothecaries exclaimed, but it was hardly the time for that conversation.


      The youngest apothecary, eyes moist, said, “When I joined as a trainee, the guildmaster was always talking about how fortunate those in Rosa were to be able to learn directly from Master Chris. He said the least talented among them was the current mayor, but even he could do better than anyone in the capital, and that just proved how amazing Master Chris was.”


      Sara thought back to the way the apothecaries had efficiently treated the knights back when she was in Rosa. She remembered thinking that even Ted was a proper apothecary at the time, but maybe that whole group had actually been incredibly talented.


      But it wasn’t just making potions that Chris excelled at. He also had extensive knowledge of medicinal plants and the skills to gather them. But the importance of gathering hadn’t gotten across to the apothecaries in Rosa. When he was guildmaster, he must not have felt the need to teach them that. But a lot of things had changed in the world of apothecaries since Sara and Chris left Rosa, with the discovery of silver dragonmint and supreme healing herbs. Gathering was starting to be considered apothecary work in Hydrangea and the capital.


      In that sense, Rosa was a little behind the times, which was probably why they were trying to catch up like this. But they weren’t going about it the right way or doing it for the right reasons.


      “Seeing the teacher-student relationship between Master Chris and Master Sara—I mean, Sara—just now, it was obvious to me how incredible the two of you are. You were able to understand each other without even saying anything. Master Chris, Master Sara, please stay in Rosa and grant us your guidance!”


      “Huh...?”


      Why were stray arrows flying Sara’s way now too?


      “Cut it out, you guys, would you?” Vince said, voice low. “You too, Chris. I said it was your turn. Give them a real scolding! This is the legacy you’ve left behind, you know.”


      “I’m sorry.” Chris bowed his head and turned to the three apothecaries. “I understand the circumstances, but it’s just as Vince says. You got your guards involved in this mess and you all almost died, yet you show no remorse for your actions.”


      “That’s not...!” The oldest apothecary looked up, but looked back down again after seeing Chris’s stern frown.


      “We are apothecaries. In Rosa, not only do we make potions, we’re occasionally entrusted with the lives of Hunters. What is the thing an apothecary must always prioritize above all else?”


      Their own life. Apothecaries were tasked with the defense of life. The answer resounded like a bell in Sara’s head, but the other apothecaries hung their heads, no answers forthcoming.


      “Their life?” the oldest apothecary eventually offered.


      “Why did it take that long for you to answer? Was it just potion-making that I taught you? Why do apothecaries make potions? To heal injuries and get people back to their daily lives. In other words, to protect their lives.”


      “I know that. That’s why we have to make good potions,” the youngest apothecary said confidently.


      “Is that right? Senega, was it? What’s the best situation for an apothecary to be in, then?”


      “One where they have enough plants?” He wasn’t confident, but he at least answered right away. The small boy with blue eyes and glossy blond hair looked a lot like Noel, Sara thought.


      But his answer was wrong.


      “Sara. The answer is?”


      “Yes.” Sara took a breath and answered, “One where no one is injured and there’s no need to use a potion.”


      She answered like it was his expected response, but it wasn’t as if Chris had ever taught her this. If they were serious about their work as an apothecary, anyone would know this. Sure, it felt good to make good potions, but you always hoped they’d never have to be used.


      “It’s as Sara says. You took not only your own lives lightly but those of your guards as well. It’s unthinkable for an apothecary to do such a thing.”


      Sara hoped Chris’s quiet words would get through to the apothecaries.


      Sara and Nelly rested in a tent, but everyone else was roughing it outside. When Sara poked her head out of the tent in the morning, Chris, Allen, and Kuntz were awake, but everyone else was still sleeping. The day before must have been exhausting for them, Vince included.


      The mountain wolves were also sleeping nearby, but Sara thought they really ought to get up and go look for food elsewhere. She hadn’t cooked the night before, so she didn’t have anything to toss out to them either.


      There were wyverns flying about even at this early hour, but they weren’t attacking, perhaps because there were so many people in their group.


      “How’s the patient?” Sara padded over to Chris without making any noise.


      “His breathing is stable and his complexion is good. It seems we’ve won our bet.”


      “I’m glad to hear it.”


      Allen and Kuntz both raised a hand in greeting and then slipped out of the protection field, evidently going out to do some morning hunting.


      “Morning.” Vince sat up, sleepy-eyed, and gave a big yawn. “Allen and Kuntz are already gone, huh? Sara’s up too. You young’uns, I swear...”


      Sara didn’t think youth or diligence was something to complain about, but such grumbling was very characteristic of Vince, she thought with a giggle.


      “Can’t believe it’s only been a few years and you’re already a full-fledged apothecary, Sara.”


      “Yep. I’ve got all kinds of experience now, from all sorts of places.”


      She’d done enough to take pride in the title by this point, at least as far as she was concerned.


      “And you used to be so puny and unsure of yourself... I never thought you’d become an apothecary. I’m sure if I’d been with you, I’d have been able to see you grow little by little, but it’s weird seeing you all of a sudden after you’ve already done all that growing. I’ve gotta tell Mina about this too.”


      He sounded a little choked up. He was kind of like a distant relative to her, Sara supposed. She was happy, but also a little embarrassed, so she avoided looking at him.


      “I guess we should get ready for breakfast.”


      “I forgot about ’em yesterday, but Mina gave me some guild lunch boxes to bring, so you don’t need to go out of your way. You got no obligation to share food with these guys.” Vince jerked his chin in the direction of the apothecaries and Hunters. They were still dead to the world.


      “I’ll just boil some water, then.”


      “Ahh, how thoughtful... Every guild should have a Sara. Rosa’s always hiring receptionists, y’know.”


      “I’ll keep it in mind if I’m ever in need of work.”


      “Wait a second. If we hire Sara, then Allen and Kuntz come along automatically too, and Nelly and Chris will even come and visit. Should I be trying harder to recruit her here? No, maybe she’d bring trouble with her too...”


      Sara ignored Vince’s awfully rude mutterings and looked around the area lazily as she started boiling some water. She was excited to come back to the Dark Mountain, but they were nowhere near the caretaker’s cottage. Still, she’d come out to places like this to camp with Nelly as part of her training.


      “Oh, another wyvern. This really is the Dark Mountain. There sure are a lot of them. Hmm?”


      She saw some of the lounging mountain wolves jerking their heads up. There was a faint screeching sound she felt she had vague memories of.


      “I feel like I’ve heard that before... Uhh, is it a bird? It kind of sounds like a pheasant...”


      Sara had never done much outside back in Japan, but she knew what pheasants sounded like because she’d heard them on walks near a river by her house. Her parents had taught her that those sounds were pheasants, and she remembered that. Of course, she’d never actually seen the birds.


      She could see some white figures where the mountain wolves were looking.


      “Huh? What are those? Were there white monsters around here?”


      She’d only caught a glimpse of them, but the white shapes had looked like they had wings, and they were very high up.


      “Bigger than mountain wolves...? I feel like I’ve seen something like that before...”


      Sara pressed her fist to her temple, trying to remember. Chris followed her gaze and then raised his eyebrows in mild surprise.


      “Cockatrices, eh? Rare to see them here, even on the Dark Mountain. They’re not normally found in wooded regions like this.”


      When he said that, Sara recalled going to hunt for eggs with Nelly. She’d messed up and been spotted and then ended up getting chased around by a ton of cockatrices. At this point, it was more or less a good memory.


      “Come on, now. Cockatrices? You’ve gotta be mistaken,” said Vince.


      Sara wasn’t a Hunter, so she wasn’t particularly confident herself.


      “No, I’m right about this. Cockatrices are one of Nef’s favorites, you know. Do you know just how often I’ve gone out to hunt them with Nef?”


      “Chris and Nelly go into the dungeon as a party a lot these days,” Sara supplied as Vince stared at Chris open-mouthed. It was only natural he had no idea what they’d all been up to these last four years.


      “Sara’s growth is surprising enough, but what’s an apothecary like Chris doing pretending to be a Hunter? I’ve got so many questions, I don’t even know where to— Ah!” Vince’s eyes stopped at a certain area in the forest. “One, two, three... Are there four of them?”


      Vince continued observing the spot for a while before sighing deeply. “Sorry, Chris. Those are cockatrices.”


      “Right?”


      “Looks like three of them, but I wonder what they’re doing here. Guess we don’t need to worry about anything if the wolves aren’t moving, though.”


      Sara suddenly gasped and looked up. “Allen and Kuntz just went into the forest!”


      “What?!”


      While Sara and Vince panicked, Nelly emerged from the tent with a big yawn. “Allen and Kuntz? They can handle a few cockatrices.”


      “Come on, those two are that strong now?” Vince asked with an expression that said he was tired of being surprised.


      “Allen’s nineteen now, you know. And Kuntz is...uhh...twenty...err, something or other.”


      It was just like Nelly to remember Allen’s age because it was the same as Sara’s but have no idea how old Kuntz was. Allen being nineteen wasn’t news to Sara, but evidently Vince hadn’t yet done the math.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me. That’s a full-grown adult!”


      Sara and Allen must have looked just the same as they used to in Vince’s eyes.


      “Hopefully they come back with at least one.”


      Nelly didn’t seem the least bit worried about them, so Sara was no longer worried either. Now that she thought about it, the two of them were fine against mountain wolves and wyverns, so of course they could handle a few cockatrices.


      “Come to think of it, are there guides to which monsters show up where? Like the medicinal plant maps I’ve been making?”


      She often heard people talk about monsters in terms of how deep in the dungeon they showed up, but she didn’t think she really heard about which areas of which floors you could find which monsters in.


      “When I was on the Dark Mountain, monsters pretty much stuck to the same places, so I never really made a map or anything, I just hunted them in a balanced way. I may have favored tastier monsters a bit more after you came, Sara.”


      “Huh. Even in Hydrangea, there’s, like, how wyverns don’t fly around where silver dragonmint grows. And there are a lot more gargoyles than usual now too.”


      “Yeah, I always remember where cockatrices and gargoyles show up. They’re tasty, after all. Never really felt the need to make maps or anything, though.”


      Sara looked around and found flowers starting to bloom and bugs flitting about. If she ignored the size of the bugs and the mountain wolves, it was a peaceful, springtime scene.


      “Come to think of it, Bradley never turned in many different kinds of monsters. It was mostly wyverns, mountain wolves, and elk.”


      Vince plucked a small flower from the ground at his feet and spun it between his fingers. A gruff old man and a flower was a pretty handsome combination in Sara’s book.


      “All monsters you see a lot around the caretaker’s cottage.” She’d seen all of those on her first day in this world, after all. They were all monsters you could spot just by opening the door from inside as well, so she was used to the sight of them.


      “They’re the most eye-catching, and they’re all pretty strong too. It’s not wrong to prioritize hunting them.” Nelly agreed with Bradley’s decision.


      “Haruto always hunted a bunch of stuff depending on his mood, though. Oh yeah, did you see Bradley, then? He was just headed back to the capital, wasn’t he?”


      “Yep. We got to talk a little bit. He doesn’t plan to come back to the Dark Mountain. Is that okay?”


      It was a bit of a heavy topic to get into before breakfast, but they’d have to talk about it sometime.


      “Can’t blame him. If we’d finally freed you but then were completely dependent on Bradley, we’d just be making the same mistake again. We’re thinking about adding some extra bonuses and recruiting caretakers from the capital, but it’s a tricky thing to work out. Gotta figure out where the money’s coming from and all that.”


      Sara would have been completely lost listening to this conversation when she was twelve, but she understood it well now.


      “For now, we’ve got a big local party planning to stay for about a month starting next week. Seven or eight mid-rankers who want to do some training. With that many of them, we probably don’t need to worry about ’em. These guys could have just waited until then, but I guess they didn’t know about it.” Vince sighed, glancing at the apothecaries and Hunters who were starting to rouse.


      The Hunter’s Guild and Apothecary’s Guild may have both been guilds, but their activities didn’t often overlap. At most, the Hunter’s Guild might request more potion production when the number of monsters increased.


      “Though, I coulda told ’em if they’d actually made a proper request for escorts. It is their fault.”


      The apothecaries hadn’t gone through the Hunter’s Guild because they were aware that they weren’t making the best decision.


      “Okay, after we eat, we’ll have to get a stretcher out. Can’t exactly wait until the guy can walk himself, right?”


      The apothecaries all paled at Vince’s words, and Chris quietly shook his head.


      “Leroy will be confined to his bed for a few days, and I’d like him to take it easy for about a month, so we’d best bring him back ourselves. We could bring him to the caretaker’s cottage since we’re closer, but with Sara here, we should be fine returning to Rosa.”


      “’Cause of Sara? What do you mean? Either way, we probably shouldn’t shake him too much. Can I ask Allen or Kuntz to run back and tell everyone we’ll be back late since we gotta be careful and not use physical strengthening?”


      “I’m sure they’d be fine with that, but we don’t need a stretcher and we won’t be back particularly late,” Chris said, giving Sara a look to confirm.


      Sara was excited. It was time for her barrier stretcher to make an appearance.


      “I’ve got experience going downhill, so it’ll be fine.”


      She’d carried the old woman and all that luggage down the mountain on the way to the capital from Gardenia just a year ago.


      Vince still looked like he didn’t understand, so Sara decided it would be faster to just show him.


      “Nelly, can you lie down for a sec?”


      “Ooh, you gonna use the stretcher? I’ve been wanting to try it, actually. I was kinda jealous of Chris that one time.”


      Nelly lay down on the ground excitedly. Sara raised her hands in front of her to make it more obvious what she was doing.


      “First, I make a barrier underneath Nelly. It’s shaped like a stretcher and colored brown.”


      “Ooh. All the bumps on the ground have suddenly disappeared. It’s all flat now.” Nelly was enjoying herself.


      “Next, I lift it up.”


      “Ha ha ha! You can go higher if you want!”


      Nelly delighted in being lifted up off the ground, but Vince’s mouth was hanging open in surprise.


      “And then I can move her around with me.”


      Sara surrounded herself and the stretcher with another barrier and ran around a bit outside the protection field.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      “Ha ha ha! Keep going, Sara!”


      The mountain wolves leaped back in surprise as Nelly laughed with amusement. Sara didn’t mind indulging her, of course, but she kind of wanted to eat breakfast at this point. She headed back to the protection field, holding back her laughter when Nelly looked unsatisfied.


      “I can carry the wounded back with my barrier like this. Physical strengthening is just fine too.”
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      “Golly... You really are amazing, Sara. I never imagined your barrier would evolve this much, like wading into a herd of cotton sheep and deflecting attacks from knights wasn’t enough.”


      “Well, a lot happened. A lot, really...”


      Replying to Vince really made it sink in that there seemed to be some kind of incident every year and Sara always got herself caught up in it.


      “You’ll tell me about it all later, right? Sounds like you’ve got some interesting stories to share. For now, I think we want to get the apothecaries and the wounded back to Rosa.”


      Sara figured they’d all go back together, but it turned out the apothecaries weren’t very good at physical strengthening, so they ended up deciding to return in two groups. Sara and Chris would take the injured Leroy back with them, and Nelly and Vince, who were both familiar with the Dark Mountain and strong, would take the rest of the group.


      “What happened to Allen and Kuntz, though? We’re already done with breakfast.”


      Sara always had bread that could be eaten on the go for situations like this, but Allen and Kuntz were normally better team players than this. Especially in a situation like this, where they knew they should get back quickly so they could move the wounded.


      Sara was starting to get worried herself at this point, so she stretched herself up, looking in the direction of the forest where the two of them had gone. When she did, she heard that strange screeching she’d just heard earlier, and it sounded like there were even more creatures making the sound now.


      “Is that the same sound as before?”


      “It’s cockatrices.”


      “Right, cockatrices,” Sara repeated after Chris. As she did, the sound grew closer and closer. “Whoa!”


      Allen and Kuntz burst out of the foliage, and before Sara could even recover from her surprise, she spotted several cockatrices chasing after them. The boys were headed for the protection field, but at the speed they were running, they were likely to simply pass right through and run out the other side.


      Sara was worried about the cockatrices, but securing Allen and Kuntz came first.


      “Barrier!” Sara colored her barrier like frosted glass and expanded it to serve as a landmark.


      “Thanks!”


      “Eek!”


      They slid into the barrier like they were stealing second base and then spun around with their fists up.


      “Don’t worry. The barrier will stop them.”


      She didn’t know what they’d done to get chased by this big flock, but the cockatrices were so enraged that Sara had to expand her barrier even more to make sure she got all of them.


      “Ooh, they look tasty!”


      “This is no time for that!”


      Sara chastised Nelly, but her excitement helped calm Sara down. Right, if they were going to be food at some point, then they weren’t all that scary.


      “Screech!”


      “No, they are scary!”


      The cockatrices, much taller than Sara in height, kicked at the protection field and whapped their tails against it.


      “Their heads are so much higher up than mountain wolves’! And those eyes are scary!”


      They looked just like roosters with bright red combs and pure white wings, but their clacking beaks were lined with sharp teeth and their claws were like scythes, while their tails were varied in shape but all fat and reptilian.


      “The cockatrices on the Dark Mountain are known for their white wings and yellow eyes. Look at those teeth too. They’ll poison you if they bite you.”


      “I don’t need a monster lesson! Does that mean there are ones that are brown elsewhere? Ugh!”


      “Yup.”


      Sara was just getting more annoyed at how calm Chris was.


      “Well, I’d say it’s about time to get a workout in.” Nelly stepped forward with a grin.


      “Count me in.”


      “And me.”


      Allen and Kuntz must have calmed down when they got inside the protection field. They stepped forward with Nelly.


      “Let’s go!” Kuntz shouted, and a little twister of wind whipped up from the ground. Dirt, pebbles, and dry grass spun about and obstructed the cockatrices’ vision.


      “Hmm. Impressive,” Vince said as the cockatrices glanced about, confused. Before he could say anything else, Nelly and Allen had already taken the monsters out with their fists.


      “I can handle them one-on-one, but a group of them like that’s pretty tough. I’ll have to figure that out at some point,” Kuntz lamented since he’d had nothing to do after the first spell he’d cast.


      “That one’s mine.”


      “No it’s not. I took that one down.”


      There was a big difference between Kuntz’s quiet reflection and the petty squabble breaking out between Nelly and Allen.


      “Either way, it was easier ’cause of you, Kuntz. Thanks.”


      “Jeez, your cockatrice obsession is getting to be a problem, Nelly. Fine, we can split them three ways and you can take the extra. That okay, Kuntz?”


      “S-Sure.”


      Kuntz was insecure about his abilities as always, but Nelly and Allen definitely considered him part of the fight.


      “I didn’t know hunting was so easy when you had a skilled caster with you. You guys make a good team.”


      Kuntz looked a little bashful at Vince’s compliment.


      “Aah! There’s only six of them! There’s no extra when you split them three ways!”


      “Well, a promise is a promise. Too bad.”


      Vince coughed exaggeratedly to interrupt the duo and their silliness. “Uhh, you mind getting back to the mission pretty soon, you two?”


      Nelly and Allen blinked and went back inside Sara’s barrier.


      Sara looked out at the forest, but didn’t see any more suspicious white figures. The scenery had returned to how it had been at breakfast. The mountain wolves had even returned to their nearby loitering, so they were probably safe now.


      “What happened anyway? They seemed pretty pissed, even ignoring the fact that cockatrices aren’t supposed to show up around here.” Vince asked for an explanation from Allen and Kuntz.


      “I just went after them ’cause I’ve never seen cockatrices here either, and I was wondering what they were doing in the forest. I wasn’t planning on going very far in.”


      “Yeah, we just wanted to see what was going on. We didn’t forget the job we’re here on.”


      The two of them didn’t usually make excuses like this.


      “But when we followed them, we found their nests and eggs. I started thinking I’d really like to eat some of Sara’s egg dishes again, and the cockatrices just happened to be away from their nests.”


      “Sara’s eggs are really good, yep.” Nelly nodded in agreement, but this was not the time.


      “We thought we could snatch one or two without being noticed, but when we reached for them, we found out there were some cockatrices nearby where we couldn’t see them. They spotted us, and, well...”


      “So? Did you get the eggs?!”


      Again, not the time.


      “Of course we got the eggs. I mean, the cockatrices were pissed at that point whether we took them or not.”


      “Never mind, Allen. You didn’t stop him, Kuntz?” Vince asked an extremely reasonable question.


      “No, I like Sara’s egg dishes too.”


      It really wasn’t the time.


      “I want to eat an omelet that takes up a whole plate.”


      “Oh yeah, we gotta get the eggs out.”


      They were saying whatever came to mind, but there was something different about them. It was almost like they seemed younger, and like they couldn’t focus.


      “Allen, Kuntz, could you be quiet for a second? And stay still.”


      Chris shut the two of them up and took out a handkerchief, plucking something off of Kuntz’s shoulder.


      “There’s pollen on you. I’ve never seen it before myself, but Vince, could this be...?”


      “Yeah. I’ve got an idea, but there’s no time to discuss it right now.”


      “Right. For now, we should put Allen and Kuntz in a different protection field.”


      Chris moved Allen and Kuntz a bit away from everyone else and showed Sara the contents of his handkerchief. There was what looked like a stamen the length of his palm with pollen on the end of its white filament. The anther on the end of the stamen looked like a flower itself.


      “If this is the stamen, the flower itself must be big.”


      “I can’t say much without seeing the real thing, but if this is what I think it is, it has the effect of dulling the mind. Either way, they should be back to normal if we just wait a bit, so go ahead and go down the mountain slowly with everyone once they’ve recovered.”


      “I’m going with Sara.” Allen staggered upright, but Chris stopped him.


      “You’ll only be in the way in your condition. Your presence will only hinder Sara. Go with the second group.”


      “But...”


      This time, Nelly stopped him. “Vince, I’m gonna blow the pollen off them. Can you help me wash them off?”


      “Sure.”


      It wasn’t as if Nelly couldn’t use magic. She just wasn’t very precise with it. Sara felt a bit sorry for Allen and Kuntz, who were about to be subjected to Nelly’s wind magic.


      “We’re gonna go on ahead.”


      So the matter of which group Allen and Kuntz were going with was settled somewhat forcefully, but what was most important was getting the injured back to Rosa. Sara was worried about Allen, of course, but she decided to focus on her job for now.




      “Don’t fall, don’t fall...”


      Sara was much more nervous about descending mountains than ascending them.


      Chris led the way, staying inside Sara’s barrier so he didn’t have to expend any excess energy and proceeding at a steady pace to make things easier for Sara.


      “Ngh...”


      “Oh, it looks like he’s awake.”


      They proceeded carefully down the mountain, and when they’d emerged from the Dark Mountain into the safety of the road through the meadow, the injured Leroy began to stir. Sara called out to Chris and stopped for a moment.


      “Leroy. Are you all right?”


      “Y-Yes. It really was you, Master Chris. I wasn’t dreaming.”


      He had been awake for a short time the previous night.


      “Am I on a stretcher? You’re...Sara. I see, so you became Master Chris’s assistant... I’m jealous.”


      Sara wanted to tell him there was no time for that, and that she wasn’t Chris’s assistant, but this just went to show how revered Chris was in Rosa.


      “She’s not my assistant. We’re both independent apothecaries. She is my apprentice, however.”


      “I’m jealous, I’m jealous...”


      Sara had never listened to a record, but she supposed this was what a broken one sounded like.


      “Oh, shut up. You’re my apprentice too, aren’t you? More importantly, how are you feeling?”


      Sara felt a little bad for him being dismissed like that by Chris, but he was being a bit annoying.


      “I am too? Oh, yes. I am your apprentice. Yes.”


      Leroy muttered to himself, staring up at the sky. Sara suspected these were the side effects of the supreme potion at this point.


      “I can move my hands and feet. My head and body feel a bit heavy, but I have no headache, and nothing seems to be hurting or not working as it should. As for whether I can sit up or not...”


      Chris supported Leroy’s back, slowly sitting him up.


      “Hmm. I’m not dizzy, and though I’m awfully tired, it’s nothing that would hinder me in my daily life. I think I should be able to stand too. Oh?”


      Leroy slowly lowered himself from the stretcher and looked to the left and right.


      “It’s only the two of you? Who was carrying the stretcher? What am I even sitting on? There’s nothing underneath it.”


      He started looking around restlessly as his mind grew clearer.


      “You’re on a stretcher I created with my barrier magic. Here, drink some water. Take it slow.” Sara handed him some water before he began to panic.


      “I take it there’s potion mixed in. It’s a refreshing flavor with no odd taste. It’s got a good balance with the water for drinking after a heavy injury.”


      After sharing his very apothecary-like impressions of the drink, Leroy stood with Chris’s help and took care of some things before lying back down on the stretcher with a sigh of relief.


      “It’s the first time I’ve seen this barrier of yours. It looks like a larger version of the Kuntz’s shield Hunters use.”


      Kuntz’s shield must have come to mind because Sara had colored the stretcher brown.


      Chris corrected Leroy. “Kuntz’s shield is actually derived from Sara’s barrier.”


      “Is that right?”


      Kuntz’s shield was easier for people to use, so it had become more widely known than Sara’s barrier at this point. Sara thought that was pretty interesting.


      “Well, it’s very comfortable. I see a lot of stretchers in my work, but this doesn’t require people to carry it and it doesn’t shake. It’s pretty mysterious. This is kind of fun.”


      “You seem to have recovered quite a bit,” Chris said, relaxing with relief.


      Why did everyone who rode on Sara’s stretchers find it fun?


      “Leroy, now that you’re a little more clearheaded, there’s something I need to make sure you understand. We used a supreme potion on you.”


      “A supreme potion. Yes, I think I recall hearing so yesterday.”


      “You remember that, huh? Listen up, then. You can’t push yourself for the next month. I forbid you from casting magic in particular. You can’t make potions either. That involves using magic, after all.”


      “Making potions is using magic? R-Right, I suppose you have to add mana to the mix.”


      Hunters and knights didn’t consider physical strengthening to be magic. Apothecaries also got so used to using magic that they did it unconsciously, and didn’t register it as using mana. Sara had only known of Hunters and knights using supreme potions, but now she realized she’d have to assume that apothecaries and even craftsmen might need to use them in the future as well.


      “We should add apothecaries and craftsmen to our warnings about supreme potions.”


      “You’re exactly right. Let’s make sure the guild is informed once things have settled down a bit. Okay, shall we get going again?”


      Sara and Chris started moving once more and Leroy smiled contentedly.


      “Thank goodness. Now I know that Rosa’s guild is in good hands.”


      Sara moved Leroy’s stretcher to her front instead of her back so that he would be able to speak to Chris more easily. She felt a little sorry for him as she and Chris ran down the highway. It was Chris he was talking to, after all.


      “How’s that? Just so you know, I don’t intend to become guildmaster of any guild again.”


      Chris may have been a skilled apothecary, but he had not one bit of the consideration necessary to care for an injured person’s feelings.


      “How can that be? When I come in in the morning, you would be there, and we’d make dragon repellant with the silver dragonmint the apothecaries brought in. The guild would be filled with laughter and we’d never have any problems with the number of potions we can supply. I thought that kind of life was about to start for us.”


      “We didn’t even have that kind of life back when I was the guildmaster. I was always too busy to even be at the guild, and we never had enough of any medicinal plants,” Chris pointed out.


      “Is this a side effect of the supreme potion? We can’t rule out the possibility of hallucinatory effects...” Chris voiced the thought Sara was keeping unsaid.


      “It’s not a hallucination. We may have been short on plants when you were guildmaster, but we kept the guild running without issue, didn’t we?”


      “It was stagnant, not adequate,” Chris said bitterly.


      Sara just listened to the two of them quietly as she watched the horned rabbits throw themselves at the protection field.


      It was good that he had recovered enough to chat, but Sara thought he should probably just keep resting. If Chris wasn’t stopping him, however, then she supposed she had no reason to butt in.


      “I always wanted to go and see Nef, but we were always struggling to make whatever potions we could with the medicinal plants we were constantly short on. Just supplying the guild was all we could do, and I never had any time to go and see Nef. There was no time to try anything new either.”


      Now that Sara thought about it, she was pretty sure there was a period where they weren’t receiving any plants from the capital and so they had to get by almost completely on the plants she provided them.


      “In fact, I should have quit sooner and gone up to the Dark Mountain to live with Nef.”


      Sara had to roll her eyes at that. If he’d quit his job back then and barged in on Nelly on the Dark Mountain, she probably would have just told him to get lost because he had work to do. How many years after leaving his position had it taken him to confess his feelings to her, after all?


      “It was because of her...”


      Sara had no doubt that Leroy had only petty resentment for Nelly.


      “Oh yes, Noel from the Apothecary’s Guild in the capital said the other day...” Sara hurried to cut him off before he could finish his lamenting. “Chris was probably only guildmaster in the capital and in Rosa because Nelly was there, so the Apothecary’s Guild should probably thank her.”


      “That’s...!”


      “Oh? If talking’s going to get you too excited, then maybe you should stop and get some rest. If you’ve got too much energy, I could get out the potion you took yesterday. So you can get some sleep.”


      It was Sara’s way of saying “shut up.” She had no mercy for those who spoke ill of Nelly. Anyway, her strategy of complimenting Nelly via Noel had worked. Chris was in a better mood now.


      “Noel said that? I was right to have high hopes for his future as an apothecary.”


      “Yep, I’m proud to have him as my junior too.” She threw in a comment about how she was just a bit older than him as well, just to be safe.


      Leroy was giving her a look that could not be considered appreciative at all, but Sara thought he should be thanking her. If he’d said anything bad about Nelly, he may have earned some serious ire from Chris.


      All told, the supreme potion must have really drained a lot of Leroy’s stamina. He’d been so energized by Chris’s presence, but Sara’s interruption had distracted him enough for the comfortable movement of the stretcher to lull him to sleep without any further protest.


      “It’s just like when Allen woke up. He doesn’t have much awareness of how bad his injuries were, and can’t really keep up with the situation.”


      “They were both strangely energetic too. In Leroy’s case, he didn’t have a head injury, so he should be aware of his wounds. I suppose this must be one of the supreme potion’s effects.”


      The two of them couldn’t help but look at things from the perspective of apothecaries.


      “Either way, I get the feeling he’s going to push himself. Especially because he’s so excited to have you back.”


      “What is it about me that gets them so excited? I’ve never understood,” Chris said with a look of consternation. “All I want to do is pursue the path of the apothecary and live with Nef and the people around her. All this attention from people who have nothing to do with either doesn’t do me any good. You see how detrimental it is.”


      “Mmm... It’s a real problem, isn’t it?”


      Chris’s popularity was really something. Sara didn’t think she’d seen a single person who had any ill will for him other than the guildmaster in Camellia. And even he probably wouldn’t have hated Chris if not for Camellia’s mayor screwing things up. But for Chris, who had no interest in fame, all of the goodwill directed at him was just in his way.


      “I mean, it’s probably your talent as an apothecary, right? And your face and lineage?”


      She was sure it wasn’t his personality at the very least. He probably wasn’t asking seriously, but Sara didn’t know what it was that people liked about Chris so much either.


      “Hah. All meaningless.”


      He could only complain because he was so fortunate, but Sara could never understand his pain without being in his position herself.


      Though he’d fallen back asleep, their patient was stable, and they would reach Rosa soon enough if they simply continued down the road through the meadow for a little longer. Those facts helped them relax a little more.


      “I’m surprised Hunters are so easily making the trip to the Dark Mountain now, though. When I lived there with Nelly, no one came up to the cottage to visit once in two whole years.”


      “I think I would have forced my way up there if I’d known Nef had taken in a little girl, but she kept you a complete secret. Now that I think back to then, I should have realized something was different in her behavior.”


      He must have been so busy as guildmaster that he couldn’t even pay attention to his precious Nelly.


      “Also, did you notice how the market at the entrance to town was bigger?”


      “Yeah. Then there’s the place where you used to set up your tent.”


      “Yes. I was always way on the end back then, but I feel like the tents have really expanded in range since then.”


      “I thought so. I saw some townspeople gathering plants around the east gate as well. Rosa must really be changing.”


      They’d ended up heading straight to the Dark Mountain after arriving in Rosa, but Sara had lived there in the past, so she hadn’t been able to help paying attention to what little she’d been able to see. It seemed Chris had done the same.


      “The town never changed a single bit while I lived there. No matter when I came, it was always the same beautiful Rosa surrounded by its three walls. As an apothecary, it was a pain having all these dungeons and injured people but not being able to get enough medicinal plants in stock to make potions.”


      “I wonder if it started changing when Ted took over as mayor. Oh yeah, do you think Ted’s okay?”


      From gathering in the capital’s dungeons and making her maps, Sara was in good enough shape now that she could run and talk without getting out of breath.


      “Mm. He looked pale, and like he’d lost weight. But he was always the type to survive on nothing but tea and snacks.”


      “He did like his tea, didn’t he?”


      Sara still treasured the tea set Ted had given her.


      “The people who have lived in Rosa the longest have the most power, and they’ve never liked change. If Ted’s really brought about this much change, it can’t be through stubbornness alone. There must have been quite a bit of conflict.”


      “It’s worrying, isn’t it?”


      Frankly, Sara and Chris had both likely only been worried about Ted jerking them around like he used to in the past until they saw him in the Hunter’s Guild.


      “I thought I would be able to get out of this simply by meeting him and exchanging a few words, but now I’m not so sure...”


      Chris’s muttering was a bit ominous, but Sara had no idea what to say to him in response. And right when their conversation ended awkwardly, the east gate came into view.


      “Let’s go in through the east gate.”


      “Huh? From here?”


      True, it would be taking the long route to go around to the central gate, but if they went through the east gate, they’d make a scene going through town. Now, the east gate opened whenever they spotted Nelly in the distance, but before, it had pretty much always been closed.


      “It was open when we left, and it’s still open now. They must have started leaving it open since a lot of the people in town go out to gather plants now. We can head straight to the Apothecary’s Guild from there.”


      “Makes sense.”


      The Apothecary’s Guild was definitely closer to the east gate. Chris waved up at the soldiers on top of the gate and they gave him a big wave back. They must have recognized him.


      “Let’s hurry.”


      “Right.”


      They couldn’t avoid drawing attention anyway, not when they were carrying a stretcher that was floating in the air without anyone touching it. Chris’s presence would only make it worse.


      In agreement, Chris and Sara ran straight to the Apothecary’s Guild, going as fast as they could without disturbing the people of the town.


      “We’ve brought Leroy back from the Dark Mountain! Get a bed ready!”


      “Huh? What? Master Chris?”


      “Now!”


      Chris headed straight into the back after addressing the receptionist, and Sara hurried after him. Every Apothecary’s Guild had a large room for making potions behind the reception desk, and a simple space for treatment too.


      Sara carefully transferred Leroy to the bed in the treatment room. The apothecaries gathered, asking about their guildmates who had gone up to the Dark Mountain with Leroy. Sara decided to leave them to Chris and head to the Hunter’s Guild.


      “I’m gonna go report to the guild.”


      “Thanks. I’ll head there as soon as things are under control here.”


      Sara headed through the square with the fountain from the Second District to the Third. She hadn’t shopped much in the Second District, but the Third was full of places she’d been to many times. What had happened to the watchtower where Sara used to live? How was Emma at the Flycatcher Eatery doing? There were plenty of places she wanted to stop by, but she had to go to the Hunter’s Guild first.


      Sara slipped past townspeople and Hunters and ran into the guild.


      “Mina! I’m back!”


      She ran over to Mina’s desk, not out of breath at all. It was well past noon by now, but not late enough for Hunters to be getting back from the dungeons. When she saw how deserted the guild was, she realized it was around this time the day before that they’d taken on this job.


      “It hasn’t even been a full day yet! No, maybe it’s about a full day now.”


      She was back so fast that Mina simply stood there in shock, making unnecessary comments.


      Sara made sure she was calm so she could report the most important things first.


      “Everyone’s safe. Leroy’s injuries were the worst, but we just brought him back to the Apothecary’s Guild, and his actual wounds have been healed. Chris is with him now.”


      “I see. That’s great.”


      Mina plopped down in her seat with relief, but quickly stood up again and beckoned Sara behind her desk.


      “Can you give a more detailed report in the guildmaster’s office? I’m sorry to ask when you’re probably exhausted, but...”


      “I’m fine.”


      Mina led her back to the familiar guildmaster’s office where the familiar guildmaster Jay sat, head thrown back, in his chair.


      “If you’re at your desk, do your paperwork!” Mina snapped at him.


      “How can I get anything done before Vince comes back? Wait, that’s Sara!”


      Jay leaped up, hands on his desk, and strode over to Sara. His hands hovered over her like he was about to clap them down on her shoulders but thought better of it.


      “I dunno how to greet you now that you’re such a fine young lady. You’ve really grown a lot, huh?”


      “Yes, it’s been a long time, hasn’t it? I’m glad to see that you look well.”


      Just like Vince, Jay had aged four years, but he was still a cool older man with a youthful, roguish charm.


      “What happened to Allen?”


      He glanced behind Sara but only saw the door back there. Sara was thrilled that he was so concerned with Allen.


      “I’ve been with him this whole time. He’s back on the Dark Mountain right now, acting as a guard. I came back with Chris first to transport Leroy, who was the most heavily injured. Everyone’s safe, though.”


      She wanted to catch up with Jay, but for now, she gave the same report to him that she’d just given Mina.


      “Everyone’s safe, huh?” Jay sighed heavily with relief before glancing around the room again. “So where’s Chris?”


      “He stayed behind in the Apothecary’s Guild with Leroy. I came here alone to make our report.”


      “I see. You’re as capable as ever, Sara. Reminds me of back when you were working at the kiosk for us.”


      Jay sat Sara and Mina down on a couch and plopped down opposite them.


      “Chris, Nelly, Allen, Kuntz... If you’re here too, Sara, we’ve got just about the strongest group of people on Trilgaia right here. I wasn’t worried about you guys, but I couldn’t stop worrying about you not making it in time...”


      “It’s likely that Leroy would have been in trouble if no one had gone to help them. Chris had to use a supreme potion to save him. The rest of them were all crammed into one protection field, all six of them. I’m not sure how long they could have lasted against the mountain wolves’ persistence, so it was good that we went.”


      “A supreme potion... I see.”


      Mina and Jay both gasped as soon as Sara said “supreme potion,” so they must have both understood the weight of the situation.


      “There are definitely more supreme potions in circulation than there were before, but they’re still difficult things to use. They don’t make them in the guild here, so if you need ’em, you gotta order ’em from elsewhere. I see, so Chris had to use one...”


      “Yes. Thankfully, it went well.”


      After that, Sara explained how the previous day had gone and how the rest of the group was heading back slowly with the apothecaries.


      “I can’t believe this. Do Rosa’s apothecaries have their heads in the clouds?”


      “It’s not just the apothecaries, it’s the Hunters too. Thinking that they could serve as guards on the Dark Mountain just because they can reach the lower floors of the dungeon. They’re long past an age where they should be entertaining such foolish thoughts.”


      Jay and Mina were both being awfully harsh.


      “We only came to Rosa in the first place because Chris received a request to serve as guildmaster in Rosa. Chris came to turn the request down, but we figured it was just Ted being his usual pushy self...”


      “Ah... Well, you’re right about that. The whole Apothecary’s Guild was all for it, though. If Chris wants to do it, I don’t see the problem.”


      Sara shook her head. “You’ll understand if you ask him, but he wants to be free.”


      “Then he should have just turned down the position by letter. Why’d he come all the way out here? I mean, it was a huge help, so I’m not exactly complaining.”


      Sara wasn’t sure if she should explain or not. After pursing her lips like she’d eaten something sour, she said, “It’s, you know, that.”


      “It’s what?”


      “Ugh...”


      She wished Chris were here to say it, but in the end, Sara and Allen both felt the same way as him.


      “We were worried Ted was in trouble.”


      “In trouble? I mean, sure, he’s pretty busy, what with just having become the mayor and all, but...”


      Jay and Mina both looked a bit confused.


      “I get it. It’s Chris, so he’s worried about his apprentice, Ted. No, he’s not that sentimental a guy, is he? I’m not sure he gives a crap about anybody who’s not Nefertari, actually.”


      “Quite the opinion you have of me.”


      Chris walked in without even knocking, a wry smile on his face. He sat down in an open spot on a couch without so much as a “long time no see.”


      “Well, can ya blame me?”


      Jay wasn’t even surprised when he showed up. Sara was sure Chris had always done whatever he wanted, just like now.


      “I have no recollection of such a thing, but I’m confident it could well have been true.”


      If he’d left Leroy and come here, he must have determined that it was fine to leave his care to another apothecary. There was no anxiety on his face anymore.


      “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you finally starting to realize what a weirdo you are? Seriously, I don’t get what she sees in you.”


      Why did Sara feel like she could trust people who saw Chris as a weirdo who only had eyes for Nelly more than the people who worshipped him?


      “So, what do Ted being in trouble and you coming to Rosa have to do with each other?”


      “Nothing, but Ted is my apprentice. I was just worried about him.”


      Jay eyed Chris appraisingly for a moment, then sighed.


      “I see. Well, you did go to Camellia together when you left. You must have had some kinda change of heart or something then.”


      “Do you think so?” Chris shrugged as if he wasn’t actually sure himself.


      Ted certainly had been impressive in Camellia. Sara respected the work he did there as an apothecary. But she didn’t think Chris’s feelings toward him had changed at that time. Sara thought it more likely that his feelings had changed when he was able to pay a little more attention to the people around him like Sara and Allen. When he was able to focus on anyone other than Nelly, he may have found himself taking interest in his old apprentice, Ted.


      “Anyway, that may be true for you, but why did Allen and Sara come with you? Did you forget how awful he was to you when you lived here?”


      Jay’s questions had reached Sara now.


      “Mmm, we haven’t forgotten, but I guess it doesn’t really bother us anymore?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I interacted with Ted a little in the capital even after Camellia. He was kind to me then, and it was clear that he was reflecting on his past behavior, so I guess I forgave him.”


      It was probably the same for Allen.


      “I guess I think of him like a distant relative, so if he’s in trouble, I’m going to be curious about it. Also, I just wanted to go back to the Dark Mountain.”


      “Ha ha ha. That’s a lot easier to understand.”


      Jay laughed, finally accepting Sara’s explanation, before putting a serious face back on.


      “This thing was just some rogue apothecaries getting some dumb Hunters involved in their nonsense, but it’s true that Ted’s in a bit of trouble.”


      “That’s what we wanted to hear about. Bradley wasn’t able to give us many details.” Chris leaned forward.


      “Well, he was just holed up on the Dark Mountain. He probably only knows that Hunters are going up there more often now.”


      “You don’t have to be rude. He was a big help when the continental tortoise came, wasn’t he?”


      “You’re right. Sorry.”


      Jay apologized when Mina scolded him. He never thought before he spoke, so he could be a good source of information inadvertently.


      “Rosa may hate change, but even we had to take action when the continental tortoise came.”


      “We managed to change its course with walls back then, right?”


      “Yeah. You were a big help then too, Sara.”


      He said Rosa didn’t like to take action, but Sara thought they were pretty motivated to protect themselves back then.


      “Ted played a big part back then too. He persuaded the mayor, who was reluctant to act, and got all the important folks in town to cooperate with the Hunter’s Guild. Though they didn’t do much more than cooperate. That was enough momentum to get the road repairs going after they’d been ignored for so long, and we finally started using the western side of town too.”


      “The western side of town?”


      They’d come into town through the eastern gate today. About the only thing Sara could remember about the western side of town was that it had been evacuated when the continental tortoise showed up.


      “Not inside the town, outside. On the east side, there was an unspoken rule that Hunters could camp out there, but they have official permission now as long as they fill out a form and pay a fee. There’s water out there now, though it’s nothing fancy, and we’ve hired security to keep an eye on things too.”


      “That’s amazing. I didn’t know anything about that.”


      “And that’s expanded out to the west side now, which has brought more Hunters to Rosa, which also means more stands outside the gates. And the more Hunters there are in Rosa, the more there are who start thinking about going to the Dark Mountain.”


      Sara couldn’t believe that Ted really set out to do all that, but if he’d achieved it, it was still pretty impressive.


      “A new floor emerged in the dungeon in Hydrangea after the continental tortoise appeared, and the lord there really struggled to fix up facilities and stuff for all the new Hunters in town because of that. Ted really did all that?”


      “He did. But he went too fast and got stuck.”


      “I didn’t get stuck. My plans are just a little behind schedule.”


      This was the guildmaster’s office. Why did no one knock when they came in?


      “Ted!”


      And as usual, he was talking in a way that made it hard to believe he was the mayor now.


      “I’m truly grateful to you for saving Leroy. Both of you, Master Chris, Sara. I thought I told him that he’d have to have some pretty strong guards with him, but I shouldn’t have spoken of my hopes to him so carelessly in the first place.”


      Ted was able to properly thank people now. And not just Chris but Sara too. Sara nodded to herself, impressed with his progress.


      “Firstly, let me make myself clear. I don’t intend to be a guildmaster again anywhere, Rosa included.”


      Chris accepted Ted’s thanks with nothing more than a nod. He didn’t scold him and instead started with the most important thing and nothing extraneous.


      “I didn’t receive a reply, so I was a little hopeful, but it’s just as I thought, then...” Ted must have been disappointed. He looked pallid again.


      “Did you think about how Leroy would feel, being let go from his position through no fault of his own? Did you discuss what he would be doing after leaving the guild?”


      “No. Just that he said he’d be happy to go back to being vice guildmaster if you came back, Master Chris.”


      “Still, it would harm his reputation to be demoted after rising to the position of guildmaster. No matter how he felt about it or what the reason was, he’d never get that lost reputation back.”


      Chris and Ted were both the type to walk their own paths regardless of their reputation. At first, Ted just looked at Chris like he didn’t see his point, but he glanced down eventually.


      “I suppose you’re right...”


      As usual, he didn’t seem very good at seeing things from other people’s perspectives.


      “Anyway,” Chris said, changing his tone. He must have been satisfied after saying what he’d come here to say. “I’m thinking of staying in Rosa for a while with Nef. Perhaps we could have a meal together at some point if you’ve got time.”


      This might have been the first time Sara had ever seen Chris invite someone to a meal. Naturally, Ted couldn’t process what he’d heard either, and simply stood there slack-jawed for a moment until it sank in.


      “I-I have time. I have all the time in the world! And Nefertari or Sara or whoever can stay at my house as long as they want as well, of course. Then we could eat together every day!”


      He was getting excited now, and some color was returning to his cheeks. Sara was relieved to see it, and amused by the fact that she and Nelly were just a bonus that came with Chris. The way he said “Nefertari or Sara or whoever” was completely without tact as always.


      The color in his face drained away again right away, however.


      “If you’ve got so much time, I’d prefer if you shared some meals with my daughter.”


      It was the third time that day that someone had entered the guildmaster’s office without knocking.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: School’s in Session Even in Rosa


      “Godwin, I have visitors. It’s not very polite to butt in on a conversation without even knocking.”


      It was rare to hear Jay, usually so relaxed, speaking in so stiff a tone.


      “There’s no need to get all riled up, is there? I wouldn’t have to come to a place like this in the first place if I could more easily get the time of day from the acting mayor—excuse me, the mayor.”


      Mina got up from the couch and moved to stand against the wall instead.


      Chris glanced at Ted, then slowly stood and escorted the young woman who was half hiding behind Godwin to the couch and offered her his seat. Godwin, who appeared to be in his mid-fifties, strode over and sat down beside the woman. His combed-back, chestnut hair had streaks of gray in it, his plump belly protruding behind his fine clothing. He even sported a rather stylish mustache. He must have been someone important.


      Ted was just looking down, expression stiff, not making eye contact with anyone.


      “Mayor, I know you’re busy, but you must make time for my daughter as well. She is your fiancée and you are not a child anymore, so I will not tolerate you treating her this way.”


      His fiancée. Sara was shocked to hear the words, and strove to maintain a neutral expression. She felt like she should behave like this wasn’t new information to her.


      Now that she thought about it, Liam was the same age as Ted and he was already married. It was a bit strange to her that someone in the position of mayor wouldn’t be married yet as well.


      She didn’t like conversations like this, and part of her wanted to flee the office along with Mina, but Sara tried to endure those feelings.


      “Ah, if it isn’t Chris. Your sudden departure threw Rosa into quite a bit of chaos, but I do hope you’re well.”


      “Godwin. It’s been a while. Is it all right for you to be away from the Apothecary’s Guild, Clarissa?”


      Chris seemed to know these two. He wasn’t Rosa’s former guildmaster for nothing, Sara supposed. He must have had plenty of opportunities to rub elbows with the movers and shakers of the town. He completely brushed off the man’s dig at him as well.


      When he addressed the young woman, Sara shifted her attention to her instead. She’d been extremely interested in her when she’d heard that she was Ted’s fiancée, but she’d done her best to avoid gawking until now. Clarissa was a sweet-looking girl with glossy, chestnut hair the same color as her father’s, which was tied back in a ponytail. She must have been four or five years older than Sara. Her eyes, kind and gentle, were the same color as her hair. But before she could answer Chris’s question, her father answered for her.


      “I could never let my daughter be an apothecary. Not when she has her duty as the mayor’s wife to fulfill.”


      “The mayor himself is an apothecary, you realize.”


      Sara held herself back from giving a big nod in agreement with Chris.


      “Ted has already given that profession up. Mayor is not a position you can serve in only part of the time, after all.”


      They were talking about him like he wasn’t even there, but Ted said nothing until he suddenly stood and gestured to Sara.


      “Godwin, this is the Invited, Ichinok Rasarasa.”


      “Goodness! If there was an Invited here, I wish you’d told me sooner. Hmm, this young lady, you say...?”


      He seemed to notice Sara for the first time then, eyeing her from head to toe. His mouth twitched a little, in a way that seemed rude to Sara. The reason for his judgment was obvious, though. Compared to Godwin’s daughter, who was beautifully put together, Sara had just spent the last twenty-four hours running around with physical strengthening, trying to save some injured people. She was still wearing her apothecary’s robes and traveling clothes, and she’d come straight here to report without doing anything to make herself more presentable, so she was probably in quite a rough state at the moment.


      Still, Sara held her head up high. She did not bow to him, even if this was their first meeting. She’d learned with the knights the year before that if she let others make light of her, it could be trouble for other Invited. She straightened up and waited for the man to introduce himself.


      “I am Godwin Bale. I serve as one of Rosa’s caretakers. I’m something of a second father to Ted. This is my daughter, Clarissa, Ted’s fiancée.”


      “My name is Ichinokura Sarasa. I’m an Invited, and an apothecary.”


      Clarissa looked up when she said the word “apothecary,” so Sara made eye contact with her. In the woman’s eyes, she read interest, goodwill, and...resignation?


      “An apothecary, you say? That must be how you know Ted.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      Either he didn’t know Sara used to live in Rosa, or he had at one point but wasn’t bothering to remember. Either way, that told Sara all she needed to know about this “caretaker,” so she finished her introduction quickly without giving him any extraneous information.


      “I don’t suppose you and Ted are...err...”


      “We’re friends.”


      Did Sara answer a little too quickly there? Godwin looked between the two of them, seeming to doubt their relationship. Sara found this extremely unpleasant.


      “So, what brings you here—”


      “Godwin, could you leave it at that?” Jay cut Godwin off, showing his displeasure all too plainly. “If you need Ted for something, could you talk to him somewhere else?”


      Ted took the opportunity to leave the guildmaster’s office with the father and daughter.


      “What a character. He kind of reminds me of Ted’s dad the one time I saw him.”


      Sara didn’t like talking about people behind their backs, but she couldn’t help letting the comment slip.


      “Ted has his hands full with Godwin right now. It’s probably a good thing, though, since he’ll do too much if someone isn’t holding him back. He’s been engaged to Clarissa for a long time, though. Probably about time he does something about that. They’re not married yet, and she’s stuck as nothing more than a trainee apothecary.”


      “Mm. I thought they’d already married a while ago, and Clarissa should hurry up and become a full-fledged apothecary already. I suppose I never did receive an invitation, though.”


      Jay and Chris seemed to be aware of Ted’s engagement. And Chris was right—there was no way Ted was getting married and not inviting him. Chris had invited Ted to his wedding, but Ted had already been acting mayor at the time and he couldn’t make the trip out to attend.


      Sara realized once again that when she was here as a twelve-year-old with no relatives, she’d been completely unaware of all of these circumstances.


      “I was surprised to hear that Ted had a fiancée.”


      She did think he may have implied such a thing a few times in the past, but he’d always seemed rather dismissive of the idea, so she had assumed his father was just being overeager. Still, it was rude of him to act that way about his fiancée, so Sara hoped Clarissa didn’t hear about it.


      “Oh, you didn’t know? Well, I don’t think he’d bring it up on his own, and you never seemed all that interested in him.”


      “Indeed.”


      It would have been something to talk about, but Sara didn’t think anyone else was all that interested in the topic either.


      “I’m a little worried about how unhealthy he looks, though. And he’s an apothecary too.”


      “I agree.”


      Sara and Chris shared the same opinion on the topic, but there was nothing either of them could do about it right now.


      “What were we talking about before Ted barged in here?” Jay asked, completely earnestly. Sara gave him a wry grin.


      “Why Chris came to Rosa,” Mina responded, coming back to the couch. She must have been used to keeping track of things for Jay.


      “To turn down the offer to become guildmaster, and because I was curious about Ted,” Chris summarized.


      “And Nelly was going with Chris, so I wanted to come and see Rosa for the first time in a while.”


      “And Allen and Kuntz came because you came.”


      Sara smiled and nodded.


      “You’re about the only group who’d come to Rosa just for some sightseeing. We’re happy to have you, though.” Jay spread his arms welcomingly. “And I appreciate the help. Sorry for getting you caught up in trouble the second you got back.”


      “Let’s not relax until everyone else is back safe and sound,” Mina said.


      Sara gasped. So much had happened she’d almost forgotten that Nelly and the other group were still on their way back from the Dark Mountain.


      “But you two should get some rest,” Mina told Chris and Sara. “You must be tired after going all the way to the Dark Mountain and back in one day. Do you need an inn? All the workers are gone now, so there’s plenty of availability.”


      “You can stay at my place if you want,” Jay offered.


      Sara appreciated their consideration.


      “Hmm. Your wife’s cooking is appealing, but I wouldn’t want to barge in unannounced. I don’t think I want to go out into town without Nef either, so I think we’ll take some cheap guild rooms.”


      “Sounds good to me. I want to go out for a bit first, though. There are a few places I want to stop by,” Sara said, standing up.


      “Hey now. You just ran all the way down the Dark Mountain, didn’t you? Where are you going?”


      “Well, I already saw the east side of town, so I thought I’d check out the west. I want to see all the stands out there too. I feel like there’ll be more stuff I like out there now.” Sara patted her storage pouch. She had plenty of spending money now. “Oh, but...” She recalled the group still on the Dark Mountain. “I guess I’ll wait on the stands, since I want to go with Allen.”


      “My, are you two finally...?” Mina put both hands on her cheeks.


      “We’re engaged,” Sara said with a firm thumbs-up.


      “That’s not very romantic. You’re supposed to blush and act all bashful,” Jay teased, and bright laughter filled the room.


      “I’ll stay to talk with Jay some more.”


      “Okay, I’m just gonna head out for a bit, then.”


      They decided on the guild’s cafeteria as their meeting place and Sara left the guild at a jaunty pace.


      Growing and Growing


      “So young...” Jay looked at the door Sara had left through with amusement.


      “Sara never had that much stamina before, but she’s been making maps of the lower floors of the dungeons in the capital. She even went to study with the knights, who she hated so much before. She’s really come into her own after separating from Nef.”


      “She was always trying to make herself as small as possible back then, so she wouldn’t stand out.”


      “I don’t know much about how she was back then. It’s something I regret now.” Chris was looking at the door the same way Jay was.


      “You’ve really changed. You used to have eyes for nothing but Nefertari.”


      “You think so? Maybe it’s because my beloved Nef is always at my side these days. When I decided I was going to Rosa, she even gave up her position as vice guildmaster to come with me. Has there ever been a love as powerful as ours? No, there hasn’t.”


      “Never mind. You haven’t changed.”


      Mina laughed at their exchange and went back to work.


      “Still, I know she did plenty of plant gathering when she was here, but I never thought she’d become an apothecary. Nefertari and Allen were the people closest to her and she was always kind of weak to pressure, so I really thought they’d make her into a Hunter.”


      “She’s the sort of girl who doesn’t even want to hurt monsters if she can help it, let alone people. She never had the personality to be a Hunter. I thought she was suited to being an apothecary from the start, and I hoped I’d be able to convince her to become one.”


      “So it was pressure from you that did it.” Jay gave Chris an exasperated look. “Can’t really argue with your ability to pick out people with talent and teach ’em, though. I mean, you even raised Ted into a proper apothecary.”


      “You have no idea how much work that was. I could have taught Clarissa a lot more too, but she was never around for long.” Chris grimaced.


      “She’s a noble. If her parents don’t allow it, there’s nothing she can do.”


      All Godwin desired was for his daughter to be happy as the mayor’s wife.


      “What’s going on with Rosa now anyway? We walked right into quite an incident, but things didn’t sound that bad otherwise from what we heard in the capital.” Chris finally asked what he was most curious about.


      “I’m curious what you heard in the capital.”


      “Mostly just that the workers had to leave because the project ran out of funding.”


      “Ah, that. Yeah, the workers did leave. There were more stands ’cause of all the workers, so when they left, some of ’em couldn’t stay open anymore.”


      The stands had closed because the workers had left, but they weren’t the reason why they’d left. Jay realized what he was saying and got back on topic.


      “They did too much too fast. You don’t just need material for the road to fix it up, you need magic stones for the protection fields. But we don’t have enough of ’em.”


      “Is it money?”


      “There’s that too, of course, but we used so many magic stones expanding the field around Rosa that we were already running out when we started the road maintenance. We shared all the stock we had at the guild, but it wasn’t enough, so we had to stop the project until we have more stones. And they almost made it all the way to the Dark Mountain. They were so close.”


      “Wait. Expanding the field around Rosa? What, are you building a fourth wall?” Chris asked in surprise.


      “Around the outside.”


      “The outside?”


      Outside the Third Wall was outside the town. What was obvious to Jay as a resident of the town was naturally news to Chris, so he decided to explain from the start.


      “It started with the continental tortoise. On the route it was taking, the east side of town was in danger, so we evacuated people to the west side outside the Third Wall, right? We expanded the protection field around the town then, just to be safe.”


      “I didn’t know that.”


      Chris and Nelly were in Rosa then to help out, but they didn’t know the extent of the measures the town had taken to protect its residents.


      “There are a lot of people in Rosa who never even set foot outside the town, but when we expanded the protection field, they realized there was a pretty big area outside town that was safe.”


      Some of the people in the First and Second Districts didn’t even go out into the Third. If they left town, it was to head straight to the capital. It was one of Rosa’s eccentricities.


      “Hunters and even some Third District residents started talking about whether they could build houses outside the walls. I mean, there’s no space at all in Rosa for new construction, right? It’s a big problem for people new to the town.”


      “Outside the walls, eh? Most towns don’t even have walls, and some don’t even have protection fields. You should be able to see outside town from your house. Rosa’s just too unique in that regard.”


      “Yep. But they couldn’t give permission to start building right away, so they started with expanding the protection field around the west side of town and making the campsites out there better.”


      “And that’s why there are more tents outside.”


      They hadn’t been mistaken about the expansion of the tents on the east side, then.


      “Yeah. If those guys don’t cause any problems, I think they’ll start permitting people to build houses outside the walls in a few years. Cheap rentals on the east side and a residential area on the west.”


      “I had no idea...”


      Chris was staring into space, so Jay patted him on the shoulder.


      “I don’t think Ted’s doing all that bad, really.”


      “I guess I’m glad about that... Well, I suppose we’ll spend some time with him and make sure the Apothecary Guild’s doing fine before Nef, Sara, and I do some sightseeing on the Dark Mountain.”


      “Ha ha ha. You really have changed, Chris. You’re finally starting to grow up, huh?”


      Chris gave Jay a questioning look and Jay smirked at him.


      “Before now, you would have gone right home after doing what you came to do. You wouldn’t have spent time with Ted, and you would have let whatever happens to the Apothecary’s Guild happen. I doubt you would have cared about the Dark Mountain or Sara either.”


      “That’s not true...” Chris smiled awkwardly at the accusation.


      “No, it is. We’ll set aside the fact that the Dark Mountain is no place for sightseeing. It just means you’ve got room in your heart now to care about more than just Nefertari. You finally made some friends! What do you call that other than growth?”


      Chris responded to Jay’s teasing with absolute sincerity. “I had you and Vince for friends, didn’t I?”


      “Huh?” Jay’s mouth hung open.


      “What are you turning red for? If you’ve got a fever, I have potions.”


      “No, uhh, were we friends? You and me? Uhh, are you sure?”


      “What’s that big grin on your face for? Do you need a supreme potion?”


      “Those are the ones that might kill you, yeah? I’ll pass, thanks.”


      Sara wasn’t the only one growing. So thought Jay.


      ***


      Sara left town as soon as she left the Hunter’s Guild, heading past the stands toward the western side of town.


      “The prices seem the same as before. Actually, some things are cheaper. Oh, sweet bread!”


      Sara clutched at her growling stomach. It was just about time for an afternoon snack. She bought the same sweet bread she’d first bought with Allen and ate it as she headed west.


      “I came here before to gather plants, but there really was no one around back then.”


      There were a lot of people who stored their tents in storage pouches so they didn’t get stolen, but some left them out to claim spots instead.


      “It’s just like the east side now. Oh, there are people gathering plants, but they look like young Hunters instead of people from town. Hmmm, maybe they’re too young for that, though.”


      Yeah, they were just like Sara and Allen when they’d first met. They’d often gathered plants here too, but something was different now. Sara looked around carefully, observing the children who were gathering plants. A horned rabbit popped its head up nearby, noticing her, and charged into the protection field around the town. That was when Sara realized what was different.


      “I get it. The protection field around the town is bigger now. Can they just do that? Oh, must have happened when the continental tortoise came.”


      Sara had been in Rosa at the time, but she hadn’t seen the west side of town.


      “They must have shifted the protection field around here to evacuate the people in the town. I wonder how far it goes...”


      Sara strolled along the edge of the protection field, heading north. After about ten minutes, the horned rabbits hitting the protection field got a lot closer.


      “Around here, it’s the same size as it used to be. They expanded a pretty big area, though.”


      She spun around when the protection field narrowed and strolled back. This time, she watched the ground, spotting mana herbs just like she thought she would. She reached out without thinking and got caught up in gathering until someone was right in front of her eyes.


      “Wah!”


      “Wah!”


      Sara’s exclamation caused the person in front of her to cry out in shock too. It must have been one of the kids she’d seen gathering before. There were two of them, a boy and a girl both around twelve years old. Sara’s eyes crinkled with the thought that they were just like she and Allen had once been.


      “Sorry. I was looking down, so I didn’t notice you.”


      She was the adult, so she should have been more aware of her surroundings.


      “No, I got closer ’cause I wanted to ask you something. Umm, miss, those things you’re picking are a little different from healing herbs, aren’t they?”


      “Oh, these?” Sara held the mana herb in her hand up to the healing herb the girl was holding to show them the difference.


      “We’re picking healing herbs, so what are you picking, miss?”


      “These are a different type of medicinal plants. Have you heard of mana herbs?”


      “Nope. We just know healing herbs. The Apothecary’s Guild held a class and said these were the only ones we needed to know.”


      Oh! Sara thought when she heard that. It was hard for an amateur to differentiate between several different kinds of medicinal plants. Focusing on one variety in particular would make it easier both for the guild and the people doing the gathering. This was something Ted had started, she was pretty sure, and it was an easy little bit of part-time work someone could pick up even if they weren’t an apothecary or a Hunter.


      “It was a big help. I’m from the Third District, and that kid’s not even from the Third District, so there wasn’t a lot of work for us.”


      It hurt Sara’s heart that the girl had to refer to herself as a Third District kid. That part of Rosa hadn’t changed, she supposed. The Third District girl looked pretty clean, since she lived in town, and though the boy who lived outside of town was a bit dirty, he wasn’t in rags or anything.


      “Mom says it contributes to the household. She’s happy that I can do this.”


      “I live in a tent with my dad.” The boy turned around and looked toward the collection of tents in the distance. “I want a Hunter’s license, so I’m trying to earn some money before I turn twelve. And I’m happy that I’m the one gathering the plants that go into the potions my dad takes when he gets hurt.”


      Sara’s heart burned with nostalgia for the time she’d spent in Rosa.


      “But if there are other kinds of medicinal plants, I want to know about them. I asked at the Apothecary’s Guild, but they just said if we could bring them healing herbs, that was enough and they wouldn’t tell me more. And they looked really annoyed about it too.”


      “Yeah. They weren’t even doing anything, so they could have told us.”


      Sara almost burst out laughing, remembering how Ted had been when he’d manned the reception desk. He hadn’t been busy either, yet he’d had time to pick on her and Allen. Maybe it was because he had nothing to do that he felt the need to pick on them, but either way, it was nothing but a bother to them. She just hoped it wasn’t a longstanding tradition for receptionists at the Apothecary’s Guild in Rosa or something.


      She asked just to make sure whether they were getting paid fairly for their healing herbs, but that, at least, it seemed she didn’t have to worry about.


      “Well, let’s see... Here, look at this.”


      Sara took her medicinal plant guide out of her storage pouch. It only listed the main plants, so it had very few pages, but she’d been shocked when she’d found out how expensive it was at the guild. Maybe it was because it was in color. She had nothing but gratitude for Nelly, who’d handed it to her like it was no big deal at all.


      “I didn’t know they had books like this.”


      “This is sold at the kiosk in the Hunter’s Guild, but it’s kind of expensive, so it might be hard to buy your own.”


      The boy and girl peered down at the guide intently.


      “This is this one. And the one I have is here.”


      The girl compared the healing herb in her hand and the mana herb in Sara’s to the pictures in the book, doing her best to memorize the differences.


      “Tear off a bit of the leaf here. You know healing herbs, so try it with this mana herb.” Sara pointed to the bottom of the mana herb she’d picked. “Tear off a bit and smell it.”


      “Okay. Whoa!”


      They each tore off a piece of the herb and sniffed it, then made surprised faces, which amused Sara.


      “It smells a little weird, right? That’s another way you can tell them apart.”


      “I’ve smelled this before!”


      The girl made her way up to the wall of the town and knelt down, searching for something.


      “Here it is!”


      Mana herbs grew in rocky areas where there wasn’t much moisture. The ground next to the town’s outer walls was kept trimmed, so it tended to be dry there, which meant mana herbs usually grew there. Sara was impressed as she watched the girl search.


      “This is the same thing, isn’t it, miss?”


      “Yep. That’s a mana herb. You’ll get a lot for those.”


      “Yes!”


      “Awesome!”


      Seeing the children jump up and down with glee, Sara thought that the girl had potential as an apothecary. She was impressed with the boy for keeping up with his gathering as well, of course, but he wanted to be a Hunter.


      “I know another plant to pick now! Miss, the next time I see you, I’ll have memorized mana herbs, so teach me another one then, okay?”


      Sara’s mouth naturally formed a smile.


      “Sure.”


      “Here, I’ll give you this.” The girl took something wrapped in a handkerchief out from the basket she was carrying. “They’re cookies for a snack. My mom makes them and sells them at a stand near the gate. This is all I have, but I want to thank you for teaching me.”


      “Oh, thank you!” Sara gratefully accepted the cookies and stowed them away in her storage pouch.


      The boy looked at her storage pouch with shimmering eyes, and said, “I don’t have anything right now, but if you see me in town, let me help you out with something, okay?”


      “That’d be great. I’ll think of something you can do for me.”


      She hadn’t taught the boy anything, and she wasn’t sure if he’d memorized the mana herb the way the girl had, but she was happy that both of them were trying to express their thanks in some way.


      “Then I’ll give you these. Here you go.”


      Sara took out bags of cotton sheep candy she’d bought in the capital and handed one to each child.


      “We can have these?”


      “Is it really okay?”


      She smiled and nodded, and waved at them as they parted. Recalling how she’d taught rookie Hunters how to gather plants back in the capital, Sara felt her heart warming as she made her way back.




      When Sara met back up with Chris in the guild’s cafeteria, the head chef brought out food for them himself.


      “You’ve become a fine apothecary, haven’t you, Sara? I had no idea what you were gonna end up as back then. Is there no chance at this point you might become a cook?”


      “I do still cook, but I don’t feel like I care that much about whether lots of people get to eat the stuff I make, so I don’t know if I want to cook professionally.”


      “Well, you can always help out here if you want to.”


      Back when the injured knights had returned to the guild, Sara had only been able to watch the apothecaries in action from the kiosk, but now she wore apothecary’s robes of her own.


      There were more Hunters coming back from the dungeons at this point, and some of them watched the two apothecaries eating in the cafeteria with suspicion, but even those gazes were almost comfortable to Sara now with how much pride she felt in her occupation.


      “You were here back then too, huh, Sara?”


      Chris must have been thinking about the same thing.


      “Yep. I was selling stuff at the kiosk.”


      “I don’t remember much about you when you were here in Rosa. All I knew was that you were an unusual girl who gathered medicinal plants.”


      “Well, I was trying to keep a low profile.”


      Still, she must have stood out as a child with no relatives. There were plenty of people looking out for her from a distance, like the head chef.


      “But it doesn’t really matter to me whether I remember it or not.”


      Sara wasn’t sure what Chris meant, so she just gave him a blank look in response.


      “I was a lot busier in Rosa than I was in the capital. In a way, it was fulfilling, and there are plenty of things that I remember or that left an impression on me. But those are nothing but memories. They have no meaning or value to me. So it doesn’t really make a difference what I remember and what I don’t.”


      “Yeah, you never really seemed interested in anything other than Nelly and your apothecary work.”


      When she thought about how Chris wouldn’t have taken an interest in her even if he had realized she was there back then, it made her feel a little sad and empty.


      “But I was able to leave Rosa unexpectedly and travel with Nef. I haven’t forgotten the joy I felt when I realized I’d be able to be with Nef as much as possible like I’d always wanted.”


      Sara wasn’t sure if she should pipe up with, “Allen and Ted and I were there for that trip too, you know,” or not.


      “That trip was the first time I understood that there were things I should be paying attention to other than Nef. I know I wasn’t able to treat you as anything but my apprentice apothecary at first, Sara...”


      Once again, she wasn’t sure if she should say, “At first? Isn’t that still how you treat me?”


      “When I spent time with you, I felt something for you and Ted both, not just as my apprentices but...affection, I suppose?”


      Should she ask if Allen was included in there too?


      “I’m taking things slow with Allen, as you know. After going to Hydrangea and then the capital, I finally felt worried about Allen for the first time. Up until then, I thought of Allen like Jay and Vince, as an equal who could make it on his own without my having to worry about him.”


      Well, on one hand, that meant that he trusted Allen to take care of himself, but did that also mean that Sara and Ted didn’t seem independent to him? She had to admit that they probably hadn’t seemed very reliable back then.


      “The moment you and Ted and Allen became close to me, like family, it changed all the memories I had of you.”


      “It changed your memories?”


      Sara wasn’t sure what he meant.


      “It was like it added color to them. The Ted and Sara in my memories suddenly meant something. Suddenly, they were memories of people important to me being happy or sad or suffering. What should have been the same scenery suddenly looked different to me.”


      “I think I know what you mean.”


      Sara had felt like realizations and interpretations had changed how she saw her memories too.


      “When I remember the knights returning from the Dark Mountain, that girl in the corner of my vision was you. You once told me that you brought water out to the knights and shared towels with them, yes? It must have worried you to see people injured, and I bet you were impressed with how unexpectedly talented Ted was. You probably took interest in being an apothecary then.”


      “You’re right.” Sara smiled when Chris guessed exactly how she had felt back then.


      “What used to just be memories of work are part of my memories of different people now. The meaning of those memories has changed significantly. It’s a strange feeling. I’m not sure that I’d say it makes me happy, it’s just... How do I describe it...?”


      Chris clasped his hands together under his chin, looking off into the distance.


      “If I’d felt the same way back then, I’m sure my life would have been a lot more vibrant. I’m a little disappointed in myself.”


      “I know what you mean. But you can only be yourself. I think you were doing the best that you could back then. So you should treasure even the part of you that you’re disappointed in. That’s what I think, anyway.”


      If Sara had set out to become an apothecary from the very start, she probably would have become one much quicker, and without all the guesswork it had taken to get there. But she’d had no way of knowing that was what she wanted back then, and she did her work without question now because she’d spent so long on the problem in the past.


      Even if Chris hadn’t had any room in his heart for Sara back then, he was doing the best that he could at the time as far as Sara was concerned.


      It was embarrassing talking about their feelings like this. They changed the subject after that, and Sara told Chris about the kids she’d seen gathering plants outside of town, while Chris told her about what he’d discussed with Jay.


      They ate in the cafeteria, then went to the inn upstairs and slept like logs.




      Nelly and the other group brought the rest of the apothecaries back late the next day.


      “Thank you! And long time no see!”


      The guildmaster practically jumped on Nelly when he thanked her. Sara laughed when Chris leaped in between the two of them.


      “It’s lecture time for you lot.”


      “Can you give us a break? We already got one from the vice guildmaster.”


      The guildmaster dragged the escort Hunters back into his office.


      “I thought you’d be back today, so I reserved some rooms for you upstairs. Do you want to use them tonight?” asked Mina, perfectly prepared as always.


      They were finally together again on their third night in Rosa, so after dinner, they all gathered together in the largest inn room, which was Chris and Nelly’s. The second group had encountered nothing worth mentioning on their way back, so Chris started the conversation, sharing with them what they’d heard from the guildmaster about Rosa.


      “So there was never any conflict in Rosa, and Ted’s not even in any trouble either.” Nelly nodded after hearing what Chris told them.


      “That’s what Jay said, at least. But he only spoke to Ted a bit after coming back from the Dark Mountain, so it’s not like he heard it from him himself.”


      “Well, that’s good, isn’t it? Why do you look so gloomy?”


      Nelly was giving Chris a curious look, but no one else, Sara included, had even realized Chris’s face was “gloomy,” so they all turned to look at him at the same time.


      “First, there’s that I brought you all to Rosa because of an assumption I made. Then there’s the trouble I got you all roped into right when we arrived. And lastly...” Chris looked like he was having trouble finishing, so Sara spoke up instead.


      “Ted was really pale and didn’t look like he was doing well, so you’re worried about him, right?”


      “Yes. Jay seems to think Ted isn’t having any problems, but he seems to be struggling with something to me.”


      Even in Camellia, where the situation was so hostile, Ted hadn’t batted an eye, so Sara was concerned by how haggard he appeared now too.


      “I see.” Nelly nodded, convinced, and silence fell over the room.


      “Wait, wait, wait, you’re not supposed to just say, ‘So that’s why’ and leave it at that, Nelly.”


      Sara looked to Kuntz appreciatively, glad that someone else could play the straight man for once.


      Kuntz looked to Chris next. “We came to Rosa because we wanted to, so there’s no reason to regret making the trip. And it doesn’t matter if we’re in Rosa or anywhere else; if there’s something only we can do, of course we’re going to help.”


      Sara and Allen both nodded firmly in agreement. They were long past the days of getting wrapped up in things and having no choice but to help.


      “If you’re worried about Ted, you should do whatever you need to to resolve those worries. You were always the kind of guy who just did whatever he wanted, weren’t you? Why start worrying about what other people think now? Just do what you want to do.”


      Sara agreed with Allen. She didn’t think it was bad that Chris had some consideration for others now, but that didn’t mean she hated the Chris who did whatever he wanted.


      When Chris looked a little more relieved, Kuntz spoke up again.


      “Plus, I’ve got something I want to do in Rosa now too. Or more like something I feel like I need to do.” He made eye contact with Allen and Sara before continuing, “I need to ask you two about this first, but I want to do the thing at Rosa’s Hunter’s Guild. You know, the basic training for rookie Hunters that we did in the capital.”


      “That’s fine with me,” Sara said before gasping with realization. “Kuntz’s shield?”


      “Yeah. I really wish something could be done about that name, though...”


      She felt bad for Kuntz, whose shoulders slumped when she said the name, but if it had spread all the way here without his involvement, there was probably nothing he could do about it at this point.


      “The name made it all the way here, but the substance hasn’t. I was horrified when I saw those Hunters on the Dark Mountain so overconfident just because they could make a shield. You really need to practice with that after you learn it, and it’s hard to master.”


      Even in the capital, only veteran Hunters were able to make use of it practically right after learning it. Rookies were better at grasping the technique since they were more flexible in their thinking, but only the people with real experience could make good use of it.


      “I could just do it on my own, but I think you’ll make the classes a lot more convincing,” Kuntz told Sara and Allen. “I’ll go with you if you want to go to the Dark Mountain later, but first, could you help me with this?”


      It was rare for Kuntz to speak up about what he wanted to do. They’d already done all this in the capital, so Sara was fine with doing it again.


      “Can I ask something too, then?” Sara held up her hand. “I want to hold plant-gathering classes. When I went and looked at the west side of town, there were a lot of people gathering plants, and some of them said they wanted to know about different kinds they could gather, so I want to help them. It’s a good way to get more people started with gathering too.”


      She’d have to ask permission from the Apothecary’s Guild, but Sara was plenty confident in her ability to negotiate with them now.


      “I’ll help too. But we’re going to the Dark Mountain after that.”


      That was what Allen wanted to do most, it seemed.


      “Let me help out with your classes too, then.” This time Nelly raised her hand. “As much as I’d like to support Chris, I think he’ll have an easier time getting Ted to open up if I’m not there. I think Chris needs to be there for Ted as an apothecary this time, so I’d like to do my job as a Hunter in the meantime.”


      “Nef! You...” Chris looked sad for a moment, but he must have realized that Nelly was right.


      “Of course, we’re happy to help out if you need us for something. And he’s invited us to eat together, so I definitely plan to visit his house with you for a meal.”


      “Right... Yes, you’re right.” Chris looked satisfied by that.


      “I’ll face Ted and the Apothecary’s Guild as their former guildmaster should.” Chris smiled. “You’ve all really grown, haven’t you?”


      “Cut it out! We’ve all been adults for ages!”


      With Allen’s bashful response, the conversation turned to casual talk. Though they’d gotten caught up in trouble as soon as they’d arrived in Rosa, Sara was relieved that they all had plans for what would come next.


      “Are you serious?!”


      Vince leaned out incredulously across his receptionist desk when Kuntz suggested holding classes.


      “We started them for rookie Hunters in the capital, but veterans found some of the stuff helpful too, and we even got some knights to come give lectures.”


      “Whoa whoa whoa! Is fortune raining from the sky right now or something? We’ve got all these new Hunters here but none of ’em have any skills, and I’d help ’em if they asked but nobody ever does, so we’re just getting more and more injured folks lately. At least we’ve got enough potions these days...”


      From the way Vince went on so disjointedly, it was clear that he had no idea what to do with both his feelings of kindness and his frustration. Sara was at least relieved to hear that they had enough potions, though. That meant things weren’t like before, when they were absolutely desperate for any medicinal plants they could get their hands on.


      “The lessons will be for people who have only been Hunters for at least a few years, but anyone is free to observe. Is that okay with the guild? If we start the day after tomorrow, could the receptionists inform people who might be interested before then?”


      “Awright! Mina!”


      “Let’s iron out the details in the guildmaster’s office! We’ll make a poster and let people know, and we have to figure out what your payment will be!”


      Kuntz wasn’t sure what to make of that last part, but Mina wagged her finger at him.


      “If you’re sharing your techniques with people, you should be compensated. I don’t know how it was in the capital, but you can’t be so charitable in Rosa.”


      “R-Right. Let’s do it.”


      Allen, Sara, and Nelly followed Kuntz and Mina into the guildmaster’s office.


      “Huh? All four of you?” Vince asked, still half standing at his desk.


      “Oh, I’m in charge of physical strengthening.” Allen raised his hand.


      Sara did the same. “I do magic and my barrier.”


      “And I’ll be helping Allen out,” Nelly finished with her arms crossed and head held high.


      “Hey, hold on a second... What an all-star lineup. Can I take these classes too?”


      “Of course.”


      “Why’s the assistant acting so in charge, huh?”


      After a short burst of laughter, they headed to the guildmaster’s office and decided that the classes would be held the day after tomorrow. Incidentally, the fee the guild offered the lecturers was rather nominal.


      Once everything was decided, Sara went to the Apothecary’s Guild while the other three headed right off to one of Rosa’s dungeons. Passing through the Second Gate and walking by the fountain, she recalled the busy days she’d spent here with Allen. Back then, Rosa had seemed oppressive to her, but when she looked at it now as a nineteen-year-old, it didn’t feel like that at all.


      “Though maybe it’s because I feel like I’m here on vacation.”


      There was no need for her to try to get the town to accept her. She didn’t intend to cause them any trouble; she was just going to do what she wanted to do here.


      Sara opened the door to the Apothecary’s Guild with a casual ease.


      “Excuse me. My name’s Sara. I’m...an apothecary from the capital. Errr, is there someone I can consult about something?”


      There was an odd pause where she wondered if she should say she was from the capital or from Camellia, but she made it through it. She glanced around as she asked, almost feeling like she could still see Ted sitting boredly with his elbow on the counter.


      “Master Sara! Thank you for everything on the Dark Mountain.”


      “Errr, your name was Senega, right?”


      It wasn’t Ted at the counter, however, but the young apothecary who had been left behind on the Dark Mountain.


      “Are you okay now?”


      He may not have been injured, but it was probably still pretty tough going up to the Dark Mountain and back.


      “Yes. It was a long walk, but I was glad I got to see the plants up on the Dark Mountain, and Allen and Kuntz had so many exciting stories when we were camping out.”


      Sara cut off his enthusiasm before he could continue.


      “I bet. You do realize you shouldn’t have gone up there, though, right?”


      “Yes. I realize now that I should have tried to stop them instead of tagging along.”


      Sara was satisfied by the contrition he showed on his face. In that moment, she realized she now felt responsible enough to want to teach her juniors and almost felt like patting herself on the back.


      “Is that Sara?” Chris poked his head out from the back room.


      “Huh? I didn’t know you were here, Chris.”


      “Yo.”


      Seeing Chris was surprise enough, but then Ted popped out behind him. Unlike the last time Sara had seen Ted, he was in his apothecary’s robes, and his complexion looked a little better.


      “You were a big help the other day. The Apothecary’s Guild will compensate you later for the work.”


      “Oh, okay. Thanks.”


      He wasn’t smiling or anything, but what he was saying was perfectly reasonable. Sara had to tell herself to stop being surprised every time Ted said something reasonable. She needed to hurry up and get used to him being a responsible mayor.


      Instead, it was Chris’s words that put her on high alert: “You came at just the right time.”


      “F-For what?”


      Her experience told her that she couldn’t expect anything reasonable from Chris when he got like this.


      “I just heard that most of the apothecaries in Rosa have never made a supreme potion before. I’d like for them to get the experience. What do you say?”


      “What do I say?!”


      Chris didn’t need anyone’s permission to do anything, but if he was asking her, it must mean that he wanted her help. But she knew she couldn’t agree too readily. She didn’t mind helping out, of course, but she needed to do what she came here for first. She wanted to get permission to hold a medicinal plant-gathering class for the guild.


      “Chris, I came here because I had something I wanted to ask. Can I finish what I came here to do before hearing you out?”


      If she didn’t tell him flat out, she’d get caught up in his momentum.


      “How can she speak to Master Chris that way...?”


      Sara smiled wryly at the voice she heard come from behind her.


      “Oh, Senega. I’ll just call you Senega, so you can call me Sara, okay?”


      “S-Sure.”


      Just as Chris didn’t like being called Master Chris, Sara had no desire to be called Master Sara.


      “I see. Let’s hear what you have to say first, then, Sara.”


      It looked like Chris would hear her out without complaint. Though, wasn’t it odd that Chris would be the one hearing her out? Sara cocked her head.


      “Uh, well, first I’d like to meet with whoever’s in charge of Rosa’s Apothecary’s Guild.”


      Everyone immediately looked at Chris.


      “Hmm? Oh, right, I suppose that isn’t me. Ted?”


      Ted shook his head. “Leroy’s still recuperating...”


      “No, I’m here...”


      The voice came from behind Sara and made her almost jump in surprise.


      “Leroy! How many times have I told you you should be resting?!”


      “I’ll rest in bed! In the bed for patients, so at least let me be here in the Apothecary’s Guild, please!”


      Sara turned around and saw Leroy standing there, face pale. She lent him her shoulder, since it looked like he was having trouble standing.


      “I think it would be best for you to lie down for now. Where’s the bed?”


      It was a bed for patient examinations, but another apothecary took Leroy from Sara and laid him down so he could rest.


      “My wounds have healed, but this must be the side effects of the supreme potion. I get tired so quickly.”


      Sara rolled her eyes. “It’s been several days since we used the supreme potion, so this isn’t a side effect. You were terribly hurt, so I’m guessing the exhaustion is from blood loss. You lost some of the fundamental power required to move your body,” Sara told him plainly.


      People in a world like this one, where their injuries were healed with potions, were built differently from the people back on the Earth Sara had come from. Regardless, what remained true was that it took time to recover when you lost a lot of blood. The reason Allen had recovered relatively quickly after his supreme potion use was because he hadn’t lost much blood when he was injured.


      “Your body’s replacing your lost blood now, but it’s still going to take some time for you to get back to normal. I’m sure Chris already told you this, but if you use mana right now, be it for physical strengthening or making potions, your ability as an apothecary will absolutely decline, okay?” Sara told Leroy, standing by his bed.


      “You read Sara’s report, right?” Chris stood beside her.


      “Report? You mean the research on supreme potions? Come to think of it, the author did have a bit of a strange name...”


      “Ichinok Rasarasa. Also known as Sara. The Invited right here.”


      Leroy’s eyes wandered over to Sara before focusing on her.


      “Sara. The Invited. Right, you’re the girl from back then...” Leroy slowly sat up in bed. “That girl who came in to sell medicinal plants grew up to become such a fine apothecary. Let me thank you sincerely for bringing me back down to Rosa from the Dark Mountain.”


      Sara sat down in a chair next to the bed and propped a pillow up behind Leroy. He could lie down again later, but he seemed to want to sit now.


      “Fatigue is an immediate side effect of supreme potion use. You’ll likely feel better rather suddenly in a few days, but I really must insist that you take it easy for a full month after your injury and do not use mana in any way or push yourself. This is something that we determined after interviewing a lot of people.”


      Whether it was Ted or Caren, people tended to push themselves when Chris was involved. She had to make sure her point was getting through to Leroy.


      “I understand. You’re no longer a rookie apothecary. You’ve reached a realm even veteran apothecaries have yet to reach. I should have expected as much from Master Chris’s apprentice.”


      No matter how many times these people were told not to call him Master Chris, they just couldn’t help themselves.


      “If you want to be near Chris, you can observe him from bed like this. But do not make potions, do not push yourself, and do not use physical strengthening to come into the guild.”


      “I understand.” He said it with a chuckle, so Sara figured he really did understand.


      “Perfect. Sara, Leroy is in charge of the Apothecary’s Guild. You can ask him your question.”


      Right, this guy was the guildmaster, wasn’t he?


      “Umm, would you mind if I held a class on gathering medicinal plants?”


      Sara took the time to explain how she’d seen people gathering on the west side of town and some of them wanted to know what other plants they could bring in besides healing herbs, such as mana herbs.


      “I held classes in the capital for rookie Hunters on gathering and we even went out and did some practical lessons. There are plenty of kids who want to be Hunters to support themselves, but there are other kids who aren’t as athletic or are scared of monsters, or just aren’t suited to hunting. And some of them are more suited to gathering plants.”


      Sara had experienced all this in the capital.


      “Fortunately, I’m not attached to any Apothecary’s Guild right now. Oh, that’s not right. I am attached to the guild in the capital, but they let me do what I want. I don’t intend to butt in here in Rosa’s guild, so could I have permission just to hold these classes?”


      “Hmmm. Frankly speaking, that could only be good for us. It’s a pain teaching people who have no training about medicinal plants. Once we started getting a steady supply of healing herbs in, we stopped doing our own classes.”


      Sara turned around. She thought she’d get Chris to convince anyone who resented her for butting in or thought she was acting full of herself, but no one seemed to be having a negative reaction to her proposal.


      “I’d like to take those classes myself.” Senega raised his hand. “I’d like to see how you teach gathering and if it differs from our lessons.”


      “Fine with me.” Sara would be happy to learn something from him too if she could.


      “May I join as well?” A quiet voice came from the reception desk.


      “Clarissa...” Ted said, and Sara realized the young woman poking her head in from the front desk was the one she’d met at the Hunter’s Guild.


      “You’re Ted’s fiancée.”


      “Yes.”
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      Her voice was quiet, but there seemed to be a strong will behind her eyes. But why did Ted’s fiancée want to participate in Sara’s plant-gathering classes?


      “What are you doing here, Clarissa?”


      “Father told me to go help you. I went to your house, but they told me you were here.”


      That did explain things.


      “I don’t need any help. And if Godwin doesn’t want you at the Apothecary’s Guild, he’s sure as hell not going to want you gathering plants.”


      “No, Ted. He’ll let me if I tell him you gave me permission.”


      Oh? Sara thought to herself when Clarissa spoke in a casual way to Ted. She didn’t know the details of their relationship, but she’d assumed they’d been forced into an arrangement by their parents that neither of them wanted. But seeing how they interacted, it seemed more like they were normal friends who got along fine.


      “If I tell him it’s a class one of the Invited is holding and you said I should attend it, he’ll have no choice but to allow it. Please. You too, Master Sara.”


      Clarissa gave Ted and Sara a pleading look. I see, Sara thought, So this is what they mean when they say a lady doesn’t bow her head. If it were Sara asking, she would have accompanied the question with a deep bow of her head.


      “I’m fine with anyone participating.” Sara gave her permission right away. Now Clarissa just had to work it out with Ted. Her presence might intimidate some of the children who wanted to participate, but it probably wouldn’t prevent them from attending.


      If that was that, she decided to move on.


      “We’ll be putting up a notice about it in the Hunter’s Guild, but would you mind letting anyone who comes in to sell plants know about it too? And can I put up a notice here? I’ll hold the classes for a few days.”


      She explained that they’d be doing classes for rookie Hunters in the morning, so Sara’s plant classes would be in the afternoon.


      “I’ll be satisfied if just one or two people decide to gather plants to make money and the Apothecary’s Guild gets some more plants in stock, so it’ll be pretty casual,” Sara said, wrapping up her explanation with a grin.


      “We’ll start in the afternoon on the day after tomorrow, so feel free to attend. We’ll be down in the grass too, so wear something that’s easy to move in and that you don’t mind getting dirty,” she added just in case, as Clarissa was wearing a rather dainty dress.


      “You’re okay with it, right? As the mayor?” Sara asked Ted.


      “If I’d thought of it myself, I’d be asking you to do it. And if you want to go, you should go, Clarissa.”


      She’d gotten permission from Ted now as well, so next she supposed she had to hear out what Chris wanted to say, no matter how much she might not want to.


      “As for my business...” Chris said, right on cue. “As you know, Sara, every apothecary in Hydrangea has made a supreme potion. I believe most of the capital apothecaries have as well. Do you know?”


      “Yes. Chester said they wanted to do that when I brought them the supreme healing herbs, so I imagine they did.”


      It wasn’t like she’d seen it for herself; she’d only heard they planned to. Her job only went as far as gathering and turning in the supreme healing herbs.


      “It seems Rosa is a bit behind the times in that respect. I’d like for them to get the experience, so can I ask you to gather enough supreme healing herbs for every apothecary here?”


      She’d been prepared for a request of that nature, but before agreeing to it, she looked toward Leroy. Chris had been taking charge, perhaps because he’d returned to his old haunt, and it had kind of been bothering Sara for some time. When she looked to Leroy, however, she found that he was all smiles, in complete agreement with Chris.


      “I’ve only made a few supreme potions myself. I’d love for the younger apothecaries to get the experience as well. I’d appreciate it if you took the request, but I know supreme healing herbs only grow in the deepest parts of dungeons. Can we ask such a dangerous task of you?”


      Sara looked back to Chris, staring up at him.


      “What?”


      “Chris, is this request from you personally? Or is it from Rosa’s Apothecary’s Guild?”


      Chris blinked in understanding and went quiet. It seemed he’d finally realized that he’d been acting like the guildmaster, though earlier it might have simply been because Leroy wasn’t there.


      Sara didn’t mind Chris becoming Rosa’s guildmaster if he wanted to do it, but hadn’t Chris said himself that he didn’t intend to serve as guildmaster again?


      Everyone seemed to be waiting for Chris’s answer with bated breath. As the silence continued, Sara took her gathering basket out of her pouch and sat it on Leroy’s lap, opening the lid.


      “I have enough supreme healing herbs for ten people here.”


      The silence as they waited for Chris’s answer turned to one of shock before all the apothecaries in the room gathered around the bed.


      “Yes, this is it! I haven’t seen this purple color in a long time...”


      Leroy reached out with nostalgia but stopped before he touched the plants.


      “You’re plenty capable of gathering supreme healing herbs, then. Is that right?”


      “Yes. I can take the request, or I can sell you the supreme healing herbs I already have here. I have these for emergencies, though, so if you want to use them, I’ll just go out gathering anyway to replenish them.”


      She could tell that the apothecaries were just itching to reach out and touch the herbs.


      “It’ll cost a lot to buy this many supreme healing herbs, and most of all, I have to ask if Rosa’s apothecaries are ready to make supreme potions.”


      Sara spoke not to Chris but to the rest of the apothecaries.


      “Supreme potions are powerful tools. They may save someone’s life, but they may also take it from them. Making them isn’t the end of it. Personally, I think only apothecaries who are prepared to use them when the time comes should make supreme potions.”


      Of course, she had no idea if the apothecaries in Hydrangea or the capital were prepared for such a thing. It was Chester who had decided to have them make the potions. But Sara trusted Caren and Chester as apothecaries. She trusted Chris as well, but she didn’t trust the apothecaries of Rosa who were so obsessed with him that she didn’t know what they’d do.


      That was why she wanted to warn them.


      Sara closed the lid of the basket and put it away in her pouch. She heard several disappointed “ahhs,” but Sara didn’t change her mind.


      “We’ll meet at the west gate in the afternoon on the day after tomorrow, then,” Sara said, leaving the Apothecary’s Guild.


      “Oh, Ted was here, but I forgot to ask him what he was worrying about. Well, whatever. I’m sure Chris will ask.”


      That was more or less the extent of Sara’s worry for Ted.




      That day and the next, Sara and Nelly spent seeing the sights in Rosa.


      “When I was up on the Dark Mountain, and even after that, Rosa was just a place I came to do business in. I didn’t think there was so much stuff to see or so many places to eat.”


      Nelly looked like she was enjoying herself as they had tea in a Second District shop. They should have been an unusual pair around town, but they weren’t avoided or given strange looks like they once were. Part of it was that Nelly was able to control her mana now, of course, but she was also dressed rather femininely, and people probably thought she was from the First District.


      “We’ve been to so many other towns now that we’re used to eating out too. Don’t you feel more comfortable in places like this now?” Sara picked up her cup with her pinky finger sticking out daintily. “Oh, wait. You’re not supposed to stick your finger out like that. Etiquette is tough.”


      “I don’t think it really matters.”


      They could see a fountain outside and townspeople coming and going busily. It didn’t look one bit like Rosa was in some kind of trouble.


      “We really were just being rash, huh?” Nelly said with a sigh.


      “I dunno if I’d say ‘we.’ It was pretty much just Chris, right?”


      It was true that construction on the road had stopped and the workers had gone back to the capital, and that felt all the more personal because Kuntz’s father was one of them.


      Bradley had come back to the capital at the same time, which had made it seem even more like something was happening in Rosa, but now that Sara thought about it, she was pretty sure Bradley hadn’t actually said that Rosa or Ted had any problems. All he’d said was that more Hunters were coming to the Dark Mountain because the road was getting fixed up and it was kind of annoying.


      And there was a reason the construction had stopped that was easy to understand. Maybe they’d rushed into it without adequate planning, but having gone to the Dark Mountain herself, Sara felt that even having part of the road repaired was incredibly convenient. With the expansion of the protection field around town, there was more land in the west where people could gather plants, and the area had been opened up for potential development in the future.


      “Ted really did look pale and unhealthy, though. Did you ever hear anything about him from Chris?”


      Nelly shook her head. “Chris seems to be worrying about something himself these last few days. I’m a little concerned, since he’s not really a worrier.”


      True, Chris didn’t tend to be conflicted. But Sara wasn’t very worried herself. He’d told her how he was feeling a little while ago, and as a man on the verge of middle age, Sara felt like he had plenty of things he was dealing with.


      “Anyway.”


      The fact that she was concerned about Chris but would brush off the subject with an “anyway” was just another one of Nelly’s lovable qualities as far as Sara was concerned.


      “I’m looking forward to the classes tomorrow.”


      “I hope people show up at the Hunter’s Guild. It’s rare for Kuntz to propose something that he wants to do, so I want it to go well.”


      “You don’t care if no one comes to your plant-gathering class?” Nelly teased, but Sara held her head up high, full of confidence.


      “I think at least one person will come.”


      After she’d ironed everything out the day before, she stopped by the west side of town. The girl she’d taught about mana herbs was gathering plants, and when she told her about the class, the girl had happily said she would attend, so Sara was confident about her coming at least. The boy had been more interested in the class at the Hunter’s Guild, but he didn’t actually have his license yet, so Sara wasn’t sure he could even attend.


      “Rosa’s pretty insular, so it’s hard to say how they’ll react to new things. Vince said people were looking forward to it, so I don’t think it’ll be deserted or anything...”


      “It’s just like you to be more concerned about your friends than yourself, Sara.”


      “Hey, you’re a part of this too, Nelly!”


      “You don’t need to get so embarrassed about it.”


      Sara had been spending a lot of time with everyone together or on her own lately, so this time alone with Nelly felt very precious to her.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me...”


      On the day of the lessons, Kuntz was gazing up at the sky, his face pale. Or rather, he was staring at the ceiling of the underground room in the Hunter’s Guild.


      When the four of them came to the underground training room in the Hunter’s Guild, they had been praying for just one person to come to their lessons, and to their delight, Hunters slowly trickled into the room. However, their delight turned to horror as those numbers grew. By the time the crowd had fully formed, Sara was in awe; she didn’t even know Rosa had this many Hunters.


      This was supposed to be lessons for rookie Hunters, so Vince had ushered the more reserved, younger kids to the front, but the veterans who were lined up in the back, their arms crossed, were so intimidating that Sara, who was standing up front with Kuntz to demonstrate her curving magic, wanted to flee the scene.


      “Get started already!”


      When they started heckling them on top of that, Sara felt herself tearing up.


      “Huh. Guess some people saw the words ‘Kuntz’s shield’ and missed the part on the flyer where it said this was a class for beginners.”


      Nelly stepped forward and set a hand on Sara’s shoulder, while Allen stepped out in front of Kuntz.


      “Guess it has been seven years. People here don’t even remember me anymore, huh? That’s too bad.” Nelly hung her head and shook it from side to side, her brilliant red ponytail swaying behind her as she did. Sara could see the smirk on her face even if no one else could, though.


      “Ack!”


      “It’s the Red Reaper!”


      “Idiot! You mean the Goddess!”


      A buzz went through the veterans lined up in the back. Vince took the opportunity to announce the beginning of the lecture.


      “Uhh, let me introduce your instructors today. The first lesson on magic will be conducted by Plant Hunter Sara and Kuntz of Kuntz’s Shield. The second lesson on physical strengthening will be with Allen the Hero and Nefertari the Red Goddess.”


      The few Hunters who suddenly felt in a hurry to leave glanced over at the door, where they saw a beaming Mina.


      Slam.


      There would be no leaving after classes had begun, she wordlessly informed them.


      “‘Kuntz of Kuntz’s Shield’? Seriously?”


      Sara pretended not to hear Kuntz’s grumbling.


      The contents of their lessons were the same as the ones they’d held in the capital. They started with an eye-catching demonstration of Sara’s curving magic before teaching the Hunters about the importance of mana control. Then they demonstrated Sara’s barrier and Kuntz’s shield.


      The veterans were bored at first, until the hands-on part of Sara’s barrier demonstration when they got to whale on her as much as they wanted. When they moved into mock battles with Allen and Nelly, things got extra lively.


      However, the more excited the veterans got, the meeker the younger Hunters ended up becoming. The instructors ended up having whoever wanted to stay behind after the lessons for more hands-on training in mana control and physical strengthening do so, and before they knew it, it was already noon.


      Vince, who had watched from start to finish, was impressed the whole time.


      “You’d really teach people this stuff for free? This kinda training is invaluable.”


      In Sara’s opinion, it was far stranger that people went right into real combat as soon as they earned their Hunters’ licenses.


      “If you think it’s a good idea, maybe you could hold monthly classes for people who have just become Hunters that month, teaching them basic training. Shields and barriers might be too advanced, but you could give them lessons on mana control and physical strengthening at least.”


      “Rosa’s easiest dungeons start at mid-level, so there aren’t many kids getting their licenses here. Might be good to do something for people who aren’t that experienced, though.”


      Vince seemed enthusiastic, so maybe something like that would really happen in Rosa in the future.


      “Oh, I have to go do plant-gathering classes on the west side now!”


      “You’re a busy one, aren’t you?”


      With Vince’s exasperated comment and “see you laters” from the rest, Sara ran off for the town’s West Gate.




      “Okay, I made it. Huh?”


      She emerged from the West Gate to find a group of apothecaries having a leisurely lunch around a table and chairs.


      “Chris, Ted, Clarissa... Even Leroy’s here, lying down...”


      Sara had furniture in her storage pouch as well. Still, was a class on plant gathering something you’d want to see so badly that you’d take a couch with you to watch it from?


      “I feel like Ted’s looking a lot healthier lately, though. It can’t just be that he was low on Chris particles or something, can it?”


      If that was it, then Sara had to wonder why his symptoms only manifested after all this time apart.


      She’d been completely distracted by the apothecaries, but there were a decent number of other people gathered as well.


      “Miss!”


      The two kids she’d met previously were waving at her.


      “I watched the lessons at the Hunter’s Guild this morning! I didn’t know you were such an amazing Hunter, miss!”


      “I’m not a Hunter. I’m an apothecary,” Sara said with a laugh. There had been so many people at the Hunter’s Guild that she hadn’t noticed the boy there, but she was glad that he had been able to attend.


      “Okay, guess I should get ready.”


      Sara took a desk out of her pouch and set her gathering basket atop it.


      “We’re starting!”


      She waved her hands in the air and the attendants gathered around.


      “Umm, how many people will be gathering medicinal plants for the first time today?”


      Only three of the dozen or so present raised their hands.


      “Then, for the beginners, we’ll start with a review of healing herbs before we move on to greater healing herbs and mana herbs.”


      She figured anyone attending this class even though they were already gathering either didn’t have much confidence in what they’d learned or hadn’t been gathering lately, so she wanted to review from the basics. Then she could teach some other plants to people who wanted to learn more.


      “Hold on a second! Aren’t healing herbs enough for people to know? I can’t imagine you’ll find anything else growing around here,” one of the apothecaries called from the back.


      “I’m not taking questions from anyone not participating in the class. Please be quiet,” Sara said coldly without turning around. If they just wanted to observe, that was fine, but if they were going to get in her way, she didn’t want them here.


      “And if you are participating, come and sit in front of me, please.”


      This comment was directed at Clarissa, who was still sitting elegantly by Ted’s side.


      Sara started by taking out one healing herb for each participant from her gathering basket and lining them up on the table. As she did, Senega came to stand beside her and Clarissa hesitantly stood in front of the table. She was wearing a dress that was beautiful but looked to be her casual wear, with an apron to keep the dirt off of it, so Sara gave her passing marks for her outfit.


      “Do you all know what this is?”


      Several people answered that it was a healing herb, but some of them didn’t sound too confident.


      “If you’re not confident or you’re just starting today, please pick up a healing herb and look it over carefully.”


      Clarissa and the rest of the rookies picked up healing herbs.


      “For those not confident, please compare how the herb looks to the image you had of it in your mind. For those just starting, I’ll explain the characteristics of a healing herb.”


      She described their color, the shape of their leaves, where they grew, and how they smelled. Once she was sure everyone was on the same page, next was gathering practice.


      “You can take these healing herbs as references, so go ahead and look for the same plant around here. Healing herbs really do grow all over the place, so you might find some closer than you’d think. Come back once you’ve found ten of them. I’ll buy them from you right here.”


      Those with experience asked if they could gather plants too and she gave her enthusiastic approval.


      “You carry healing herbs around with you everywhere? Not potions?” Senega looked mystified.


      “Yep. I mean, I carry potions, of course, but I always keep plants on me as well. If I find them, I replenish my stock right away. Look, there’s some right there at your feet.”


      Sara pointed at some healing herbs growing right under Senega.


      “Right where people walk...?”


      Sara ignored the baffled Senega and ushered the three newcomers and Clarissa, who still looked hesitant, over to a nearby patch of grass.


      “You remember what I described to you? You can keep the plant in your hand and use it as reference, but crouch down or get on your hands and knees to lower your perspective...”


      Sara got down on one knee. She got dirt on her clothes, of course, but she’d told them to expect that, so Clarissa and the other three got down with her right away.


      “Try comparing the herb in your hand to the grass growing here.”


      Sara had brought them to a patch of grass with a decent amount of healing herbs in it.


      “Oh! Right here!”


      Clarissa was the first to point out a healing herb growing among the grass.


      “Correct. Now fold it and pick it at the same spot your example was picked.”


      Clarissa plucked the herb with a trembling hand and looked up at Sara proudly, tears sparkling in her eyes.


      Er, isn’t that a bit overblown? Sara thought to herself, but she smiled and nodded regardless.


      “I found one!”


      “Is this it?”


      The newbies chimed in, asking Sara for confirmation of their finds. They were mostly correct, so Sara instructed them to keep gathering and stood up, turning to observe the more experienced gatherers.


      Those with experience searched silently, occasionally comparing their finds with the herbs in their hands.


      “Looks like everything’s good.” Sara nodded to herself, went back to her table, and started lining up enough greater healing herbs and mana herbs for everyone next.


      “Aah! Those are mana herbs! Could you sell those to the Apothecary’s Guild?” Senega reached out toward them without thinking.


      “No. These are more examples for people.”


      Sara gave Senega’s reaching hand a light smack and the first two people came to turn in their healing herbs. It was the boy and girl Sara had recently met.


      “Look, miss!”


      They must have been gathering in the same spot. They each had exactly ten healing herbs.


      “I found this too!”


      “Yep, that’s a mana herb. I’ll buy these individually.”


      Sara purchased the plants from them, handing over the exact amount each child was owed.


      “Here you go. You can keep gathering as long as you want while everyone else finishes up.”


      “I had no idea you could find mana herbs growing in a place like this.”


      As the boy and girl ran off to do more gathering, Sara watched them, smiling next to the shocked Senega.


      The next person to approach the table was Clarissa.


      “I have ten of these, and...umm...this one as well.”


      Sara was surprised, but before she took the plants from Clarissa, she reached out to one of the greater healing herbs on the table.


      “Let’s compare them.”


      The plant in Clarissa’s hand and the one in Sara’s hand were one and the same.


      “Yep, that’s a greater healing herb. Good job finding one.”


      Sara gave her an honest compliment and Clarissa pulled a medicinal plant guide out of the classy satchel she wore over one shoulder. Sara had no idea there were such fashionable storage pouches out there. She was itching to ask her where she’d bought it, but controlled herself, since it wasn’t the time.


      “I was always looking at this, so...”


      The guide looked carefully handled, but its pages had expanded a bit from constant use.


      “You can gather whatever you want right now. It won’t matter if you make a mistake, and I’ll check whatever you find.”


      Sara bought the healing herbs and greater healing herb from Clarissa with an encouraging smile. Clarissa carefully stowed the two thousand gil Sara had given her in her satchel and hurried off to continue gathering.


      Once everyone was confident they’d gathered ten healing herbs, Sara moved on to greater healing herbs and mana herbs.


      “Some people have already gathered some, but we’ll cover greater healing herbs and mana herbs now. Greater healing herbs go for fifteen hundred gil each and mana herbs sell for a thousand. They’re a little harder to find, though.”


      Sara explained the characteristics of each herb as she had with the healing herbs and advised the gatherers to check dry areas.


      “You can gather whatever you want now, whether it’s regular healing herbs, greater healing herbs, or mana herbs, but I’ll buy everything you find in the next hour and we’ll wrap up the lesson there.”


      Sara told them when the class would be over and set them gathering once again. Unlike earlier, this time people split up, some searching obviously dry areas like the town walls and some continuing to look for the regular healing herbs they were more familiar with.


      “We don’t have nearly enough greater healing herbs or mana herbs, so it’s shocking that we’re getting so many of them in just one day. And look at this. People are crouching down or getting on their hands and knees to gather instead of just craning their necks down. I’ve never seen people get so into gathering before.”


      “It’s much easier to find them if you get on the same level as the grass. You should try it, Senega.”


      As Sara watched Senega reluctantly head for the grass himself, she realized that Ted, Chris, and some other apothecaries had joined the search as well.


      “I guess it’s pretty boring to just sit and watch.”


      She turned around and noticed Leroy dozing on his couch.


      “Rosa’s Apothecary’s Guild is a little weird, huh?”


      Of course, Camellia’s had its own quirks, and it wasn’t like Apothecary’s Guilds had much interaction with each other, so it was only natural that each region ended up with its own eccentricities.


      “Okay, time’s up! We’re done for today, but I’ll be holding the same class for a few days after this as well!”


      Sara called all the attendants back and bought their gathered plants from them, and they all left looking satisfied. At this rate, there might be some new people tomorrow.


      “We didn’t buy the plants the last time we had a class, but when they get a reward right away, it really makes everyone motivated, huh? And having examples to give each person was particularly effective.”


      Senega got his knees dirty as well, coming back to Sara with a bunch of healing herbs in his hands.


      “It’s fun once you get into it, huh?”


      “Right?”


      There were apothecaries who liked gathering and those who didn’t, but it seemed Senega was the former type.


      “Is that why you wanted to go find silver dragonmint?”


      “That was pure curiosity, but I realize it was reckless of me. I regret it now. Just because I heard about where to find it from the mayor, it didn’t mean I’d actually be able to find it myself. I mean, I’m just a beginner even with healing herbs. Also, I can’t even handle a horned rabbit, let alone wyverns and mountain wolves.”


      She probably shouldn’t tell him there was a slime right by the city walls.


      Sara put away her table as she spoke to Senega and turned around to find Ted and Clarissa facing each other.


      “I really do want to be an apothecary.”


      Sara’s mouth fell open at the passionate declaration from Clarissa, but she quickly shut it when she heard Ted’s response.


      “At your age?”


      There it is! Ted’s complete lack of tact!


      Sara didn’t know how old Clarissa was, but she must have been a few years older than Sara, which she assumed was late for a noble to be unmarried. She was probably only able to remain in her current circumstances because she had a fiancé.


      “I always wanted to be an apothecary, and I wanted to go to the guild every day. I just couldn’t say so because of my position as your fiancée.”


      Those snooty receptionists at the Apothecary’s Guild in the capital were the only noble girls Sara knew who were apothecaries, so there was at least precedent. But it was probably hard to say you wanted to be an apothecary only until you were married when it had been decided at a young age that you’d be the mayor’s wife.


      “I’ve never forced anything like that on you.”


      “But as soon as you became an adult, and after you came back from Camellia, and from the capital, you were always busy as the surrogate mayor, and then after becoming mayor, you said you were busy learning the job, so you’ve put off our marriage for all this time.”


      “Well, I can’t really say I’m handling the job all that well yet, so how can I start a family?”


      Sara couldn’t help looking at Ted a little coldly, judging him slightly for the clichéd single guy line. She’d heard about stuff like this constantly from her coworkers and friends back when she had been working in Japan. “Once I pass this exam,” or “once I’m more established in my career,” or “once I’m making a certain amount.” So the complaints went. They were really just not ready to commit, but they wasted the precious time of young women—well, women, young or not—with their stale excuses without realizing that. Those women all ended up washing their hands of such men without fail.


      “I knew you were interested in apothecary work, but I thought you just wanted to help out. I didn’t know you actually wanted to be one yourself. You should have told me.”


      “I just did!”


      Could this be called a lovers’ quarrel or not? Either way, Sara was far and away on Clarissa’s side even though it was Ted she was theoretically closer to.


      Clarissa clenched her fists at her side irritatedly, still in the clothes that were dirty from gathering. “We’re engaged, so my father’s always telling me to have meals with you, to go to events with you, to get closer to you, but I can’t eat with you or get close to you all by myself!” She stomped her feet in a very unladylike manner. “When you went to Camellia, and then to the capital, I did all the things that were expected of me as your fiancée, but I’m sick of it! No matter what you say or what my father says, I’m going to be an apothecary! Just like Miss Sara!”


      Whoa! A stray arrow came flying Sara’s way. As Ted grew more and more flustered, Sara was having more and more fun watching.


      “B-But what about our engagement?”


      “That’s up to you, isn’t it? You’re the one who’s been putting it off all this time, aren’t you?”


      Sara nodded, one hundred percent in agreement.


      “Well then, I’ll be taking my leave.”


      “I’ll walk you! Wait, I’ll walk you!”


      Sara ignored the panicking Ted and called out to Clarissa.


      “Umm, Clarissa, can I have a second?”


      Clarissa spun around, eyes welling with tears. An observer might have thought she was angry, but it was probably pretty stressful for a gentle girl like her to let all that out.


      “Umm, I was going to make some potions. Do you want to watch?” Sara took out the table she’d already put away, pretending not to see Clarissa’s tears.


      “I do!” Clarissa walked over, wiping her eyes.


      “Hey! Sara! Clarissa! Hang on a minute!”


      Sara ignored Ted and got out two sets of tools and healing herbs to make potions. Some people who were still gathering walked over a bit hesitantly.


      “Chris, it’s not like the method to make potions is a secret, right?”


      “Right. Go ahead. When I was guildmaster, I believe Clarissa was helping sort medicinal plants, and I believe she’s seen potions being made in the past.”


      With Chris’s encouragement, Sara taught Clarissa how to make potions.


      “You start by tearing the leaves off and putting them in a mortar. You probably know that, right?”


      Then she ground up the leaves, added water and heated it, poured her mana into the mixture, and stirred the solution.


      Clarissa looked like she was having a lot of fun tearing the leaves off the plants and grinding them up. But she stopped when she had to add her mana to the pot. It was the most difficult part of the process, after all.


      “You...add mana...?”


      She may have helped out before, but it seemed she’d never made a potion herself. But whether she could become an apothecary or not hinged upon this step in the potion-making process. People without enough mana couldn’t make potions, and people who didn’t have good control of it weren’t very suited to the job.


      In other words, Sara wasn’t really teaching her how to make potions. She was using the potion-making process to see if Clarissa had potential as an apothecary.


      “Can you use any magic, Clarissa?”


      “A little bit of wind and water magic.”


      “Can you show me?”


      With a look on her face like she wanted to ask why, Clarissa stuck her hand out in front of her and demonstrated some wind magic. A gust of wind ruffled the hair of the people watching their potion-making. Now that she thought about it, Sara hadn’t seen much wind magic from people who weren’t Hunters, but from the strength of the wind she produced, Sara surmised that Clarissa had fairly ample mana.


      “Okay, so, keep in mind the feeling in your hand when you produce wind magic, and hold the glass rod.”


      “Okay.”


      “Then slowly stir the liquid as if you’re sending a tiny little breeze into it with your magic.”


      “O-Okay.”


      The muddy liquid slowly began to clear up.


      “That’s good. Pull the rod out?”


      “Okay!”


      As the swirling liquid stilled, the sediment settled to the bottom of the pot. Before long it had coalesced into two layers, the clear one on the top and the muddy sediment on the bottom.


      “Ted, taste-test—I mean, check the quality.”


      Sara could do it herself, but she wanted Ted to see for himself.


      “R-Right.”


      Ted lowered the glass stick into the liquid and pulled it out, giving it a lick.


      “Hm, it’s a little strong, but it’s definitely a potion.”


      “No way!”


      For some reason, Clarissa was shocked to hear it, staggering back. Chris had stepped up to the table as well at some point, and checked the flavor as well.


      “Yep, it’s a potion. A bit bitter, but...”


      “I made a potion? Really?”


      Beside the dumbstruck Clarissa was the girl Sara had come to know, who was watching the potion-making with sparkling eyes. She was sure to become an apothecary herself one day in Sara’s opinion.


      “Clarissa, I think it’s pretty rare to be able to use magic like that on demand. Did you practice or something?”


      “Yes. In what little time I had between my lessons and social events. Wind magic was the easiest to practice inconspicuously.”


      Even for nobles like the Wolveriés, who were pretty liberal, Nelly’s sister Latifah had a very strict idea of what a noble lady should be like. Meaning this world still had some disparity between the genders. Noble women in particular seemed to be expected to be good wives and good mothers and not much else.


      In such a stifling environment, all Clarissa could do to express herself was practice wind magic inconspicuously, read her medicinal plant guide, and help out at the Apothecary’s Guild. And Sara would never reject someone who wanted to be an apothecary just because they were older than the average rookie.


      “I think Clarissa has aptitude as an apothecary.”


      Clarissa turned to look at Sara in disbelief.


      “I was trained by Chris, so I don’t know how much time and effort goes into becoming an apothecary the normal way, but as long as you’re motivated and Rosa’s Apothecary’s Guild accepts you, I don’t see why there would be any problems. I don’t think age has anything to do with it.” Her last comment contained a tiny bit of indignation directed at Ted.


      “I don’t mind admitting Clarissa as a trainee if Godwin says it’s okay.”


      Sara heard Leroy pipe up from the couch where she thought he was sleeping.


      “We’re always pretty short on apothecaries. I know you walked her through it, Sara, but if she was able to create a potion, it means she has potential. The rest is up to you and Ted, Clarissa.”


      Clarissa probably hadn’t expected all of this to happen when she’d stated offhand earlier that she wanted to be an apothecary. She looked like she had no idea what to do.


      “Clarissa, I think I’ll be holding lessons and buying plants in the afternoon here for a few more days. Before making any big decisions, why not make some time to get a little more familiar with medicinal plants?”


      “Get familiar with them?”


      “Yep. You can’t make potions without medicinal plants. That’s why I think gathering plants is the foundation of being an apothecary. I’m suggesting you build up that foundation a bit.”


      Sara could do nothing but make that first step easier for her to take. If she wanted to keep going after that, it would be up to her.


      “Okay! Thank you very much!”


      The unease and hesitancy were gone from Clarissa’s voice.


      “Then your task is only over once you’ve washed your tools with water magic. Let’s wash them together, okay?”


      The apothecaries waited quietly behind them until they were finished cleaning up their tools. Leroy had even put away his couch before Sara realized it.


      “Good work today, Sara.”


      As the apothecaries thanked her for her work, Ted instead called out to Clarissa.


      “Let me walk you home.”


      “Thank you.”


      Sara watched them walk away side by side like normal fiancés with her head cocked.


      “Weren’t they just fighting? Do they actually get along well?”


      “They’ve known each other a long time, but they’re both late bloomers, so I imagine they’re having a hard time finding an opportunity to take that next step,” Leroy said before letting the apothecaries escort him away.


      Sara and Chris were the only ones left.


      “Should we head back?”


      “Yes. And Sara...”


      “Yes?” Sara responded without any wariness. Chris had a tendency to push unreasonable things onto her, but she didn’t think that would be an issue right now. He knew she had supreme healing herbs she could hand over right away if he asked.


      “Watching you, I remembered that I was invited to Camellia to train apothecaries.”


      “Come to think of it, you’re right. But all we ended up doing was cleaning up the mess everyone there caused by abandoning their work.”


      “Indeed. You were already working as a respectable apothecary even back then.”


      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that...”


      Now that she thought about it, she realized that Chris and Ted were really instilling in her the basics of being an apothecary back then.


      Chris went on, oblivious to her musings. “At the time, I thought it was ridiculous to invite me there without laying the groundwork for their apothecaries to be trained, but maybe I was the one in the wrong.”


      It was very rare for Chris to reflect on his behavior like this.


      “What you’re doing right now is undoubtedly training apothecaries, Sara. At least the first step of that training, to be specific.”


      He spoke slowly as if collecting his thoughts.


      “If you start by teaching people to gather plants, they’ll get more familiar with those plants. Then people who have aptitude or who are interested in being an apothecary may appear. You choose your students yourself instead of waiting for them to be chosen for you. I suppose that’s another way of doing things.”


      “But it’s not like a school class or anything. And I’m the only teacher. It’s basically just a bonus for the classes we’re holding at the Hunter’s Guild. And teaching people to gather medicinal plants only takes one day.”


      “You don’t realize how impressive it is that you’ve taught everyone who attended the class how to gather in just one day?” Chris shook his head exasperatedly.


      For Sara, it was her second time doing this after the capital, so she didn’t think it was particularly annoying or particularly impressive. Now that she thought about it, she might have told Chris about the classes they’d held in the capital but not told him how they did it or what kind of results it had.


      “Come to think of it, I appreciate the warning.”


      Chris suddenly thanked her as they passed through the West Gate and headed for their inn in the Second District.


      “What? Warning?”


      Sara couldn’t remember giving him anything so overblown as a warning.


      “You had many harsh reminders for me when I was acting like Rosa’s guildmaster, did you not?”


      “That was, well...”


      Chris’s tone was teasing, so Sara got away with only a slightly nervous response.


      “It was like time had rewound as soon as I was back in that place. A familiar place, familiar apothecaries... There were some new ones as well, but most of them were there before. Part of it was because the current guildmaster Leroy was resting, but if you hadn’t said anything, I likely would have continued acting like I was still guildmaster.”


      And everyone at the guild probably wanted that, Sara thought to herself. They might have felt that she’d done something unnecessary in that case.


      “Leroy’s agreed to write a report about his experience with the supreme potion. He’s going to observe his progress for a full month, share his report with everyone in the guild, and review the report you wrote with Noel before requesting you gather the supreme healing herbs.”


      “So it’s going to be a request from Leroy. I wonder if I’ll still be in Rosa by then.”


      Sara hadn’t even thought about what she’d be doing a month from now.


      “You’ve already finished everything you came to Rosa to do?”


      In fact, Sara could not say that she had.


      “I haven’t gone to the Dark Mountain yet.”


      She had, technically, but she’d really only gone and come right back.


      “I want to go all the way to the caretaker’s cottage, then I want to go to the ravine where the golden trout are, and see the cliffs where the gargoyles are, and I want to find supreme healing herbs and silver dragonmint now that I know what to look for. I’ve only seen a little bit of the mountain wolves too.”


      “Those aren’t pets, you know.” Chris smiled wryly at Sara’s enthusiasm.


      “I wonder when I should go up there.”


      “I hope you’re able to.”


      Why did he have to say foreboding things like that?


      They spent a few days holding classes in the Hunter’s Guild, followed by gathering classes. People must have talked about them, because eventually people from the tent village on the east side of town started showing up too.


      “Medicinal plants grow on the east side of town and by the road through the eastern meadow too. You should try gathering there sometime. Just be careful around the edge of the protection field.”


      Of course, it would be easier to gather on the north side of town than on the road. The protection field around the town was huge, so there were still a lot of places to explore.


      Clarissa and the two youngsters were passionate attendees of every lesson, but there were also people who gathered without actually attending the classes, perhaps because Sara was buying plants after her lessons. Senega also attended every day and even taught sometimes, so Sara felt like she could probably leave things to him soon.


      They’d wrapped up their lessons at the Hunter’s Guild too, but there were a lot of veterans who wanted to practice Kuntz’s shield more seriously, and Allen and Nelly never ran out of sparring partners. They went into the dungeon and hunted in the afternoon, while Sara was holding her gathering classes.


      “Guess we can wrap up the classes soon.”


      “It’ll be a big relief if this many people start gathering regularly. I’ll be thrilled to get greater healing herbs and mana herbs too.”


      Senega looked satisfied. It was reassuring that he seemed aware of his position as a member of the Apothecary’s Guild too. Sara was glad there were so many reliable apothecaries of Noel’s age, which was slightly younger than she was.


      “Now I can go to the Dark Mountain without worrying whether you’ll be able to teach these classes, Senega.”


      “Huh? The Dark Mountain? You’re going there?”


      “Mm-hmm. That’s what I came to Rosa for.”


      Sara considered when to go up to the Dark Mountain, ignoring the proverbial question mark above Senega’s head.


      “It sounds like they don’t need Kuntz’s help anymore, so maybe I’ll invite Nelly and go up there soon.”


      She’d be fine with Allen and Kuntz accompanying them, of course, but they had their own things to do.


      “I guess we can talk about it.”


      She decided she would bring it up at dinner that night.


      “Sara! Sara!”


      “Hmm?”


      Allen came running toward her at an incredible pace from the West Gate.


      “Supreme potions! Spares! Injuries!”


      “What? What?” she asked, though she realized right away from how he was acting that he needed supreme potions for something.


      “Get on! There’s too many people in town!”


      Allen stopped in front of Sara and spun around, crouching down.


      “Carry Senega, Allen! I’ll run!”


      If Sara was needed in a place like Rosa, which had an Apothecary’s Guild of its own, then Senega’s presence was even more necessary. Sara shoved the hesitant Senega at Allen, forcing him onto Allen’s back.


      “Hold on!”


      “What’s going on?! Waaah!”


      Allen ran off like the wind, following the outer wall of the town, and Sara did her best to keep up with him. Sara considered herself to be among those who were good at physical strengthening. At this pace, she could make it to the caretaker’s cottage on the Dark Mountain with only one stop to sleep on the way. But that was more akin to a marathon than a sprint. When she saw how fast Allen was moving, she realized she’d never compare to people who really specialized in physical strengthening. It took all she had just to keep up with him.


      There weren’t many people coming back from the dungeon at this time, nor were there many people walking around town, but Allen still dodged what passersby he had to, truly moving like the wind.


      In no time at all, they were at the Hunter’s Guild. Sara was panting, shoulders heaving, along with Senega, who slid weakly off of Allen’s back onto the floor. He’d done his best to make it as smooth a ride as possible, but it was still probably pretty difficult to ride on someone’s back while they ran at full pelt like that. Sara was simply exhausted from trying to keep up, but she realized right away that it was no time to take a break.


      Hunters were lying all over the floor of the guild, and Sara could hear groaning coming from several spots around her. Apothecaries were racing around between everyone.


      Sara ran her eyes over the room, but she didn’t see Chris or Leroy.


      “What in the world happened?”


      Sara staggered to her feet and Mina, who had been going around helping the apothecaries, noticed her.


      “Sara! You’re here!”


      “Please tell me what’s going on!”


      “A bunch of Hunters ran into a huge herd of cockatrices on the upper floors of the dungeon where there shouldn’t have been any strong monsters. Then the Hunters who went out to help them got caught up in it one by one... The injuries are bad, and a bunch of people are suffering from cockatrice poison too.”


      “Cockatrice poison...”


      Sara heard the name often since Nelly liked to eat cockatrices, but they were monsters that were as strong as gargoyles or mountain wolves. She’d never heard about their poison from Nelly or Allen, who both tended to take out monsters in one hit, but she was aware that there was venom in the sharp fangs in their beaks. Still, a regular antidote should have been good enough to treat cockatrice poison.


      Mina shook her head when Sara asked about that. “We don’t have enough. We’ve never needed so many antidotes at once before; we don’t even have enough with the Apothecary’s Guild adding in their stock.”


      Sara hardly ever made antidotes herself, since there wasn’t much demand for them. She ran her eyes over the guildhall. Apothecaries were administering potions, but as they treated those with light injuries, those with heavier ones were left alone. Some of them didn’t seem sure who to help first.


      Sara thought back to the knights who had come back from the Dark Mountain when she was twelve. She remembered feeling awed at how Rosa’s apothecaries had handled the situation without hesitation, Ted included. Now that she had experience of her own as an apothecary, however, she could see that they were acting extremely inefficiently, and some of the injured were being neglected.


      It seemed there was no one taking charge, and the apothecaries were acting somewhat randomly.


      Sara got out her table and put it down in an open spot. Then she set out all the potions she had with her that she thought they might need.


      “High potions, potions, antidotes, and I’ll get out antiparalytics too, just in case...”


      But Sara only had ten of each on her. She knew she could store as many as she wanted in her storage pouch, but she never expected to be in a situation where she would need that many at once.


      “I guess I should have, though...”


      She set her gathering basket next to the potions. Along with the potions she carried, she had as many plants as it would require to replenish that stock as well.


      Slightly nervous, Sara clapped her hands, getting everyone’s attention. She felt her stomach cramping with stress, since she preferred to stay in the background, but she decided this was the time to put what she’d learned from Chris to use. If it were Chris in this situation, or Noel, or Caren...they would act with confidence.


      Sara took a deep breath and tried to keep her voice steady as she said, “Let’s put everyone who can still move somewhere else first. Whether you’re poisoned or not, if you can walk by yourself, please move to the cafeteria. Senega, treat everything but the poison, would you?”


      Maybe because everyone knew her face after the classes they’d held, not a single Hunter or apothecary complained about some newcomer taking charge. Senega grabbed the potions and hurried to the cafeteria without protest. The injured Hunters staggered over to the cafeteria, some with help from staff members. Sara felt bad for them, but their treatment could wait.


      “With apologies to the less injured, we’ll treat those with heavier injuries first. Anyone who has potions or antidotes on them, please put them on this table. I’ll reimburse you later.”


      Sara looked over the apothecaries and called out to the most senior of them.


      “Let’s assess the severity of the injuries.”


      “Right!”


      What hurt the most was having to make the judgments herself. There were ten people lying on the floor groaning in pain. Sara determined which among them had the most serious injuries and left their care to a veteran apothecary.


      “Use a high potion and antidote on that stomach wound!”


      “Yes!”


      So that she wasn’t making decisions unilaterally, Sara conferred with the most veteran apothecary as she gave orders. The last three people didn’t have any visible injuries, but they were limp and unconscious. When Sara looked more closely at them, she saw blood on their clothes.


      “Their wounds are healed, but they’re unconscious. What happened to these three?”


      The apothecary who was making decisions with her shook his head. “Their injuries were the most severe, so they were treated first.”


      If they hadn’t woken up even after being treated, there was a good chance they had internal injuries.


      “Did you give them potions?”


      “Yes, we managed to get them down their throats somehow. But they haven’t woken up.”


      The sight of Allen after the gargoyles had fallen on him flashed through Sara’s mind. He was just like this back then.


      Sara took a deep breath. “I recommend using supreme potions.”


      The noisy Hunter’s Guild quieted at the sound of Sara’s voice.


      “If they’d recovered from the care they’d already been given, they would be breathing deeper and more slowly. Their breathing is weak, and their faces are pale. There’s a good chance the internal damage hasn’t been healed, so at this rate...”


      “You can’t be serious!”


      A Hunter who had moved to the cafeteria tried to stagger back over, but was stopped.


      “But the Apothecary’s Guild only has one supreme potion, and we don’t have time to go gather supreme healing herbs.”


      “The Hunter’s Guild has one too.”


      Vince spoke up from where he’d been quietly directing Hunters returning from the dungeon so that they wouldn’t get in the way of the treatment.


      “I have some too.”


      Sara went back to the table and took a supreme potion out of her pouch, setting it on the table. Mina brought a supreme potion out from somewhere behind the reception desks and set it next to Sara’s.


      “I have one too.”


      Allen took a supreme potion out of his own pouch, setting it down next to the other two. As all this happened, the other apothecaries treated the injured Hunters one by one.


      “Supreme potions are powerful medicine. In the worst case, they could kill the person they’re administered to. Still, I recommend using them.”


      “I-I can’t do it. If they could die if we give it to them, an apothecary can’t possibly do it...” the apothecary making decisions with Sara sputtered.


      This was what was so difficult about supreme potions. Without the potions, the Hunters would likely die within the next few hours. But it wouldn’t be the apothecaries who had killed them. It would just be the severity of their injuries at fault. But if they were given supreme potions and died right away, it would be the responsibility of the apothecaries who administered the potions. They wouldn’t be punished by the law or anything, but the guilt would torment them for the rest of their lives.


      That was why Sara wanted the apothecaries of the guild to make the decision themselves when Chris asked her for supreme healing herbs to create potions with. It seemed she had Rosa’s guild’s decision now.


      “Very well. I’ll do it, then,” Sara said, voice shaking. “Allen?”


      “Yeah.”


      Allen plucked all three supreme potions from the table and handed them to Sara. There was no time to hesitate when people’s lives were on the line.


      “Wait! Sara! I’ll do it!”


      “And me. Hurry, give that here.”


      The voices belonged to Ted and Leroy, who was borrowing Ted’s shoulder. Sara had no idea when they’d shown up, but from how heavily they were breathing, they really must have just arrived.


      “We’ll talk later. Sara, the supreme potions.”


      Sara handed the potions to Ted and Leroy without protest.


      “Please...give me one too.”


      It was the apothecary who’d said earlier that he could never do it. There was a determination in his eyes now.


      Sara silently handed him a supreme potion and headed back to her desk. While everyone’s attention was on the Hunters about to take the supreme potions, Sara took out her potion-making tools and began making as many antidotes as she could.
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      “Is there anything I can help with?”


      “Can you check how many people are still poisoned?” Sara asked Allen.


      This incident had already taught her that there would be times when ten of each kind of potion wouldn’t be enough. Lots of people carried potions and high potions, so she could count on other people for those, but few people carried antidotes or antiparalytics as more than good luck charms.


      Now that she thought about it, the very first problem they ran into when they went to Camellia was a lack of antidotes. She’d had that experience, yet she was still unprepared now. Maybe it was because at the time, Sara hadn’t been aiming to become an apothecary yet, so she hadn’t considered the problem something she should be concerned about personally.


      Still, no matter how many excuses she made in her head, what she didn’t have, she didn’t have. She decided she would carry a lot of them in the future, so that if she ran into a situation like this again, she’d have enough supplies to respond to it.


      “Come to think of it, it’s the same with antiparalytics. Apothecaries should carry more of both...”


      Sara heard a sigh of relief come from behind her and felt some relief herself as well. She ground the herbs up in her mortar, heated the liquid medicine, and added her mana to it.


      Unfortunately, the next thing she heard from behind her wasn’t relief.


      “No, it can’t be...”


      There was a despairing murmur, and some sobs.


      Allen stood behind her as if to protect Sara’s hunching shoulders.


      Sara had only used a supreme potion once herself. And for her, the scales had tipped in the direction of life. She’d never experienced using a supreme potion to a negative result. She’d pushed that terrible experience onto another apothecary now. A dull pain stabbed into her heart.


      “There.”


      Instead of taking the time to pour the antidotes into bottles, Sara brought the whole pot into the cafeteria. She set the pot down in front of the Hunters, who were now dejected after losing one of their own, and asked the guild staff for cups.


      “I have antidotes here. Everyone, take one.”


      Sara went through each Hunter, assessed their symptoms, and poured them an antidote. Senega had already healed their injuries with potions, so when they took the antidotes and their symptoms finally abated, they looked relieved.


      “Hey,” someone said, and Sara jumped. Why didn’t you use the supreme potion? You had it, and you were the one who said to use it. She felt like she was going to hear something like that. But it was something else.


      “Being an apothecary’s a pretty hard job too, huh? Thanks for saving me.”


      “Of course. I’m just glad your injuries were treatable with potions.”


      She was always glad she’d become an apothecary when she was thanked like this. She thought back to Stock, and the first time she’d heard those words. She had no choice but to continue down the path of the apothecary that she believed in.


      “Is everything okay?!”


      Nelly and Chris burst into the guildhall, out of breath. Sara had to wonder why her sense of heavy responsibility and her worries as an apothecary completely vanished as soon as she saw Chris.


      That whirlwind of a day ended after everyone thanked her and Sara slept like a log that night.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: To the Dark Mountain


      No matter how tired she was, she woke up in the morning like usual all the same.


      “Being healthy is the best! But...”


      She was physically healthy, but her mood was a bit heavy. Due to her suggestion to use supreme potions, a person was dead. And she felt like she’d forced the responsibility for that death onto one of Rosa’s apothecaries. It didn’t sit right with her, and she couldn’t stop herself from moping over the situation.


      “Morning, Sara.”


      She went down to the dining hall with all that frustration in her heart and found not just Nelly and Chris there but Allen and Kuntz as well, stuffing their faces with breakfast. The ordinary sight healed her mental wounds a bit.


      “We won’t be holding classes today, since they’re still dealing with what happened yesterday,” Kuntz said matter-of-factly.


      No matter how bad she felt about it, she couldn’t go back to the day before. Today was a new day, and all she could do was continue to do her best once again.


      “That’s perfect timing. I was planning on taking a break from my plant-gathering classes too. I’ll inform the people who come today and wrap things up.”


      Sara decided to focus on what would come next.


      “You did great yesterday. I heard from Vince that you really handled things.”


      “I hope so.”


      Chris’s praise made her feel a little better as well, but her expression still clouded over.


      “The Hunter Leroy took charge of passed away. There was nothing anyone could have done for him.”


      “Leroy...”


      Sara had had her back turned, so she wasn’t sure who had treated whom and exactly what had happened.


      “He had just been saved with a supreme potion himself, but the people who take the potion never know what sort of state they were in. I think it helped him realize just what he’d been through himself.”


      There was a shadow in Chris’s voice as well. Times like these really made Sara understand that apothecaries dealt with life-and-death situations sometimes.


      “Sara, don’t regret what you did.”


      Sara raised her head and responded to Chris. “I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help thinking about what else I could have done in that situation.”


      The feelings she’d intended to deal with herself spilled out at Chris’s considerate comment.


      “Sure, if you’d made the decision and carried it out yourself, Rosa’s apothecaries may have remained unhurt. But they wouldn’t have grown either. You made the decision you did because you felt the same way, right?”


      “Yes. But I also felt a little full of myself for thinking that way.”


      In these last five years as an apothecary, Sara was confident that she’d gained more experience than anyone, through many rich encounters. At the same time, she regretted acting like a veteran when she’d only been doing this for five years.


      “Sara, for an apothecary, what is most important is preserving life. The arrogance of an apothecary is making light of life. There is nothing wrong with having pride as an apothecary.”


      “Right.”


      “I’ve heard what happened. If Rosa’s apothecaries could not bring themselves to use the supreme potions, what would you have done, Sara?”


      On that point, at least, Sara was confident. “I would have used them myself.”


      “There’s your answer. In any situation, you’re making the decision a proper apothecary should. Have some confidence.”


      Sara nodded wordlessly. Someone had still died, so she wasn’t going to feel better right away, but she at least felt assured that what she’d done had been right thanks to Chris’s encouragement.


      “Come to think of it, you were pretty late getting there, Chris. I thought you’d be in the Apothecary’s Guild.” Sara changed the subject, asking where Chris had been the day before.


      “No, I’ve been on the road between the eastern meadow and the Dark Mountain lately.”


      “I knew he was there, so I went to get him, but it was a lot of distance to cover.”


      It seemed Allen had been sent to get Sara while Nelly had been in charge of fetching Chris. Now that she thought about it, Kuntz hadn’t been there either. She looked over to him and found him shrugging.


      “Allen’s fast, so he went to get you, but I was still in the middle of the chaos in the dungeon, serving as rear guard and defending against the cockatrices’ attacks.”


      “You probably had it the worst, then, huh?”


      “Well, it was hard work, but I was the one giving those lessons on my shield, right? I had to put my money where my mouth was, you know?”


      Kuntz spoke like it wasn’t a big deal, but even if he could deflect a wyvern’s attacks now, that was in a one-on-one situation. It must have been hard defending against a whole group of cockatrices at once.


      “It wasn’t that bad. Hunters kept showing up and picking the cockatrices off one at a time, so there weren’t that many of them before long. It really showed what the Hunters of Rosa can do.”


      “So there was a lot going on in the dungeon too. Good work in there, Kuntz.” Sara gave Kuntz her heartfelt appreciation and then smiled at Allen. “And thanks, Allen.”


      “For what?” Allen looked confused when Sara suddenly thanked him.


      “I bet you really wanted to go hunt cockatrices, didn’t you?”


      “Oh, that. No, not really. It was Nelly who really wanted to, I’d bet.” Allen rubbed his nose bashfully and turned to Nelly with a teasing look.


      “Mm. I almost made my way into the dungeon, but I know what to prioritize. I went to get Chris because I figured even having one more apothecary would help,” Nelly said confidently.


      “But I didn’t make it in time even though Nef came and got me. Though I feel it was better for Rosa’s apothecaries in the end that I wasn’t there. Of course, that’s only because Sara was there.”


      Yes, if Chris had been there, then Rosa’s apothecaries would have relied on him entirely to make the decision. Sara probably would have too.


      “What were you doing out in the meadow anyway, Chris? I thought all the apothecaries were with Ted.”


      She hadn’t been spending a lot of time with Chris lately, so she was surprised to hear that he’d been in the eastern meadow.


      “The guild gets too restless with me around to get any work done. Ted’s the same, so I got out of there as soon as I could. He was still looking pale, so I told him not to push himself, but it was kind of a relief to see him acting like he always does.”


      As Chris smiled wryly, all Sara could do was tell him he’d done well.


      “We heard at the Hunter’s Guild that Rosa was expanding its protection field to the west, right? I was wondering what they would do about the east side.”


      “Well, there’s a possibility another continental tortoise will come through on the east, which is why they’re expanding to the west, right?”


      “Yes, but I wanted to look at things from the perspective of an apothecary. I’ve been walking the path from the town to the Dark Mountain ever since that day I attended your lessons. The eastern meadow is a treasure trove of medicinal plants.”


      “It is?!”


      He was doing such a fun thing all on his own? Sara wished he’d invited her, but you couldn’t do everything you wanted all the time, so you’d have to give up on things every once in a while.


      “Though it’s also a treasure trove of horned rabbits.”


      “Yeah, that’s for sure.”


      It was a place where your life wasn’t guaranteed if you took a single step off of the road.


      “Yesterday I was thinking I could end my classes and there wasn’t anything left for me to do but go to the Dark Mountain, but I wasn’t thinking about the eastern meadow,” Sara explained.


      “Oh? You wanna go to the Dark Mountain soon?”


      Allen looked excited, and Kuntz was also leaning forward.


      “I was thinking I could wrap up my classes too. The people I taught can keep working on their own at this point.”


      With the incident the day before, they’d had no time to talk about what to do next. Yet they were all on the same page now, to Sara’s delight.


      “For now, I want to get an update, so we should head to the guild before noon.”


      Everyone agreed with Sara’s proposal.


      “This is the first time we’ve all gone somewhere together since coming to Rosa, isn’t it?”


      “Even when we went to the Dark Mountain, we came back separately.”


      They left the inn and chatted as they walked. When they passed the usual fountain, they heard footsteps echoing behind them.


      “Coming through!”


      Five young Hunters in tattered clothes pushed past them, supporting each other as they went.


      “What’s that about?”


      “Well, we’re going in the same direction. Let’s find out.”


      It didn’t seem like the Hunters needed help, since they were all capable of moving quickly, so they just followed the group. It was no surprise when they ended up at the Hunter’s Guild.


      “Vince!” the Hunter in the lead shouted.


      “What? It’s barely been a week. Did something happen? Looks like it.” Vince came to his own conclusion when he saw them, then gave Sara’s group a relieved look when he spotted them behind the Hunters.


      “First, we need antidotes! Give us some antidotes, would you?”


      “Huh? We just used up all our antidotes yesterday! We got none left!”


      Vince scratched his head in frustration at the Hunters’ request. In the cockatrice incident the day before, not only had they used up the guild’s whole stock, they’d even used the antidotes Sara had created on the spot to treat the injured Hunters. In the Hunter’s Guild, at least, there were no more antidotes.


      “Somebody! Run to the Apothecary’s Guild! Actually, if you came from the Dark Mountain, couldn’t you have just gone to the Apothecary’s Guild first?”


      “We didn’t think of that! I mean, who goes to the Apothecary’s Guild anyway? You’ve got potions in the kiosk, don’t you?”


      The reason Sara almost laughed at the exchange between Vince and the Hunter was because they were all on their feet, and had come to the Hunter’s Guild moving faster than most people could. They had plenty of energy still.


      “How many do you need? I have a few.” Chris raised his hand before anyone ran off to the Apothecary’s Guild. Now that Sara thought about it, Chris had only arrived the day before after everything had been resolved, so he hadn’t shared any of his antidotes.


      “That would be great. We all got poisoned and split what antidotes we had among us, so if possible, we’d like enough for all of us.”


      “I have five on me.”


      “I have five too.” It seemed Nelly was also willing to share hers. She’d arrived at the same time as Chris, so she still had all the antidotes she usually carried as well.


      “We can each provide four, then.”


      “Yeah, you want to keep at least one.”


      The relative seriousness of the situation was destroyed by the way Chris and Nelly beamed at each other as they conferred.


      “Err, sorry for interrupting when you two are enjoying yourselves so much, but...”


      “W-We’re not enjoying ourselves. We’re being completely normal.”


      Nelly was bashful about the strangest things, but when the Hunter called out to them nervously, she and Chris quickly got out their antidotes.


      “Wait. Now that I look at you, there’s only five of you. Where are the other three?”


      Vince had been watching the entrance like someone else was going to walk in, but there didn’t seem to be anyone coming after Sara’s group.


      “Oh, Hyde and the rest stayed up there. There was a herd of cockatrices on the middle of the mountain.”


      “Cockatrice poison, eh? Makes sense. Hey, wait a second!” Vince snapped. “They stayed up there? Come on, guys... I mean, I know they’re veterans, but...”


      The Hunters they had gone to rescue with the apothecaries weren’t veterans, but they had protection cases, so they were able to hold out on the Dark Mountain. Maybe that was why they didn’t seem nervous.


      “Are they in the cottage?”


      “No, they’re on the middle of the mountain. They bought time for us to get away. They said they’d be right behind us, so we should go back and get antidotes for ourselves.”


      An unpleasant silence fell in the guildhall.


      “What?! You left three Hunters in the middle of a herd of cockatrices?!”


      “They weren’t in the middle, they just told us they’d keep the herd distracted while we got away.”


      The hesitant Hunters didn’t seem to understand why Vince was so agitated yet.


      “Give me the full picture! Now! This is no time to relax just ’cause you five made it back!”


      “R-Right!”


      From what the Hunters said, it seemed they had been attacked by cockatrices right around where Sara’s group had rescued the apothecaries, just as she suspected.


      “We encountered them a bit below halfway up the mountain. At the start, it was just a few of them, so the five of us were fighting them, since it was good training, but more and more of them kept coming out of the forest. Eventually, we couldn’t dodge all their attacks and got poisoned, so we got inside a protection field to heal ourselves. Then we’d go back out and repeat that a few times until there really started to be way too many of them.”


      “How many is that?”


      “A couple dozen at least. When we ran out of antidotes, the other guys told us to go down the mountain and that they’d buy time for us, and the cockatrices really didn’t chase us. We came straight here after that. Right?” The Hunter turned to his companions, who nodded in agreement.


      “We had protection cases set up, so we figured they’d clean up a few of the cockatrices and then retreat into the field. They didn’t say anything other than to go back to town.”


      The Hunters still didn’t seem very tense even after Vince’s intense reaction.


      “This is bad.” Kuntz spoke up. His words had weight, since he’d personally fought a large group of cockatrices just the previous day.


      “Kuntz, what were the cockatrices like yesterday?”


      “Same thing. It sounds like there were just a few at first, but then there were more and more. For a time, there were so many of them that the whole scene around us was white. We got through it ’cause we had enough people to throw at them, but you wouldn’t be able to do anything with just three guys.” He was pale as he replied to Vince.


      “B-But Hyde and the other guys are all strong enough that they’re supposed to rival the Red Goddess. They could take cockatrices out just by punching them, easy.”


      Sara glanced over at Nelly. She’d seen her send gargoyles flying with a punch before, and she knew that she’d hunted cockatrices like that on the Dark Mountain before. But she also knew that you couldn’t underestimate strength in numbers.


      For instance, she figured Nelly could easily take down a cotton sheep with a punch, but the woman herself had said that she’d never wade into a herd of them like Sara had in the past. In a one-on-many fight like that, a tiny lapse of concentration could mean death.


      “It’d depend on the number of cockatrices, but if Hyde told you to go back to town, I imagine the situation must have been pretty bad. Which means...”


      When Nelly folded her arms and started talking, the Hunters all looked her way and exclaimed, “No way, the Red Goddess...?”


      They were still young, so it was possible they’d never seen Nelly before. They’d realized who she was right away just because she was a red-haired female Hunter.


      “We should assume he didn’t even have time to tell you to get help. That sending you back first was the most they could do in the circumstances.”


      Hearing something like that from a veteran Hunter like Nelly evidently meant more to them than Vince’s earlier urgency. The Hunters were now going pale and trembling when Chris spoke up.


      “Wait. First, your treatment. Sara, examine them.”


      “Right.”


      This was their job as apothecaries, no matter how dangerous the situation was on the Dark Mountain.


      “S-Sorry.”


      They said they’d treated their injuries with potions already, and even poisoned, they’d been able to come here moving faster than most people. With some antidotes, they were right as rain.


      “Anyway, we’ve gotta get some people together and send them to the Dark Mountain right away. Why does this annoying crap keep having to happen over and over again?”


      Though he complained, Vince began working toward a solution right away, until another Hunter ran into the guild.


      “Vince, you here?! There are more cockatrices on the third floor!”


      “Oh, come on! On the Dark Mountain?”


      “What? In the dungeon!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! You guys didn’t get them all yesterday?! I didn’t hear anything about a second wave coming!”


      Vince slammed his hands on the table and stood, then sank back down into his chair again. “What do we do...?”


      “Get your act together!”


      The situation was changing before their eyes. Mina had been moving around quietly in the background, providing assistance, but she was scolding Vince now. As she went past him, she headed toward the kiosk and shouted at the person working there, “Go get Jay! He should be with the mayor!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” The kiosk worker flew out of the guild.


      “Frankly, this is the first time we’ve had problems occurring on the Dark Mountain and in the dungeon simultaneously. Let’s figure out what we can do.”


      “I mean, what are our options? Doesn’t change the fact that we have to go help them.”


      Vince seemed drained from all the crises that had been occurring. Mina shook her head in response to his words.


      “We’ve got two options. Either we send people to both places, or we give up on the Dark Mountain and just send people to the dungeon.”


      “Wh-What?” one of the Hunters who had just come back from the Dark Mountain sputtered. A second ago, he hadn’t even thought his friends were in danger, so it was a bit self-serving that he was getting nervous now.


      Kuntz spoke up now. “Hold on a second. Let’s think this through. There are cockatrices in the dungeon, sure, but how big of a problem is that? Are there enough that you think they could spill out to the surface?”


      “N-No. But if there’s a bunch of them on the third floor when they’re only supposed to be way deeper than that, anyone on the fourth floor or lower won’t be able to come back.”


      “Are there any Hunters in immediate need of help?”


      “Well...no, not yet.”


      Some calm made its way through the guild at that.


      Sara raised her hand. “If it’s just getting Hunters out of the dungeon, I can do that. I have my barrier, so I can travel with as many people as I need to. But I’ll go to the Dark Mountain if you think I’d be more helpful there.”


      She may have been an apothecary, but she knew how useful her barrier was. She wasn’t sure if she should be going to the Dark Mountain or putting her skills as an apothecary to use, so she decided to let the Hunter’s Guild decide.


      “If Sara can help get the Hunters out, then we can take our time culling the numbers of the cockatrices in the dungeon, right?” Kuntz pointed out.


      Vince finally looked like his usual self again. “Right. Yeah, you’re right. So many things are happening at once, I lost my cool, but irregularities with dungeon monsters aren’t that unusual. We can just give everyone a heads-up, gather some Hunters, and take our time culling them. That should work for the dungeon.”


      Vince was calmer now that they’d decided on a course of action for the second problem of the day.


      Chris raised his hand next. “I’ll go to the Apothecary’s Guild, then. I’m sure there aren’t enough antidotes anywhere with what happened yesterday and now with this. We’re out of supreme potions too. I’ll advise them to put a request for poison herbs out among the people who attended Sara’s classes and start restocking their potion stores, starting with antidotes.”


      “That’ll help.” Vince was looking better and better.


      “Then Nelly and I will head to the Dark Mountain,” Allen announced next. They didn’t appear to have conferred about this at all, but Nelly was standing next to him with a look on her face like what he was saying was completely obvious. Well, they were master and student, Sara supposed.


      “I know Hyde,” Nelly added. “He’s definitely strong, but the Dark Mountain has way more monsters than the dungeon. If there’s an excess of monsters even for the Dark Mountain, we’re talking about an incredible amount of them. There’s not much chance they’ll escape the mountain, but if we’re going to send help, we should move quickly.”


      Allen and Nelly looked ready to run off at a moment’s notice.


      “Most likely, Allen and I won’t be enough to handle it. You should think of it like this: You should be sending any Hunter that’s strong enough to the Dark Mountain right now.”


      Kuntz was next to raise his hand. “I’ll stay here, then. My magic works best when I have a safe zone. I won’t be much help on the Dark Mountain.”


      Kuntz was reliable since he had a clear idea of what he could and couldn’t do.


      “We’ll go back too, to help Hyde.”


      The Hunters stood, having fully recovered with Chris and Nelly’s antidotes. But Nelly shook her head at them.


      “You guys stay here and help out in the dungeon. You should be able to cull some of the cockatrices, right?”


      “Why?!”


      “You’ll just get in our way,” Nelly said matter-of-factly. “If you got poisoned just ’cause there were a few more cockatrices than usual, then you won’t be of any use on the Dark Mountain when there’s an abnormal monster increase happening.”


      Her words were harsh, and the Hunters bit their lips.


      “Okay, we’re gonna get going.”


      “Wait just a second!”


      That was when the guildmaster jumped in. Ted ran in a bit after him. Unlike the guildmaster, his shoulders were heaving, but he couldn’t be faulted for that.


      “Can you not make all these decisions when I’m not around? I am the one in charge around here, you know.”


      “Jay... You’re late, man. Why are you never around in emergencies?”


      As always, the guildmaster was just a bit lackadaisical and unreliable, but when Vince heard his voice, all the color returned to his face at once.


      “Situation report!”


      Nelly and Allen were almost out the door already on their way to the Dark Mountain, but they stopped. The guildmaster got a quick report and first bowed his head to them.


      “I know we got you involved when the apothecaries were in danger too, but we’re counting on your help again now. It’s definitely appreciated, though.”


      If there was one thing that marked him as the guildmaster, it was his ability to make use of Sara and her group as resources without hesitation.


      “We’re definitely hunting fewer monsters now that Haruto’s gone, but maybe it’s because of the continental tortoise or just a whim of the Dark Mountain. We don’t know what the cause of this is, but it’s not like it’s impossible for monsters to make it off of the Dark Mountain. Ted and Vince will take charge of the dungeon down here and work through the problem systematically, but we’ll send everyone who’s strong enough to handle it to the Dark Mountain.”


      His ability to prioritize and make concrete plans was also impressive.


      “I gotta stay here?”


      Vince’s shoulders slumped, but it was true that he was suited to the task.


      “Got it. Leave arranging supplies to me.”


      Ted was reliable in his own way too.


      “I’ll be heading to the Dark Mountain with Nefertari. Vince, any veterans you can get your hands on when they get out of the dungeons, send ’em to the Dark Mountain. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


      No matter how strong the guildmaster was personally, he would normally stay behind to take command. But this time, he was going straight to the scene. It was clear that he felt the same way about the situation that Nelly did.


      “Sara.”


      “Yes?” Sara squeaked. When the guildmaster looked at her, it was always with the warmth of an uncle, or a teasing joviality. But right now, there was only solemnity in his eyes.


      “I want you to join us as soon as you can.”


      Sara’s barrier wasn’t for fighting, it was for protecting. What Sara could do as an apothecary was protect people’s lives. Just like Kuntz had considered matters and determined that he would be of the most use in Rosa’s dungeon, Sara felt that her skills would be of use in the dungeon more than on the Dark Mountain. But maybe that wasn’t the way she should be looking at things.


      Sara glanced Allen’s way without thinking. All he did was pound his chest with his right fist. “We’ll be waiting.”


      She understood then. If they didn’t need Sara, Allen would have said, “Do your best.” Where Sara was needed right now was Rosa’s dungeon, but Allen was thinking it would be hard up on the Dark Mountain too.


      “I’ll be waiting even more.”


      Nelly stuck her head in front of Allen as if to get in the middle of them.


      Now it was time for Chris to speak up, flustered. “I’ll be going too, Nef. If you’re going to wait for anyone, I’d like it to be for me.”


      “Yeah, yeah. I will be.”


      The tension eased somewhat with Chris’s hasty intrusion, but the group heading for the Dark Mountain left shortly after that.


      “Chris. I’ll go to the Apothecary’s Guild with you.”


      “Yes. Let’s hurry.”


      Ted and Chris rushed off for the Apothecary’s Guild.


      As everyone ran around the guild busily preparing, Sara stood there without anything to do. She couldn’t do anything until they’d decided how and when they wanted to help the Hunters leave the dungeon. Still, it was her way of doing things that she’d normally gather plants or make potions with whatever time she had while she was waiting. She knew they were short on antidotes right now, for instance.


      But even if she was standing still, Sara was plenty busy inside her head.


      She’d somewhat casually volunteered to go into the dungeon because she thought she’d be of the most use there, but all of the Hunters who were heading to the Dark Mountain seemed like they wanted her there. That was just how worried they were about the sudden increase of cockatrices on the Dark Mountain. Yet they’d honored Sara’s choice.


      If that was the case, then Sara had to go to the Dark Mountain after she finished what she needed to do in Rosa. As soon as she could, if possible.


      Sara’s job was getting young Hunters stranded in the dungeon outside safely using her barrier. How could she most efficiently do that? There wasn’t even anything for her to do until the Hunters made it to the higher floors from the lower ones.


      Sara was feeling unusually anxious about the things that she couldn’t do anything about on her own.


      “What’s up, Sara? I’m gonna head to the dungeon soon. Want to come with me and see what’s going on? Or do you want to rest until you’re up?” Kuntz asked her.


      “Right. You’re still here, Kuntz.” Sara relaxed a little, feeling calmer.


      “What? Did you forget about me?” Kuntz gave her an exasperated look and clapped her on the shoulder comfortingly. “I know. I’m nervous too. I chose this side ’cause I didn’t want to be in the way, but I’m not sure the three of them should have headed to the Dark Mountain on their own, veterans or not. I’m wondering if I should have gone with them.”


      “You are too?”


      “Yeah. Allen never wants you to push yourself, but he said he’d be waiting for you. That means he thinks it’s gonna be dangerous.”


      “I think so too.”


      Maybe they should just go to the Dark Mountain right then and there.


      “Sara, calm down. Let’s just focus on what we can do right now. I’ll handle the cockatrices, and you’ll direct the Hunters.”


      “Direct them?” Sara pictured a tour guide waving a flag around at the front of a group and felt herself smiling.


      “It kinda reminds me of the gargoyle hunting in Camellia. You two were fighting then, but we all set up tents in the safe zone and it was kinda fun.”


      Sara gasped when she heard that. “Right! It’s a dungeon, so even if they can’t get to the surface, people can just wait in the safe zones until the cockatrices are gone!”


      Sara had volunteered to go into the dungeon so she could bring people out with her barrier, but if they couldn’t get out, all they had to do was stay there. It was as simple as that. It may have been a bit uncomfortable in the dungeon, but they’d just have to put up with that.


      “Mina! Let’s set up a base in one of the safe zones in the dungeon! I’ll help transport supplies down there, then I’ll head right for the Dark Mountain!”


      “Right, that’s an option too! Why didn’t I think of that?!”


      Even if they were on the upper floors, if there were cockatrices about, it would take a pretty skilled Hunter to make it through to the lower safe zones. But any Hunter strong enough to do that should be on cockatrice-fighting duty.


      With Sara, however, weak Hunters and even civilians could make it down there no problem.


      “Take an apothecary down there, then, would you? I’d prefer to go myself, but...”


      Ted was already back from the Apothecary’s Guild while Sara had just been standing around.


      “I happened to bring one, thinking it would be good to have someone nimble around. Senega, can you handle it?”


      “Err, what am I handling, exactly?”


      Senega looked like he had no idea what was going on, but when he heard that he’d be going into the dungeon, a rarity even for Rosa’s apothecaries, he nodded, eyes sparkling.


      “I thought I wouldn’t be able to go back to the Dark Mountain because we weren’t prepared enough, but I’ll gladly go into the dungeon. And I’ll do my duty as an apothecary as well, of course!”


      In addition to working as an apothecary, Senega was also entrusted with managing supplies for the young Hunters who would be stranded in the safe zone. And since Ted was involved in procuring those supplies, they flooded in not just from the Third District but from the Second as well. Within the day, they had the supplies and personnel to take down into the dungeon with Sara to set up the base. Senega from the Apothecary’s Guild and two young receptionists from the Hunter’s Guild would go down and stay at the base, managing the supplies.


      “Okay, let’s go.”


      Unlike Sara, who had to prepare, Kuntz had headed into the dungeon right away, so she had a young Hunter who’d just happened to come back early serve as her guide.


      “Barrier. Bigger now. This size should be good.”


      They entered the dungeon and Sara expanded her barrier to a bigger size than usual, coloring the top of it green.


      “Wow, it’s like walking under a fresh green forest!”


      Senega was impressed, but the receptionists who had hunting experience and the Hunter serving as their guide didn’t let their guards down. Very professional. They’d all participated in Kuntz’s classes, though, so while they were impressed by Sara’s barrier, they also didn’t doubt its power, which was helpful.


      “We’ll be safe as long as we’re within the green, so let’s go as fast as we can.”


      The first floor was safe. The second was normal as well, but they could see Hunters coming back looking pale and frightened here and there.


      “They said the cockatrices were on the third floor, right?”


      “Horned rabbits and forest wolves show up on the third floor, so it’s similar to the eastern meadow in terms of difficulty. But young Hunters without much experience can do pretty well there as long as they don’t get too far from the safe zone. I go there pretty often,” the Hunter guiding them explained.


      “The eastern meadow really is dangerous, huh?” That was Sara’s takeaway.


      “There are Hunters who operate in the eastern meadow too now that the roads are repaired. But the dungeon’s more fun, since it’s a bit more diverse in prey.”


      The young Hunter had some interesting things to say despite the seriousness of the situation.


      “Aah! Look at all the mana herbs!”


      Senega almost stopped, but the young Hunter scolded him and they continued downward, arriving on the third floor.


      “Wah, there they are...”


      There were so many cockatrices before them that Sara couldn’t help commenting on it. They must have operated in flocks, because there were groups of them moving around together, several dozen to a pack.


      “Oh, Kuntz.”


      “Sara, you’re here.”


      Kuntz and some other veteran Hunters just happened to be taking a break in the safe zone right then.


      “We’re using this spot as a base and culling the cockatrices little by little, starting with the closest group.”


      “The same as you did in Camellia. We’re headed to the safe zone between floors three and four.”


      “Yeah, I guess that’s all we can do. It’d be pretty hard to get through these cockatrices without you, Sara. If we concentrate on just one flock, another one can come at us from behind, so we’ve just been hunting with the safe zone at our back.”


      “Yeah, the gargoyles acted on their own. They were slow too.”


      The first cockatrice Sara’d ever seen was a round slice of tail, so cockatrices had always just been food in her mind. She’d heard that they were strong, but she didn’t know they were so hard to deal with.


      “Well, let’s keep going.”


      Sara had her own work to do.


      “W-Wait a second. We’re going through there? Into that huge throng of cockatrices?”


      “Well, yeah...”


      Senega was white as a sheet even though he’d already been through two floors of the dungeon in Sara’s barrier. A huge group of cockatrices, all taller than you, was a scary thing indeed.


      “I’ll go out first to show you, then.”


      Before they could tell her to stop, Sara stepped out from the safe zone, strolling toward the cockatrices. It wasn’t that monsters didn’t scare Sara, but after repeated encounters with mountain wolves and horned rabbits, she’d grown enough to not be afraid of them when they were far enough away.


      As she pushed through them with her enlarged barrier, the cockatrices crowed in protest, shuffling away from her. A perfect illustration of the size of her barrier appeared in the crowd of cockatrices around her. Some cockatrices curiously pecked at it or kicked it; some even charged at Sara, but they were all repelled by her barrier, the Hunters watching in disbelief.


      “Okay, let’s go deliver those supplies.”


      Seeing Sara act like she was walking through town and not the dungeon, all Senega and the others could do was go along with her. Normally Sara would be amused wading through the sea of cockatrices like this, but she had too much on her mind right now to feel that way.


      “Why didn’t I just go to the Dark Mountain? If there were people stuck there in a herd of cockatrices, I would obviously be more helpful there.”


      She was annoyed at herself for not realizing that until she was in the middle of the group of monsters herself.


      “Sara...can you...go a little...slower?”


      She turned around and found that Senega and the two guild receptionists were breathing heavily, shoulders heaving. Her eyes automatically fell to the cluster of poison herbs at their feet, but Senega was already too exhausted to pay attention to the plants around them.


      She was so anxious, she wasn’t thinking about Senega’s stamina and almost left him behind. It just made her more angry at herself. The two receptionists weren’t Hunters either, so it was only natural that they didn’t have as much stamina as one.


      Sara stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m worried about the Dark Mountain, so I’m rushing. I’ll take it slower now.”


      “No... I’m sorry that we have to rely on you for this, Sara.”


      Senega was apologetic, but Sara couldn’t be upset with him when she considered the fact that he was going to be the one doing all the work soon. With this many cockatrices around, there would be Hunters who absolutely couldn’t leave the dungeon if they normally operated on the fourth floor. That would mean Senega and the receptionists looking after all those people for however long they were stuck there. Senega was skilled, but he was rather laid-back, so this would probably be a challenge for him.


      “Okay, let’s take a little break and gather some of these while we’re here.”


      “Whoa! Poison herbs!”


      Sara and Senega gathered poison herbs while they caught their breath, under the exasperated watch of the Hunter serving as their guide. Even if they were tired, finding medicinal plants perked them right up. That was just how apothecaries were. The receptionists even helped out, finding the process fun.


      “We’re about halfway through the third floor, so it’s just a bit more now. I’ve got a handle on Senega’s pace, so I’ll take the lead now. I know I’m the guide here, but I’m not used to this barrier. Sorry for making you walk in front.”


      The Hunter suggested he take the lead when they stood up after their gathering.


      “Thanks.”


      Cockatrices filled the plains, and where they weren’t, forest wolves could be seen, as if they’d fled from them. Horned rabbits were everywhere, and the third floor, which was normally a good hunting ground for rookies, had become a harsh place indeed.


      Observing everything as they proceeded at Senega’s pace, they finally arrived at the wall that led down to the fourth floor. Over ten Hunters sat, stood, and lay in the safe zone, stuck in place just like they expected.


      “Wait, they’re not just lying down, they’re poisoned, aren’t they?”


      “Let’s hurry!”


      The Hunters were surprised when they rushed into the safe zone, and they all started to ask them what was going on. Luckily, they all knew who Sara was from the classes, and they were almost all familiar with the receptionists and the Hunter, so it didn’t take much time to explain things.


      The receptionist familiar with the most Hunters stepped forward. “An abnormal number of cockatrices have emerged on the third floor of this dungeon and on the Dark Mountain.”


      It was easy enough to see from the sea of white in front of them that it was the truth.


      “Any Hunter who can’t make it through the third floor on their own is to stand by here.”


      The Hunters were naturally not very pleased with this news, but some who looked like veterans stepped forward as if to quell their complaints.


      “We’ve tried hard enough now that it’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s difficult even for us to get through these herds. It’d be crazy to try to get through with you lot in tow, so we’re staying here for now. At least hear the rest of what they have to say.”


      The receptionist gave the veteran Hunter an appreciative look and went on, “The Hunter’s Guild has decided to set up a base here. Someone from the Apothecary’s Guild and I will be in charge. We brought mostly food and water, so we should be able to hold out for a few days at least.”


      A wave of relief went through the crowd at the mention of food and water. There were a lot of Hunters who didn’t carry much on them on their expeditions so that they could bring back as much prey as possible. Nelly was the same way.


      Sara stepped forward when a few of them gave her a look that asked her what she was doing here.


      “Once there’re a few more people here, I’ll take everyone back safely with my barrier. Anyone who comes here after that will stay at the base. I’ll be heading to the Dark Mountain, so I won’t be able to come back a second time.”


      “Wait, we can go back?”


      The Hunters who thought they were going to be stuck here suddenly perked up.


      “You can. You saw how I brought this group here. I think I’ll wait until evening and bring back everyone who shows up at once.”


      She wanted to just take the people there right now and run back right away, but bringing back the people returning from lower floors was her job here.


      Sara turned back to Senega. “Do you have enough antidotes?”


      Senega shook his head. “I brought as many as I could, but we haven’t made many since the cockatrice attack yesterday. So I really don’t have many with me.”


      The people on the ground looked even more distraught. They’d probably tried to force their way through and gotten poisoned just like the veterans said before.


      “Then I’ll search for poison herbs while we’re waiting. Wait for me here and make antidotes, Senega.”


      “Right now?”


      “Yep. We just picked some earlier, remember? You can use these.”


      Sara took her desk out from her pouch and set a gathering basket on top of it. She had a decent selection of plants inside.


      “You have your own potion-making set, right?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      “Okay, I’ll be back.”


      There was only an hour or so until evening, and this was the lower part of the third floor. That meant almost all of the people who would be returning today were already there. Still, she’d promised to wait until evening.


      Sara moved over to the very edge of the safe zone and crouched down, staring carefully at the ground. A cockatrice approached curiously, but was repelled by her enlarged barrier. She spotted poison herbs a short distance away.


      “Okay...” A veteran Hunter started stretching behind her. “So basically, you’ll bring us home and then tomorrow we’ll be slaying cockatrices.”


      “That would definitely help. The guildmaster wants all strong Hunters to head to the Dark Mountain and the rest to stay here.”


      One of the guild receptionists was getting out various things from a storage pouch and nodding in relief.


      “I’ll go to the Dark Mountain, then.”


      Anyone who could say that without hesitation would no doubt be a big help.


      “Well, if we don’t have to worry about how we’re getting home tonight, I guess we could do a bit of hunting.”


      “Yeah.”


      Over half of the Hunters in the safe zone stepped forward.


      “Make our work tomorrow a little easier!”


      The Hunters who no longer had to preserve their strength and supplies left the safe zone and began hunting cockatrices left and right.


      “Sara, was it? Can you expand your barrier a little more?”


      “Yep, yep.”


      Some of the Hunters used Sara’s wide barrier to skillfully hunt the cockatrices that were farther out.


      Sara gathered all the healing herbs, poison herbs, and mana herbs she could find, and by the time she looked back up from the ground, there were more Hunters at the base and more of them hunting cockatrices too.


      “So there were more coming back. I’m glad I waited.”


      She was impatient, but luckily she’d managed to distract herself with plant gathering.


      “I’ve made some antidotes.”


      On the desk in front of Senega were a pot full of brewed antidote and several bottles of the stuff, and the Hunters who had been lying on the ground were up and about now, so they must have already gotten some themselves.


      “I had a brewing set with me, but I didn’t think I’d need a desk. Thank you.”


      Sara kept hers in her storage pouch since she used it often, but it was probably more unusual than not for a person to be walking around with a desk on them.


      “You eat outside a lot when you’re gathering, so it might be good to have a smaller table set.”


      “Right! I’ll get one when I get back. It really is smart thinking to make potions on the scene when you don’t have enough. Combined with your ability to gather plants anywhere you go, you’re pretty much invincible.”


      “Well, since you said that so nicely, here, Senega, have some more plants.”


      “Thank you!”


      They had an apothecary on-site to make potions and treat injuries, and Hunters who would hunt monsters with whatever time they had. They even had a base and people maintaining it. Surrounded by so many people calmly doing their jobs, Sara felt her anxiety easing.


      “The people coming back seem calmer now too. Okay, Sara, we’ll leave the Hunters to you.”


      The group had increased to about fifty in number.


      “There aren’t many people who stay overnight in the dungeon, and if they do, they tend to have enough supplies to last them a while. You’ll be taking a lot of veterans up with you, so there’ll be more people to go to the Dark Mountain too. I think everything worked out well.”


      “I hope so. Thanks.”


      The people she’d come down here with knew she was worried about not going to the Dark Mountain. As she was comforted by one of the receptionists, Sara contemplated how to get a group of fifty people out of the dungeon.


      “Okay.”


      With her barrier still active, Sara strolled out of the safe zone on her own. Once she was outside it, she expanded her barrier. As always, the cockatrices were annoyed when she pushed them back, but she paid them no mind and colored the top half of her barrier green like she had on her way down.


      “Everything under here is safe. Please follow me, and don’t leave the green part. Umm, can anyone run alongside me?”


      “I’ll do it.” The Hunter who’d served as her guide on the way here volunteered and strode up to her. Seeing him reach her unscathed, the rest of the Hunters gathered under the umbrella of her barrier.


      “Okay, let’s go!” Sara waved back at Senega and the receptionists and began to run with her guide beside her.


      When she thought about how there were fifty Hunters running behind her, she wanted to burst out laughing, but she held it in and ran straight for the entrance to the third floor with no idle chatter or breaks, sometimes sending cockatrices flying as they blew past. Eventually, they arrived there safely.


      “Nice work, Sara.”


      A few Hunters patted her on the back while she caught her breath.


      “That scared me.”


      “You’re definitely strong enough to teach classes.”


      Kuntz ran over to her. “Good work, Sara! I’m sure the Dark Mountain will be fine if you’ve brought this many back with you.”


      “Yeah. I’m gonna head right there as soon as we get outside.”


      Kuntz probably wanted to tell her to rest, but instead he just nodded after a slight pause. “If you get tired, at least take a little break before you get onto the mountain.”


      “Yeah.”


      One of the veteran Hunters who’d come with her called out to them. “I heard what’s going on from the receptionist back there. You’re going right to the Dark Mountain, Sara?”


      “Yes. I’m kind of worried about them.”


      “Right. I’ll go with you, then.”


      She hadn’t expected that.


      “I’m sure we’ll be asked to go up tomorrow anyway. Going up half a day early won’t matter that much.”


      “But...”


      There was plenty she wanted to say, like he must be tired from hunting all day already, and that if they left now, they’d get to the foot of the Dark Mountain in the middle of the night.


      “Don’t say it. If you do, I’ll say it right back at you.”


      “Err...”


      She wasn’t sure what to say to that, but Kuntz stepped forward before she came up with anything.


      “This is just what she’s like. She likes to help people even if she has to push herself to do it, so I’ll be counting on you with all that!”


      “Got it. You want us to watch her and make sure she doesn’t do anything crazy, yeah?”


      Before she knew it, she had more people volunteering to go to the Dark Mountain with her.


      “With a few more of the cockatrices gone, we’ll be able to bring supplies to the base back there. Now, come on, let’s go to the Dark Mountain.”


      “Right!”


      She was a bit more tense going to the Dark Mountain with people she didn’t know than she would be going by herself, but the more people she brought, the better it would be for the people still stuck up there, and for Nelly and Allen too. They left the Hunters who would remain in the dungeon behind and headed for the surface.


      “Sara! You brought them back!”


      Mina and Vince were running around busily in the guild as always.


      “We’re gonna head straight to the Dark Mountain with Sara, but do you have any updates?”


      “That’d be great!”


      Before Sara could even say anything, the Hunters announced their plans to go to the Dark Mountain.


      “Sara, this is the stuff we want you to bring to the Dark Mountain. You got room?”


      The Hunter’s Guild had two piles of supplies, one for the dungeon base and one for the Dark Mountain.


      “Err, I don’t know if I have room for this much...”


      You couldn’t put storage bags inside other storage bags, so if Sara was going to carry all of this herself, she’d need a few more pouches on her waist.


      “Oh, we’ll take some. You sent receptionists down into the dungeon, though, right? If you could send someone to the foot of the mountain to manage supplies there too, that’d help.”


      “I’ll go tomorrow if it’s okay.” One of the nighttime receptionists raised a hand.


      “Vince, you saw the amount of cockatrices people were coming back from the dungeon with, right? If the Dark Mountain’s the same, they’ll run out of room right away with their personal storage bags. Let’s get out as many guild storage pouches as we can.”


      “Sure. Young Hunters can make it to the base of the Dark Mountain and back, so that’s probably a good idea.”


      Sara watched this exchange until Mize stomped out of the kitchen and sat her down in the cafeteria.


      “I’ll serve dinner, so eat something. There’s only one thing on the menu, though.”


      “Thank you.”


      Sara was about to run straight to the Dark Mountain, but she realized she’d skipped lunch when her dinner was set before her. The tastiness of the warm stewed horned rabbit seeped all the way into her.


      As she sat there spacing out a bit with a cup of tea in her hands, the rest of the Hunters who would be going with her had their own dinners and the supplies were loaded into guild pouches. Before she knew it, they were ready to depart.


      “Sara. I want to tell you to get some sleep tonight and go tomorrow, but I’m guessing that’s not an option.”


      Sara nodded at Vince with a wry smile. Everyone knew her well. That was why she was able to say what she was feeling without hesitation.


      “I’m so worried about Allen and Nelly that I was wondering why I even went to the dungeon first. I really should have been worrying about the three Hunters stuck up on the Dark Mountain and about Rosa with all these cockatrices around, though.”


      “What’s wrong with that? Everyone’s most focused on themselves and the people around them, normally, at least.”


      Vince shrugged exasperatedly.


      “Listen, Sara. You helped those apothecaries who went and did something stupid before anyone in Rosa did. You held classes for plant gathering, increasing the amount of people who can gather here, and helped Hunters learn new skills too. And you just brought fifty Hunters back from a den of cockatrices!”


      When he put it like that, Sara really felt like she was doing pretty good work.


      “No matter where your heart’s at, what you’ve done is unmistakably good for Rosa. Even now, the sooner you go, the more likely those Hunters are to get back here alive. Even if you’re going for Allen and Nelly, if Allen and Nelly get back because of that, that’ll be good for everyone. Isn’t that enough?”


      “Yeah...”


      Vince’s words hit hard in Sara’s tired mind.


      “Be careful on your way up there.”


      “Right!”


      Sara stood from the cafeteria chair, full of energy. It would probably be fastest to use physical strengthening and leave from the central gate, circling the town outside.


      “Oh, and Chris said he wanted to go with you, so stop by the Apothecary’s Guild first.”


      Couldn’t he have mentioned that first?


      Ten Hunters volunteered to come with her. That felt like a good number. She had to laugh at herself for feeling like it wasn’t that many since she’d just been running with fifty people behind her.


      “Chris!”


      She couldn’t help shouting when she got to the reception desk at the Apothecary’s Guild.


      “Sara. You made it. I had them make as many antidotes as they could.” Chris emerged from the back, already prepared to leave.


      “You could have just gone ahead of me.”


      “Part of me wanted to, but I also wanted to prepare as much as I could.”


      Apothecaries filed out from behind Chris.


      “Ted and Clarissa?”


      “It’ll be better to have more help. Ted was helping not just with supplies but with making potions.”


      Finally, the guildmaster Leroy emerged from the back a bit slowly.


      “I haven’t used any mana, I’ll have you know,” he said before Sara could say anything. She knew that they needed all the help they could get right now, but as long as he wasn’t using mana, it was fine.


      “I got Senega to the third floor of the dungeon safely. He worked hard the whole time he was down there, making potions and treating the injured,” Sara reported.


      “There were a lot of cockatrices even in the dungeon. Since we’ll be taking veterans to the Dark Mountain and younger Hunters will be staying behind in the dungeon, I imagine you’ll need more potions and antidotes here in Rosa.”


      “We’ll keep track of things carefully here. Don’t worry. We’re counting on you up there.”


      Ted saw them off and they ran through the eastern meadow at night, arriving at the foot of the Dark Mountain a little after midnight.


      “Those lights of yours really are handy, Sara. I thought it’d be impossible to run through the fields at night, but we made it no problem.”


      They were out so late that it actually seemed to give them energy, and they proceeded with a lightheartedness that made it hard to believe they were going to rescue people.


      “But let’s stop and rest here.”


      Chris stopped her when he noticed Sara about to enter the Dark Mountain.


      “I could just look...”


      “Cockatrices aren’t active at night either.”


      Gargoyles were the same. It seemed there weren’t many monsters who were active in the dark.


      “Let’s get a little sleep and be ready to move at dawn.”


      They didn’t want to spend the time putting up tents, so Sara and Chris lay down on mats side by side and Sara fell asleep before she even had time to count the stars. She must have been exhausted.


      “Sara.”


      “Mmmn... Oh!”


      Sara sprang up as someone softly called her name. The other Hunters were all waking and preparing for the day at their own paces. She looked up at the sky and found that the stars were still visible, but the sky was brightening toward the mountain. Dawn was almost here.


      “I wanted to let you sleep more, but I figured you wouldn’t want to sleep in.”


      “Thanks, Chris!”


      Sara got up and got ready as well, taking out some things to prepare breakfast.


      “Sara, don’t worry about it. We can handle our own breakfasts. Let’s have something simple, times being what they are.”


      They had no tea, just water created with magic and some meat between sliced bread. Once everyone had finished a light meal, they all stood up more or less at the same time.


      “Shall we?”


      “Yeah.”


      Sara stopped the Hunter who stepped forward to take the lead and stepped up herself.


      “I’ll go first with my barrier. We’re just taking a look for now.”


      A Hunter stood alongside Sara in the front instead of Chris.


      “The Dark Mountain doesn’t have separate floors. If it’s completely full of cockatrices, we might run into them before anything else. Be careful.”


      “Right.”


      The last time they were here to rescue the apothecaries, they had been moving at a fast pace, so all the trees Sara might have run into were repelled by her barrier like they were enemies. Normally, her barrier didn’t repel trees or grass, though.


      Sara set foot on the Dark Mountain as optimistically as she could.


      “I don’t see any.”


      “No, neither do I.”


      For the time being, they could see no cockatrices anywhere in their field of view, nor any of the mountain wolves who sometimes came down to greet Sara.


      “It’s quiet,” Chris muttered when he entered the mountain a bit later.


      Not only could they not see any cockatrices, they couldn’t even sense any of the animals or monsters they would usually see in the trees or grass.


      “It’s getting brighter. Let’s hurry.”


      The last time they’d seen cockatrices on the mountain, they’d been halfway up, and that was where the returned Hunters had seen them too. If the monsters hadn’t moved far from there, Sara and company had quite a trek ahead of them. Still, though they were in a forest, visibility wasn’t bad, and they had Sara’s barrier as well, so they had made considerable progress by the time the sun had fully risen.


      “I still don’t see them. No, wait, what’s that?!” one of the Hunters called out, but even when Sara strained her eyes as hard as she could, all she could see ahead of them was something vague and fuzzy. Chris seemed sure enough of what he saw, though.


      “I see Nef! She’s standing!”


      “Really?”


      It was Chris, so there was no way he was mistaken. And if she was standing, that meant she was safe.


      “What about Allen?”


      “Beside the redhead, there’s someone tall and thin. And an old guy,” a Hunter supplied, since Chris was completely useless when it came to anything other than Nelly. “Old guy” had to be wrong, though. That was supposed to be the guildmaster, after all.


      “There’s three people sitting on the ground near them. In other words, they’re all safe.”


      A sigh of relief went through the whole group, not just Sara.


      “That ain’t good, though.”


      They were moving forward as they made sure of the situation, so even Sara could see what was going on now. The massive cockatrices were easy to identify, but between them and Nelly’s group, there was a band of yellow-brown, like dead grass.


      “Cockatrices and...mountain wolves? Huh? Mountain wolves?”


      She said it twice because she was shocked by the sheer number of them.


      “It wasn’t the cockatrices multiplying?”


      There were so many that several Hunters muttered comments like that.


      “Where’d they all come from?”


      Sara knew there had been a few different packs of them that alternated visiting the caretaker’s cottage when she was living there. Since she saw them every day, she was able to tell the difference eventually. But the biggest packs were never more than ten or so, and there were even some mountain wolves that didn’t group together in packs.


      The mountain wolves in front of Nelly, Allen, the guildmaster, and the three Hunters looked like a herd of cotton sheep, there were so many of them. And beyond them writhed a number of cockatrices that dwarfed that mass of mountain wolves.


      “What’s going on?”


      “Let’s just try not to provoke them.”


      She could see the people she was there to rescue, so there was no reason to hesitate anymore. Sara wrapped the five people in front of her in her barrier and quietly colored it green.


      Allen was quick to notice.


      “Sara?” He turned around with a gasp and broke into a big grin when he saw her.


      Nelly turned back and smiled at her too, but the two of them both quickly looked back in front of them.


      “You guys okay?!”


      The Hunters headed for the abandoned veterans, careful not to provoke the monsters.


      “You guys came too, huh?”


      The trio on the ground grinned, relieved. None of them had any bad injuries, and they didn’t look poisoned either. There was supposed to be a protection field set up, so they must have been inside it. Sara was relieved that they’d been able to escape to safety, but they looked absolutely exhausted, like they couldn’t stand if they wanted to.


      “Did you have something to eat? You got water?”


      “Yeah, we’re good. We just haven’t gotten any sleep.”


      They may have been in a protection field, but if the cases moved for any reason, the field would collapse. They must have been too nervous to get any rest.


      “Go ahead and get some sleep now, then. My barrier isn’t like a protection field. It won’t break for anything. It can even repel a wyvern.”


      “Ah, you’re the Invited who lived up on the Dark Mountain, Sara. Allen said you’d show up for sure. He said everything would be fine once you were here.”


      Her heart warmed at the thought of the faith Allen had in her.


      “That’s right. It’s an impregnable barrier that stays up even when I sleep.” Sara darkened the color of her barrier a bit to make its range more clear.


      “We’re here too. Go ahead and lie down. You should get as much rest as you can.”


      “Yeah...”


      Even when Allen and Nelly showed up to save them, they couldn’t retreat as long as the cockatrices were still right in front of them. They probably hadn’t slept for two whole days.


      They might have been more relieved to see all the Hunters they knew than they were to see Sara’s barrier. The three Hunters lay down and fell asleep instantly.


      As she kept her barrier up, Sara considered what she could do to help. No matter what kind of mass of monsters she was dealing with, Sara would be able to rescue anyone from their midst. That was why she’d come to the Dark Mountain, but the Hunters were safe now.


      In that case, what was next? She could take the exhausted Hunters down the mountain with her barrier stretchers. Allen and Nelly could even come with them.


      But just what was this situation they found themselves in? Sara stood and looked between the cockatrices and mountain wolves. Neither group seemed willing to back down a single step.


      “What’s going on here?”


      “When we got here, it was still just cockatrices,” Nelly quietly began to explain. “Luckily, they hadn’t gone down the mountain any more. There were a ton of them, but we figured if we went up the path, we’d run into Hyde’s group eventually. Allen and I made up our minds to break through the herd, but that’s when we saw the mountain wolves gathering.”


      Sara was impressed by their mettle.


      “While the cockatrices were distracted by the mountain wolves, we broke through them and ran up the road. We found Hyde’s group right away. We set up protection cases first, and then prepared to take down as many cockatrices as we could to lessen their numbers some, when...”


      The protection field cut them off from the herd, and the mountain wolves took up position in front of them, at which point a staring contest between the two groups began.


      “Never mind the cockatrices, I’ve never seen this many mountain wolves in my life...” Nelly murmured, and Sara nodded in agreement. She could say that again.


      The guildmaster spoke up for the first time then. “If we get in between them, we’ll have to hunt the mountain wolves too, so we were trying to figure out if we should go for it or not.”


      Seeing him like this made Sara realize that the guildmaster was in fact a Hunter too.


      “Not even we can take on numbers like this. The safest plan’s probably retreating with Sara’s protection. Our job is getting Hyde’s group back safe, after all.”


      The guildmaster’s opinion was a sound one. Sara was in agreement.


      “I can carry sleeping people with my barrier,” Sara said so that he knew it was possible.


      “Aren’t you curious to see what’s gonna happen next, though?” Nelly shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I was caretaker of the Dark Mountain for a long time, and I never had much to do with the mountain wolves as long as they didn’t try to eat Sara or get in my way.”


      Now that Sara thought about it, she couldn’t think of a time when Nelly had come home to the cottage and told her she’d hunted some mountain wolves.


      “I just thought you didn’t hunt them ’cause they didn’t taste good.”


      “Come to think of it, I never tried eating one.”


      Sara felt like some of the mountain wolves might have glanced over at them for a second.


      “Well, the biggest reason is that they helped with culling the monsters. That was why I was up on the mountain too, so if they could hunt elk and wyverns for me, I was fine with that. I also never saw them increase in number. Even when they went after Sara, there were never more than a few of them. I always thought I’d hunt them if I needed to, but I never did.”


      Sara realized she’d never seen a young mountain wolf among them.


      “The dungeon naturally spawns monsters. There are rare ones like cockatrices and seven-colored swallowtails that have offspring, but even they’re said to have been spawned to start with. I always just thought that mountain wolves didn’t spawn very often. But this is...”


      It was hard to say there weren’t many mountain wolves with over a hundred of them right in front of them like this.


      “Why are they facing off against the cockatrices? What are they going to do next?”


      Sara realized anew how seriously Nelly had taken her duties as the caretaker of the Dark Mountain.


      After hearing what Nelly had to say, Sara watched the mountain wolves carefully, and eventually, they slowly started to stand.


      “Grrr.”


      “Grrr.”


      The mountain wolves began to growl, the sound like a buzz going through a crowd.


      “Growl!”


      A nearby mountain wolf suddenly turned to face them, so the Hunters dropped low, some bringing up their fists, some raising their swords. Sara was impressed that they were able to react like that, but it was what made them veterans. The wolves, however, merely growled as if annoyed.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      “What, you want them to join you?”


      Sara always felt like she could hear the mountain wolves asking her if she had any more bones with meat on them when she went out in the morning on the Dark Mountain. How’d she know what they were trying to tell her back then? She’d thought it was just because people with pets tended to imagine what they were saying, but maybe she was wrong about that.


      “Growl!”


      “Growwwl!”


      Sara put her hands behind her ears like she was trying to hear something far away.


      “I feel like they’re saying, ‘Let’s hunt together.’”


      As the Hunters all made dubious sounds around her, Allen’s voice broke through the noise.


      “It must be true if you say so, Sara. They’re basically like your wolves.”


      Allen strode forward, leaving Sara’s barrier before she could stop him. The nearby mountain wolves didn’t take their eyes off of the cockatrices and didn’t move to attack Allen. In fact, they moved aside as if to welcome Allen as one of their pack.


      “With my physical strengthening, if a mountain wolf attacked me, they’d just break their teeth. Don’t worry, Sara.”


      “I guess that’s true.”


      While Sara watched nervously, Nelly walked out to join Allen.


      “Okay. Let’s do this.” Even the guildmaster had joined them.


      Should she expand her barrier? But if she did, she’d repel the mountain wolves too.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      “What do you mean, ‘Believe in us’? When you try to bite me any time you get a chance?”


      But the wolves’ unnecessary comment completely ruined Sara’s plan to retreat off of the mountain. And now even the Hunters who had been wary of them were joining the line of wolves with Allen and the rest. At some point, they’d formed a strange scene: a line of wolves and people staring down a group of cockatrices together.
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      Sara looked around at all the people she had intended to protect by coming here. Hyde’s group was still in their protection field. The ten Hunters she’d come with and Chris. Allen, Nelly, the guildmaster, and Sara herself.


      “Eighteen people. Fifteen excluding the three in the field. I’ve never made that many barriers before. But I just have to do it.”


      When she made lights with magic, they’d persisted for a while after Sara stopped concentrating on them. She was sure barriers would be the same if she put enough mana into them.


      “Mana will empower you in whatever way you imagine. Keep your mana level in mind and don’t push yourself as you picture the magic you want to cast.” She recited the first lines of her magic textbook as if they were a spell.


      “As an Invited, my mana is limitless. First, Allen...”


      Like she always did herself, she formed a barrier just around his skin and then let go of it.


      “Yeah, I can do it.”


      Nelly, Chris, the guildmaster, and the ten Hunters; Hyde’s group, who ended up getting back up after just a short nap; herself. She put small, invisible barriers around all eighteen people. Now any attacks from monsters would be repelled.


      “And now for the finishing touch...”


      Sara held both hands out in front of her chest.


      “Just for now, we’re on the same side! I’ll let the mountain wolves in too! Barrier!”


      Her nineteenth barrier enveloped all of them, wolves included.


      “Repel enemies and protect allies. I won’t let a single one of them get to the bottom of the mountain!”


      Sara’s shout served as the signal to start the battle.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      As the cockatrices were unable to proceed beyond an invisible barrier, the people and mountain wolves ran freely about the battlefield, defeating their enemies one by one.


      None of the swarming monsters Sara had ever seen before bled like the cockatrices did. Red blood on white feathers. Sara felt dizzy with the fear, sadness, and brutality of the scene before her, but she watched without looking away.


      If they left the cockatrices as they were, they might not necessarily spill out of the Dark Mountain. She felt a little like the mountain wolves may have been able to handle it themselves. But people had already been hurt by them. And they were all here, weren’t they? In which case, she had to do what she could. She couldn’t just push all the responsibility onto the people who could do what she couldn’t.


      Eventually, she could see the road again through the mass of cockatrices, and not just the sea of white. When there were few enough cockatrices left, the mountain wolves chased them off into the distance.


      “All that’s left is us and the dead cockatrices,” Allen said, finally starting to sound a little tired. There was no emotion apparent in his voice, but Sara thought that was one of his strengths.


      It wasn’t just the cockatrices. There had been so many mountain wolves earlier, but now there were hardly any of them.


      “I thought we’d have to fight the mountain wolves after the cockatrices. I’m glad they took off.” Nelly gave a sigh of relief. Not to the same extent as Sara, but she must have grown a bit fond of them as well after seeing them from the caretaker’s cottage every day.


      “Just what was that about?” Chris murmured. He was an apothecary, yet he’d taken part in the battle along with the rest of them.


      “Who knows. In the end, maybe the mountain wolves are the real caretakers of the Dark Mountain.” Even Nelly sounded tired.


      “We shouldn’t need the small barriers anymore, then.”


      There may not have been a limit to her mana, but there was definitely a limit to her concentration. Sara went through and removed the barriers she’d cast on everyone.


      “I did think that I wasn’t taking damage from attacks. You had a barrier on us?”


      The Hunters who finally realized there was a barrier cast on them looked themselves over carefully, but she’d already removed them.


      “Then I guess I can get rid of the big barrier too. Oh!”


      Right when Sara looked up at the sky, feeling like she was setting down something heavy, she saw a flock of wyverns descending rapidly toward them.


      “They’re after the dead cockatrices!”


      “Everybody, down!”


      The Hunters who had let their guards down were shouting, but everyone familiar with Sara’s barrier just stood there, unfazed.


      Boom!


      Wham! Boom!


      The wyverns who crashed into the barrier headfirst slid down it afterward.


      “I feel a little bad for them, so I’ll color my barrier.”


      It was a bit late now, but she turned her barrier green. No longer able to see the cockatrices, the wyverns circled for a bit before flying off.


      “That’s probably good. I’ll take it down now.”


      The green ceiling faded away, replaced by the blue sky.


      “You’re something else, Sara.”


      The guildmaster sounded exasperated, but it was a bit late for comments like that.


      “Now we just gotta clean up. I wonder if this’ll all fit in our pouches...”


      Everyone started gathering the fallen cockatrices.


      “Sara! Behind you!”


      “Huh?”


      Sara turned around after Allen’s shout and saw the large open mouth of a mountain wolf.


      She put her hands on her hips. “You were just gonna bite me, weren’t you?!”


      “G-Growl?”


      “You weren’t? I don’t believe you!” Sara expanded the barrier she always had around herself.


      “Yelp!”


      “I think that’s quite enough mountain wolves for one day!”


      Once again, she had to firmly state that she was good on wolves.




      Even though they’d had that strange final battle, it wasn’t like they’d completely wiped out the cockatrices. Everyone there had witnessed a fairly large group of them fleeing into the forest, pursued by mountain wolves.


      In the end, the Hunters split into two groups and continued culling the cockatrices until the ones on the third floor of the dungeon were gone and the ones on the Dark Mountain had returned to their normal numbers. It took almost a month.


      Sara, who was not a Hunter, spent the time gathering plants, helping out with guild reception, and being a bit bored.


      “Ugh, it was rough, but now that I have to think about what comes next, my head’s starting to hurt...”


      And, as always, Vince was stressed.


      “It got buried in the commotion with the cockatrices, but we’ve gotta recruit for caretakers of the Dark Mountain again.”


      That was right, the start of all the cockatrice trouble was the eight Hunters temporarily serving as caretakers getting attacked by them, Sara remembered.


      “Well,” Allen said with a light tone like he was ordering an ale at a tavern. “I don’t mind doing it.”


      “Really?!” Vince smacked his desk and stood up, then quickly fell back into his seat. “No, wait, you can’t just leave Sara for months. You two just got engaged, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah, can’t do that!” one of the nearby Hunters piped up.


      “Even if Kuntz goes with you...” As a party, Allen and Kuntz were automatically considered a unit. “And even if you’re only there for a month, if you leave during a crucial time like this, you’ll be dumped for sure.”


      A chorus of “can’t do that”s and “what a waste”s came from the Hunters.


      Sara couldn’t help giggling. Rosa’s Hunter’s Guild may have seemed like an intense place, but they were always kind to Sara.


      “It’s fine. I plan to go with him,” Sara said with a grin.


      A shock ran through the guild, after which there was a cry of surprise.


      “What?!”


      Sara’s giggles turned to full-on laughter.


      “W-Well, it is Sara... She’ll be safer than anyone else on the Dark Mountain... I knew that...”


      Vince spoke as if he were unsurprised, but he couldn’t hide the tremors in his voice.


      “But you’ll be bored stuck in the caretaker’s cottage all day while Allen’s hunting monsters, won’t you? Isn’t that why you came down the mountain in the first place way back when?”


      Sara thought back fondly to the days she’d spent working toward her goal of descending the Dark Mountain all on her own.


      “Well, the whole reason I came to Rosa in the first place was ’cause I wanted to go back to the Dark Mountain. I’ve been making these maps of where you can find different medicinal plants all over lately...”


      Allen had jumped the gun a little, but Sara explained why she wanted to go to the Dark Mountain.


      “Before coming here, I was making a map of the central dungeon in the capital and all the medicinal plants that can be found there. One of my goals in coming here was to investigate the plant life on the Dark Mountain. So it’s not just because Allen’s going. I’m going to the Dark Mountain to do my own work.”


      Sara smiled sunnily as Vince and the Hunters stared at her, speechless.


      “Of course, I’ll have more fun if I’m there with Allen, though.”


      “Right?”


      “I’ll be there too...” Kuntz said with a hand raised stealthily, and the cafeteria erupted into jeers.


      “Talk about a third wheel!”


      “So much passion!”


      “Ooh la la!”


      The Hunters had many comments, but what they all shared was a sense of relief that the Dark Mountain would be taken care of for the time being.


      “We’ll visit before long.”


      “Right.”


      Nelly and Chris nodded.


      “You’re not going up there with them?” Vince asked.


      It was a natural question. Sara was wondering the same thing herself.


      “Sara and Allen are both adults now. I would have volunteered if no one else had, but if I go up, I can see my stay being extended more and more the longer I’m up there. Not that I really mind all that much, of course.”


      Vince bowed his head as Nelly smiled wryly. “Sorry. I can’t deny that.”


      Vince understood that Nelly’s good track record was precisely why they couldn’t depend on her too readily.


      “Sara, Allen, Kuntz. We’re thinking we’ll spend some time investigating the eastern meadow, from Rosa to the base of the Dark Mountain.” Chris told them their plans. “I think I’ll take over Sara’s plant-gathering classes and hold them every so often on the east side of town. Can I leave the investigation of the Dark Mountain to you?”


      “Of course.” Sara nodded confidently. “I’ll be looking for silver dragonmint and supreme healing herbs this time around.”


      Sara asked the Hunters who had just come back from the Dark Mountain something she’d been wondering. “Excuse me, but is the Dark Mountain stocked with potions?”


      “We’re provided with funds to bring our own up to the cottage. We thought we had enough, but we really weren’t prepared.”


      “Bring your own, huh? Hmm.” Sara thought to herself.


      Like Nelly, most Hunters didn’t like to fill up their storage bags with unnecessary things, leaving room to carry as much prey as possible. In other words, “enough” to an average Hunter meant the bare minimum.


      This world had the very convenient containers called storage bags and storage boxes. A small sack could hold multiple huge wyverns inside it, and time didn’t pass inside the containers. They could be used to store and preserve as much as you wanted.


      The day before was a fine example of this. Why didn’t they have a ton of antidotes in storage? They only needed to have a few of them at the kiosk, but they could have a storage box with a huge stock of them for when they were needed.


      “From now on, I think there should be a stock of potions and supplies at the caretaker’s cottage on the Dark Mountain. Instead of just giving caretakers money and telling them to take care of it themselves, if you maintain the supply and tell them to make use of what they need, I don’t think you’ll run into situations like this as much in the future.”


      For some reason, the bustling cafeteria went silent.


      “Well, I dunno about that...” one of the Hunters muttered, and Vince agreed.


      “If it’s left up there free to make use of, people could take as much as they want from it or even steal it. If that happened, then it wouldn’t be any use when people needed it anyway.”


      Sara was forced to realize that a box you were free to make use of but you were supposed to resupply yourself afterward was an unrealistic idea here. This was not Japan. In that case, Sara couldn’t rely on anything being up in the caretaker’s cottage for them. She’d have to bring a stock of potions and food herself.


      “Wanna go up there tomorrow, Sara?”


      “Should we?”


      Sara had to work up some courage to say no to Allen and Kuntz’s carefree invitation.


      “No can do! Let’s wait a week. Is that okay?”


      “Is that really all the time you need? You three are lifesavers,” Vince said with a sigh of relief.


      Sara had actually been planning on leaving the next day as well, but when she learned there was no stock up on the Dark Mountain, she was able to regain some of her cool.


      “Now that I think about it, Nelly was just subsisting on apples, dried meat, and hard bread before I showed up, wasn’t she?”


      “Don’t make me remember that, Sara. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now I feel sorry for myself back then.”


      “I don’t think I had the best diet back then either.”


      Sara and Nelly reminisced on their shared past.


      “Allen, Kuntz. It takes time coming and going, so do you want to stay up there for a month or so to start with?”


      “Of course.”


      “We’re gonna do some good hunting!”


      That was probably a good plan, since the last group had been planning to stay for about a month.


      “Vince, is a month good enough for now?”


      “Yeah, that’d be great! And while you’re up there, we’ll do our second round of recruiting for new caretakers!”


      Thankfully, he wasn’t planning on leaving it all up to Sara and company.


      When Vince stood and went back to his work, Allen asked Sara curiously, “Hey, why do you want to wait a week? You’ve always got food with you, don’t you?”


      “I do, but I haven’t had any long-term work lately, so it’s starting to decrease. And I don’t have enough antidotes and supreme potions.”


      She actually did have some spare supreme potions. She’d used all of her antidotes and all of the ingredients she had on her, but she’d been doing some gathering lately, so she could make some new ones if she wanted to. Considering the situation in Rosa when they’d arrived, though, it didn’t feel like enough at all.


      “If I just keep ten with me like I have up until now, I feel like I won’t be ready in a situation where I really need them anymore.”


      “But there’s only three of us.”


      “Yeah, but it’s a month. And it’s not necessarily just going to be us up there, right?”


      With ten potions, if someone got injured once every three days, they’d run out in a month. And they’d already encountered several emergencies since arriving in Rosa. Even if it wasn’t her group that was injured, as an apothecary, if she encountered someone in need, there was only one thing she could do.


      “This’ll be our first time staying up on a mountain for a whole month without resupplying, so we have to be prepared when we go up there.”


      “Back with the gargoyles... Err, sorry.”


      They’d stayed down in the depths of the dungeon in Hydrangea to cull the number of gargoyles. Sara and Allen had been fighting at the time.


      “When we were fighting. Yep.” It was best to just move on from the topic.


      “Back then, the Hunter’s Guild provided all the supplies, right? This time, we’ll have to take care of our own food, health, and everything else, so we’ve gotta have a plan.”


      Sara got out a notepad and jotted down a heading at the top. “Dark Mountain One Month Plan. Let’s decide where we want to go and what we want to do first.”


      “I wanna go to the gargoyle cliffs,” Allen said immediately, causing Kuntz to look up at the ceiling with a cringe.


      “You just love reopening old wounds...”


      “You should overcome your weaknesses, right?”


      “So you’re not good with them either...”


      As they made their plans, Nelly and Chris watched them warmly and the nearby Hunters watched them, half exasperated and half impressed. They were finished with their list before noon.


      They all had their own camping supplies, so they decided to arrange all their own gear separately. The biggest question was food.


      Normally, Sara would be in charge of the food. They would be staying for a month, but being the careful sort, Sara wanted a three-month supply of food just in case. They were just doing some hunting for now, but if they ended up staying for longer, Sara wanted them to always have a month’s surplus of food for whatever might end up happening.


      “It might be hard to get all this ready in a week.”


      “Then instead of leaving it all to you, why don’t all three of us prepare two months’ worth of food?”


      Allen suggested something unexpected.


      “That’d be nice, but I thought you weren’t good at cooking?”


      “I’m not. I was thinking I’d buy ready-to-eat food from restaurants and stands.”


      “I’m not good at cooking either. Want to buy stuff together and we’ll each get one third of the food?”


      “Sure.”


      That was helpful for Sara, but why the sudden change in attitude?


      “Well, we won’t necessarily always be together on the Dark Mountain.”


      “You mean we’ll be acting separately?”


      “Yeah. We should be prepared to be on our own for a while, so we’re ready no matter what happens.”


      He was well aware of how dangerous the Dark Mountain could be.


      “We’ll all need more potions than usual too, then.”


      “Yeah, that’s true.”


      In which case, she’d need even more stock. And she couldn’t just run off with all of Rosa’s stock either. They were out of antidotes themselves anyway.


      “Then I’ll gather plants and make potions in the morning and cook in the afternoon.”


      “But we’re staying in an inn.”


      “This is what Ted’s for, isn’t it?”


      He had his own house with a big kitchen after all.


      “Time to negotiate!”


      Sara ran off to the mayor’s house.


      “What? Lend you my kitchen? Why?”


      When Sara asked for him and Ted appeared, he responded to her request with suspicion.


      “’Cause we’ll be going to the Dark Mountain, so I want a one-month stock of food. You’d get tired of just eating stuff from restaurants the whole time, right?”


      “I wouldn’t. And why my house?”


      “’Cause you’re in Rosa and your kitchen’s big and you’re the only one I can rely on without feeling bad about it.”


      “Rely on...?” Ted said, looking away. His ears were red like he was embarrassed. Sara was highly amused. It seemed that had been just the right thing to say.


      “Ahem. At least try to feel bad about it. But I guess you can use it. Ask the head chef when the kitchen’ll be open.”


      “Yay!”


      Now she had a place to do her cooking. She could cook outside if she had to, of course, but it would definitely be easier in a place with an oven and stove.


      Ted’s shoulders slumped when he saw how happy Sara was.


      “I’m jealous of your freedom. The Dark Mountain, eh? I’d like to... No.” Ted shook his head. “I decided I’d be the mayor. I’m not an apothecary anymore.”


      Ted’s eyes looked forlorn as he muttered that. Sara thought it was admirable of him not to be selfish, but it also wasn’t like him, which was a little strange.


      “You think so? Didn’t Chris say you were Rosa’s mayor and an apothecary, though?”


      “That did make me happy, but I’ve got so much work to do... The work to expand the town just started too. I want to finish the road in the east, and I also want to expand the Apothecary’s Guild and Hunter’s Guild a little.”


      There were bags under Ted’s eyes as he muttered all the things on his to-do list. Sara realized with some chagrin that by casually summoning him and talking to him in the hall like this, she was just another person adding to his exhaustion. Right now Ted wasn’t just someone she knew but an important person in town, the mayor.


      “Oh, then how about sitting down over here for a bit?”


      “What? This is my house, you know.”


      Sara pulled the grumbling Ted over to a lounge one of his servants guided her to and sat him down. She sat as well, of course.


      “Well, you should really be entertaining me, then, shouldn’t you?”


      Sara took out a larger cup and added bush strawberry syrup and water to it until it was a good consistency.


      “Hmmn.”


      Then she held the cup in both hands and cooled it until it was nice and chilly.


      “Here, have some cold bush strawberry juice.”


      “S-Sure. Thanks.”


      Ted hesitantly brought the cup to his lips. Right when Sara was thinking maybe cold tea would have been better, he took a sip and then gulped down the whole cup right after.


      “Ahh, it tastes like a meadow... I want to travel again...”


      People tended to want to travel when they were stuck on some problem. As Ted lounged on the couch and Sara wondered if she should give him another cup or not, she pondered what she could do for him.


      “Travel, huh... No, wait a second...”


      Wasn’t Ted about to say he wanted to go to the Dark Mountain too earlier?


      “You want to go gather silver dragonmint, right?”


      “Of course I do! But of course I’m not strong enough to do it by myself. Just laugh at me for having to pay a bunch of Hunters to escort me up there...”


      There he went, sulking. But Sara had no illusions about Ted’s personality. This was par for the course, so she simply stated plainly how she felt.


      “I don’t think it’s funny that you pay money to go up there. It’s a legitimate exchange. The Hunters make money too, so it’s good for everybody, isn’t it?”


      “That’s not the issue...”


      “Isn’t it?”


      Just what was he sulking about?


      “I’m planning to spend some time on the Dark Mountain finding out what sort of medicinal plants can be gathered there.”


      “I’m. Jealous,” Ted growled.


      “Once I’m finished, should I take you up to do some gathering?”


      “Huh?”


      Ted looked at her like he had no idea what she’d just asked him.


      “Do you want me to take you to the Dark Mountain to gather plants? I can carry people with my barrier now, you know. I was the one who brought back the injured Leroy, remember?”


      “Huh?”


      He should have known about Leroy, but he wasn’t reacting much to what she was saying.


      “Oh, or I could bring you and Clarissa up there for a honeymoon? I bet she’d like that. She loves gathering plants, right?”


      Finally, Ted went completely silent. There was nothing Sara could do at that point, so she asked the servant with them to introduce her to the head chef. But when she stood up to leave...


      “Sara.”


      Ted finally made a sound instead of sitting there like a decoration.


      “Yeah?”


      “Why... Why would you go so far for me? Not only did I not help you when you were little, I was cruel to you.”


      “Go so far?”


      Sara wasn’t just a girl people could manipulate anymore. She’d always tried to keep a low profile, since she didn’t want people to know what she could do. Of course, part of it was just her personality.


      Now, however, Sara could make full use of her abilities without worrying about people trying to use her, because she had both the will and the strength to oppose authority. She’d finally started using all of her abilities freely lately, without hiding them.


      And what Sara wanted to do with her abilities was not simply not cause people trouble; she wanted to help people. So she didn’t mind using her abilities for someone she knew, even if all he wanted to do was have some fun.


      “We’re more or less friends at this point, aren’t we? I understand wanting to go to the Dark Mountain as an apothecary, and it’s not particularly hard for me to bring you there. I think the mayor should be able to take a break if he’s worn out.”


      “Sara...” Ted looked like he didn’t know what to say.


      “Take your time thinking about it. You know...” Sara chuckled. “I think it’s pretty cool to be the mayor and an apothecary too.”


      “Wha—!”


      This time it wasn’t just his ears—his whole face turned red.


      “Okay, thanks for the kitchen!”


      “Sara! Hey, wait a second!”


      “Ha ha ha!”


      Apparently the best way to get back at Ted wasn’t to bully him back but to be nice to him. Sara enjoyed feeling like she’d pulled one over on him.




      For the next week, Sara spent her mornings in the eastern meadow with Chris and Nelly. As Chris investigated the plant life and terrain and Nelly sent horned rabbits flying with her fists, Sara spent her time gathering up any medicinal plants she could find without interfering with Chris’s research, picking up the horned rabbits that fell along the protection field.


      It was the same as when she went into dungeons with Allen and Kuntz, but the two she was with protected each other, huddled together, and pointed at the ground, chatting about something or another. When they found something interesting, they called Sara over. It was a different sort of feeling from when she was with Allen and Kuntz, something warm. If she had to describe it, it was like being a happy family.


      “It’s nice that my parents get along, but I kind of feel like a kid who’d like some attention every once in a while too.”


      Sara hadn’t had much opportunity to see how they worked together, and she enjoyed very much seeing how passionately they got along.


      After lunch, she left the two to their work and went shopping, then invited Clarissa along and headed over to Ted’s house. Part of it was that she was curious how Clarissa was doing after her gathering classes ended and part of it was that she wanted to dispel any potential confusion that could arise from her visiting Ted’s house—for both Clarissa and the townspeople.


      “If an Invited has need of Clarissa, then I suppose she may go.”


      The first time Sara went to invite her, Godwin made a face when she requested Clarissa’s company. Apparently he’d been against her going out to gather plants as well.


      When Sara said she wanted Clarissa to accompany her to Ted’s house, she received begrudging approval. Clarissa was surprised, but gladly went with her. She’d opened up to Sara some after her plant-gathering classes.


      “I’ve been a bit lonely since the classes ended, so I’m happy for the invitation. But I do want to become an apothecary, so I’ve been trying to decide if I should go gathering on my own or spend more time at the Apothecary’s Guild.”


      She’d become a lot more proactive and wore an optimistic expression now.


      She didn’t seem interested in cooking at all, so while Sara was using the kitchen, she hung out in Ted’s office, and when Sara finished, she barged in on Ted as well, and made potions with the plants she’d gathered that morning.


      “Cut that out. Do you enjoy torturing me?”


      Ted complained every day as he battled with his paperwork.


      “Yep. I enjoy it a lot.”


      In a way, this was also a means of getting back at Ted for his bullying.


      While Ted listened to Sara’s answer with annoyance, his complexion looked a lot better than it had when they’d first reunited. Some lightness had returned to his expressions. It almost made Sara laugh to think of lightness in the same sentence as Ted, but it meant it was worth coming to Rosa to check on him. She wasn’t sure exactly what had led to his recovery, but maybe having Chris and Sara around, people he could talk to without holding back, helped.


      “And you, Clarissa. Could you help me out with my work?”


      He was getting along well with his fiancée as well.


      “I’ll help you later. I’m busy helping Sara now.”


      “I can make potions too, you know. I wish I was making potions right now...”


      He should just do it if he wants to, Sara thought, but she kept the comment to herself.


      Then Clarissa spoke up. “If I, umm, move in at some point, I wonder if I’ll make potions here.”


      Though their marriage was taking a long time to manifest, the event seemed fairly set in their minds, and they naturally spoke about what they would do after they married. Each time they did, Sara thought they should just tie the knot already, but it was her personal rule not to comment on other people’s love lives.


      “I’ll be able to make potions all on my own by then, you know. I won’t content myself with just helping you do it. You’ll make your potions and I’ll make mine. I suppose we’ll need another desk, then.”


      “Why are you talking like it’s obvious that I’ll be making potions here?”


      “Well, because you’re an apothecary.”


      Ted fell silent, and the only sound in the room became the clacking and scraping of grinding up plants in a mortar.


      “Hey! I’ve been meaning to tell you this, but your grinding is too rough. Be more careful.”


      “Careful? Like this?”


      “No! Like this.”


      Ted finally stood and got behind Clarissa, instructing her.


      “Do it like this to make them a uniform texture.”


      “Like this?”


      “That’s right.”


      Sara thought back to Camellia, when she’d been forced to help Ted make potions though she hadn’t even asked to be taught how. At the time, she’d thought he was just being annoying, but now that she saw him teaching someone else, she realized he was a pretty attentive instructor. Of course, he hadn’t held his hands against hers when he was teaching Sara, she thought with an internal snicker.


      “Ted, about those magic stones...”


      The door suddenly opened and Godwin walked in, carrying some documents.


      “Wha—?! What are you doing?! Get away from my daughter!”


      From the door, it must have looked like Ted was embracing Clarissa from behind.


      Clarissa turned around and her eyes met Ted’s. They weren’t doing anything they needed to feel guilty about, but they both turned red in an instant just from how close they were.


      “No, father! He was just teaching me how to make potions!”


      “You’re still saying that nonsense about how you want to be an apothecary?” Godwin sighed and flapped the papers in his hand. “And would you focus on your work as mayor already, Ted?”
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      Sara was decidedly not involved in this conversation, but she couldn’t help sneaking a glance at Ted to see how he would react. Back in the guildmaster’s office, Ted had listened to Godwin’s words with no expression on his face, but today, he faced forward with a strong will in his eyes, his hand still pressed to Clarissa’s.


      “Godwin. I support Clarissa’s plan to become an apothecary.”


      “Ted! You do?” Clarissa looked up at him happily.


      “I’ve never said you shouldn’t do it, have I? I just thought you were getting a bit of a late start.”


      “Oh?” Clarissa’s eyes narrowed a bit as if to ask whose fault he thought that was. As always, Ted had no tact whatsoever.


      “And I haven’t quit being an apothecary myself either.”


      “What time do you have to be an apothecary?” Godwin asked, waving his papers around again.


      “It’s true that I’m busy as the mayor. But I’ve realized something in these last few days with Sara and Clarissa coming to bother me while I’m working. That I’ve been getting more work done with them bothering me like this.”


      Was that not just because Clarissa was helping him while Sara was cooking?


      “I am an apothecary. If I stop being an apothecary, even with the title of mayor, all I’ll be is a man with some status and a bad attitude.”


      Sara desperately held in her laughter. It was a serious conversation, but she found it hilarious that Ted understood himself so well.


      “I’ve realized that it’s because I have the foundation of my job as an apothecary that I’m able to do my job as mayor with pride and a goal in mind. So I won’t give up being an apothecary, and if Clarissa wants to be one too, then she should do so.”


      “Wha... Wha...” Godwin looked like fire was about to shoot out of his head.


      “Clarissa.” Ted turned to look down at Clarissa.


      “Yes?”


      “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting so long. Let’s get married.”


      “My. Why so suddenly?”


      Sara was shocked to hear the sudden proposal, but Clarissa wasn’t fazed in the slightest.


      “I’ve realized that things are a lot easier with you around.”


      “I thought it was something like that.” Clarissa shrugged defeatedly. She must have known not to expect anything romantic from Ted.


      “My work as mayor is easier, it’s fun to make potions with you, and more than anything else, when I’m with you, breathing feels easier... Living feels easier.”


      “That’s not fair at all.” Clarissa turned her face away sulkily. How cute. “If you say all that, I have no choice but to say yes, do I?”


      “At your age, Clarissa, you have no choice but to say yes no matter what he says about you.”


      It didn’t look like either of them had heard Godwin’s unnecessary comment.


      Sara started to quietly put away her potion-making tools. Incidentally, Clarissa was using her own set, so she could clean those up later.


      A nice atmosphere seemed to be developing between Ted and Clarissa, and Sara wanted to give them some time alone, so she put a hand on Godwin’s elbow and silently urged him out of the room.


      “All this nonsense about being an apothecary...” Godwin grumbled, shoulders slumping.


      Sara patted his arm to cheer him up. “It’s a good job. One that benefits other people.”


      “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend any disrespect to you, Sara...”


      “It’s okay.”


      Sara brought Godwin to the parlor. Once again, she found it a little funny that she was using Ted’s house like it was her own.


      “I heard from Jay that you’re almost like Ted’s father.”


      “The guildmaster said that?”


      Sara didn’t have a great impression of Godwin, but it was because he was somewhat old-fashioned and stuck in his ways. As a young person, Sara was bound to disagree with him on some things. But he did seem concerned about Ted, who’d lost his father at a young age, and about Rosa, so Sara cut him some slack for that.


      “Umm, you know, the ground hardens after it rains.”


      “Excuse me?”


      Naturally, Sara’s Japanese proverb didn’t make much sense to the man.


      “Clarissa coming out and saying that she wants to be an apothecary ultimately led to Ted finally making up his mind about their marriage, so it was a good thing, is what I mean.”


      “I suppose so.”


      He was probably worried about how long her marriage was taking precisely because he was her father.


      “Ted’s not the type to do things because he’s told to, so I think he’ll work harder as mayor if his work as an apothecary is used as bait.”


      “As bait...” Godwin looked taken aback. “If you’re talking like that, you can’t really be his friend, can you?”


      “I’d say we’re friends.”


      Well, she wasn’t sure if she’d actually use that word, but he didn’t need to know that.


      “That’s why I know that he’s kind of an odd one. That he doesn’t like to do things he doesn’t want to do, that he’s not friendly at all, that he has no interest in other people, stuff like that. But I also know that he’s an excellent apothecary and that he’s passionate about his work as one.”


      “Is that right? I guess Ted does have some good friends.”


      Sara still wasn’t sure if she’d use that word, but she kept that to herself.


      “Things are working out pretty well right now, so I would try not to let it bother me,” she told him instead.


      “I suppose you might be right.”


      The next day, Sara heard about Ted and Clarissa’s plan to go to the Dark Mountain on their honeymoon and had to wonder if that was the only reason Ted had proposed.


      They steadily continued their preparations until it was finally time to head to the Dark Mountain.


      “I’m sure you’ll be fine, but be careful up there, Sara.”


      “I will! I’ll try not to let my guard down.”


      “We’ll come and visit sometime, okay?”


      “Sure, if we’re not there, go ahead and use an open room.”


      It seemed she would be parting from Nelly again for a bit.


      “Kuntz, you’ve gotta be more careful than anyone.”


      “I’m well aware of the difference in strength. Unlike Sara, I can’t make a shield that covers me in every direction, so I won’t push myself when there are a lot of monsters around.”


      “Good.”


      Kuntz was the most focused for the trip.


      “Okay, should we get going?”


      Allen was no different from usual.


      “I’m looking forward to your medicinal plant survey, but don’t push yourself.”


      “Right!”


      The group said their farewells to Chris and Nelly and left in the early morning from the east gate.


      “We’re gonna make it to the caretaker’s cottage within the day, right?”


      “I wonder if we will make it all the way there...”


      Sara was a little nervous. Nelly always ran straight from the caretaker’s cottage to Rosa in a single day, but Sara had never made the trip in less than two.


      “We can just go as far as we can. There’s no need to push ourselves.”


      “Right.”


      Still, the one who’d decided they’d try to make the trip in one day wasn’t Allen but Sara. It was her first time going up onto the Dark Mountain without Nelly. Allen and Kuntz would be with her, but it was still a far cry from the security she felt when she was with Nelly.


      Because of that, if possible, she didn’t want to be cautious, like she always was; she wanted to do some growing, even if she had to push herself a bit. She wanted to try to do things she thought might be a little hard. So, the first thing she wanted to try was running all day with physical strengthening.


      “When you’re going long-distance like this, it’s important to maintain a set speed. Don’t try to match pace with us; you start out at a speed you think you can maintain.”


      Allen was miles ahead of Sara when it came to mastery of physical strengthening.


      “Okay. Here I go.”


      Sara expanded her barrier around herself a little so that she wouldn’t be taken by surprise by anything in front of her and started running.


      “This seems good.”


      She ran down the eastern road at a slightly faster pace than usual, but not so fast that she’d be out of breath if she had to talk.


      “It really is easier with the protection field around the road.”


      “Yeah, before you couldn’t let your guard down at all, ’cause you had no idea when you’d be attacked by a horned rabbit.”


      Since Sara was protected in every direction, she’d never found horned rabbits to be much of a threat, but the two behind her were probably right.


      “We made it!”


      She hoped they would overlook the fact that she was panting, slightly out of breath. But she’d made it all the way down the road now, including the bit at the end that wasn’t covered by a protection field, and she thought she deserved some praise for that.


      “You’ve really got a lot of stamina now, Sara.”


      Allen grinned, not out of breath in the least. How frustrating.


      “I go out to gather plants every day, after all. But...” She looked at the base of the Dark Mountain, which was just before their eyes. “We haven’t made it all the way there yet. If you wanted to hunt mainly horned rabbits, you’d make a ton of money if you set yourself up here. The same goes for gathering plants. There’s way more out here than around the town.”


      “It’s a bit far for most people to make the trip.”


      “It’d be nicer if people could get here a little easier. Same with the Dark Mountain.”


      Then there wouldn’t have to be so many people suffering from loneliness out there like Nelly had.


      “Oh, but I guess there might be people like Bradley, who want a little seclusion.”


      “I doubt there’s anyone else with the strength to come to the Dark Mountain who wants to live in seclusion. You should consider Bradley an exception among exceptions.”


      They laughed together, replenished their fluids, and set out again. Before they knew it, they’d reached the base of the mountain, sending horned rabbits flying as they pushed forward.


      “From here on, I’ll take the lead, since I’ve got good eyesight. Kuntz will be in the middle, and Sara will take the rear. Let me know if I’m going too fast.”


      Once they were on the Dark Mountain, Kuntz was at a big disadvantage. Still, he wanted to travel by his own power, so he didn’t join Sara inside her barrier. By taking up positions in front of him and behind him, they could at least protect him from two directions.


      “Growl!”


      “Grrr!”


      “Already?! They didn’t show up until halfway up the mountain last time!”


      They’d actually shown up a little sooner than that, but they hadn’t been at the base of the mountain last time. The mountain wolves, that is.


      “How do they know that Sara’s here?!”


      “Growl!”


      If they dealt with each and every one of them, they’d never make it to the caretaker’s cottage.


      “Grrr!”


      “Yap!”


      They must have been able to tell that Kuntz was the least defended of them. Sometimes they would try to take a bite of him when Sara wasn’t paying attention and end up with a mouthful of his shield instead. Sara was truly impressed when he created a shield behind him at an angle. He hadn’t even reached out or glanced in that direction, so Sara was the one who was surprised when a brown shield appeared and blocked the mountain wolf’s fangs.


      “That’s amazing! You can make shields behind yourself now?”


      “Yep. The angle’s not super precise, so it’s not as accurate as it is in front, but it’s an application of your magic, Sara.”


      “My magic?”


      “You know, when you hit the bread that was behind you.” He meant the magic she’d demonstrated in their rookie Hunter classes in the capital. “I was too caught up on hitting the exact area in front of me for just a split second. It doesn’t have to be that precise as long as it can deflect attacks, so I’ve been practicing deflecting stuff behind me.”


      Kuntz’s shield was evolving as well.


      “We can talk when we’re resting! Sara, you’re getting short of breath!”


      “Right!”


      Sara shut her mouth when Allen pointed that out. Though he’d deflected its attack, the mountain wolf was still waiting for Kuntz to let his guard down. It wasn’t the time to be making conversation.


      “Can we take a break soon?!” Sara called out, and they stopped in a bit of an open area.


      “I’ll put out some protection cases.”


      It would have been faster to use Sara’s barrier since it was only the three of them, but Kuntz got his own protection cases out to practice being on his own.


      “Sorry. This practice is kind of just for me.”


      “No worries. I’m training to take the lead in situations like this.”


      “And I’m training to pace myself.”


      It wasn’t just Sara. Each one of them was acting with a goal in mind.


      “Still...” Allen said with a chuckle. “What’s with these guys? Why were they already there at the bottom of the mountain? And they were trying to bite Kuntz up until just a minute ago, but now they’re lazing around us in a circle like they’re protecting us.”


      The mountain wolves lay around them as if to say they were taking a break too, yawning every so often.


      “They’re just waiting for us to leave the protection field so they can bite us, right? Thanks to them, no other monsters came anywhere near us on the way here, though. Not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”


      Kuntz plucked some grass and tossed it in the direction of one of the mountain wolves.


      “Achoo!”


      Kuntz sent the grass right at the wolf’s nose with his wind magic and the wolf sneezed and then rubbed at its muzzle.


      “If we have lunch during our next break, we’ll be just about halfway there. If we keep going at this pace, we’ll reach the caretaker’s cottage right around sundown. Think we can make it?” Allen asked.


      “I’m tired, but I think I can make it.”


      “Okay! Let’s go, then!”


      When they passed through the area where they’d rescued the apothecaries, there were several cockatrices ambling around the road.


      “Growl!”


      “Kyeee!”


      The cockatrices had a brief staredown with the mountain wolves and fled back into the forest.


      “The wolves didn’t give a crap about the cockatrices before. Why are they looking at us like, ‘I scared them away for you!’” Allen grumbled, running in the lead.


      “You can’t really avoid them if they’re hanging around the road, though. It’d be pretty hard for a mid-level Hunter to get through here. Before, I think there were only forest wolves around here.”


      Gargoyles and cockatrices both were the sort of annoying monsters that you had to be a veteran Hunter to contend with. But even with the mountain wolves waiting for them at the base of the mountain and cockatrices hanging around in a place they weren’t usually found, they were able to make it to the caretaker’s cottage within the day.


      “I’m just gonna put this out there, but normally mountain wolves at the base of the mountain and cockatrices on the road would be huge problems, okay?” Allen reminded her.


      “Yeeep,” Sara responded, but she usually encountered mountain wolves at the base of the mountain when she came here, so she wasn’t too bothered by it this time either.


      “Oh, this brings me back!”


      She’d last gone up to the Dark Mountain when Bradley and Haruto first started staying there, so how many years ago was that?


      The first time she was here, she didn’t know the caretaker’s cottage had a protection field around it—in fact, she didn’t know what a protection field was in the first place—and she’d pounded on the door in terror when some mountain wolves had chased her. She never thought she’d be coming back here to serve as the caretaker herself.


      As she stood there in the evening wind, overcome with emotion, Allen patted her on the back.


      “Come on, let’s go in.”


      “Yeah!”


      Sara nodded and grabbed the door handle.




      Just how much did she run around the Dark Mountain after that?


      The closer she got to the peak of the mountain, the fewer big trees there were. Instead, there were fields of grass and shorter trees.


      When she climbed the mountain a bit and then descended into a small valley, she found a little lake there with a lot of plants she was unfamiliar with. Among those unfamiliar plants, she spotted purple supreme healing herbs right away, gathering a couple and marking them down on her map.


      The higher she climbed, the more wyverns there were flying about, so Sara’s green barrier came in very handy.


      There were places she’d come with Nelly and places she’d never been before. Even in the places she’d been before, at the time, she’d been training for traveling long distances and hadn’t been paying much attention. Now that she looked with all her apothecary’s knowledge, she found that the Dark Mountain was truly a treasure trove of medicinal plants.


      “There are so many supreme healing herbs all over the place, it’s kind of pointless even marking them down on the map.”


      Sara was looking at things as an apothecary, but Allen and Kuntz were looking as Hunters.


      “The cockatrices haven’t moved. The last time we were here, there was a group of the same size, so they probably just got big enough to split into multiple groups. Guess we’ll report that the cockatrices by the road should be prioritized for hunting.”


      “Oh yeah, didn’t Chris say there were special flowers blooming somewhere up here? I want to find those too.”


      “We’ll investigate that next time too, then.”




      Sara investigated and gathered, and Allen and Kuntz hunted. Their storage pouches became full with prey almost immediately.


      “Wish there were a Hunter’s Guild branch up here like that one time with Vince.”


      “A branch...”


      Sara pictured Vince sitting at a long table outside the Third Wall, Hunters cleaning up horned rabbits in the eastern meadow nearby and selling him their prey. She also pictured herself, buying plants in the same way during her gathering lessons just recently.


      “An Apothecary’s Guild branch would be nice too. There are tons of medicinal plants up here.”


      If it were a place that was easy for Hunters and apothecaries to get to, then the problem of the mountain’s caretaker would be easily solved.


      “That’s pretty much just a dream right now, though.”


      “Yeah.”


      For the next two weeks, Sara stretched her legs, heading to a far-off valley where silver dragonmint bloomed and investigating the flowers that bloomed around where the cockatrices gathered. In the end, they stayed up on the Dark Mountain for a month and a half.


      When they were ready to leave, they washed the bedding they’d used and closed the door to the cottage. For the next people who would stay there, they didn’t lock it.


      “Now, we should get back and decide what to do next.”


      “Yep.”


      “You get a lot of thinking done when there’s nothing else to do, huh?”


      Just like Sara had been thinking about the caretaker’s cottage, Allen and Kuntz had done their own thinking as they sat with themselves on the Dark Mountain.


      “Okay, let’s get going.”


      “Growl!”


      It seemed the mountain wolves would be accompanying them down the mountain as well.




      By mid-afternoon, they’d reached the foot of the Dark Mountain.


      “Sara!”


      “Nelly!”


      When they emerged in the eastern meadow, Nelly and Chris, whom they hadn’t seen in a month and a half, were waiting there for them.


      “You came to meet us?”


      How did they know what day they’d be coming back?


      Nelly shook her head, looking disappointed. “I’m happy to see you, but we weren’t waiting for you. Look.”


      Nelly pointed at the open area right at the base of the Dark Mountain after exiting the eastern meadow. There were a few people at its edge doing something that looked like measuring.


      “Oh, did they finish the road?”


      The people were obviously not Hunters, so the protection field would have to extend all the way here for them to make the trip.


      “Yep. The cockatrices in the dungeon and on the Dark Mountain mean Rosa’s magic stone shortage is solved.”


      The cockatrice disaster, which had led to the use of supreme potions, had had some good effects too, it seemed.


      “Did my dad come back from the capital, then?”


      Kuntz’s eyes went over the workers searchingly, but his father didn’t seem to be among them.


      “Nah, there was just a little left, so we’re taking care of it with just workers from Rosa.”


      “So, what are they doing now?”


      If the road was already finished, Sara was curious what the workers were up to now.


      “Chris!”


      “Nef!”


      Chris had just waved at them from afar, but when Nelly called him, he trotted over in an instant. Typical.


      “Explain it to them.”


      “Got it.”


      Nelly looked a bit pleased as Chris launched into his explanation.


      “You see, we’re thinking of building a house here.”


      “Huh?” Sara asked. She thought he’d said they were building a house here, and Chris wasn’t the joking type. “Err, a house? By a house, you mean...?”


      “Indeed. Not just a shelter from the elements, but a home in which Nef and I can live, as a happy couple.”


      “Huh...?”


      They weren’t just building a house. They were building their house. Not in Hydrangea or in the town of Rosa but on the edge of the eastern meadow, at the base of the Dark Mountain, in a place with no other houses that was full of monsters?


      Chris seemed to realize something from Sara’s baffled reaction and gasped. “Oh, we’ll make a room for you, of course, and one Allen and Kuntz can stay in too. Actually, I’m thinking of creating a private Apothecary’s Guild here.”


      “A private...Apothecary’s Guild?”


      Finally, Sara simply sank down to the ground. The information overload was just too much. What she was curious about wasn’t whether or not she’d have her own room, but why they had decided to build their house in a place like this, but she didn’t even have the energy to make a witty retort about that.


      Just what had happened in the month and a half Sara had been gone?


      “You must be exhausted after spending a month and a half on the Dark Mountain. Should we have some tea for now?”


      “Sounds good to me.”


      Nelly and Chris conferred and got out a table and some chairs, but Sara wasn’t tired because of her time on the Dark Mountain.


      Sara shot back onto her feet. “That’s not it! It’s this surprise house news!”


      Her voice came out a little louder than she’d intended, but she was able to speak her mind for once, so she felt a little refreshed.


      “Well, that figures. Just take a seat for now.”


      It was true that she was both tired and thirsty, so Sara gratefully took a seat. Allen sat beside her reassuringly. She calmed herself down in the time it took for Chris to make tea.


      “I never had much of a good impression of Rosa. At first, I thought I’d just check on Ted, do some sightseeing on the Dark Mountain, and then go back to Hydrangea.”


      That made sense to Sara.


      “I didn’t really have any particular plans,” Nelly added.


      That made sense as well.


      “But I find Rosa surprisingly comfortable. I was worried about Ted, but he seems to be doing better lately. Things seem to be going well with Clarissa, but most of all, I think realizing that he can still be an apothecary has given him some peace of mind. But I get the feeling I’d be a bad influence on the Apothecary’s Guild if I stayed in town.”


      “Is it the same as always when you stop by?”


      Chris smiled awkwardly. “I do think they’re just being affectionate. But Leroy is finally back on his feet again, and the young ones like Senega are pretty responsible too, yet the moment they let their guard down, they’re begging me for instructions like they’re children. They have improved, but I feel as if I’m getting in the way of their growth when I’m there.”


      “Sounds rough,” was all Sara could say.


      “That was part of the reason I said I wanted to investigate the medicinal plants in the eastern meadow, to get away from town. But wandering around here with Nef, I started thinking it might be nice to live together in a wide, open space like this with no other people around.”


      “And I thought it was a pretty good idea coming from Chris,” Nelly added. “I told him I’d like a place I can easily get to the Dark Mountain from.”


      Chris had had the idea and Nelly had agreed with it. That they were in agreement was what mattered most to Sara, so much so that she felt no desire to argue with them about it anymore.


      “So then I suggested we build a house right at the base of the mountain.”


      Chris had made the final decision, it seemed.


      “The medicinal plants in the eastern meadow get more numerous and more varied the closer you get to the Dark Mountain. Actually, while you were on the Dark Mountain, I found a patch of silver dragonmint down here. Haven’t spotted any supreme healing herbs, though.”


      “Silver dragonmint!”


      “That’s right. In a marshy area a fair distance from town, to the north. Right here.” Chris made to spread out a map on the table before Allen stopped him.


      “Chris, you’re getting off-topic.”


      “Oh, right, sorry.”


      Sara had leaned forward in her chair to see, but she sat back sheepishly.


      “It’s safer to gather plants in the eastern meadow than on the Dark Mountain or in the depths of Hydrangea’s dungeon. Even mid-level Hunters may be able to gather plants around here.”


      “That’s amazing!”


      Sara found this very exciting.


      “Of course, you can gather with Rosa as your base, but I got to wondering what it would be like to have a place to study all kinds of plants, not just silver dragonmint, where they’re abundant.”


      With Chris’s dreamy words, Sara started to get some stars in her eyes as well.


      “There’s a fair amount of distance from Rosa’s Apothecary’s Guild here. I think I could have a good relationship with them at this distance. I could also buy gathered plants out here, and I decided while watching your classes that I might want to hold some classes of my own.”


      “For rookies?”


      Chris shook his head. “The ones I’m thinking of would be more for mid-level apothecaries. I think your method for teaching rookies is very good, Sara. But for those getting used to the job of apothecary, or those who want to make their living gathering or doing research, I thought my methods might be a good reference.”


      “I think you’ll get a flood of applicants. Enough that you should probably make your house and the Apothecary’s Guild separate buildings.”


      “You think so? I wasn’t sure I’d get a single one, so I was thinking my research lab would be rather small. Just big enough for me to use it.”


      Chris tilted his head, not looking very confident, but Sara was fairly certain she was right.


      “I think all the apothecaries in Rosa will come to start with. Then Caren and Noel... So you should definitely make it big. And if they come all the way out here, they’ll have to stay the night too, so you’ll probably want a few extra rooms.”


      “Hmmm. I don’t think anyone in Rosa would need these classes...”


      Chris had no idea what kind of influence he had.


      “We’ve got the funds for whatever,” Nelly said, holding her head up high. “I’ve hardly touched the money I made hunting monsters on the Dark Mountain, after all. We could build ten houses here, and I’d still have money left over.”


      “In that case, I have my original wealth and all the money I’ve made selling silver dragonmint too.”


      Sara, Allen, and even Kuntz were pretty wealthy themselves, so it was easy to guess how ludicrously wealthy Chris and Nelly were.


      “If you two get serious, you could start a whole new town here. Come to think of it, who are you buying the land from anyway?”


      Before they started a town, they would have to secure the land for it. Allen’s question was a natural one.


      “We’re renting the land from Rosa. The fee to rent is cheap, but we’ll have to pay taxes to the crown.”


      Trilgaia’s land belonged to the country, with local lords and mayors handling its management.


      “Th-Then, if you wanted to build a house on the Dark Mountain, who would you have to pay?” Allen asked quietly, and a shock went through the table previously chatting excitedly about Nelly and Chris’s new house.


      “The Dark Mountain, huh? I think the Hunter’s Guild put up the current caretaker’s cottage, so you should probably ask them. Though...”


      Surprisingly, it was Nelly who answered him right away, though she didn’t usually know much about such things.


      “Wyvern stones were used to put up the protection field around the caretaker’s cottage. And a pretty large amount of them. You should be prepared for that.”


      “Wyvern stones...”


      To Sara, wyverns were mere annoyances who crashed themselves against her barrier, and she’d seen Allen and Kuntz take them down as well. But she’d never seen them hunt wyverns proactively. In fact, they were such fearsome foes that even the Hunters who came to the Dark Mountain fled in terror when they saw packs of them flying above the caretaker’s cottage.


      “You know a lot about this, Nelly.”


      “Yeah. The protection field needed repair once while I was up there. It wasn’t active the whole time it was being fixed, so that was a pretty scary time even though I had my own protection cases.”


      “I didn’t know something like that had happened...”


      She felt a bit bad for thinking it, but Sara was glad that hadn’t happened while she was up there.


      “Now, is it about time for you to get back to town?” Chris asked.


      Sara looked up at the sky and found the sun starting to set.


      “We plan to stay out here in tents tonight.”


      The workers were staying out there as well.


      “Supplies are easy enough with storage bags, but it’s not so with workers. Without physical strengthening, it takes a full day to get out here, after all.”


      They must have wanted to get their preparations out of the way even if they had to stay out here overnight.


      “Hey, Nelly, can we stay here too?”


      They had no reason they had to rush back to town, so Sara consulted with Allen and Kuntz and they decided to stay the night with Nelly and Chris. They had a hot meal with the workers and did some chatting before Allen invited Sara and Kuntz on a walk.


      “Man, you don’t gotta invite me. You two go together.”


      Kuntz told Allen not to feel like he had to include him, but Allen shook his head.


      “I want to talk about the future.”


      “Well, I guess I’ll come, then. Let’s take the road, since it’s done now and all.”


      In the darkness, with no streetlights or anything, they walked with Sara’s magic lights floating in front of and behind them.


      “Whoa! Was that glint the eyes of a horned rabbit?”


      “The meadow at night was really dangerous, wasn’t it?”


      Sara could still easily picture the sight of Allen running through the dangerous meadow on Ted’s phony mission way back when.


      “And now it’s this safe. Right now, not even Hunters come this way much, but if Nelly and Chris settle down out here, I’m sure more people will start coming out here.”


      They strolled down the utterly deserted road.


      “Sara, what are your plans after this?”


      “Well...” She’d already told them that she wanted to take Ted and Clarissa to the Dark Mountain. Honestly speaking, she’d be fine taking them by herself with her barrier, but Allen and Kuntz had both said that they’d come too. “Once we’ve reported to Vince, I plan to talk to Ted about his honeymoon. And then...”


      And then what?


      They’d served as the caretakers of the Dark Mountain for a month and a half, but there were still plenty of places they hadn’t explored yet, so frankly speaking, she wanted to spend more time there.


      “Then, can I say what I want to do?”


      Kuntz spoke up while Sara was trying to decide what to say. She wanted time to think, so she appreciated the distraction.


      “Once we’re done helping out with Ted’s honeymoon, I want to take a trip.”


      “A trip?”


      She could always come back to the Dark Mountain later. But just when she thought that...


      “From our classes in the capital and Rosa, I get the sense that my—‘Kuntz’s shield’—will keep spreading with or without my input.”


      “Yeah, probably. Making Sara’s barrier something anyone can use was all you, Kuntz.”


      “Oh, stop it. I was just imitating her.” Kuntz waved his hand bashfully, but he wasn’t imitating Sara at all.


      “If you’re imitating me, I only came up with my barrier when Nelly told me about shield magic, so you just brought it back to its original form.”


      “Huh. I guess you might be right.”


      “So you can call it your own magic. You don’t have to say you’re imitating me. ‘Kuntz’s shield’ is fine, isn’t it?”


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      Kuntz looked up at the lights floating ahead of them.


      “So, I was thinking that no matter where I go, people will probably have heard the name just like they did in Rosa without knowing how to use it, and they might be reckless with it and get themselves hurt.”


      The defining characteristic of Kuntz’s shield was that it deflected magic and physical attacks like a mirror, just like Sara’s barrier did. If you understood that and mastered it, you could use it to take down even wyverns. But there were Hunters who thought it was enough to simply make a small brown shield. If Hunters like that put too much faith in their shields, it could lead to incidents like the one they’d encountered recently.


      “So I was thinking I’d go around to all the towns with guilds and hold classes on using my shield.”


      “I think that’s a great idea.”


      Kuntz turned around and smiled at Sara’s comment, but for some reason, he also looked like he was about to cry.


      “So I guess I’ll have to say goodbye soon.”


      “Say goodbye...?”


      “To the two of you. You want to stay on the Dark Mountain, don’t you?”


      Sara had been thinking that. And Allen was standing there with his fist clenched in front of his chest.


      “Yeah. I want to stay.” He felt the same way as her.


      “It’s the first time I’ve been able to use my full strength as a Hunter without worrying about what anyone else thinks.”


      They may have had different reasons, and may have wanted to do different things, but they both wanted to stay on the Dark Mountain for a little longer. Sara and Allen felt the same way about that. But she’d been assuming no matter where they went, the three of them would stick together.


      “Did you not like being up on the Dark Mountain, Kuntz?”


      Kuntz was a considerate guy. Sara and Allen were a little worried that they’d forced him to go along with what they wanted to do.


      “Of course not! I had a ton of fun too. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind spending a little more time up there myself,” he said with a wry smile. “But as a caster, I do think the Dark Mountain is a little beyond me. I may be able to handle a single wyvern one way or another, but if a few of them came at me at the same time, I don’t think I could take them all down on my own.”


      “That’s why I was there. We were a party, weren’t we?”


      From how Allen’s words were in past tense, Sara realized that he understood Kuntz’s resolve, and that their paths were diverging.


      “If the Dark Mountain’s beyond you, it’s gotta be beyond almost every Hunter out there. Nobody takes on multiple wyverns at once anyway.”


      “Yeah. I know that. I do. But I kind of want to test my limits on my own too.”


      Hunters hunted monsters. Apothecaries made potions. But just as there were apothecaries like Sara who focused on gathering and bringing up rookie apothecaries, there were ones like Chris who focused on research. As there were Hunters like Allen who wanted to master their own strength, there were Hunters like Vince, who found management fulfilling.


      “I want to work out the possibilities of magic a bit more. I feel like there’s still work I can do on my shield. And I want to help new Hunters get their footing.”


      If that was the path Kuntz wanted to take as a Hunter, then staying on the Dark Mountain would only delay it.


      “I guess we’ll be going our separate ways for now.”


      “Yeah.”


      Kuntz and Allen fist-bumped.


      “So? What do you want to do, Sara?”


      “Right.” They’d taken a detour, but arrived back at that same question. But since Allen and Kuntz had expressed their own wishes, Sara felt like she could put into words what she hadn’t been able to before.


      “I think I want to make the caretaker’s cottage more convenient.”


      “Do you mean you want to be the caretaker yourself?”


      “No. If I stayed there, I’d be able to prevent any mischief from happening, and I’d be able to give the people who visit a more comfortable stay, but that’s not a job for an apothecary, right?”


      It was hard work making people comfortable.


      “But the Dark Mountain needs a caretaker, right? So I want to make it easier for people to stay there for shorter periods of time. I want the Hunters to keep the place clean and get proper nutrition while they’re there. I was thinking I’d talk it over with Vince and go back and forth a few times until it’s more usable.”


      “I see. So Sara and I can stay on the Dark Mountain, then.”


      “Yeah! I’ll be going back and forth, though.”


      “It’s not like I want to stay cooped up there forever either, you know.”


      Their cheerful laughter echoed through the meadow and a horned rabbit hit the protection field, sliding down it.


      “We’ll still be a party even if we’re apart for a while.”


      “Yeah.”


      “You said it.”


      This time, Sara and Allen both fist-bumped Kuntz.


      “I’ll visit again sometime.”


      They swore under the night sky to reunite one day.


      “Though I’ll be in Rosa until Ted’s done with his honeymoon, of course.”


      “You’re never able to nail a cool phrase, Kuntz.”


      “That’s just how I am.”


      Kuntz and Allen laughed as they headed into Rosa the next day. They entered the Hunter’s Guild, watching the lively town as they traveled through it, where Vince greeted them with a big grin.


      “Thanks for the help this last month and a half! And thanks for looking after those Hunters.”


      “Do you have someone lined up next?”


      “Well...” Vince’s smile disappeared. “Some said they’d go all the time if you’re there, Sara. But then you’ll basically be the caretaker forever.”


      All Sara could do was smile wryly. She sort of figured that would happen, so she’d been prepared to hear it.


      As Allen and Kuntz piled up storage bags in front of him and Vince watched wide-eyed, Sara leaned over the desk and told him, “I actually have a suggestion on that front.”


      “Let’s head to the guildmaster’s office, then.”


      A smiling Mina quickly led them into the back.


      “Managing the Dark Mountain ain’t shit to you three, huh?”


      “Guildmaster, watch your mouth.”


      The guildmaster was in a sunny mood when he saw the three of them casually stroll in.


      “So, what’s this suggestion?” Vince asked, leaning forward from his spot on the couch.


      Mina took out a notepad and readied a pen beside him.


      “First, how about getting some storage bags and creating a ‘caretaker pack’?”


      “Caretaker pack?”


      As she expected them to, the trio from the guild all cocked their heads.


      “Hunters tend to be fixated on their work. I feel like a lot of them don’t take the best care of themselves. So you could put, let’s say one week’s worth of balanced meals, changes of clothes, towels, sheets, things like that, and a manual explaining what to do with things. Then they can put all their trash in the storage bag when they’re done.”


      “But balanced meals... Who’s gonna think of stuff like that?”


      “You could try asking your wife.” Not that it had to be her. “You just have to make a list of what to buy from which stores for one week. If there’s a set time period for people to serve as caretaker, you can create a storage bag from your list and they can eat the food in it and change the sheets before they leave.”


      “Guess that’d be nice and easy if it works out.”


      Vince was really thinking about it now. That was a good sign.


      “It can be one week or two weeks or whatever. Whenever they want to come and sell their monsters, you can exchange the bags and they could go up there for another one or two weeks, or the next person could go up and feel well prepared.”


      Sara shrugged her shoulders.


      “You’re not going to be able to hire a person to manage the cottage long-term, though. Even I’d rather gather plants if I was up there.”


      If she didn’t make that clear, she would end up being in charge of that, and she did not want that.


      “I have a suggestion too.”


      “Allen too, eh?”


      It was rare for Allen to contribute to things like this.


      “What do you think about building a few more caretaker’s cottages?”


      “Yeah... I’m not sure about just having six people up there, I guess...”


      Vince went up to the cottage himself sometimes, so he was aware of the building’s limitations.


      “Did you hear about Nelly and Chris building a house at the base of the Dark Mountain?”


      “Oh yeah! That was a hell of a shock to us too.”


      It seemed they’d made their plans clear to the Hunter’s Guild.


      “And Chris building a private Apothecary’s Guild?”


      “Didn’t hear about that. For research?”


      As the guildmaster cocked his head, Allen made his suggestion.


      “How about opening a branch office of the Hunter’s Guild in a corner of his guildhall? Or you could have your own building out there if you want.”


      “A branch office, eh? That might mean more people hunting out in the eastern meadow or at the foot of the Dark Mountain.”


      They were taking the bait.


      “Nelly and Chris might provide us with a base at the foot of the mountain. Then if we build another two cottages along the way, people won’t have to make the whole climb all at once.”


      “Then you could make the trip even if you weren’t great at physical strengthening, I guess.”


      “But what’ll we do about the people building the extra cottages? Nelly and Chris’s house is only possible now because we finished the road out there.” Mina held her notepad vexedly.


      Sara raised her hand. “If you make a plan, I can take them there with my barrier. If you make a personal request to me, of course.”


      She wasn’t kind enough to do it for free. But Sara would like it too if it were easier to travel to and from the Dark Mountain, so she’d help if asked to. And in this world, with the magic it had, fixing a road and building a house were both much quicker tasks. Helping out wouldn’t take that much of Sara’s time.


      “Hey Sara, didn’t you want to hide your power as an Invited as much as you could?” Vince asked, looking a little worried.


      “It’s okay. I’m able to decide for myself how I want to use my power now. I don’t need to worry about anyone trying to use me anymore.”


      “Plus, if we’re making a few more cottages, even if building them won’t take that long, it’ll take a while to plan it out and get the materials and workers, right? Are you gonna be in Rosa for all that time?”


      Sara exchanged a glance with Allen and nodded. “Yes.”


      “Rosa or the Dark Mountain at least. Sara and I will serve as caretakers for a while.”


      The guildmaster’s office went silent until Mina’s notepad fluttered to the floor.


      “Wh-What?!” three voices shouted at once. They must have heard that all the way out at reception.


      Naturally, Sara and Allen’s proposal was greatly appreciated.


      “Let’s figure out the caretaker pack thing while we’re serving in the position.”


      Would they stock the bags for a week? For ten days? Would they loan out storage pouches for putting hunted monsters in? There was all that to figure out and more.


      “The guild’s definitely doing well thanks to all those cockatrices, but the initial investment’s pretty steep...”


      Vince was groaning over the logistics, but in Sara’s opinion, they should have done this a long time ago.


      “I think it’ll take a little longer to figure out the cottage situation, though.”


      They would have to survey the sites, level the ground, and prepare materials and workers. There was a lot to do before they could get started.


      “Then, Vince...”


      “Yeah?” Vince answered lackadaisically as he looked over some documents.


      “I can’t wait that long, so is it okay if I build my own house on the Dark Mountain?” asked Allen.


      “Huh?”


      Sara couldn’t laugh at the way Vince’s mouth was hanging open. She felt the same way, after all.


      “I negotiated with the workers building Nelly’s house and they’re gonna build mine next. We’ll take them up the Dark Mountain safely. They were eager to do it after I gave them a hefty down payment.”


      “I...you...” Vince rebooted. “No, no, no, I mean, what are you gonna do about the protection field? This isn’t going anywhere unless you have magic stones from wyverns, you know.”


      “Here.” Wyvern stones tumbled out of Allen’s storage pouch one by one. “I heard somewhere before that wyvern stones are used for really important protection fields, so...”


      Sara hadn’t heard that, so he must have heard it from a Hunter.


      “I thought I might need them if I wanted to live somewhere with Sara in the future, so I’ve been saving these up instead of selling them.”


      “You saved all these up yourself...?”


      Vince’s hand shook as he reached out to touch the magic stones. Sara and Allen did tend to come into contact with wyverns pretty often, but they were supposed to be monsters that were difficult to hunt.


      “Say, Sara.”


      “Hwuh?”


      Vince had been talking to Allen, so when he suddenly turned to Sara, she was surprised and her voice cracked a bit.


      “If you two are gonna live on the Dark Mountain, I don’t think the caretaker’s cottage will do it. You don’t know when other Hunters will show up there, right?”


      “W-Well...” Sara’s face turned red. Did he mean it would be better if they could be alone together?


      “You want the Hunters to take care of themselves up there, right? But knowing you, if someone came while you were there, you’d end up looking after them yourself. You’d get exhausted, wouldn’t you?”


      “Oh, yes...” Sara sighed in relief when he didn’t ask the question that she had been thinking of.


      “So let’s get married and build a house where we can live together as a couple,” said Allen.


      That was a bit too much of a surprise attack. She had that fight with Allen and then they got engaged and it had been, what, almost two years since then? But they were still nineteen, so Sara had been thinking marriage was a ways off for them.


      “Sorry to do this in such an unromantic place, but if we’re going to stay on the Dark Mountain together and not just try it out, I want to make our relationship clear.”


      Still, you can’t just decide to build a house on the Dark Mountain all by yourself. I wanted to hear that when we were alone together. Can we really get married so young? All sorts of complaints and anxieties swirled around in Sara’s head.


      She quietly closed her eyes. Her being a worrywart and thinking too much was par for the course for her. She decided to ignore the fact that this was the Hunter’s Guild and that he hadn’t talked to her about this beforehand, and just think about the future instead. She would live on the Dark Mountain and gather medicinal plants. A refreshing wind would blow through the green plains, mountain wolves would laze around on the ground, and wyverns would fly through the sky. A herd of elk would move slowly in the distance, and she might see hints of cockatrice white in the forest. And Allen would always be at her side.


      When Sara thought about the future, she naturally thought of being with Allen.


      She opened her eyes and saw a nervous-looking Allen. But there was a strong willpower in his eyes.


      “Will you...marry me?”


      Sara nodded firmly. “I will.”


      “Yes!” Allen shouted, picking up Sara and spinning her around.


      “Whoa! Whoa!”


      “Yes! Now we’ll be together forever!”


      “Oh, come on!”


      She wobbled a bit when Allen put her down and looked up to see the guildmaster’s office full of people crying.


      “Huh...? Shouldn’t we be getting congratulations and applause?” she couldn’t help quipping.


      Vince sniffled and said, “You idiot, Sara. Everyone’s overcome with emotion!”


      “Good, good.”
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      “Congratulations!”


      “I’m jealous!”


      The tears eventually turned to smiles and the room filled with words of congratulation and applause.


      “Our little Sara and Allen are finally getting married!”


      “Yeah!”


      “It’s time to celebrate!”


      The first time she’d come here, it had been with Allen as well. She still remembered how anxious she’d felt at the time. It had been this Hunter’s Guild that had helped her to live on her own from the shadows, a suspicious little girl whose origins were a total mystery.


      From here, she’d gone west to Camellia, had moved from Stock to Hydrangea, and had met the Wolveriés, whom she now considered family. She’d visited the capital and Gardenia in the east, and she’d come back to Rosa, and returned to the Dark Mountain, where everything had started.


      “Hey, Sara. Do you want to have the ceremony in Hydrangea?”


      Sara was surprised by the suggestion. “What about managing the Dark Mountain?”


      Allen chuckled and turned to Vince. “Hey, Vince. We only need to be on the Dark Mountain for half the year or so, right?”


      “Yeah. If someone’s taking care of it for half of the year, it should be able to manage without anyone for the other half.”


      Nelly had been away from the Dark Mountain for a few months at a time to cull the migrating dragons, but apparently she could have left for half of the year if she wanted to.


      “We can live on the Dark Mountain for half of the year and travel for the other half. We could go to the capital or Hydrangea or wherever.”


      “That sounds nice. Then I can show Ri how I look as a bride.”


      Not being able to see her family in Hydrangea was the only thing she’d regret if she became caretaker of the Dark Mountain. And Allen had solved that problem too.


      Sara looked around at everyone cheerfully and sighed in relief. She was lonely when she had first been reincarnated into Trilgaia and separated from her family, but she’d obtained freedom and a healthy body. And now, she finally felt like she belonged in this world no matter where she went.


      “This is already my world, huh?”


      “It’s our world.”


      Maybe the two of them meant different things by that, but either way, Sara was living in this world, with her feet firmly on the ground. She was sure many more fun things awaited her in the future.


      “But...”


      “But?”


      Sara grinned at Allen. “We’ve gotta bring Ted on his honeymoon first.”


      “Ted, huh...”


      Allen’s shoulders slumped and the room filled with laughter.


      She had someone to take her first step with on any new journey she took in the future. So she thought on that early summer day.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue: How Have You Been?


      The rhythmical thunk of slicing vegetables echoed in the mountain cottage. They had monsters to cook sometimes, so though it was a mountain cottage, it had a spacious kitchen.


      “Need to make sure we eat our veggies even up here on the Dark Mountain.”


      She lined up the roughly chopped veggies on a baking sheet with cockatrice meat coated in flour and spices. Then she switched on the magic stone-powered oven.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      She heard mountain wolves outside the cottage.


      “Is he back?”


      She took her apron off and opened the door to hear...


      “Heeey!”


      “Yap!”


      Allen waved to her as a mountain wolf went flying after a good punch. They never did learn their lesson.


      “Welcome home.”


      “I’m back. Think they’ll let me just pass through anytime soon?”


      If the mountain wolf had been serious, it would have been inside Allen’s storage bag by now. The mountain wolf bounding away and holding its nose meant that it had only been playing, and that Allen hadn’t been serious when he’d hit it either.


      “They never do give up, do they?”


      “It’s such a pain. Here. We got some letters.”


      Allen took a couple of letters out of his storage pouch.


      “Wow, thanks! Let’s see... Ri, Ann, Noel. And Ted. Eh, Ted can wait.”


      “He’s probably just grumbling about wanting to come gather supreme healing herbs or go on vacation. Don’t indulge him too much, okay?”


      “Yeah.”


      It had actually taken half a year after Sara and Allen had decided to become caretakers of the Dark Mountain for Ted’s wedding to happen. Though Clarissa was prepared to get married at any time, it was the mayor’s wedding. And Rosa was a pretty important town too. He had to invite a lot of people and he couldn’t just tell them to come on short notice. When Ted finally got to take his long-awaited trip to the Dark Mountain, Kuntz was probably the one who was happiest about it.


      “Why’d I say we could wait until Ted’s wedding was over?” Allen lamented.


      Because of that, the three of them had ended up serving as caretakers of the Dark Mountain for quite some time, but as a result, Sara and Allen had been able to steadily prepare their own mountain cottage, and a splendid residence for the two of them was erected near the original caretaker’s cottage. Though it was technically Allen’s personal property, they’d made it big enough to serve as an emergency shelter if needed.


      Kuntz had set out half a year ago, after Ted’s honeymoon, and they had no idea where he was traveling right now. As for Sara and Allen, they planned to take a trip themselves to Hydrangea in the fall. Then they would finally be able to have their wedding with their whole family.


      “Ri’s letter is probably this and that about the wedding again, right?”


      “Probably. I feel bad, but Ri can wait too. Ann’s probably just reporting what she’s been up to lately. Let’s save her to enjoy tonight.”


      Ann sent them letters often detailing the happenings in the capital, so her missives were always very interesting.


      “I guess I’ll just read Noel’s letter while the cockatrice is cooking.”


      “Yes! Cockatrice again! I’ll go get some tea, then.”


      Sara left the tea to Allen and sat herself down in a chair on the porch as the sun began to set.


      “‘Dear Sara, the capital is hot enough to wonder if it’s already summer. How is it up on the Dark Mountain?’ So it’s hot in the capital. I wonder how Ann’s faring. Probably fine. It can’t be worse than Japan’s summers.”


      Memories of staggering to work in the morning with the heat reflecting off of the buildings and asphalt in the summer surfaced in Sara’s mind and she felt newly appreciative of the cool breeze on the Dark Mountain.


      “Let’s see...”


      “Can I read it too?”


      They had chilled tea in their storage box. Allen brought some over in large cups and pressed himself to Sara’s back, reading the letter over her shoulder.


      “Sure.”


      “Wasn’t Noel planning to come and gather plants soon?”


      The fur around the necks of the mountain wolves lounging about fluttered in the breeze. The refreshing wind of the meadow felt nice.




      I’ve received your wedding invitation. You wrote that it will be a small ceremony attended only by close friends and family so I needn’t push myself to attend, but I will make the trip, of course. I don’t think I can express in this letter how much of an honor it is to be counted among those close friends and family, but just know that I appreciate the invitation immensely. I also plan to come gather silver dragonmint.


      I went and bragged about it, though, and something a little annoying happened. Chester and Josef started grumbling, wondering why they hadn’t been invited. And my brother wasn’t invited either, but he said it would be more prestigious with the knight commander in attendance, so he’s negotiating directly with the lord of Hydrangea now. I pity him for not even realizing how annoying he is to other people. And I heard a rumor that the king wanted to attend but was turned down. Sorry, it actually wasn’t a rumor, but more grumbling by my father, the prime minister. I guess he said something like, “An Invited’s wedding should be celebrated by the whole nation.” I think they should respect your desire to keep a low profile.


      Oh yeah, Kuntz returned to the capital recently, and he even came to see me. He said he figured I’d be writing letters to you, so I should tell you that he’s doing well. And that he’ll be at the wedding. Couldn’t he just write you a letter himself?


      The Hunter’s Guild in the capital has started holding regular classes for rookies. Bradley and Haruto are holding them, but since Bradley joined in, he’s also been teaching them letters and arithmetic, and kids who don’t even want to be Hunters have started joining in, so I don’t know if you can even really call it rookie Hunter training anymore. I’m thinking it might split into Hunter lessons and non-Hunter lessons at some point.


      I’m not the only one holding apothecary lessons. The guild sends people out to do it sometimes, so we’re getting a lot more plants in stock lately.


      I hear Rosa’s developing at an incredible pace. They say it’s easier to get to the Dark Mountain now, so Haruto says a lot of Hunters are wondering if they should move from the capital to Rosa. Actually, it sounds like he wants to go soon too, so he may show up out of nowhere one day. Let this be your warning.


      I wish everyone else would just write their own letters instead of using me as a messenger.


      I don’t get many opportunities to leave the capital, but I think I want to visit the Dark Mountain and Rosa’s eastern meadow sometime next year. It would be nice if Chris’s Apothecary’s Guild was recruiting, but do you think I’d be able to intrude on him even if they’re not? I feel like he’d forgive me for showing up unannounced, so I may just do that.


      I look forward to your news from the Dark Mountain. I know it’s a bit late to say so, but please watch out for monsters while you’re up there.


      Noel Hills




      “I love that he ended it with ‘please watch out for monsters.’ Noel’s letters are always so much fun.”


      “So Kuntz is in the capital. Actually, he may have already left by now.”


      Sara and Allen were both satisfied hearing the recent news about everyone.


      “Do you think Liam’ll show up at our wedding...?”


      “Well, he is Ann’s boss. He’ll probably show up with an excuse like he’s the king’s representative or something. It might be less annoying to just invite him.”


      Allen smiled wryly.


      “Oh yeah, Nelly said she was gonna come up tomorrow or the day after.”


      “Really? Ooh, do we have any gargoyle meat?”


      “I’ll go hunt some first thing tomorrow morning.”


      “Nelly might hunt one and bring it as a gift.”


      It had been fun being up on the Dark Mountain alone with Nelly, but they were always cut off from society. Now, however, it was practically bustling.


      “Oh, the sun’s setting.”


      She didn’t know if the sun in the dungeon was real or not, but the sky was still bright.


      “Should we go inside?”


      “Yeah. The cockatrice should be just about done now.”


      After they ate dinner, they’d read Ann’s letter too.


      Allen was waiting for her, holding the door open. Sara looked back for a second and saw a mountain wolf yawning.


      “Good night.”


      Today was a good day, and she was sure tomorrow would be a good day too.


      “Growl!”


      “Growl!”


      After all, Sara’s life was just getting started.
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      Afterword


      This is our first time meeting in an afterword. I’m Kaya, the author. There will be spoilers from here on, so if you’re not okay with that, please read the book first.


      Sara’s story, which started when she was ten years old, has finally come to an end. Before being reincarnated, Sara had a frail constitution and wasn’t able to do much traveling, but after coming to Trilgaia, she was able to explore all of the four corners as well as the center of Trilgaia.


      When I first started writing the series, I was thinking very shallowly about how the protagonist would reincarnate and such. I just planned to show how the protagonist grew after arriving in her new world. The story truly came about when I thought, what if the protagonist reincarnated in the middle of a forest, and it was a woman who took her in? That became Sara and Nelly’s story.


      I had a blast writing about how Sara grew from year to year. Sara received boundless mana from the goddess, and I wanted to explore what a woman who had lived a normal life in Japan would do with that, and how she might interact with a world full of monsters. Basically, each volume, I picked a monster that would become a problem, made them spawn in great numbers, and found some way for Sara to deal with them using her barrier and do a year of growing while she was at it.


      There were some weirdos along the way like Chris and Haruto, but since most of them were good people, I think the only real standout was Ted. His petty harassment went too far and put Allen’s life in danger, so he was really hated by a lot of readers. It took a few years, but he did a little growing, and I think his popularity managed to reach at least the realm of “Well, I’ve seen worse.”


      I’d always wanted the story to return to the Dark Mountain, back where it all began, in the end, but initially I had no idea the impetus for that would be Ted. And the mountain wolves, who were a big hit right from the start, got to show off a bit in the finale, which I’m glad about.


      Nelly and Chris, Ted, and Kuntz. Haruto and Bradley and Ann. Sara and Allen. They all ended up choosing their own paths and taking their own first steps.


      I’m sure they’ll all keep going from now on, one step at a time.


      Readers, I’m full of appreciation that you accompanied them all on this long journey. I hope we’re able to meet again someday, in some other story.
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