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  Chapter 550:
Fishing for Glory!


   


  “WOW.”


  The vast river expanding before me took my breath away. I’d imagined it would be big…but not this scarily huge. What’s more, the opposing shore was extremely far away.


  “Okay, let’s go fishing! Ivy, you’re with me.”


  “Pu! Pu puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu ryuuu.”


  Sora and Flame merrily replied to Zinal’s proposal, but Fische was sighing and my father looked annoyed.


  “Well, I deserve a break for having to deal with all those pesky problems and people!” Zinal said, pulling the fishing rods out of his magic bag.


  “Sure, but fishing?”


  Zinal shrugged at Fische. “I remembered the fish in this river were tasty, and now I’m dying to eat some. We’ve never had a chance to really slow down and enjoy our travels. We might not get another chance like this in years.”


  In years… He’s right, we’d better get our relaxation in when we can. Besides…


  “The fish here are tasty?” I asked.


  “Yup.”


  Zinal went on to explain that the fish in this particular river were much tastier than the ones in any other. Their flesh was particularly tender and sweet. That really got my attention.


  “Don’t let me down, Ivy. Cook me the tastiest fish feast of your life!” Zinal demanded.


  “The tastiest fish feast?”


  “Yup.”


  “Er…got it. I’ll do my best.”


  The last river fish I ate had been delicious. And if these were even tastier, then I definitely wanted to try them! And I wasn’t the only one. Despite their grumbling, my father and Fische had already taken the fishing rods from Zinal’s extended hand.


  “I’m surrounded by hypocrites,” Zinal teased.


  My father and Fische studiously looked away.


  “Hey, when a man is promised a tasty feast, that’ll always put him in the mood,” Fische argued.


  My father, who had just baited the hook at the end of his fishing twine, nodded. “Meals are the biggest joy when you’re on the road. You can never let good food get away.”


  Zinal smiled, and so did I. I agreed that nothing beat a delicious meal after an exhausting day of walking.


  “Sora, Flame, don’t get too close to the river; it’s dangerous. It’s a big river, so we might not be able to help you if something goes wrong. Understood?”


  Sora and Flame stared intently back at Zinal.


  “Pu! Pu pu.”


  “Te! Ryu ryu.”


  I wasn’t sure what the two were imagining, but they answered Zinal with the most solemn looks in their eyes. Did that mean they understood him? I gave the slimes a questioning tilt of the head as Ciel slinked over to me and headbutted my side.


  Mrrrow.


  “Thanks for always looking out for us,” I replied.


  If anything ever did go wrong, Ciel was always the first to the rescue. I appreciated it, but it also worried me.


  “Just don’t put yourself in too much danger, okay?”


  Mewwww.


  Ciel trilled sharply in reply. It really was so adorable.


  “Ivy, have you ever fished?” Zinal asked.


  “Uh-huh. My father taught me how.”


  Zinal beckoned to me to join him.


  “Okay, Ciel, you just take it easy. Sora, Flame, how about toning it down a little?”


  After talking to my creatures, who were playing several meters away from the riverbank, I joined Zinal by the river, and he handed me a fishing rod. This would be the second time I’d ever fished.


  “I remember being amazed last time at how the fishing rod doesn’t break,” I remarked.


  The handle end was thick, but the fishing rod was long and thin. It was a real wonder that it never broke under all the fish’s tugging.


  “It’s built with sturdy materials, so it takes quite a lot of force to actually break it,” Zinal said, pulling sharply on the string and bending the rod. It was a little awe-inspiring to see the rod hold up under that kind of pressure.


  “Okay! You said you know how to fish, right? So let’s you and me catch something tasty,” he said.


  “All right.”


  I followed Zinal to the river’s edge, where my father and Fische had already started fishing. They both looked so happy I almost laughed.


  “You were complaining and griping a few minutes ago, and look at you now,” Zinal said. (That finally broke me.)


  “What bait did you use last time?” Zinal asked.


  What did we use?


  “I think it was some kind of grub,” I replied.


  “Aha. Well, this is what we’re using this time. You should have no problem digging them out of the mud anywhere.”


  I peeked at the little pouch in Zinal’s hand, and the little grubs I often saw in the forest were squirming inside. There were more than just one or two like I’d imagined. There were so many of the little things squirming around that it almost made me sick.


  “The fish we want are very good at taking bait off the hook, so you should bury the hook real good—like this.”


  Zinal skewered a grub on the hook. I copied him and shoved the grub all the way on.


  “Good! Now, all you have to do is cast your hook as far as you can, and you’ll get a big haul. Good luck, kid.”


  Zinal gripped his fishing rod and flung the line far. I noticed from watching him that it was all in the wrist.
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  “Huh? I…can’t throw it far.”


  My line fell about half as far as Zinal’s. And I totally thought I knew how to do this from last time!


  “Well, don’t worry. You’ll get the hang of it soon enough.”


  Next time, my line will fly!


  “What do I do next?” I asked.


  Are fishing techniques different from person to person? I remember it being more relaxing last time.


  “You just sit still and wait until you get a bite. Be careful not to move your line.”


  Keep my line still and wait.


  “You should check your line now and then to see if there’s still bait on it. Sometimes the fish chomp it off the hook and leave.”


  And Zinal did say these fish were good at that. But how long should I wait before I check my line? Should I do it now?


  I glanced at Zinal to see him staring at the river, still as a statue.


  I guess I shouldn’t check yet? Huh…nobody’s moving.


  My father and Fische were also staring at the river, perfectly still. I copied the three of them and gazed at the river. The water was flowing peacefully.


  “It goes by so smoothly.”


  “Hm? Oh, you mean the water?” Zinal asked.


  I nodded. “I always assumed the bigger the river, the more water there was, and that meant it would flow faster.”


  “The main current is pretty much always like this. But whenever supporting currents join it, the water flows faster from the slant in the different water levels. That’s why rivers always speed up when it rains and you should stay away from them. Sometimes if it’s a heavy rain, the rivers overflow.”


  “Would even a wide river like this overflow?” I asked.


  “Yeah, because a lot of supporting currents start pouring into the main current one, and that raises the water level.”


  I had seen water overflow from a river after a rain. I remembered the water had been much faster and louder then.


  “Ooh! I got a bite.”


  Zinal reeled his line in. As the hook got closer, I started to hear splashing sounds. I stared intently into the river until I spotted a fish.


  “Wow…it’s huge.”


  “Really? Yeah, I guess these are a nice size.”


  Zinal sounded happy. He had probably also seen the fish.


  The fish came out of the water and flapped before my eyes. It was a little bigger than the one I’d caught a while back. Zinal removed it from the line and dropped it in his basket, then stuck the basket in the river.


  “Is it better to let them live longer?” I asked.


  I remembered keeping the fish in a basket in the water last time, too.


  “Well, I dunno. The person who taught me to fish did it this way.”


  I see.


  “Ivy, you should bring in your hook and take a look at it.”


  “Okay.”


  I lifted my rod to check the hook…and the bait was gone.


  “Ha ha! Somebody took the bait and scrammed.”


  “Looks like it,” I sighed. “Oh, how annoying.”


  I glanced at my father to see him reeling in a fish. Lucky guy… I need to up my game. I put another grub on my hook and used my wrist to send the line as far as it would go… I think it went farther than last time?


   


  Zinal and I were gutting the fish. Their flesh had a completely different texture than wild rabbits and field mice, so it made my heart race a little.


  “There! All done. Here’s the skewer.”


  I stuck the skewer Fische had made through the fish from its mouth to its tail, then rubbed salt into it. Apparently, grilling these fish in salt was the tastiest way to prepare them. The last fish I ate were also salt-grilled, so I had high hopes for these. But I got the sense it shouldn’t matter whether I was the one who cooked them or not.


  “Okay, Ivy, can you think of a way to prepare these fish besides grilling them in salt?” Zinal asked.


  If we don’t salt-grill them…maybe breaded and fried?


  “How about we bread and fry them?” I suggested.


  I know fish fried in seasoned breading always tastes good. Oh, but maybe deep-frying these fish would make them too tough?


  “Fried fish, huh… Sounds yummy,” Zinal said.


  That encouraged me to go ahead and try it. My only other concern was how the flavor of this particular fish would change things.


  “You know, Ivy, you were kind of impressive back there.”


  Zinal’s compliment brought a sigh out of my lungs. For some reason, the fish had all managed to eat my bait and get away. Even after I moved and tried different places, my results stayed astoundingly similar.


  Well…at least I managed to catch two fish in the last spot I tried. Too bad they were bite-sized.


  Chapter 551:
Yum!


   


  “THIS IS GREAT,” I SAID.


  “Yeah, it’s tasty,” my father echoed.


  Zinal looked happy to see our reactions.


  “Aren’t ya glad we stopped to fish?” he asked.


  “Yes. It just melts in the mouth.”


  I nodded, taking another bite. The river fish’s flesh was delicate and tender, with just the right amount of fat for the best kind of flavor. It didn’t taste even slightly musky—I could probably eat it all day and never get tired of it.


  “This river fish only tastes like this when you catch it around here,” Zinal informed us.


  “What?!” I tilted my head, my mouth full of fish.


  “Ahh, right. I remember,” Fische agreed with a nod. “You can catch this same fish farther downstream.”


  That made sense, since the rivers were connected.


  “But it just tastes different. The flesh isn’t as tender, and the fat isn’t spread out the same way, either.”


  “Is it really that different?” I asked.


  Oh no! I ate up all the fish.


  “Here! I grilled you another.” My father speedily handed me another freshly grilled fish.


  “Thanks.”


  I took a bite. It was piping hot but delicious. If this was the only place in the world where the fish tasted this good, I thought I’d better eat my fill while I could.


  “They serve this fish in Okanny Village, too, but it tastes completely different. Shockingly so.”


  I’m surprised it tastes that different. Do the fish eat some other kind of food?


  “Adventurers are the only people allowed to enjoy this flavor,” Zinal said.


  That confused me. Why only adventurers?


  “Can’t we just put some fish in our magic bag and take it back with us to Okanny Village?”


  The time-stopping function on the bags should preserve the flavor.


  “People need express permission to do that,” Zinal explained.


  Express permission?


  “Before there was a law, this fish practically vanished from the river.”


  “You mean people overfished?” I asked.


  Zinal nodded. “That’s right. The damn fools caught so many fish they disappeared. That’s what made them pass the law. Only people with a permit could catch the fish and bring them somewhere else to sell. And they can only do that from spring through early summer. Small fish are always put back in the river. The law has a bunch of other rules, too, but that’s about all we know.”


  I guess that’s a law to fish sustainably? Wait a minute…


  I stopped eating and looked at the fish. We were right in the middle of summer. That was past the allowed fishing season. Was it really okay for us to eat this fish?


  “Ivy, adventurers are allowed to eat what we catch on the spot,” Zinal assured me.


  He and my father were both smiling at the sight of me, frozen and staring at my fish. It was a little embarrassing, but I was relieved to hear we were allowed to fish.


  “That’s why only adventurers can enjoy this flavor any time of the year.”


  Now I get it. Well, if we ever come through here again, I’d love to fish some more. I should buy some fishing gear and keep it in my magic bag for later.


  “If you’re in the market for fishing gear, I know a great place.”


  Am I really easy to read? I covered my face in embarrassment, and Zinal patted my head with a laugh. No, Zinal is just more perceptive than average.


  “This fried fish is really good, too.”


  I looked at my father to see him chomping on one of the big chunks of fried fish. I suddenly remembered I’d been so obsessed with the grilled fish that I hadn’t tasted the fried ones yet.


  “It’s seasoned perfectly. What did you use?” Fische asked.


  I beamed broadly. “I used sho—ponzu and medicinal nuts and wine.”


  Oops, I almost said shoyu. Does Past Me have a thing for soy sauce?


  “Medicinal nuts?”


  “That’s right. You know shoka, that medicinal nut we eat a lot in the summer? I mixed its juice with some ponzu and wine and marinated the fish in that.”


  It turned out that shoka paired with fish as well as meat, but shoka was difficult to get ahold of. So whenever I happened upon a kaka tree, I always checked the trunk for shoka blooms by its roots.


  “Shoka… Do you mean that expensive medicinal nut?”


  It’s expensive?


  “Oh, right! Yes, it costs so much because it’s hard to forage.”


  I forgot it was so expensive, since I never sell it.


  “Aren’t they the root of shoka flowers?” Fische asked. “The bloom that only grows deep in the forest at the base of kaka trees?”


  “That’s right.”


  I nodded as I ate the fried fish. It tasted different from the grilled fish, but it was just as delicious. It was still fluffy and tender, and the marinade seemed to pair beautifully with it. But since the fried fish was only a test, I hadn’t made that much. If we’d caught more fish, I could have made more… But we were leaving the next day, so we wouldn’t be able to fish again. What a pity.


  “Pfft! How about we fish again tomorrow morning and leave after lunch?” Zinal suggested.


  I felt my face get a little hot. He’d read me again. Still, it was a tantalizing offer.


  “I like that idea,” my father said. “I wanna eat more of this fried fish anyway.” With that, he popped the last piece into his mouth.


  “Hey!” Zinal and Fische snapped.


  “I third the motion,” said Fische, who probably wanted more fried fish, too.


  “We aren’t in a hurry, so I’d love to do some more fishing tomorrow morning,” I said.


  And I hope I catch more tomorrow. Two is just too pathetic.


  “Ivy, I hear you always get a bigger catch in the morning. I’m excited to find out if that’s true.”


  “Me, too.”


  “Well, then let’s turn in early tonight. The monsters look tired anyway,” Zinal said.


  I followed his gaze and saw that the creatures were already in a deep sleep. They hadn’t gone in the river, but they had played with all the little animals that lived alongside it, so they must have been exhausted.


  We cleared away our dinner mess, then made camp and lay down. 


  “Good night,” I called out to the men, who each answered me in turn.


  Even though all I’d done for half the day was sit still holding a fishing rod, I must have been more tired than I thought, because sleep conquered me instantly. I would have to have Zinal teach me his fishing secrets tomorrow…


  “Ack! Not again…”


  I sighed, seeing the hook was baitless yet again.


  My father had woken me up that morning to a light breakfast with everyone before we got straight to fishing. Zinal was right. There were more fish to catch in the morning…if you weren’t me, that is.


  “If you move your rod even a little bit, they’ll know to steer clear. You need to focus on staying completely still,” Fische said.


  I gave a suitable reply as I baited my hook again. The fish we were trying to catch seemed particularly perceptive. Zinal told me they were sensitive to even the slightest change in the water’s current, so the secret to fishing was to be as still as you possibly could. And I thought I was being perfectly still, but apparently, I was moving ever so slightly, which meant the fish were getting a free buffet of my bait.


  “You know, sitting still is much harder than it seems,” I admitted.


  “Heh heh, it sure is. Must be hard to get used to it.”


  I feel so bad. Fische was so kind to teach me, and I’m blowing it… Okay, Ivy, stay still! Wait…huh? I feel a tug…maybe I just imagined it? No…did I mess up again?


  I cautiously lifted my rod.


  “…I guess I should just start cooking,” I sighed.


  “Pfft!”


  I glanced at Zinal, who was on the opposite side of Fische. His shoulders were shaking, and he was looking away from me.


  “Your line is shaking blatantly, sir,” I informed him.


  “Kee-hee-hee, sorry! Maybe you and fishing just don’t get along?”


  Is that the problem? But it’s hard to believe I’m this bad at fishing… Okay, time to put all my effort into cooking.


  I carried the fish everyone else caught to the cooking area to start making lunch. I decided to fry that batch like everyone wanted, but I would grill everything they caught after this with salt.


  By the time lunch was ready, the men had come back.


  “Smells good. Huh? You’ve cooked something different.”


  Zinal had a keen eye. “I braised some of it in ponzu,” I explained.


  It was a dish from my past life memory. I seemed to remember it went well with rice, so I had started a pot of it in the morning.


  “Ooh, what a luxurious feast for so early in the day. Oh, by the way, we gutted the last fish we caught and put it in the magic bag.”


  Is it really okay for us to do that? Well…I guess it’s fine as long as we eat it today. But we did cook a little too much fish, didn’t we?


  “We’ll finish eating, take a little nap, then hit the road,” Zinal suggested.


  “Sounds good,” I replied.


  Oh, that’s right! There was an interesting-looking place on the map…


  “Hey, Dad, I saw a place on the map outlined in black. What is it?”


  “Ah, that’s the Cursed Forest. They say you’re cursed if you go in there.”


  The Cursed Forest. I guess you’re supposed to keep out of the black-outlined area.


  “We always stay away from there,” Fische said.


  I nodded in agreement. I was in no hurry to rush into a place that might curse me.


  “Do you really get cursed if you go in?” I asked.


  “I dunno,” my father shrugged. But from his reaction, he didn’t seem very interested in it.


  Chapter 552:
The Final Resting Place


   


  “ARE YOU SURE IT’S SAFE?” Fische asked worriedly.


  My father shrugged. “It should be. Ciel would never lead Ivy into danger.”


  “I know that, but…they say you get cursed if you go in here.”


  As Fische said, we were walking in an area marked off in black on the map. It was dim and spooky, thanks to the faint sunlight that made it through the thick of the trees. What’s more, the trees were dark green here, adding further impact to the darkness. And worst of all, unsettling bwooo and byooo sounds had been echoing through the air since the moment we stepped into the woods. I could easily understand why this place was called the Cursed Forest.


  “I’m not sure we’ll get cursed, but this place definitely looks haunted,” I told my father, my heart fluttering a little with excitement.


  He smiled back at me. Fische and Zinal, meanwhile, seemed shocked by my reaction.


  “Aren’t you scared?” Zinal asked. “You might get cursed, Ivy.”


  “Ciel would never take me somewhere where I’d get cursed.”


  I could bet my life on that. But if Ciel hadn’t been the one to lead me into this forest, I’m sure I would have fled at top speed.


  “You’d trust that creature no matter what, eh? What if I brought you here?”


  “We’d run for our lives,” my father answered promptly. Meanwhile, I was torn on what to say.


  “Druid, you little bastard. And Ivy—you hesitated. Why?”


  He’s onto me. Oh well, I’ll just laugh it off.


  “This place sure is creepy, though. I’ve never seen a black tree before,” Fische said.


  I followed his gaze to see a tree that was black from trunk to leaf.


  “Wow, that really is a beautiful black. I’ve never heard of trees being that color,” Zinal said as he approached it.


  Mrrrow.


  “Huh? Should I stay away?”


  Mrrrow.


  Zinal stopped in his tracks. “Is it dangerous?”


  Ciel’s head shook side to side, meaning it wasn’t dangerous.


  “Say…is it me…or is that tree moving?” my father asked.


  Zinal jumped away from the black tree with a start.


  “Yeah…I think it was moving…” Fische pointed one of the branches on the black tree. I looked closer and saw it was moving against the breeze.


  “Do you think this tree is magic?” Zinal asked.


  My father shook his head.


  “But it’s pitch black,” Zinal argued.


  It definitely was completely dark. If it was a monster mimicking a tree, it was hardly practical to use a black color. But aside from that, it was definitely a tree monster.


  Gyah! Toron chirped from the basket on my father’s shoulder. It sounded like a mournful cry.


  “Toron…are you sad?”


  Gyah!


  My father gave the little tree monster a concerned tilt of the head. What was Toron upset about?


  “Toron…is this black tree a tree monster?” Zinal asked.


  Gyah!


  So it was a tree monster. Toron’s response prompted the men to take a closer look at the black tree creature. The tree was black enough to stand out even in this dark forest. Since its blackness prevented it from fully mimicking a tree, was that why it hadn’t attacked us like the other tree monsters that had menaced me? We looked at the black tree monster for a while, but its only response was to wave its branches faintly back.


  “We’re so close, yet it isn’t attacking,” my father remarked.


  Zinal and Fische looked up at the black tree monster in amazement. Tree monsters were infamous for attacking the moment they sensed a human presence nearby. However, this black tree monster was so close to us, yet it showed no signs of attacking. It was a rather curious creature.


  “We should get moving,” Zinal said. “There’s no point in staring at it all day.”


  Ciel began to walk. I still had questions, but Ciel had said we shouldn’t get too close to the tree, and it was silly of us to just stand there and stare.


  “Huh? I see another black tree monster over there.”


  After we walked for a while, another black tree came into view between the other trees. It was hard to see, but its pitch-black color was still very eye-catching.


  “So it is… Do you think that’s another black tree monster over there?” Fische asked, pointing in the opposite direction of the one I’d just spotted. I looked where he was pointing and saw two black tree monsters.


  “Maybe it’s a species that lives in this forest?” I suggested.


  Zinal tilted his head. “I never heard of tree monsters having sub-species.”


  So, does that mean these black tree monsters are like the tree monsters I’ve met before, even though they look completely different?


  “Maybe they just haven’t been discovered yet?” I suggested.


  “That’s also possible…” my father nodded.


  But Zinal tilted his head. He didn’t seem to buy it.


  I checked Toron’s reaction…and the little tree monster was staring intently at the black tree monster with that same sad look in the eye as before. What was so sorrowful about it? I looked at the black tree monster. I wanted to understand, but I didn’t know what sort of creature it was. Toron ought to know, though.


  “Toron…are you and that black tree monster the same species?”


  When you don’t know something, you should just ask.


  Gyah!


  So they were the same species, even though their colors were different.


  “Do you turn black when you get older?” I asked.


  Toron’s leaves rustled. There was no vocal response, which meant it wasn’t the passage of time that turned the bark and leaves black.


  “Are they sick?”


  Once again, Toron’s leaves only rustled quietly in reply, so that wasn’t right, either.


  “Just a hunch…” Fische suddenly turned his gaze on Toron, inspiration striking him. “Have they reached the end of their life span?”


  Their life span?


  Gyah!


  So Fische is right. In other words, all these black tree monsters we’re seeing are dying?


  “Is this the final resting place for tree monsters?” my father asked.


  Gyah! Toron chirped faintly in reply.


  “Now that I look closer, there’s more than three of them. How many are there?” Zinal asked.


  I looked around and counted all the branches of black between the green.


  “Eight, I think? No, maybe nine,” Zinal said.


  Startled by his answer, I took another look around. Are there really that many? I only saw five. Where are they? I can’t see them…are there really nine whole black tree monsters?


  “That’s quite a lot,” my father said, tilting his head in confusion. Could he also be having a hard time counting that many?


  “Oh! I think I found our ninth.”


  Of course not. He’s my father. Sure, he can find them all. Still, I heard tree monsters don’t usually make it to the end of their natural life spans…but there are nine of them out here? Come to think of it, are they going to be okay? Don’t monsters go berserk when they eat the magic energy left from monsters who die natural deaths?


  “Hey, Dad…”


  “What’s up?”


  “Don’t monsters who die naturally leave dangerous magic energy? Should we really just leave them?”


  With a laugh, my father tousled my hair. “Don’t worry. The magic energy that caused all those problems in the town of Oll was dragon magic. Tree monsters have much less magic. I don’t think their magic energy would be enough to make any monster go berserk.”


  Oh, okay. I guess we’ll be safe, then.


  CRACK…RIP…RIP…


  The sound of something tearing through the forest echoed around us.


  “What’s that?”


  While our eyes darted around, more ripping sounds soared through the air.


  “Over there!”


  I looked where Zinal was pointing to see that a giant crack had formed in one of the black tree monsters. As we watched, fissures both large and small were opening in the black tree trunk.


  “Why is it…splitting so horribly…?”


  I just stared in horror and watched as the black tree monster was slashed open.


  CRACK!


  With a loud cracking noise, the giant fissure stopped shooting up from the trunk.


  “Did it die?” Zinal asked.


  Nobody answered. We all just stared at the black tree monster in silence.


  “Ah! It’s falling!”


  The black tree monster leaned dramatically and made a scratching noise as it scraped against the other trees of the forest. It wobbled…and just when it looked like it was about to fall, a summoning circle appeared, burning the black tree monster to ash in a split second. Then the tree vanished into the forest.


  “Huh? Where did that summoning circle come from?”


  Fische’s perplexed voice echoed through the empty forest.


  Chapter 553:
Leave No Trace


   


  I WAS IN A DAZE OVER what I had just witnessed. I was startled to find out that this forest was the final resting place of tree monsters, but it was equally shocking to see how they died. I looked at Toron, who was staring intently into the forest.


  “Are you okay?”


  Why couldn’t I have asked a better question than that? If one of my people died, I would be a wreck.


  Gyah!


  As Toron looked at me and squawked, I slowly caressed its shivering leaves.


  “That summoning circle…”


  Fische’s voice grabbed my attention with a start. Did he know something I didn’t? I hoped that summoning circle wasn’t designed to torture the tree monsters.


  “Fische? Did you find out something?”


  “I saw a glyph used in summoning circles with release magic. Also…”


  My father made a confused face, but I was relieved. At least the tree monster hadn’t suffered. But…release magic? What was it being released from?


  “It’s a curse-breaker. I also saw a glyph that’s out of date,” Zinal said.


  Fische nodded in agreement.


  A curse-breaker… So that summoning circle breaks curses. Does that mean tree monsters are cursed?


  “Cursed, eh? Did you sense a curse from those black tree monsters?” Zinal asked.


  My father and Fische both shook their heads no, meaning the tree monsters were not cursed. Then why had they been released?


  “I’m surprised you got so much from that short burst of magic,” my father said, eyeing Fische and Zinal in awe.


  “It’s our training,” Zinal said.


  “Training?” I tilted my head. Was there some sort of training that helped a person read summoning circles faster?


  “We’ve trained to memorize something we’ve seen for only a second. It’s vital for our line of work.”


  So it’s for their jobs… From the look of Zinal and Fische, their work must be really tough.


  “Now I get it.”


  My father seemed to understand immediately. It must have been because he had so many more years of experience than I did.


  Mrrrow?


  I turned toward the sound of Ciel’s listless meow, and a pitiful pair of eyes met mine.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  Ciel’s gaze turned toward the other tree monsters. Were they about to meet their end, too?


  “Are those tree monsters also going to die soon?” I asked.


  Ciel’s head shook in the negative. So what was wrong? I stared hard at the adandara, whose eyes looked not pitiful…but guilty.


  “Do you regret bringing us here?” I asked.


  Mrrrow.


  Oh…so that’s what’s wrong. Ciel must be worried that watching the tree monster die made me sad.


  “Ciel…I’m grateful that you brought us here.”


  It’s sad, but for some reason, I’m glad I know about it. I don’t know where this feeling is coming from… It’s hard even for me to explain.


  “Ciel, I want to thank you, too,” Zinal said.


  Mew?


  “The world is full of so many things we don’t understand yet. Learning is very important.”


  Learning was important… I knew that Toron was a tree monster and that it needed to drink purple potions for sustenance, but I knew nothing beyond that. Would this forest be Toron’s final resting place someday?


  I looked at Toron and noticed I was already being looked at. I gently caressed Toron’s leaves; the way they wiggled back at me was so cute. Toron would surely live much longer than me. So how old would it grow? What about Ciel?


  “I…I just don’t know anything.”


  They were my family and I loved them, but I knew nothing. My books said nothing about Ciel’s or the tree monsters’ life span. It said slimes were supposed to live ten to twenty years.


  Gyah?!


  Toron leaned toward me inquisitively, probably concerned by all my staring.


  “Toron, I hope you live for a long time.”


  …Gyah!


  Why had Toron just paused?


  “Toron?”


  Gyah! Gyah!


  Toron gave a happy chirp, and its leaves rustled vibrantly. The creature’s mood had suddenly improved…but why? I thought back, but all we did was talk… It didn’t make sense.
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  “We should get going,” Zinal said.


  “Oh! Um, sure,” I quickly replied.


  I looked back at Toron and saw that its leaves were still rustling. At least it wasn’t sad anymore.


  “Should we put in a report on this area?” my father asked.


  Zinal and Fische pondered the question a moment before shaking their heads no.


  “I’ll tell the higher-ups in my organization, but I don’t think that certain someone will tell anyone else about it.”


  That certain someone? Does Zinal mean his boss? I just realized, he and Fische never talk about their boss.


  “That’s a relief,” my father said. “If word of this place got out, they’d send out scout parties and tear it up.”


  Zinal and Fische nodded in agreement.


  “This place should stay cursed. Now and forever, this part of the forest is so deep that not even adventurers will go in here.”


  Ciel chirped in reply and began to walk.


  “Wow…there’s just so many of them.”


  We kept finding black tree monster after black tree monster. As we passed by, they gave little shakes of their leaves at us.


  “Can you hear something?” Fische asked.


  I stopped in my tracks and strained my ears. The forest was very quiet, most likely from a lack of little critters. And that was probably why I could hear the tiny noise.


  Zhug, zhug! Zhug, zhug!


  I could hear it clearly…the sound of something being dragged.


  “It still sounds pretty far away,” my father said.


  I nodded and checked for auras. I searched for a while but couldn’t grasp any, which puzzled me a little.


  “It sounds like it’s coming our way,” Fische said.


  He was right. The sound was definitely getting closer to us. I still couldn’t grasp its aura, though.


  “I don’t detect any magic, either.”


  Zinal reached for his sword.


  “Wait. Look.”


  I looked where my father was pointing…to see a black tree that was slowly on the move.


  Zhug, zhug! Zhug, zhug!


  “It’s a tree monster…I remember, they’re good at masking their auras and their magic energy.”


  He was right. When tree monsters mimicked real trees, you really couldn’t tell the difference.


  “Maybe it’s looking for a place it likes. We shouldn’t get in its way. Let’s go.”


  Fische seemed to be right. The tree monster kept checking its course as it moved. It would walk a few paces, then turn around.


  “Huh?”


  The tree monster was now facing us. Was it following us? Sensing something was wrong, we walked away from the area at a faster pace, then turned around and looked one more time.


  “I don’t think it’s following us,” my father said. I agreed.


  An hour later, we finally emerged from the dark forest into daylight. With a tiny sigh of relief, the remaining strength in my muscles all gave out at once. Apparently, I’d been more nervous than I thought. I looked at Zinal and noticed they also had expressions of relief on their faces. We slowed our pace and started back on our way to Okanny Village.


  “It sure is bright.” Zinal covered his eyes with a hand.


  “Well, it is summer,” Fische said. “It’s just about the time of year when the temperature suddenly drops. Traveling will get harder then.”


  Zinal made a face. Then he said, “You know, haven’t Sora and the others been unusually quiet?”


  My father glanced at Ciel. Behind the adandara were Sora, Flame, and Sol. They were all fast asleep.


  “They look really tired,” Zinal said.


  My father smiled sheepishly. “Well, they were playing by the riverbank all day yesterday and all morning today.”


  He was right. They’d been playing quite merrily all the time we were fishing. All that moving was bound to tire them out. Zinal hunched his shoulders and gave Sora a playful poke.


  “Aren’t they a little too comfortable? They’re not waking up.”


  Zinal poked Sora again.


  “Whenever they’re completely asleep, they’re hard to wake up,” I told him.


  Zinal gave Flame and Sol each a couple pokes.


  “They’re monsters, right?” he asked me.


  “Um, yes?” I gave him a perplexed look. Why was he asking me something so obvious? I caught my father laughing out of the corner of my eye.


  “But aren’t they letting their guard down a little too much?”


  He had a point…


  “Well, they’re on top of Ciel,” I argued. There wasn’t a safer place in the world.


  Mrrrow.


  And Ciel was eager to protect them. The adandara’s proud response seemed to convince Zinal and Fische.


  “Yeah, I have to agree that’s a safe place to sleep.”


  As I thought, it was the obvious conclusion to make.


  Chapter 554:
Which Way Are We Going?


   


  “IS IT REALLY this way?”


  Mrrrow.


  “But there was a landslide here a year ago. We can’t pass through.”


  Mew!


  Sipping my tea, I watched Zinal and Ciel argue with a map of the area spread between them. This was the sixth day since we left the forest of the tree monsters. And for some reason, when we came to a fork in the road, the two started arguing.


  “Are they still at it?”


  My father and Fische stared at the man and monster, their eyes filled with tired frustration.


  “Are you sure it’s safe? I didn’t hear anything about the path being cleared,” Zinal insisted.


  MEW.


  Ack! Ciel’s meow sounds different now.


  “Let’s just check on the cliff. We can always turn around if it doesn’t look safe. How does that sound?” I suggested.


  “But that’s a four-day detour each way.” Fische shrugged.


  That meant eight days if we had to turn around. It was definitely a worrying length of time.


  “I wish we could get a second opinion from other adventurers, but we didn’t meet any on the way here.”


  “Of course we didn’t. We just came out of somewhere no other adventurer would dare go into,” my father said.


  Fische smiled sheepishly. “Fair point. I never dreamed I’d jump head-first into that animal trail. But I’m glad we did, because I got to see some flowers I’ve never seen in the books. They sure were pretty.”


  “Yeah, they really were,” my father agreed.


  They were blue froo flowers, found only in the shade of the deep forest. Extremely rare, they only bloomed once just a few days before it got hot, and they truly were gorgeous. This was Zinal’s and Fische’s first time seeing them, and they’d been deeply moved.


  “Fine…you win.”


  Mrrrow!


  Aha. Zinal finally broke. Ciel looks so happy.


  “That Zinal. He can completely communicate with Ciel now.”


  Huh, that’s right.


  “Well, Ciel’s body is very expressive.”


  Ciel nodded yes and shook its head no. That alone made it rather easy to understand.


  “So you’ve made a decision?” my father asked.


  “Yeah…after talking it over with Ciel, we decided to head for the cliff.”


  Zinal shrugged and shut away the map. The cliff was a four-day walk from where we were. It was quite large and contained at least two very famous caves. One was home to monsters who dropped useful magic items for adventurers, and you could sometimes collect highly pure magic stones in the other. Both caves were musts for serious adventurers.


  “If we run into any other adventurers, you guys get in the bag right away,” Zinal commanded.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu ryuuu.”


  “Pefu!”


  Gyah!


  Zinal nodded in approval at their replies. He really did communicate so smoothly with them.


  “Okay! Let’s do this. I want to cross over the most treacherous part before it gets dark.”


  There’s a treacherous part? I only glanced at the map, but I didn’t see anything treacherous…


  “Ivy, watch your footing from this point on,” Fische said.


  I answered with an inquisitive tilt of the head. Since Ciel frequently took us on paths that humans didn’t travel, the ground was uneven, and there were often rocks or roots jabbing upward. So it seemed silly to remind me of that after all this time…


  “I understand.”


  But if he was taking extra care to remind me to be careful, it must have been important. I put away the cups and the snacks we’d been eating during our break, then slung the bag over my shoulder.


  Ciel took the lead, and after walking for a while, I came to understand Fische’s warning.


  “What a crazy path,” I remarked.


  The tree roots were crawling along the ground like giant fingers. And since they overlapped with each other, there weren’t many places to put your feet.


  “Since you can’t step between the roots, it’s best to step on the thickest ones instead,” my father advised.


  I nodded in reply and carefully looked for the sturdiest roots to step on. I spotted a nice thick one in the distance, so I made my way toward it.


  “Ack!”


  As soon as I put my weight on it, the root sank. As I panicked from the surprise, somebody yanked on my arm.


  “Are you okay?”


  As my father held me, I was so scared that I felt my muscles give out. When I put my foot down on that root, it felt like the very ground was disappearing out from beneath me…and it was truly terrifying.


  “Thanks.”


  I calmed myself with a deep breath in and out.


  “Pu! Puuu.”


  I turned in the direction of Sora’s voice to see the slime gleefully bouncing from root to root. I was so jealous.


  “Ivy, step where Zinal stepped and you should be safe. Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you.”


  I looked at Zinal and found him waiting for me a few paces ahead. I left my father’s arms, checked where Zinal had stepped, and put my foot down.


  “Think you can make it?” my father asked.


  “Yeah. I think I’ll be fine,” I said, watching Zinal’s feet. He was testing the roots by lightly jabbing them with his sword.


  “It’s harder to walk than it was last time,” Fische said.


  “Well, there was a lot of rain around here last year,” Zinal replied. “The roots closer to the ground probably rotted.”


  Zinal pointed somewhere with his sword. I looked to see a tree that had ripped itself out by the roots.


  “The roots rotted from malnourishment, and these trees wither and die as soon as their roots rot.”


  The rain rotted the roots? I think I remember reading about that somewhere…but I can’t recall the details.


  As I minded my footing, I looked at the trees growing around us.


  Oh, I’ve seen those leaves in a book!


  Now I remembered. According to the book, these trees were drought-resistant, but they didn’t do well in moisture. If it rained too much, that alone was enough to rot them.


  “Did it really rain that much?” my father asked skeptically.


  “Yeah, about ten percent more than it does in normal years. It was the worst thing that could possibly have happened to these trees,” Zinal replied.


  My father nodded in understanding.


  Just ten percent more rain was the worst? They really must not handle moisture well.


  “Ivy, we’ve got just another minute of this. Hang in there.”


  Just another minute… I’ve got this.


   


  “Ahhhh, I’m beat.”


  I nodded sympathetically at Fische as I sat on a nearby boulder. We had somehow escaped the rooted area, but my muscles and joints were screaming, probably because I had worked them much harder than I was used to.


  “Did you hurt your feet?” Zinal asked. “Sorry. The ground was tougher to get through than I thought it would be.”


  I shook my head. “I’m okay. I managed to stay on my feet by following your footsteps.”


  The initial terror had stayed in my muscles, but Zinal’s path was stable, so the rest of the trek had been reassuringly safe.


  “Glad to hear it. There’s a clearing ahead; think you can walk it?” Zinal asked.


  “I can,” I said, standing up. That was probably our destination for the day. My legs were tired, but I would be fine. I could still walk plenty…


  Ciel and Zinal took the lead and began to walk. Adventurers used this path, so we had to be mindful of auras, but I didn’t pick up a single one. That gave me pause. It was just before the hottest part of the summer, meaning this was the perfect season for spelunking, but nobody was around.


  “Ivy, something wrong?” My father gave me a strange look as my eyes nervously darted about.


  “Not really. I just don’t sense any adventurers nearby.”


  “No adventurers?”


  I’d assumed adventurers would have come here for the caves, but was I wrong?


  “This time of year, they come for the magic stones.”


  They come for the magic stones? Oh, so they don’t come for the magic items, then.


  “The monsters that drop magic items only show up in the autumn,” my father explained.


  “Really?”


  He nodded. Since it was still summer, the monsters weren’t around, which meant no adventurers.


  “Besides, the cliff we’re headed for is a bit deeper into the forest. Only high-level adventurers or mid-level ones with the right skills would bother going there.”


  Only high-level adventurers or mid-level ones with the right skills? Oh, that’s right! I have been sensing the auras of powerful monsters that get stronger the closer we get to the cliff. But maybe they spotted Ciel’s aura, since they all ran away.


  Chapter 555:
At Least the Slimes Are Happy...


   


  MY JAW DROPPED at the mountain of trash before me. We were deep in the forest. Everybody knew that dumping was illegal this far from civilization, so we never dreamed we would encounter such a big pile of trash. And a closer look revealed several magic items in the rubble. What were they thinking? Monsters could have easily gone berserk off the leftover magic energy.


  “Those damn fools,” Zinal growled beside me.


  With a shudder, I cautiously looked at him, and he was so angry that his face was totally expressionless. Terrifying. I carefully averted my eyes and noticed Sol by my feet, staring intently at the pile of trash.


  “Are all adventurers these days idiots?” A wrinkle formed between my father’s brows as he picked up a magic item by his feet. “This one still has a lot of magic energy in it.”


  “Pefu!” Sol happily chirped in reply, tentacles extending toward my father.


  “At least Sol’s happy about it. Here ya go.” With a sheepish grin, my father handed the magic item to the slime.


  “Pefu! Pefu!”


  Sol chomped the magic item right away.


  Squish…squish…shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  And immediately after, the forest was filled with an indescribable noise.


  “That noise always makes my back give out.” With a sheepish grin, Fische looked at Sol and saw it had already ingested the magic item. Sol was always such a fast eater.


  “Peh! Phewww…”


  Zinal softened a little at the sound of Sol’s contented sigh. “Seeing you so happy makes me feel silly for being mad.”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu!”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  I looked toward the slimes’ voices and saw they were both gazing at me, unable to contain themselves. I wondered what was wrong, then realized they were staring at the mountain of trash. I looked at my father, who nodded in reply.


  “You wanna have dinner? Go ahead,” I told them.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  Sora shivered all over, jumped high, and landed with a flourish on the pile of trash. I’m not sure if my slime had an exact plan or not, but the sword beside it was immediately swallowed.


  Kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…


  Huh. Sora’s eating noises kinda tickle the spine.


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Flame approached the mountain of trash and moved inside, seemingly looking for something specific. Finding what it wanted, Flame shoved the other trash aside, pulled out a red potion, and swallowed it whole.


  Shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  Hee hee! That’s the sound I like the best.


  Mrrrow.


  Noticing the three slimes, Ciel moved to a place where it could keep watch on them.


  “Thanks for looking out for them, Ciel.”


  You really are our anchor.


  Mrrrow.


  Scrunch…scrunch…shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  Kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…


  Shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  As we rested in a grove of trees by the cliffs, the sound of the slimes eating continued to echo around us.


  Scrunch…scrunch…shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  Kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…kyushuwaaa…


  Shuwaaa…shuwaaa…


  If somebody who wasn’t in the know happened to hear these noises, what would they think?


  “They look so happy when they eat,” Zinal chuckled, sitting on a nearby boulder to watch the three slimes.


  “Well, we haven’t run into a trash heap this bad in a while, so they hadn’t had a satisfying meal. But this is an all-you-can-eat buffet. Of course they’re happy,” my father explained.


  I had to agree. When we were on our way to Okanny Village, we hadn’t encountered any illegal dumps this severe. The poor slimes were probably upset about that.


  “So, what kind of magic items get dropped in the cave near here?” my father asked, staring hard at the pile of trash.


  Zinal and Fische exchanged curious looks.


  “I think that cave has strength-enhancing gloves, shields, and breastplates. And once in a blue moon, a rare magic shield will get dropped. Even if you get the worst luck, you’ll still walk away with gloves at least.”


  So the monsters dropped useful items for adventurers. And strength-enhancing gloves were very important. My father seemed to buy a replacement pair every year.


  “So, from what I can tell, none of these magic items came from the cave.”


  My father was right. I didn’t see any shields or breastplates in the trash. That was odd, considering most illegal dumps near caves contained redundant dropped items from them.


  “Something isn’t right…” Zinal stood up and walked over to the trash. He picked up one of the magic items and checked it. “This has a lot of magic energy left.”


  My father’s expression turned grim.


  “Just look at this.”


  Zinal lifted a magic item—a large stove. Some adventurers carried stoves, but they were the small kind. Though magic bags could hold a lot of items, they were not bottomless, so they were generally used to carry only compact items. But the stove Zinal was holding was the size most people would use in the home.


  “A lot of these items aren’t exactly right for adventurers.”


  Maybe non-adventurers came through this area… No, that’s really hard to believe. Non-adventurers always take safer roads, even if it means going the long way around. Which means… Well, what does this mean?


  “Does this mean some idiots came all the way out here just to dump their trash?”


  Zinal and Fische nodded at my father.


  But why? Why would they dump trash in an unmanaged area when they know monsters can go berserk off it? Wait a minute…


  “Maybe they want to make monsters go berserk?”


  If they came all the way out here to throw away their trash, maybe that’s the only logical conclusion? No, probably not. Nobody would benefit from monsters going berserk. This dump must be here because there’s nobody in charge. Wait, no, adventurers do start coming around in the autumn, don’t they…?


  “You might be right,” my father said, looking contemplative.


  “But why?”


  “Maybe they’ve got trash they don’t want anybody else to see?” my father answered, not sounding very confident.


  “But that doesn’t make sense. They know adventurers come out here on assignments to slay monsters,” Zinal said.


  “True,” my father nodded sheepishly.


  “But we do know one thing: Somebody comes here to get rid of huge amounts of trash,” Fische said, yanking something out of the pile. “We don’t know the reason why, though.”


  Zinal gave Fische an inquisitive look. “Find something?”


  “Documents.” Fische had a stack of folded papers in his hand. “Let’s see… It’s a request for adventurers from Okanny Village.”


  “A request?” Zinal took the papers from Fische. “Yeah…they’re stamped with the Okanny Village seal.”


  I gave the pair an inquisitive tilt of the head. If adventurers from Okanny were requested to come here…does this dump have something to do with them? Were the adventurers asked to make the local monsters go berserk? Are they just that confident that they can contain them?


  “Something isn’t right…” My father took the documents from Zinal and looked them over.


  “What’s on your mind?”


  “It’s these request forms—”


  “Wait—somebody’s coming,” Zinal said.


  I scanned the area for auras. Huh? What? I don’t sense any auras…


  “Ivy, put the slimes away,” Fische said, glancing at me as he placed his hand on his sword.


  “Okay. Sora, Flame, Sol, we’ve got company. Come here.”


  Oh! Now I sense the aura. Huh…guess I didn’t notice it because it was too far away. Wow, crisis averted…


  I put the slimes in the bag and sighed quietly in relief.


  “That’s a wicked aura…” Zinal said.


  I was confused how he knew. The aura was moving so quickly that I couldn’t read it. That made me realize yet again just how incredible Zinal was.


  Chapter 556:
Leagues Apart


   


  “IVY, GO HIDE,” Zinal said.


  I nodded and looked around us.


  “Ivy, there’s a big boulder up ahead. Get behind it. Ciel, go with her.”


  Mrrrow.


  I looked where my father was pointing to see a giant boulder.


  “Be careful,” I told the men.


  “We’ll be fine. Whoever they are, they have no idea how to hide their auras. Are they stupid?”


  Since Fische looked frustrated instead of frightened, I smiled in reply. He had a point. The auras were faint since they were moving so quickly, but the people weren’t hiding them at all. Actually, it seemed like they weren’t even trying.


  “Maybe they think nobody’s here?” my father suggested.


  Zinal gave him a look. “Anybody projecting their aura this deep in the forest is just asking for a monster attack.”


  “But I don’t sense any monsters going after them. Which maybe means they have a good monster repellent?”


  Ah. Monster repellent. If it works even on the monsters deep in the forest, it must be effective.


  Mrrrow.


  “Hm? Oh, right! Let’s go.”


  I called out to the men, then moved behind the boulder.


  “Let’s be quiet for a while,” I told Ciel.


  Mrrrow.


  I’m a little nervous… There’s no telling what’s going to happen. The men are strong. They’ll be fine. But I’m still worried.


  “Huh?”


  Wait a minute… Is the universe conspiring to get us caught up in some trouble before we even get to Okanny Village?


  “I just want to have pleasant travels for once…”


  Where can I even file a complaint about this?


  “I wish all our problems would just go away.”


  After I’d been hiding behind the boulder and watching the men for a while, six people dressed as adventurers joined them. The men of my party looked slightly annoyed by them. And I was annoyed, too, because the six people looked genuinely startled to see my father, Fische, and Zinal. Of course they were good at masking their auras—I had to acknowledge that. But adventurers of a high enough level to venture this deep into the forest ought to be able to detect them…


  “What the hell are you doing here?!” one of the mysterious men barked.


  Ugh…why does he have to be so aggressive? We’re dressed as adventurers. It’s perfectly reasonable for us to be this deep in the forest. That’s why you guys are dressed the same way, right? In case you happen upon somebody. I hope these poor guys are going to be okay…


  “We’re adventurers. Is there a problem? Might you gentlemen happen to be low-level adventurers?”


  Ha ha! Oh, Zinal, you’re not even hiding your condescending snark.


  “Low-level what?”


  I looked at the man who had bristled at Zinal’s jab. He had a slightly different vibe than the other five with him. They all had a scuzzy air about them, but there was something about this guy…I couldn’t quite put my finger on it…


  “Are you taking us for fools?” he asked. “Do you know who the hell I am?!”


  Oh! Yes, of the five, this one guy seems especially arrogant. But is it really okay for him to talk like that when he’s dressed as an adventurer to hide his high status?


  “Pfft!”


  I looked at Zinal and found him averting his eyes and shaking his shoulders. I knew the look. He was trying desperately not to laugh. My father and Fische were similarly turning their eyes away.


  “You son of a—”


  “Just a hunch—are you dressed as an adventurer to cover up what a big shot you are?”


  Oop—my father addressed the elephant in the forest.


  The accused was looking down at his own clothes and panicking. Had he forgotten the way he was dressed?


  “So, are you boys here to dump some trash?”


  “How did you kn—”


  “Foogan! Shut it!”


  Silence.


  I hope that wasn’t his real name…?


  “Why do we have to take orders from scumbags like you?!”


  Yikes…no need to get so testy.


  My father, Fische, and Zinal had completely blank expressions. It looked like they didn’t want to waste their time on these men.


  “But I’m actually relieved,” I told Ciel.


  The problem’s gonna be solved without anybody getting hurt. But these men really are dumb shi…er, foolish.


  “Why do you dump your trash here?” Zinal asked them.


  “How do you know about that? Who told you?!”


  Is there a word for somebody that’s stupider than an idiot? Huh…I can’t think of anything.


  Zinal sighed. “Don’t yell; we can hear you perfectly fine. There’s no reason for people who aren’t adventurers to come out here. It must be because adventurers clearly dumped abnormal trash here. It’s just my hypothesis, but it looks like I was right.”


  The six men panicked…which seemed a little late to me.


  “You meddling rats. Hey, boys, do something about these busybodies!”


  Do something? Like what? They’re way out of your league! Are you going to fight them? Oh crap, they really are.


  The five men pointed their swords at my father, Fische, and Zinal, who weren’t even touching their own swords. They probably didn’t think it was necessary. (And I was inclined to agree with them.)


  I gave the five men a quizzical look. Something was off about them. They should have noticed at a glance just how much stronger their opponents were. So why were they ready to rumble? Hmmm?


  “Something’s strange,” I murmured.


  Mrrrow.


  I stared intently at the five men. I could tell from their expressions that they were irritated. What’s this… Are they shaking? Shaking out of anger?


  “Come at meeee,” one of the men taunted, walking toward Fische. The other four charged at my father and Zinal.


  “I’ve never seen a fight so completely unscary before.”


  Mrrrow.


  CRACK!


  THUD!


  GONK!


  In a flash, all five men were splayed on the ground. The last man standing gawked at them in shock.


  “Hey! G-get your asses back to work! You want your money or not?!”


  How can they get up when they’re unconscious? You know…I’m not sure why, but the more I watch this guy, the more I feel sorry for him.


  “Shaddup.”


  DONK!


  With a sneer, Zinal kicked the man. It didn’t even look like a powerful blow, but the man flew through the air in a splendid arc. Who would have thought he would be wide open to an attack with his opponent standing right there?


  As Fische tied the six men with rope, I came out from behind the boulder. Fische was incredibly skilled. I could tell he had a lot of experience tying people up.


  “Er…I feel weird asking you guys if you’re okay,” I told my companions.


  The anticlimactic afterglow was hard to describe. My companions were just as amused.


  “Well, I’m just glad it turned out to be nothing,” my father said, to the others’ approval. I had to agree.


  “So what do we do with these idiots?” Fische asked.


  “Leave them here,” Zinal growled firmly back. He probably didn’t want to have anything to do with them ever again.


  “Yeah, I don’t think we can,” my father said.


  “I knooow…” Zinal sighed, hanging his head.


  So he really does want to wash his hands of them. Well, I can tell by the looks on their faces that the others feel the same way. To be honest, I want to be done with them, too.


  “But these five men sure were strange…” my father said.


  Zinal’s brows furrowed. “Yeah, they should’ve known better. We’re clearly leagues apart.”


  “Huh? Somebody else is coming. The aura’s fainter this time,” Fische said.


  I searched for auras and just barely detected a few coming our way. However, they were so faint that they were difficult to read.


  “Now these are adventurers…either mid-level or higher,” my father said.


  “Seems like it.” Zinal gripped his sword.


  “Ivy, back behind the boulder,” my father said.


  With a nod, I dipped back there with Ciel. The auras approaching us were quite faint, but if they were unfriendly, we’d have a little problem on our hands.


  “I think they spotted us.”


  There were three auras headed our way. Just when they were about to come into view, they stopped moving. They’d probably detected our auras.


  “What do we do now?” I murmured.


  Mew?


  I could tell both sides were sizing each other up. After a while, Zinal’s aura shook, which scared the three hidden auras into motion.


  “We know you’re out there; show yourselves. We need your help with a little problem,” Zinal said.


  I could sense the hesitation in the three auras. But after a little while, I realized that the trio were approaching us.


  Chapter 557:
The Conditions for Going Berserk


   


  “THEY’RE ADVENTURERS, all right.”


  It was already clear from the way they masked their auras, but the people appearing before us were three adventurers—one woman and two men.


  “Excuse us. We are Tempest, a three-person band with the adventurers’ guild at Okanny Village. I’m Garth, the leader. Behind me are Evas and Arrus. And who might you be…?”


  I discreetly looked Garth over. I wasn’t sure why, but he was clearly very nervous. I looked at my companions to see why that might have been, and…yeah, I would be scared of them, too. Menacing silence, you could call it? Why were they acting that way?


  “Before I answer that, I have just one question for you: Are you with these idiots?” Zinal pointed at the six men tied together.


  “The adventurers’ guild requested that we investigate them. Um…are they still alive?” Garth stared at the pile of men on the ground with an indescribable look on his face.


  “Don’t worry, they’re not dead. So you’re here on a job, eh? I’m Zinal, of Zephyr. With me are Fische and Druid.”


  The trio looked startled.


  “Um…you said you were from Zephyr?” Arrus looked a bit excited.


  “Huh? But…” Evas gave my father a strange look, probably because there was nobody named Druid in Zephyr.


  “Garrit is away on another assignment at the moment. Druid here really hit it off with us when we worked together once, so now we’re traveling with him.”


  I was startled by how casually Zinal revealed all that information. Did that mean he trusted the trio? I looked at him, and though he was indeed smiling…I could tell he didn’t trust them. What was he doing—testing them? Hmmm…both he and Fische were so difficult to read.


  “Do you folks know anything about this dump?” my father asked.


  The trio flashed looks of discomfort, which meant they knew. They knew, and they left it alone?


  “So you knew about it. Why didn’t you do anything?” Zinal asked, his voice lowering to a dissatisfied growl.


  The trio’s shoulders shook.


  “Well, um…” Garth hesitantly spoke up, only to shut his mouth again. Zinal’s eyes narrowed. The trio’s eyes swam uncomfortably under the scrutinizing stare.


  Fische spoke up, “Were you trying to make the monsters go berse—”


  “No! Absolutely not!”


  But Evas’s frantic denial was in vain. How could we believe them when there was a giant pile of trash in the middle of the forest?


  “Really, it’s not what you think. Once we were sure about their crime, we were going to clear away the trash.”


  Once they were sure about their crime? But leaving a pile of trash in the forest is a crime…right? Didn’t it occur to Tempest to arrest these fools?


  “Couldn’t you have arrested them for dumping?” Zinal pressed.


  “Well, yes, but…”


  The fight was drained from Evas’s voice. So Tempest knew they could arrest the fools, but they let them run around free. Were they trying to catch them in some other crime? But what were they going to do if the trash made monsters go berserk?


  “Who sent you?” Zinal sighed.


  “…The guild master,” Garth answered, shrinking very small.


  “Sounds like Okanny’s current guild master is an idiot,” Fische said.


  Arrus was about to say something in response, but Evas intervened.


  “Well, um, we heard monsters need quite a lot of magic energy to go berserk, so we figured this was a safe amount…”


  Garth started intently at Zinal. He looked like he was mustering up every ounce of courage he had to defend himself. But what did he mean by they need quite a lot of magic energy? Most people didn’t know about the relationship between trash and monsters going berserk yet.


  “So what?” Zinal asked.


  “Huh?!” Garth flinched.


  “I’m asking, so what?”


  “So…we figured a little trash wouldn’t hurt…”


  Is he kidding? Did he honestly trust baseless intel and think it was okay to just leave a little trash in the forest?


  I looked at Garth, and unfortunately, it seemed I was right.


  Zinal sighed loudly. I heavily sympathized with him.


  “You’re adventurers! You should know better than to act on one piece of unverified intel,” Zinal reprimanded them.


  “Huh?!” Garth floundered. Evas and Arrus had similar nervous expressions.


  “Well, some experts do think that monsters need a whole lot of magic energy to go berserk. But others say it’s not the amount but the incompatibility with magic energy that does it. Then there are some experts who say magic energy mutates over time and others who claim the magic energies of different discarded items influence each other. The quantity of magic theory gets the most support, but there’s no proof that it’s correct. What’s more, there are records of monsters going berserk that can’t be explained by that theory. You’re adventurers—you should know better than to blindly believe baseless intel.”


  The three silently stared back at Zinal, their eyes filled with hesitation. Had they really not known about the other information? If so, we had a little problem.


  Mew!


  I glanced beside me at Ciel and saw the adandara’s stern eyes turned toward the cliff. I looked at the cliff to see what it was, but I couldn’t pick up on anything out of the ordinary. I searched for auras but couldn’t catch any.


  “That’s strange. I don’t sense any auras.”


  Even the auras of animals and little monsters I had been sensing all along were gone. That wasn’t normal.


  I looked at my companions, wondering what I should do. Surely I should tell them about it.


  “Ivy, over here.”


  At the sound of my father’s voice, I popped out from behind the boulder and ran toward him. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Ciel dashing toward the cliff.


  “Huh? A kid?”


  I heard Evas’s stunned voice, but I ignored it and ran to my father right before two monsters sprung out from the trees behind the boulder.


  Why couldn’t I detect their auras?!


  “They’re berserk!”


  At the sound of Zinal’s voice, one of the monsters sprung at him. He stopped the monster’s claws with his sword, then pressed his hand to the creature. With a sparking sound, the monster fell to the ground and stopped moving.


  “Damn it!” Fische cursed wildly. “Druid…”


  My eyes darted to see another monster charging at us. My father aimed his sword at the creature and thrust straight into it. The monster tried to dodge the blade, but it glowed red and engulfed its target in flames.


  “Don’t just stand there—defend yourselves!” Zinal boomed at the trio of dazed adventurers.


  “Yes, sir!” They frantically readied their weapons. My father side-eyed them and spat out a sigh.


  “Are you okay?” he asked me nervously, his eyes warily checking our surroundings.


  “I’m fine.”


  As my father shielded me, I looked toward the forest just in time to see the trees wavering violently. Ciel’s aura grew more intense as the monsters’ cries echoed through the forest. And after a while, the screaming stopped.


  “Sounds like we’re safe now.” Zinal lowered his sword and his guard once he could no longer hear the monsters.


  “Agh, that was terrifying,” Fische sighed. “Sorry, Druid and Ivy. You okay?”


  “I’m okay,” my father replied.


  “Me, too,” I answered.


  Fische looked relieved to hear it.


  “Why didn’t we sense those monsters…?” Garth murmured.


  “Berserk monsters have faint auras—everybody knows that,” Zinal answered with a tired sigh.


  “Oh…!”


  Had he just forgotten? These people sure seemed like a liability…


  Rustle, rustle… Rustle, rustle!


  At the sudden movement in the trees, everyone drew their weapons.


  “Ah…I know that sound. No need to worry,” Zinal said.


  They all lowered their weapons.


  “That’s right, I just realized the forest is back to normal,” my father said.


  I turned my focus to the forest, and he was right. The auras of the little animals had returned, after they had basically disappeared earlier.


  “What a relief.”


  That reminds me…how’s Ciel doing after bounding off into the forest?


  Chapter 558:
Taking Out the Trash


   


  “YOU OKAY?” Zinal asked.


  In unison, the three adventurers fell onto their bottoms in silence. We approached them worriedly and found they were quite young—maybe in their twenties. I took three cups out of my magic bag and filled them with tea I’d made earlier.


  “Are you all right?” I asked. “Here, drink this.”


  I gently tapped Garth’s shoulder and received a bright smile in reply. I was a bit startled, but I smiled and offered him the three cups.


  “Huh?! Ohh…”


  He looked back and forth between me and the cups until he finally seemed to understand what was going on, which made it hard not to laugh.


  “Thank you.” Garth took the cups and handed them out to Evas and Arrus. Hopefully that would calm them down a little.


  Huh? I don’t sense Ciel.


  The adandara’s aura had been faint but present all that time, but now it had completely vanished. I looked around until I spotted Ciel peeking at us from between the trees. It had probably stationed itself on standby near us since Garth’s party was there.


  “Feeling better now?”


  “Yes. Sorry about that,” Garth apologized. “That was the first time we saw a monster going berserk. We’d only heard stories about it before.”


  Garth bowed humbly, and his companions did the same. Zinal answered them with a strange look.


  “Do you kids have a mentor?”


  “No, we don’t.” Garth shook his head. The other two looked very uncomfortable.


  “I hope you’ve at least learned what you need to be adven­turers?”


  “No, we haven’t, sir,” Garth answered after a pause.


  A deep crease formed between Zinal’s brows. 


  Oh dear. I haven’t learned what I need to be an adventurer ­either… Oops, wait, I’m not an adventurer, so I guess it doesn’t matter.


  “Why hasn’t anybody taught you? Do you have a sketchy past?”


  “No, no. Um, it’s because we’ve been traveling.”


  Zinal looked disturbed by Garth’s answer. Fische was also clearly suspicious.


  “Traveling, eh? By the way…what’s the plan?”


  Garth answered Zinal with a bewildered look.


  “You knew monsters would be going berserk, and you were just going to leave the trash like this? Also, what are you going to do about our group of unconscious friends over there?”


  Detecting the frustration in Zinal’s voice, Garth turned panicked eyes toward the six men and the pile of trash. He seemed to have completely forgotten. Maybe he was actually a low-level adventurer? But I’d assumed from the way he could mask his aura that he had to be at least mid-level.


  “We were going to put the trash into our magic bags and take it back to Okanny Village along with these six.”


  “So you were going to arrest them?”


  “Yes—for the crime of making monsters go berserk.”


  “The obvious choice. So why did you let the trash and these six clowns do their thing?”


  “We thought the trash wouldn’t be a problem—honest. And as for the men…I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to tell you.”


  Zinal gave Garth an understanding nod. He probably figured the trio wasn’t at liberty to explain.


  “Understood. Well…let’s clean up this trash,” Zinal said.


  Tempest looked startled by the suggestion.


  “If the three of you work on this pile all by yourselves, it’ll take forever.”


  He had a point. Sol had eaten quite a bit, but the trash was still piled high. Even for all seven of us, it would be quite the ordeal to manage.


  “Thank you; we’re in your debt.”


  Garth whipped out a magic bag and quickly tossed piece after piece of trash into it, but he hardly seemed to make a dent in it.


  “Ah! Garth…” Zinal piped up.


  “Yes?”


  “I assume the strongest of the six has trash in his magic bag. When you get back to Okanny Village, watch out for the magic items inside.”


  “Watch out—why?”


  Garth and his companions gave Zinal a strange look.


  “These guys have been collecting magic items with enough leftover magic energy to make monsters go berserk. It’d be dangerous to dump them anywhere, even in well-maintained dumps.”


  Garth’s party turned astonished eyes toward the man on the ground.


  “I had no idea…”


  “Well, I figured you didn’t. Just be more careful from now on.”


  “We will, sir.”


  “In case what just happened didn’t make it clear, we still don’t know why monsters go berserk. There’s no telling what might have happened if we hadn’t been here. Do you get what I’m saying?”


  The three solemnly nodded at Zinal in reply. He heaved a short sigh at the trio, then told them everything he knew about monsters going berserk. My father gave the three a tired smile as they dutifully listened.


  “Zinal has quite the casual teaching style, doesn’t he?” he remarked.


  “He sure does,” I replied.


  Keeping an eye on the trio, we filled our magic bags with potions. Since we’d been interrupted halfway through dinner, the slimes hadn’t eaten enough. Even now, I could still vividly remember the hungry looks they gave me when I put them in their bag. I wanted to at least save some extra potions and magic items for them.


  “Okay, the magic items…”


  “I’ll take those,” my father said. “You just take the potions, Ivy.”


  Just as I was thinking about getting a fresh magic bag for the magic items, my father whisked what I had out of my hands.


  “Huh?!”


  My father placed the magic items he’d just taken from me in the magic bag by his feet.


  “I only saw Sol for a second when you put the slimes away, but it was a sight to behold. You could practically hear a voice screaming, ‘But I wasn’t done eatiiiing!’”


  “Hee hee!”


  I could totally hear Sol saying that, too. The slime glared at the magic items with devastated eyes. It was so intense, I almost burst out laughing when I saw it.


  “I’m surprised they still haven’t caught on,” my father said, nodding at the trio.


  I looked at them. They were so fascinated by Zinal’s lecture that they didn’t notice a thing we were doing. Thankfully, that gave us a chance to snatch as many potions and magic items as we wanted.


  For a while, we focused on filling our magic bags with trash. We were at it about two hours until we finally got the last piece of trash in a magic bag.


  “Phewww, I’m beat.”


  I gave Fische a sympathetic nod and sat on a nearby boulder.


  “Good work, team,” my father said, handing cups of tea to everyone.


  “You, too, Dad.”


  I sipped the tea, which was deliciously cool. So relaxing. I patted my back with my fist as I drank. The middle of my back was killing me.


  “Gee, my back hurts,” Zinal echoed the sentiment.


  I offered a sympathetic nod in reply and started squeezing my back. Ooh, I think this is even better! Wait…huh?


  I innocently looked around to see everyone either pounding or rubbing their backs with the sternest expressions. It was so funny I had to laugh, and my father soon joined me.


  “Hm?” Fische gave us a strange look.


  “Hee hee! Everyone’s just so intensely serious about rubbing their backs,” I explained.


  This prompted everyone to look, notice that everyone’s hands were on their backs, and burst out laughing.


  “Um…thank you all so much.”


  After we rested up and our party got ready to head out, Garth approached us and formally bowed his head. Evas and Arrus scrambled beside him to do the same.


  “Oh, no need to thank us. Anyway, are you sure you can carry all that in one trip? There are forty magic bags.”


  I followed Zinal’s gaze to find that the mountain of trash had been replaced with a mountain of magic bags. There were just too many for three people to carry.


  “We’ll be fine. We brought a cart with us.”


  Evas lowered the magic bag from his shoulder, pulled something out, and set it on the ground. A closer look revealed it was a large cart.


  “You came prepared?” Zinal asked.


  Evas nodded meekly. “You can never be too sure.”


  “It’s important to be ready for anything,” Zinal said.


  Evas smiled happily in reply.


  “Okay, let’s just shove all this stuff in,” Zinal said.


  My father and Fische sat the six criminals so that they were facing the cart, then placed the forty-some-odd magic bags on top of them.


  “They’re out cold, aren’t they?” I remarked.


  I was a little worried as I carefully set the magic bags on top of them. Magic bags weren’t too heavy because they were magic, but was this really not going to wake them?


  “I slipped them some drugs earlier so they’d stay asleep,” Zinal said.


  When did he manage that? I eyed Zinal sharply. He smiled innocently back. Maybe it was only my imagination, but I caught a hint of mischief in it.


  “They’ll wake up eventually, right?”


  I hope it’s not an eternal sleep…


  “Of course. They’ll open their eyes just fine.”


  Okay…I guess I shouldn’t worry, then.


  Chapter 559:
So I Guess We’re Going to the Village?


   


  IN THE CART WERE PILED six men with forty magic bags on their laps. Just when I thought there was no way the Tempest trio could push a cart that full, it turned out to be magic. I gave it a test push, and it felt very light.


  “That’s incredible,” I said.


  Zinal gave me a strange look. “These carts are used to lug huge amounts of trash from towns and villages to the dumps. Haven’t you ever seen one?”


  Huh?! They’re made for carrying huge amounts of trash?


  “Oh! Yes, I have seen them. Only a few times, though.”


  I remembered seeing a very skinny lady easily pushing a cart full of trash. At the time, I’d just thought to myself that you can’t judge a book by its cover. But, okay, it was the cart I shouldn’t have judged, not the lady.


  “So, um…we’ll be on our way then,” Garth said.


  “Okay. Take care.” Zinal lightly waved a hand.


  “Thank you so much for everything.”


  As we watched the trio head for the village, my father let out a sigh. “Are they really going to be all right?” he asked.


  Zinal and Fische shrugged.


  “I dunno. They said the arrested men had no accomplices, but I don’t know how much we can trust their intel. Besides, even if they knew about any accomplices, they might not have been allowed to tell us.”


  That was true. If their employer requested mission confidentiality, they couldn’t tell us.


  “Still, I’m surprised the guild master gave the go-ahead to leave that illegal dump in the forest.”


  Zinal shook his head in disapproval, and I agreed that it was hard to believe. Guild masters were usually privy to all sorts of intel…


  “Wanna skip Okanny Village and go straight to Okanko Village next door?” Fische suggested.


  I gave him a look. “Why?”


  “Why? Well, isn’t this whole thing fishy? There’s something uncanny about Okanny Village.”


  Yeah…there probably is something going on there.


  I glanced at my father and Zinal.


  “Yeah…there’s no rule that says we have to go there. I don’t mind if we skip Okanny Village,” my father said.


  Zinal nodded in agreement, and I smiled at the sight. Neither of them looked very convinced by their own words.


  “Come on, you know you’re dying to find out what’s up,” I teased.


  My father and Zinal frowned back at me. My father was probably worried about the three adventurers, and Zinal was likely suspicious of the guild master’s behavior.


  “Guys, your faces don’t match your words.”


  Fische’s remark was too funny not to laugh at.


  “Well, sorry about that. Anyway, let’s go to Okanny for now. If it looks like there’s a serious problem, we’ll get in touch with the guild at the royal capital—only within reason.”


  Fische gave Zinal’s suggestion an approving nod…but would things really go that well? Zinal treated criminals very harshly, but he was unfailingly kind to adventurers and victims of crimes. And my father would always lend a hand to help if young adventurers were in trouble. Back in Okanke Village, he’d been able to pull back a little because one of Zinal’s trusted associates helped out, but if there wasn’t anybody we could trust in Okanny Village, we would almost certainly be stuck there.


  “Druid, Ivy, are you both okay with that?”


  It was definitely a good idea not to decide on our next move until we were sure of all the facts. And there might be a friend of Zephyr in Okanny Village who would help out, besides.


  “Sure…I don’t mind,” my father answered.


  “I’m fine with it, too,” I said.


  Zinal looked relieved by my answer. Of course, I never would’ve said no. I was just as curious as they were.


  “Okay. Now that that’s settled, let’s get moving. Ooh, looks like Ciel’s come back!”


  I followed Fische’s gaze to see Ciel majestically emerge from the thicket of trees.


  “Ciel, thanks for your help earlier.”


  Mrrrow.


  Ciel’s tail happily shook right and left. The adandara was in particularly high spirits.


  “Looks like somebody had a good rumble,” Zinal said.


  Ciel chirped Mew! with a twirl of its tail.


  You really are in a good mood. I wonder how much of a rumble you really had…


  I looked at Ciel to see its tail was still bobbing about.


  What in the world did you do out there? Now I wanna know…


  “Let’s head out,” Zinal said.


  I hoisted my magic bag over my shoulder. “Ack!”


  I quickly opened the lid of the bag I kept my slimes in, which was already over my shoulder. I had completely forgotten.


  “Puuu.”


  Sora bounded out of the bag first, followed immediately by Sol and Flame.


  “Sorry I took so long,” I said.


  The trio jiggled in reply. They didn’t seem angry with me, which was a relief.


  As Zinal walked along, map in hand, Ciel majestically strode beside him, tail still swishing playfully side to side. It brought a smile to my face.


  The slimes had plenty to eat, and Ciel had some good playtime. All in all, it wasn’t entirely a bad day… No, no, stop thinking like that. Monsters went berserk.


  “Hm? What’s up?” my father asked.


  I looked at my father. “Something wrong?”


  “Toron’s acting different from usual…”


  I peeked in the basket hanging from my father’s shoulder. Toron was shuffling around inside.


  “Yeah, that’s weird.”


  “Right? Toron…I think you should calm down, buddy.”


  “Gyah!” Toron squawked indignantly.


  What’s come over you, little tyke?


  “What’s going on?” Zinal asked, giving us a concerned look over his shoulder.


  “Toron’s antsy and won’t settle down,” my father said.


  Zinal’s eyes drifted to Toron in the basket. “Our destination is coming up soon—should we stop?”


  My father shook his head. “No. Let’s keep going until we hit a clearing.”


  “Okay.”


  With a nod, Zinal quickened his pace a little. About half an hour later, we reached today’s destination. 


  “It’s a bit early, but let’s turn in here for the night. We had a hard day.”


  Zinal was right. I was a little exhausted. I looked around and then lowered the magic bag from my shoulder. The clearing was a slightly bigger than normal, so we had a clear view in all directions.


  “Should we put up tents?” Zinal asked.


  Fische shook his head. “Let’s not. We need to keep the berserk monsters in mind.”


  “True.” With a start, Zinal looked toward the thick of trees. “Right. Even if we didn’t have berserk monsters to worry about, we’re deep in the forest where tents aren’t a good idea. I really seem to let my guard down whenever Ciel’s around.”


  “I have the same problem,” Fische admitted. “But we need to stop doing that and keep our wits about us.”


  Ciel swished its tail as it listened to Fische and Zinal commiserate. Since it loved being relied upon, Ciel probably took what they were saying as a compliment. I petted the adandara’s head and was answered with much louder purring than usual.


  “What are we doing for dinner tonight?” asked my father, who was collecting kindling for the fire.


  “I figured I’d make soup, since we’ve got time for it. We’re almost out of the prepared soup I keep in the magic bag, so I’ll make extra.”


  “So, hey, I’d love some soup on the spicy side, that okay?” My father was comically sheepish.


  “Sure. I’ll put lots of meat in it, too.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  He sure loves his meat. Then again, so do Fische and Zinal.


  I took three large pots out of my magic bag, filled them with water, and put them over the fire. I put different meat in each pot, then added vegetables that were cut larger than the meat. The spicy soup my father had requested included several medicinal herbs that brought out the spice, and the other two pots contained the usual soup herbs.


  “They just need to simmer for a while now.”


  I guess soup isn’t enough. We’ve also got bread, so maybe I should grill some meat and put it between the buns with some veggies.


  “What are you making?”


  My father peered at my cooking from where he was, pulling potions out of the magic bags and lining them up for the slimes’ dinner.


  “Thanks for feeding the slimes. I’m making meat sandwiches.”


  “Those kids really are something. They had such a big feast at the dump, and they’re still super hungry. Sandwiches, eh? Sounds good.”


  “How many do you think you can eat?”


  My father pondered my question. “Ten… No, I think I can eat fifteen.”


  Huh? My father can pack away fifteen sandwiches all by himself…? I’d better hop to it.


  Chapter 560:
Magic and Appetite


   


  “THAT SURE LOOKS GOOD.”


  Zinal picked up a sandwich. Before the four of us sat a spicy soup packed with meat and vegetables, as well as a salad of boiled root vegetables in sauce. There was also a giant platter of sandwiches.


  “I remember eating these before. They’re good.”


  Zinal reached for a second sandwich. The buns were smaller for easier eating, and they were filled with meat and vegetables.


  “Don’t overindulge,” Fische warned him…while reaching for a third sandwich.


  “Hey, we used a lot of magic. That makes us extra hungry.”


  That’s right, I remember hearing you get hungry if you burn through a lot of magic energy.


  I looked at the sandwiches I’d been asked to make.


  Is that why Dad asked me to make extra sandwiches today?


  “Zinal, do you tend to have an insatiable appetite?” my father asked.


  I pondered his strange question while I took a spoonful of soup. It was nicely seasoned and very tasty. It had the sort of spiciness that really made you want to eat more.


  “Yeah. How about you, Druid?” Zinal asked back.


  What are they talking about?


  “I’m the same way…but from the look of it, I don’t have it as bad as you.”


  If they’re talking about having a bottomless stomach, that’s connected to using magic, right? Wait a minute, is it different for everyone?


  “Hey, Dad, do some people not get hungry from using magic energy?” I asked.


  My father nodded into his sandwich. “Yeah, everyone’s different.”


  “Huh. That’s interesting.”
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  You learn something new every day.


  “I’m one of the unchanged people,” Fische said.


  I tilted my head. What did he mean by “unchanged”?


  “No matter how much magic energy I use, I don’t have to eat more food to make up for it. There are other people who are unchanged like me, but we’re the exception.”


  So that’s what unchanged means. Isn’t there some better way of phrasing that?


  “What are you guys called?” I asked my father and Zinal.


  “Unchanged is the only word people use.”


  What?


  “Fische’s physical condition is pretty rare,” Zinal explained. “Most people are affected by magic use, even just a little.”


  “Oh, how interesting,” I said with a nod.


  “What about you, Ivy?” he asked.


  It was a tough question. I had so little magic that I barely used it, so I had no idea what it did to my appetite.


  “Um…I’m not sure.”


  My father thought a moment before answering, “Remember how you used a little magic that one time?”


  Did I? When was that?


  “Were you doing it without knowing?” A faint wrinkle formed between my father’s brows.


  “Probably, yeah.”


  “Okay… Well, remember how we completely lost Sora a little while ago? You sent your magic energy out when that happened. You were probably trying to find Sora.”


  I hadn’t noticed.


  “Her lack of self-awareness is a bit unnerving…” Zinal’s face hardened a little.


  I had to agree with him. Even though I had very little magic, it was kind of scary that I had used it without realizing it.


  “I panicked for a minute there,” my father said, “but I just assumed she was making sure to only use as much magic energy as she had. Next time, be more careful.”


  That was a relief to hear. It was reassuring to have somebody be attentive to your needs. I knew that if I unknowingly used magic again, he would tell me.


  “And you ate a little more at dinner that night, so I think it did affect you.”


  So my appetite is affected by magic use. Seriously, I hadn’t noticed at all.


  “Zinal, you should really slow down when you eat,” Fische grumbled.


  I looked over to see half the sandwiches were already gone. Zinal certainly ate with vigor. A glance at his plate revealed he’d finished his soup and salad, too.


  “I think the spiciness of this soup is making it go down much faster,” Zinal said in his defense.


  Ack! Maybe I shouldn’t have gone with spicy soup tonight.


  “That reminds me, Ivy…”


  I finished swallowing all the soup in my bowl before turning my attention to Fische.


  “What was your impression of those three adventurers?”


  I tilted my head. “Hmm, I’m not sure. They seemed…mismatched.”


  They could mask their auras like top-level adventurers, yet they lacked the very basic knowledge every adventurer needed to survive. Their ignorance made them seem like they were low-level, but Garth’s sword hand and Evas’s bow arm were skilled. What’s more, we had met them deep in a forest only mid-level adventurers or higher could enter. Something was just…off…about them.


  “Mismatched… Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.”


  Zinal popped a sandwich into his mouth. I was impressed. How many was that now?


  “They recently were promoted to mid-level adventurers,” Zinal said. “But they can mask their auras as if they were higher-ranking. The way they were so quiet and blended in with the scenery—that’s a technique even very experienced adventurers have difficulty mastering. But from the way they acted around monsters and how they handle intel, they could never pass for mid-level adventurers. Even if you judged them charitably, they’d have to be low-level ones.”


  I nodded.


  “By the way, Ivy, you’re really good at masking your aura. Why is that?”


  “Huh?”


  Zinal looked at me. It felt like he was testing me.


  “I’m only good at masking my aura because I’ve spent a lot of my life on the run… Oh! Does that maybe mean those three adventurers are on the run, too?”


  “Exactly. Well, that’s just my theory.”


  It’s only a theory, but it seems very likely. Okay, so from the way they mask their auras, they might’ve developed that skill because they needed it to evade someone. Just like me.


  “If you accept the idea that they’re on the run, then maybe the people they’re running from are very bothersome indeed,” Fische nodded with a little sigh.


  “Yeah,” Zinal replied. “From the way they’re equipped, you can tell they’re traveling. Even low-level adventurers hit the road sometimes, but not until they’ve learned enough and gained the confidence for it. But from the look of them, they hit the road right after they went into the records as adventurers. It’s dangerous to travel as an adventurer when you lack knowledge, but they headed out anyway, well aware of the danger. So can we assume the people they’re running from are extremely dangerous?”


  My father craned his neck. “It looks like they’re using Okanny Village as a base of operations… What do you think?”


  “They said they didn’t have a base of operations. They were lured to Okanny by a high-paying gig.”


  “Okay… You know, Zinal, I’m surprised that you managed to get so much out of them.”


  Zinal shrugged at my father’s frustrated tone. “I’m flattered to hear you say that, but those three are actually great at keeping secrets.”


  Fische looked shocked. “Really?”


  “Yeah. They put their guards up quick, so I couldn’t get much out of them.”


  Not even Zinal, the master manipulator? I’m impressed.


  “Okay, we should turn in,” Fische said.


  This prompted me to look at the sandwich platter and discover it was completely empty. Even the soup pots had nothing left. When had they all had seconds? Zinal was wearing a contented smile. And here I thought I’d cooked too much food.


  “What’s wrong?” my father asked.


  I shook my head. “Nothing. Do you think the normal amount of food will be enough tomorrow?”


  If we would need more food the next day, I should do a little prep work before going to bed.


  “Zinal, will you need extra food?”


  “Nah, I shouldn’t have any problems.”


  “Sounds like you can cook the usual amount tomorrow. I’ll help you make breakfast.”


  “Thanks. By the way, what did he mean when he said he shouldn’t have any problems?”


  “This doesn’t happen to everyone, but some people get sick if they don’t get enough food after using a lot of magic. Apparently, Zinal isn’t one of those people.”


  Oh, wow. Magic is actually kind of a burden, when you think about it. You learn something new every day.


  Chapter 561:
As Planned


   


  JUST AS FISCHE SAID, it took us four days to arrive at the cliff after Ciel and Zinal talked it over. I stood in front of it, looking up. The cliff I climbed up on Snakey-back was very high, but so was the one I was looking at then.


  “Over there.”


  I followed Fische’s pointing finger to see a hole in the cliffside.


  “That’s the cave where monsters drop magic items. Of course, the monsters don’t come around this time of year.”


  It was so strange that monsters transformed to drop items by season.


  “Are the monsters always the same kind?” I asked.


  “Yes, as far as I remember.”


  Fische’s phrasing made my eyes widen a little. It sounded like he had personal experience.


  “When I was younger, I came here one time to see if it was true,” he said.


  “Wow, really?”


  “Yeah. We had that terrible condition where we only believed what we saw with our own eyes.”


  Why is he calling it a condition?


  “I believe the illness is called Young Stupidity,” my father said.


  Fische burst out laughing. For some reason, Zinal looked upset.


  “Zinal suffered from that condition more than anyone,” Fische added.


  “Shut up.”


  The glare Zinal shot at Fische was so funny I just had to laugh. From the way they were both acting, I could tell they must have gotten up to all sorts of mischief when they were younger. I thought I’d love to sit down and hear their stories someday.


  “I’m taking it to my grave,” Zinal said, poking my forehead.


  “Hee hee!”


  Was I really that easy to read?


  “Okay, Ciel, what do we do now?” Zinal asked the adandara.


  Mrrrow.


  Without the slightest hesitation, Ciel marched to the left-hand side of the cave, opposite the monster entrance.


  “That way? Is something over there?”


  With a curious look on his face, Zinal chased after Ciel. As I followed them, I glanced at the basket hanging over my father’s shoulder, which contained Toron. For some reason, the little tree had been antsy ever since the sun came up.


  “Toron just can’t relax,” I remarked.


  “Yeah.”


  My father’s gaze drifted to Toron. The closer we got to the cliff, the more the little tree’s leaves were shaking.


  “Toron…it’s okay.”


  “Gyah!”


  Zinal and Fische turned around.


  “Somebody’s upset…” Fische gave Toron a curious look.


  “And it’s getting worse really fast…” I said.


  Caressing Toron’s leaves seemed to calm it, but the leaves shook violently again once I stopped.


  “There might be danger out there,” Fische said. “We should be more on our guard. The only thing is…Ciel and the slimes are acting like everything’s normal.”


  I turned my attention to Ciel, who was at the helm and leading us along as if nothing was wrong. Sora, Flame, and Sol also looked undisturbed. Toron was the only one behaving differently.


  When was the last time Toron acted different? When we found the tree afflicted with Arbor Magiblight…Toron buried itself in the earth when we weren’t looking, then panicked when it got stuck. Too bad I don’t know what Toron was like before we met. What else is there…? Nothing. This is the first time we’ve seen Toron like this.


  After we’d been walking for a while, Zinal stopped. I looked ahead to find that Ciel’s paws were up on the cliff wall, checking something.


  “Was there anything in this part of the cliff?” Zinal asked.


  Fische shook his head. “I remember the cave with magic stones was on the other side of the one with monsters, so this can’t be it. I don’t think there was anything important here. Oh, wait! There’s a little cave, apparently.”


  I copied Fische and scanned the cliff wall like he was doing, but I couldn’t spot the tiny cave entrance he mentioned.


  “Now I remember. It’s just an ordinary cave, with no loot.”


  “Aha. It definitely was here, though. I remember we searched it, even though people said there was nothing in it.”


  “Yeah…yeah, I remember that.”


  Zinal’s sulky tone made me laugh.


  Whack!


  “Huh?”


  I turned my eyes toward the ominous sound to see that a giant hole had opened in the cliff wall. Ciel stood in front of it.


  Huh?! What did you do, Ciel?


  “Secret entrance!” Zinal cheered. Ciel’s tail wagged happily in reply.


  “Uh, did Ciel just—”


  “Ivy, Ivy, don’t dwell on the little details.”


  Is it really a little detail? Ciel definitely popped a hole in the wall, right?


  I looked at Zinal. He shrugged back at me.


  “Ciel must have thought this cave needed to be explored, so it made an entrance. I think that means this cave connects to the other side.”


  Now I remembered that Ciel had taken us to this cliff even though Zinal had insisted we couldn’t cross through it. So Zinal was technically correct…but was Ciel going to just knock another hole out of the wall when we got to the other side? I looked at the hole Ciel had opened just in time to see Ciel and Fische step inside.


  “Something’s strange. Did Ciel really open that hole?” My father gave the cave entrance Ciel had opened a skeptical tilt of the head as he approached it.


  I could see what he meant. If Ciel really had knocked the hole open, it would look more jagged, but there were no traces of claw or teeth marks.


  “Um…”


  Fische reemerged from the cave entrance Ciel had disappeared through with a grim look on his face.


  “Something happen?” my father asked.


  “This cave…it’s man-made.”


  What?!


  “Come inside. You’ll see.”


  We entered the cave with Zinal…and immediately found ourselves in a wide-open space. A glance at the walls revealed no traces of magic stones. It really was just an ordinary cave.


  But wait a minute…if we’re inside a cave, how can we even see the walls?


  “It’s lit with a magic item.”


  Fische pointed above the empty space. There were magic lanterns evenly placed along the top of the wall.


  “Why would anybody waste magic items on a place like this?” my father asked skeptically.


  “It looks like somebody built something in this cave,” Zinal answered, pointing deeper inside. There was an opening in the back.


  “That’s a door.” My father gripped his sword.


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  As the rest of us took up defensive stances, Toron let out an excited cry.


  Yikes! If somebody’s in there, we’re in trouble!


  “Toron, quiet down.”


  What’s come over you?


  I took the basket from my father and petted Toron’s leaves to try to calm it down.


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  Well, darn. That didn’t work.


  Just when I was starting to panic, a gust of wind hit me.


  Mrrrow!


  Ciel pushed the door open with its paws. The proud way the adandara mewed struck me dumb. The men also stared dazedly at Ciel for a while…until they lowered their guard with sheepish laughs.


  “Was there nothing to worry about?” my father asked.


  Mrrrow.


  “I see. Well, we didn’t sense anybody in here, but caves can be tricky to navigate.”


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  Toron was struggling inside the basket, trying to climb out.


  “Wait, Toron. Where exactly do you want to go?”


  “Gyah!”


  Zinal pointed at the door and looked at Toron. “Through there?”


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  “Then I guess we should go,” Fische said. “We’re searching this cave anyway.”


  Accompanied by Toron’s excited cries, Fische walked toward the door. Another gust of wind blew on me.


  Wait! I think know that smell…


  “Hey…is this smell what I think it is?” Fische asked, a disgusted look on his face.


  Zinal had the same look of disgust. It was like a floral fragrance, but I didn’t find it cloyingly sweet. So why did they look so disgusted?


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  I looked down at the wildly dancing tree monster.


  A floral fragrance… Oh!


  “It’s karyo blooms!”


  When we encountered a field of karyo, I had smelled a much more concentrated sweetness from it. It was so thick it had made me feel sick.


  Wait a minute…if we’re in a cave, why does it smell like karyo blooms?


  Chapter 562:
Toron in Ecstasy


   


  “LET’S JUST PRETEND we didn’t see this and be on our way…”


  Zinal sounded annoyed, and one look confirmed he definitely was.


  “You know we can’t do that,” Fische argued. “More to the point, I think I know why the six men who attacked us at the illegal dump were acting strange—karyo doping.”


  Karyo doping?


  “One of the symptoms of karyo use is impaired judgment, and their judgment did seem pretty messed up.”


  When Fische’s explanation still left me pretty confused, my father explained that using karyo made a person unable to think clearly.


  Okay, impaired judgment…


  I thought back to the men we’d encountered several days ago. One of the men was clearly of high status, and even though he was dressed to hide it, his behavior gave him away. And the other men attacked my companions, despite being obviously outmatched.


  Okay, yeah. So that was probably the karyo.


  “Okay, let’s go! We can already tell what it is by the smell, but we still have to make sure.”


  Zinal ran to the door. As I followed, the smell got stronger and stronger.


  “Boy, that reeks,” my dad grumbled.


  “Yeah, it’s terrible. A cave is the worst place for karyo. There’s no ventilation.” Zinal wrapped a cloth around his nose and mouth.


  “You, too, Ivy,” my father said, taking out another cloth for his face.


  “Okay. Oh! Sora, Flame, and Sol, you guys stay back, okay?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  “Pefu!”


  I pointed far away from the door, and the three slimes bounced off that way. Once I was sure they were far enough away, I pulled a clean cloth out of my magic bag and wrapped it around my mouth and nose. I took a relaxed breath in and out. The smell was much less strong.


  “I’m opening it,” Zinal warned us.


  When the door opened, a breeze flowed from inside, and we were immediately assaulted by a sickeningly sweet smell. Even with the cloth wrapped around my face, I still felt like I was going to be sick.


  “Agh!”


  “Bleh!”


  Zinal and Fische were doubled over in pain. I looked into the room to see a huge field of karyo blooms.


  Whack!


  Huh? That noise sounds familiar.


  Not long after I heard the noise, I noticed the smell was less strong.


  “Thanks, Ciel,” Fische said.


  He was staring at the wall opposite the karyo field, which now had a giant hole in it. Ciel stood next to it.


  “Pheeew, I can breathe again!”


  “That’s for sure. I didn’t think karyo smelled that strong. I still feel sick,” my father said.


  Nodding, Zinal pounded his chest with a fist. I also felt a discomfort in my chest, even though the karyo smell was mostly gone. 


  “The smell has gone way down,” Zinal said. “Let’s go search the next space… Well, we can see it from here, but let’s go anyway.”


  Zinal looked truly disgusted when he saw the field of karyo blooming in the next room, which confused me a little.


  “Do you have a bad history with karyo?” I asked him.


  “Kinda, yeah. Don’t even think about touching it, even by accident. One hit, and they’re so addictive you can’t escape their lure as long as you live.”


  Zinal’s gaze was so bizarrely grim that I caught myself avoiding it slightly.


  “I understand, sir.” I nodded gravely back at him.


  He gave my head a gentle pat.


  “Still, I can’t believe how much there is…” Fische sighed at the sight of the field.


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  I looked at Toron to see the tiny tree was squirming in the basket. A little giggle escaped me. Its roots had tangled in the basket from all that writhing.


  “Don’t get too excited, Toron. Settle down, okay?”


  I patted Toron’s leaves several times before letting it out of the basket and setting it next to the flowers.


  “Gyah, gyah! Gyah, gyah!”


  My father smiled at Toron, who was squawking excitedly at the field of karyo blooms.


  “I feel kind of conflicted…that Toron would be so happy about something that’s bad for us.”


  “Gyah?”


  Toron looked at my father, leaning a little to the right. I could practically hear the tiny tree asking, “Why can’t I be happy?”


  “Oh, you’re free to be happy if you want. Don’t mind us,” my father assured Toron.


  “Gyah!”


  With a wiggle at my father, Toron’s roots shot into the ground. It was funny seeing them blast out with such force, since they were usually in a tangled heap in a basket.


  “I feel like I’m witnessing a miracle…” Fische stood beside Toron and watched.


  I was confused. What did he mean by “miracle”?


  “You mean Toron’s feeding?”


  I had to admit not many people had seen tree monsters feed. Tree monster babies, for that matter, weren’t even in the books, so most people didn’t know a thing about them.


  “The way Toron feeds, sure, but…everything, really. It’s a wonder that a tree monster is friends with humans in the first place. The way they eat is strange, too. It’s also amazing just how cute they can be.”


  I had to admit I never thought the day would come when I would think of tree monsters as cute. After all, they almost killed me once.


  Wow, look at them just wither away…


  It was a bit moving, watching the karyo blooms slowly wither and die in a circle around Toron.


  “Wow. Look how fast they die.”


  Zinal reached to pick one of the karyo blooming by his feet, but the petals disintegrated and fell to the ground the moment he did.


  “They’re completely dried out. And all the way to the roots?”


  Zinal picked up a nearby stone and started digging in the ground, probably checking on the karyo roots.


  “The roots are completely dead, too. Looks like the problem’s solved.”


  Fische peered at the hole Zinal had dug from behind him and heaved a sigh of relief.


  “The last time we found a karyo field, we had to rip them out one by one, which was a hell of a time. It took us two whole days to get all of them. The second I saw this flower field, I felt my mind slipping out of my body.”


  Zinal gave Fische an annoyed nod in reply. “Yeah, that was hell.”


  I remembered my father muttering “That’s a big job…” the last time we encountered a karyo field.


  “Hey…does anybody else still smell karyo?” my father asked.


  The two men gasped and stared at him speechless.


  “Are you kidding?” Fische murmured quietly.


  My father shook his head. “No, I’m being serious. Don’t you smell that?”


  “Agh, you’re right! It’s subtle, but I do smell it.” Fische’s eyes frantically darted around the cave.


  “Probably over there.” My father pointed at a door on the other side of the room we were in. It looked just like the one through which we’d just entered.


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  Toron happily cheered at the door. The clear relief on the men’s faces when they saw it made me laugh.


  Toron gave me a meaningful look, so I carefully picked its roots out of the ground. Its leaves twirled eagerly before my eyes.


  “Ivy, you’re lucky you don’t know the hell that is karyo weeding,” Fische said.


  “Damn straight!” Zinal plunged into an explanation. “No matter how many flowers you pull out, you’re still swimming in them. You have no idea how hellish it is, toiling away yanking out those flowers while their stench assaults you. You have to weed carefully, too, or else their roots break.”


  My father nodded solemnly as he listened. I could imagine how hellish it would be to pull out those flowers and deal with their smell at the same time.


  “By the way, why do karyo flowers smell so sickening?” I asked.


  Plenty of flowers smelled sweet, but none of them were this choking.


  “Some people say it’s to keep monsters away, but I’m not sure.” Zinal shrugged.


  So I guess it was a mystery.


  “Ugh…I suppose we’ll have to suffer that stench’s assault again…” Fische groaned, covering his nose with a cloth.


  I quickly covered my own nose, then Zinal turned around, nodded, and reached for the door. And Toron was in my arms, leaves twirling eagerly all the while.


  I wonder how many more karyo blooms are left? I’m starting to worry…


  Chapter 563:
What?! They’re Supposed to Be Cut?


   


  “IT STILL STINKS… Is that the door?”


  Zinal stared at the door we found, his breath full of annoyed sighs. My father heaved a sigh of his own, his shoulders drooping. I didn’t blame them. We had just finished clearing our third karyo field, but apparently there were still more to go.


  “I imagine a really big organization is behind this…” my father groaned.


  “Yeah…has to be,” Zinal nodded in annoyance.


  “Say…isn’t this room a bit different from the others?” Fische asked, giving the cave walls an inquisitive stare.


  “Different how?”


  Fische pointed to a spot on the wall, and Zinal went to take a look.


  “Wait…are those scars from digging?” Zinal asked.


  “Digging? Wait, do you mean this cave was dug out by hand?” my father gasped in shock. Then he darted his eyes over the walls until he found the scar Fische pointed out.


  “You’re right…these markings come from a pickaxe.”


  I looked around the cave, which was a very large space. Had a human really dug it out by hand?


  “It doesn’t look that way everywhere. I don’t see any scars on this wall. Maybe the cave was originally here and they just made it bigger,” Zinal suggested.


  My father nodded in agreement. Even so, carving out a cave by hand was quite the heavy task. From where my father and Zinal were standing, it looked like the cave had originally been half the size, which meant half of it was dug out by hand. Just how many people had worked on such an enormous project? Did they know the cave would be used for karyo farming?


  “Gyah!”


  I turned to see Toron struggling to get its roots out of the ground.


  “Sit tight. I’ll come help you.”


  Toron had grown three new little leaves from all the karyo nutrients. Well, I wasn’t sure it was correct to say Toron had grown, because the little tree wasn’t any taller. Only the roots had grown. Because of that, what was already a difficult task had become even tougher. I reached out to Toron and touched its roots, which had gotten a little thicker.


  Snap!


  “Huh?! What was that noise…?”


  For an instant, I heard an ominous noise when I tried to pull Toron out of the ground. I looked down to see the little tree staring hard at the ground it was buried in.


  Uh-oh…was that the sound of Toron’s root breaking?


  “What happened?”


  My father, who’d finished inspecting the wall, ambled over to me. When he saw I was on the verge of tears, he rested a hand on my shoulder.


  “It’s Toron’s roots…I think I broke them…”


  My father quickly checked on Toron. “Toron, does it hurt?”


  Oh no… Toron isn’t answering.


  The little tree was still just staring at the ground.


  “Toron—”


  “Gyah! Gyah! Gyah!” Toron cried.


  Thinking Toron was in pain, I quickly crouched next to it. “Are you okay?”


  “Gyah! Gyah! Gyah!”


  Toron couldn’t hear me, probably because it was too stimulated. I looked helplessly at my father, who stared at Toron for a while before looking at me and saying something quite peculiar.


  “Don’t you think Toron’s just happy?”


  “Happy?”


  I looked at Toron…and rather than looking in pain, the little tree seemed overjoyed. Then I remembered. Sora immediately reacted whenever I was hurt, but the slime wasn’t responding to this.


  “Where’s Sora?”


  My eyes danced around the cave to find Flame, flat as a pancake against the wall. I just stared at the strangely shaped slime in disbelief. And as I watched, I noticed Sora climbing the wall beside Flame in the same position. Apparently, this was a new game. And Sora didn’t pay Toron a bit of attention. That must have meant nothing was wrong. But still, the way everyone looked…


  “Gyaaaan!”


  “Wait, was that Toron?”


  I looked at Toron, startled by the new noise, to see it using its branches to lift its roots out of the ground. And the roots were a third of their previous length—much shorter than before. Toron seemed to be comparing the shortened roots to the length they used to be.
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  Wait a minute… Did Toron just pull its own roots out by its branches?


  I looked at Toron’s branches, which were currently lifting the longest root in the air. All this time, its branches could only move slightly up and down.


  Aha, they’re different! These mobile branches don’t have leaves. Are they new branches…? Is Toron growing up?


  “Gyah!”


  Toron held up the longest root and looked up at my father, who looked back inquisitively.


  “Do you want me to do something for you?”


  “Gyah!” Toron happily lifted the root higher.


  The root? And the longest one, at that?


  “Wait…don’t tell me you want it cut?”


  Toron looked excited to hear my father’s question.


  Are you serious?


  I looked at Toron, who pointed at the shortest root, then the longest one.


  “Well, it doesn’t seem to hurt Toron to cut them… Should I do it?”


  “Gyah!”


  Toron stared intently at my father. Then, with a little sigh, he pulled out a knife.


  “What’s going on?” Zinal and Fische asked, glancing curiously at the knife. They had just come back from making their rounds of the cave room.


  “Toron wants a root-cut.”


  “A root-cut?” Zinal asked.


  I nodded in reply.


  “Gya? Gya?”


  Toron leaned toward my father. It could only mean one thing: The little tree wanted a trim. My father probably sensed it, too. Heaving another sigh, he cut Toron’s longest root as short as the shortest one.


  Everyone’s eyes were glued on Toron. We were all worried that something bad would happen, but nothing happened when the root was cut. Toron just stood perfectly still, staring at the sliced-off part.


  “Toron?”


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  Toron happily squawked at me when I called its name. It squawked a while longer before slowly moving its roots and rising to a standing position. Toron looked much more stable now, probably because the roots were shorter.


  “Gyah! Gyah!”


  Pleased by the change, Toron rejoiced yet again. After the high wore off, it walked around a bit, then tried to jump…and failed, mostly.


  “I guess Toron was having a hard time moving with those long roots,” Zinal remarked.


  “Guess so,” my father agreed.


  They both smiled at the new-and-improved Toron. Now that I thought about it, Toron’s longer roots got tangled in the basket and always made it so hard for the little tree to move. I knew Toron was also irritated whenever its roots got tangled in the basket, but I never would have thought to cut them.


  “I’m happy for you, Toron. Does it feel at all painful or weird?”


  Toron looked at me and smiled. That was all the answer I needed.


  “Gyah! Gyaaa.”


  “It sounds like Toron’s vocabulary has gone up,” my father chuckled as Toron started strutting around. The little tyke did look adorable from behind.


  “Yup. So very articulate.”


  “Wait, does Toron have more branches? I also think it lifted its roots up by the branch…”


  “Yeah, Toron’s gaining all kinds of new skills,” I replied.


  Since the new branches seemed to be the only ones with a wide range of motion, Toron was happily flapping them around.


  “Pu! Puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Sora and Flame slithered sideways along the wall when they saw Toron.


  “Ack! What the hell is that…?”


  Fische’s jaw dropped. Apparently this was the first time he had seen Sora and Flame like that.


  Yeah, I don’t blame you. They’ve never flattened themselves and wall-crawled before.


  “It’s a new game,” I replied.


  Fische answered with a perplexed look. Zinal was laughing heartily at the sight.


  “Those two kids get the craziest ideas.”


  I smiled back. Unfortunately, this new game of theirs made them look quite grotesque, but they did come up with the most unique things to do.


  Chapter 564:
So Many Roots


   


  “THIS LOOKS LIKE the final room.”


  We finished destroying the karyo field in the sixth room. It also contained a door to another room, but there was no karyo field inside. Instead, there was a giant pile of dried karyo flowers. In an instant, all traces of emotion vanished from Zinal’s and Fische’s faces. It was quite chilling.


  “Not a single document about the people involved in this. Too bad.”


  Fische had found a box and looked through it for clues, but he’d come up empty-handed, which was a real shame. We’d all been pretty hopeful. Who was the mastermind behind this karyo enterprise?


  “There’re no guards here… That’s odd, isn’t it?” my father asked.


  Yeah, I was wondering about that, too! With so many karyo fields here, you’d think they’d have to have a guard.


  Even though it was the off-season and not many people came by, it was still strange. And when I saw Zinal nodding at my father, it became clear everyone had the same question.


  “So I’m not crazy. Strange, I sensed a human aura where the roots were.”


  There was a human aura? I didn’t know that. The room with the roots had a strange smell, so we hurried back to the karyo field. Unlike the cloyingly sweet scent of the karyo blooms, it was a sort of sour, musky smell…like boiled grass… Anyway, it had a stench that was hard to describe. I remember the men got us out of there pretty fast. Maybe that stench was the smell of the narcotic extracted from the roots?


  “I found a small room connected to the room with the roots, but that was another dead end,” Zinal said.


  A small room?


  I turned my focus to the chamber where the dried roots were kept.


  “There were traces of people living there, so they should have had a handful of guards.”


  So they did have guards. But where are they now?


  Auras were hard to notice inside of caves, but they weren’t completely undetectable. If we were patient, we would find them. Most of all, Zinal and Fische wouldn’t overlook them.


  “Gyah!”


  I looked at Toron, who was crawling out of the ground. The little guy really had come through for us today. If we’d found that many karyo blooms without Toron, we would have lost our minds.


  “Thanks for helping out, Toron.”


  Zinal lifted the little tree into his arms.


  “Gyah?!”


  Wait a minute… Unless I’m imagining things, Toron’s roots look a bit thicker.


  “Thanks, Toron; you really did help a lot. If you weren’t here, we might have had to pretend we didn’t find these rooms.”


  Knowing Zinal, that wouldn’t have happened, but I did know we would have had a horrible time.


  “So what’s our next move?” my father asked, petting Toron’s leaves as Zinal held the creature.


  “Good question. We could go to Okanny Village, start by seeing what things are like there, then report to the adventurers’ guild. And since we have no idea who might be involved, there could be a bounty on our heads the minute we spill the beans.”


  Is that really possible? It totally slipped my mind.


  “Especially since we’re not sure we can trust this guild master, based on what those three adventurers said. I’d love to turn a blind eye and let it go unreported…but my conscience won’t allow that. Oh, right. We’ll need to burn these roots before we do anything else.”


  He has a point. This is the same guild master who ordered the adventurers to leave an illegal dump in the forest. They might not be trustworthy. Zinal’s right, though. We found the karyo fields, so it’s our responsibility to report on them.


  “The last karyo field we found had the church’s dirty fingers in it,” I reminded everyone.


  But us drying out the karyo field put a big enough chink in the church’s defenses to let Marya escape, so some good came of it.


  “That’s right… What if it’s them this time as well?”


  I gave my father a curious look. We couldn’t be sure of that, but it was definitely possible.


  “The church, eh? Things just got a bit more complicated…” Zinal said.


  “Yeah. Lots of the villagers of Okanny are devoted to the church,” Fische echoed.


  I gave the two men a strange look. Devoted to the church? But Okanny was so close to the royal capital.


  “They still are?” my father asked.


  “I’m not sure. Have you ever been to Okanny, Druid?”


  “I have. About fourteen years ago, for five days. And I remember everyone seemed to think about the church differently there.”


  Zinal nodded. “About eighty years ago, Okanny Village was attacked by berserk monsters. They got to about half the villagers—it was a real crisis. And the church treated everyone’s wounds and fed everyone for free. Ever since then, the church has held a special position of regard with Okanny Village, and that regard continues to this very day.”


  That’s a far cry from the church I know. Is that even a true story?


  “Oh! I just remembered, somebody I met in Okanny Village fourteen years ago did say something very strange to me,” my father said. “They said, ‘That’s not the church my grandfather told me about’… What else did they say… I think it was ‘The real church is somewhere else.’ I never had much love for the church, so I didn’t really pay attention at the time, but yeah, that’s what they said.”


  “‘That’s not the church my grandfather told me about?’ ‘The real church’?”


  “Yeah, I’ve heard a rumor like that as well. But that was about seven years ago.”


  So Zinal knows about it, too. My father heard it fourteen years ago, and Zinal and Fische heard it seven years ago… Oh! Wait, my father heard it directly from a villager, not by rumor. Did it live on as a rumor for years because a lot of people felt the same way? But how strange… If that’s not the church somebody’s grandfather knew, or if the true church is somewhere else, it sounds like these people are saying the church we know is a fake.


  “Well, we aren’t going to learn anything new just talking about it here… The guards aren’t here now, but they might come back. We’ve cleared the karyo fields, so let’s take all the roots and leave. Ciel, what’s our next move?”


  Zinal looked at Ciel, whose tail happily wagged in reply. Then the adandara approached the cave wall, sniffing around and searching for something. After a while, Ciel stopped walking and looked back at us.


  “What are you doing?” Zinal asked.


  Ciel mewed quietly in reply. And then…


  Whack!


  I wasn’t sure how many times I had heard that noise that day alone. Part of the cave wall gave way under Ciel’s tail and crumbled to the ground. This hole was vastly larger than the others Ciel had opened earlier. From the satisfied look on the creature’s face, the hole was probably as big as it had hoped.


  “I’m impressed… Wait a minute.”


  “That smell…”


  Zinal and my father grabbed their swords and stared hard at the hole. I quietly moved to a position where I could watch while staying out of their way. I didn’t see anything coming out of the hole, but I did smell something faint. Was it…blood?


  “No mistaking it—that’s blood.”


  “Yeah…I’ve got a bad feeling.”


  So it is blood…


  My father and Zinal exchanged grim looks.


  “Ivy, Fische, you stay here,” my father said.


  “Okay,” Fische and I assented.


  With a final nod, my father and Zinal crept out of the hole.


  “Be careful out there.”


  I hope it’s nothing…


  Then I suddenly looked up at Fische, curious about the way he was intently gazing at the hole. Something seemed different about him. Noticing my staring, he smiled down at me.


  “Remember that room we found with all those dried roots?”


  Fische had spent quite some time in there checking the documents.


  “It made me a little sluggish.”


  “Oh dear! Then we should sit down.”


  If he was feeling tired, it must have been a struggle to stay standing for so long, so I started to look for a good place to sit. The cave was so laden with karyo flowers that there weren’t many places safe enough to do so.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”


  “But…”


  Was it the stench? Is that what the narcotic smells like?


  “Is it because of the smell?” I asked him.


  “Yes. The toxic parts of the root are mixed in with it in a small dose.”


  Toxic parts?


  “Not narcotics?”


  “Narcotics? Ohh…well, when you want to use it as a narcotic, you have to extract that part from the toxins. Drying the roots will take care of that. Well, except the toxic parts, of course.”


  So karyo blooms smell powerfully sweet, karyo roots are toxic, and you can extract narcotics from them. What a crazy plant.


  “Oh, wait! If the roots are toxic, was it really okay to burn them?”


  “If you burn them all quickly, it’s fine. It’s a slow burn that causes problems.”


  So technique matters. What a hassle.


  Chapter 565:
Things Have Gotten Messy


   


  I CAREFULLY PEEKED OUT the hole Ciel had made. “Aren’t they taking an awfully long time?”


  “Don’t worry. They only left a few minutes ago.”


  I know that… Time just passes extra slow when you’re nervous.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Sora doesn’t look fazed,” Fische laughed, picking up Sora. The slimes had finished their wall-climbing game at some point.


  “Did you have fun with that game you just invented?” I asked.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  That was a yes. Was it the stretching? Or was it the wall-crawling while they were stretched…? Was it really all that fun?


  I gave Sora and Flame an inquisitive look. Fische laughed.


  “Don’t think too hard about it,” he teased, poking my forehead. (Apparently, I was thinking so hard that there was a wrinkle.)


  I rubbed my forehead, but I just got laughed at harder.


  “Watching your slimes makes it even more clear to me that they have feelings.”


  “Huh?”


  “All the slimes I’ve met never reacted no matter what you said or how much you poked them. Oh, how should I describe it? It’s like they were just…there? They didn’t seem at all sentient.”


  Oh, wow. That’s…kind of sad. Every slime is unique and special.


  “It’s probably because their tamers didn’t forge relationships with them. I’ve finally come around to that way of thinking. It’s because of you, Ivy. You cherish everyone; that’s how they all let their unique selves shine.”


  I looked at Sora, who was happily jiggling in Fische’s arms. Was he saying Sora wouldn’t have been the Sora we knew and loved if not for me?


  “Well, if what you say is true…I’m happy.”


  Fische rested a gentle hand on my head. In moments like this, I couldn’t help but feel safe and cozy.


  “Ah, I think they’re back!”


  I followed Fische’s gaze but didn’t see the pair. Since they were probably out of view, I searched for their auras until I found a familiar pair of presences in the distance. Zinal and Fische really were sensitive to auras. It probably all came down to experience.


  “Welcome back. Oh, where’s Ciel?” I asked.


  After a while, I could finally see the two men, but Ciel wasn’t with them. There was a strange stiffness in their expressions as well.


  “Ciel’s on patrol,” my father replied.


  On patrol? What for?


  “Sounds like you hit a snag,” Fische frowned, noticing the grim look on their faces.


  So there’s a problem…


  “What happened?”


  “We found four dead bodies—dressed as adventurers. From the rigor mortis, we think the time of death was about seven or eight hours ago. There were monster claw and teeth marks on them, so we assume they were attacked.”


  Since we were deep in the forest, monster attacks were a regular occurrence. They were a tragedy whenever they happened, but they weren’t seen as particularly troubling. But this attack did seem problematic, which meant there was more to the story.


  “So what’s the problem?” Fische asked.


  With a sigh, Zinal held out the thing in his hand. “Everyone had one of these.”


  In Zinal’s hand was monster repellent, a magic item that kept monsters away. The more expensive, the more effective.


  “It’s quite the special magic repellent from the look of it.”


  A special magic repellent?


  I compared it with the magic repellent Zinal carried, but I’d only seen five types of repellent, including the one I had, so I couldn’t tell if the new magic repellent before my eyes was all that special. I figured it should have some distinguishing characteristics that made it different from mine, but I didn’t see any…


  “Look. See the magic stone embedded here?”


  I looked where my father was pointing to see a tiny stone embedded in the repellent. It was so small I hadn’t noticed it, but it was indeed a magic stone.


  “This magic stone should be powerful enough to keep most monsters away.”


  So…these adventurers were attacked, even though they shouldn’t have been?


  “Does this mean there’s a monster that’s immune to repellent?” I asked my father.


  He shrugged. “Some monsters that live very deep in the forest are immune, but there’s no records or rumors of those monsters coming out to this part of the forest.”


  Zinal nodded. “We are deep in the forest, but we’re pretty far away from the deepest part.”


  I had to admit, while we were a fair distance into the forest, we were still in a pretty well-trodden area. I had been to the deepest part of forests with Ciel before, and the adandara’s expression was completely different in there.


  “The only other possibility is berserk monsters, which are less susceptible to magic repellent,” Fische said.


  I thought back to the monster attack from a few days ago. These adventurers had apparently died yesterday, so that would have to mean it was a different berserk monster or monsters, ones whose auras were difficult to read and who were immune to magic repellent. Truly a nuisance.


  “Also, I found another illegal dump here.”


  Again?


  I looked at Zinal, who smiled and rolled his eyes back at me.


  Seriously, what were they thinking, just leaving trash in the middle of the forest? Did the guild master of Okanny Village ask them to leave that one alone, too?


  “Ciel is patrolling the area for us and will give us a meow if anything happens.” Zinal shot me an apologetic look.


  “I understand. Don’t worry, Ciel is tough.”


  I was a little worried, but Ciel could definitely take care of itself. We just had to keep faith and wait.


  “An illegal dump, eh? What were they trying to do? Have monsters guard this place?”


  Fische sounded annoyed, but I wondered if that was actually possible. Having monsters guard your location basically seemed like sentencing yourself to death.


  “I don’t think so,” Zinal said. “The four who got killed were probably guards. They died at the illegal dump. From the way their magic bags were dropped and filled with trash, they were probably ambushed when they were putting trash in the bags.”


  “But are you absolutely sure they were guards? Don’t you think they were just adventurers who came to dump their trash?”


  Fische stared skeptically at Zinal. I was inclined to agree with him. It was difficult to tell from the evidence whether the adventurers were loading their bags with trash or emptying them.


  “They were dressed lightly,” Zinal explained. “Even though they were carrying magic repellent, they weren’t dressed sturdily enough to have traveled all the way from Okanny Village. Their clothes weren’t dirty enough, either. No matter how careful you are, you’re sure to get leaves and filth on your clothes when you walk in the forest for a long time. They were way too clean.”


  That seemed to convince Fische, but something was still amiss. If they wanted to crush a drug cartel, they wouldn’t dump trash illegally; they would report to the adventurers’ guild. But instead, they had dumped trash and made the monsters go berserk without reporting it. Why?


  “Hey, Dad, does the magic energy from trash always make monsters go berserk?”


  “No, it’s not guaranteed. I think it only happens about half the time?”


  Only half the time… So maybe they weren’t trying to make monsters go berserk? No, no, then it doesn’t make sense why they were leaving trash deep in the forest in the first place.


  “What’s on your mind?” my father asked.


  “I was just wondering what the people who dumped the trash were hoping to do.”


  Had they turned the monsters berserk so they could swipe the narcotics? But that would make the forest dangerous for the people who left the trash there, too. Unless they had some sure way to contain the berserk monsters? Let’s say they did… Maybe Zinal and Fische simply didn’t know about that?


  “Ivy’s right,” my father said. “Whether they wanted to bring down the drug cartel or swipe the drugs for themselves, we don’t know why people would dump trash in the forest.”


  “Right? If they wanted to bring down the drug cartel, they could’ve just reported them to the guild,” I said.


  “Yeah… And if the guilds of Okanny Village aren’t trustworthy, they could always report it to the guilds of a nearby town or village.”


  “Oh, that’s true!” I agreed. “Unless their communications were cut off or something?”


  “That’s…plausible. Ugh, this is starting to get very annoying.”


  “Yeah.”


  Seriously, why are we getting caught up in yet another big conspiracy?


  My eyes met my father’s, and we exchanged a mutual sigh of frustration.


  Chapter 566:
High, or Sober?


   


  “WAIT A MINUTE—DAD? Ciel had to break a hole in the wall for us to get in here, remember? So how did the guards get in?”


  Ciel had opened a hole in the wall when we left. In other words, the area was hidden. That had to mean there was a secret entrance somewhere else. But before Ciel opened the hole, Zinal and Fische had carefully inspected the cliff. Maybe they had just missed it?


  “Oh, right. They must’ve used a magic item,” Zinal explained.


  A magic item?


  Zinal showed me a tiny key. It looked ordinary to me.


  Oh, wait! There’s a little design where you’re supposed to hold it. But I guess that’s the only thing that makes it different from a normal key.


  “This is a very rare magic item. If there’s a cave inside a cliff or a boulder, it will craft an entrance for you. And the truly amazing part of it is, nobody else can detect the entrance by touch or magic.”


  Wow, that’s quite an incredible magic item. And it just looks like an ordinary key.


  “Aren’t there only about ten of those in the world?” my father asked.


  What?! Only ten?


  I looked at my father and noticed a big crease between his brows as he carefully examined the key.


  “Yeah, which means our cartel has a lot of money. Crime organizations are extra troublesome when they’re loaded.”


  Zinal gave the key a disgusted frown, then stashed it in his pocket with a sigh.


  Troublesome. That was the word. Rich organizations definitely made a lot of trouble. So did powerful organizations.


  Mewwww.


  At the sound of Ciel’s voice, my father and Zinal grabbed their swords and left through the hole. Fische and I followed to find Ciel running up to us.


  “Hey there. All clear?”


  Mrrrow.


  I wasn’t sure why, but Ciel seemed particularly excited. Perhaps it was from the twirling tail and the excited edge in its voice.


  “Ciel, did you find something good out there?” I asked.


  Mrrrow!


  So I was right. But Ciel was only looking for berserk monsters. What could have possibly made it so happy?


  “Somebody had a nice rampage.”


  I looked at Fische to find he was gazing in the opposite direction.


  “Ah!”


  In the distance, there was a pile of monsters. They weren’t even flinching—clearly dead.


  “You had a good romp out there, didn’t you?” I said.


  Mrrrow.


  Ciel rubbed against me, eyes sparkling, probably eager for my praise. Another glance at the pile of monsters revealed there were at least six. I looked Ciel over thoroughly. There were no signs of blood, and it wasn’t walking with a limp, either.


  “Thanks, Ciel. You did a great job.”


  Purrrr.


  Ciel really was in a good mood. I knew the creature loved a nice rumble, but I was a little worried Ciel had gotten too excited.


  “Somebody had a fierce fight,” Zinal remarked.


  “Sure did.”


  “Druid…did you notice?”


  “…No. Not at all.”


  Zinal and my father were examining the pile of monster corpses with grave expressions on their faces. I gave them an inquisitive look.


  “They feel really bitter about it,” Fische said with an amused smile.


  My father and Zinal answered him with sour looks.


  “Bitter? Why?”


  What could they possibly be bitter about? Oh, wait… Is it because they didn’t notice Ciel was fighting monsters? You know that’s a good point—why didn’t we notice?


  “When there’s a fight, the trees swish and the magic energy fluctuates, yet they didn’t notice any of that,” Fische explained.


  That’s right. When there’s a fight, the sounds and the magic are dead giveaways. So why didn’t we notice?


  A glance at Ciel revealed the creature was very pleased with itself.


  “Ciel…were you trying to hide your fight?”


  I highly doubted it.


  Mrrrow.


  Wait, I was right?!


  “But why? Did you have some reason?”


  Ciel’s head gave an inquisitive tilt. Did that mean no? Then why would Ciel intentionally take extra long to fight them?


  “Maybe Ciel was just having fun?” my father suggested.


  Mrrrow.


  Ciel’s answer startled my father. Was it really as simple as that? I looked at Ciel…who seemed just as proud as before.


  “So that’s it? You really just did it for fun?” I asked.


  Mrrrow.


  There was something a little different about Ciel today. The adandara was very powerful, but killing a bunch of monsters without causing a fluctuation of magic or making a sound had to be quite the undertaking. And Ciel was always so careful not to do anything too reckless. It knew I worried.


  “You don’t think Ciel got high off the karyo fumes?”


  “What?!”


  Zinal wandered over and pressed both hands to Ciel’s face. He was giving the adandara’s eyes an extra-thorough inspection.


  “Do Ciel’s eyes look a little red?” he asked.


  I joined Zinal and looked into Ciel’s eyes. They did seem a little redder than usual, but it was only a slight difference. I wouldn’t have noticed if Zinal hadn’t said anything.


  “I never heard of karyo fumes doing that.” My father gave Ciel’s head a pat.


  “Karyo is a dangerous narcotic, so we’re still learning as much as we can about it, no matter how small the detail. There’s still so much we don’t know, you see. And there was one rumor that said monsters get excited off karyo flower fumes. The catch is, that rumor only spread among a very small group of people, so people thought it wasn’t likely. Of course, addicts could also have started the rumor, so it’s only natural that we wouldn’t know.”


  Mrrrow?


  Ciel gave Zinal an inquisitive look.


  “Um…will Ciel be okay?” I asked.


  “If it’s just a karyo high, yeah. Ciel is still moving normally and seems perfectly lucid.”


  Mrrrow.


  Then I guess we’re in the clear. Still, being able to kill monsters without using magic or making a sound when you’re so high and excited sure is an incredible feat. Most people would get sloppy and erratic when they’re excited. Maybe it’s the hunter’s instinct? Oh, wait!


  “Maybe that’s why the slimes were playing different games than usual…”


  Well, those kids sometimes defy expectations anyway. We can’t exactly know for sure they were high.


  “It’s harder to diagnose the slimes,” my father said, glancing at Sora and Flame, who had just emerged from the hole in the wall.


  “Okay.”


  They did look a bit drunk with excitement, but they also didn’t seem all that different from their usual selves.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  …Yeah, it’s impossible to tell.


  “All right, let’s keep an eye on Ciel while we clean up. We can’t leave the monsters or karyo roots like this.”


  Zinal gave Ciel’s head a pat. The beast’s tail was moving much more calmly now.


  “Zinal and Ivy, can you take care of the hole together?”


  “But what about you, Dad?”


  “I’m going to bring the dried roots out of the cave.”


  But they’re toxic… Will he be okay?


  “I’ll help.”


  “No, Fische, you really should hold off.”


  Zinal and I both nodded in agreement.


  “I’ll be fine,” Fische insisted. “Won’t that be too much for you to handle alone?”


  My father did have only one arm, after all.


  “Well, sure, but…”


  “Don’t be a martyr.”


  With that, Fische marched right into the cave. The way my father hurried after him made me wonder if they were going to be all right.


  “Once he gets an idea in his head, he won’t be talked down.” With a shrug, Zinal took a shovel out of his magic bag. I was amazed at the variety of items that always emerged from his magic bag. I thought I should ask him to show me everything that was in there.


  “Ivy!”


  “Agh! What’s wrong, Dad?”


  That startled me. What’s going on?


  “Where’s Sol?”


  Sol looked sleepy before we entered the cave, so I put it in a bag…


  “Sol should be in the bag… Oh, wait, I was wrong.”


  I didn’t open the bag by mistake, did I?


  “Ah, I thought so. Sol is eating the dried roots.”


  “What?!”


  Chapter 567:
Magic of the Ground


   


  I QUICKLY FOLLOWED MY FATHER into the room where the dried roots were being kept.


  “Sol!”


  Sol looked at me, cheeks stuffed with roots, then went right back to eating without a care, which annoyed me a little. Then again, I knew I should be worried. Would Sol be okay?


  “Sol…are you all right?”


  “Pefu!”


  The cheek-stuffed Sol gave me a curious look.


  You’re still eating…? Wait, you are eating, aren’t you? I see bits of root sticking out from your little mouth.


  As I watched Sol, its tentacles pulled the roots out of its mouth and flung them away. 


  …I guess that was the part you didn’t want.


  “Is Sol eating?” I asked the others. It just looked to me like the little slime was stuffing its face with roots but not ingesting them.


  “I don’t think Sol is eating the actual roots. But the stench is gone from the roots it ate, so Sol is clearly extracting something from them.”


  That stench that makes us feel sick is gone? But they said that part is toxic…


  “Is Sol eating poison?” I nervously asked Fische.


  He shook his head. “I’m not really sure. Sol eats magic energy, right?”


  When I confirmed that, Fische got a pensive look on his face.


  “Magic energy in the roots…”


  “Don’t you think it’s ground magic?”


  Magic energy from the ground…I remembered reading about that in a book. There was magic energy flowing in the ground, undetected by most people, and that was why trees had a lot of magic. They sucked up magic from the ground along with water and nutrients.


  But wait a minute… I remember the book also saying that the magic energy in trees from the ground is a different type from the magic humans have, so it’s impossible for us to use it.


  “Hey, Dad, humans can’t use magic energy from the ground, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Ground magic can’t be used by humans or monsters. You can’t even detect ground magic in the first place unless you have that skill.”


  “Uh-huh, that’s what I thought.”


  There were trace amounts of ground magic in tree fruit and nuts, but the magic disappeared when they were picked. I remembered that because I thought it was very fascinating.


  “But it’s well established that when ground magic is fed through plants, it transforms. The ground magic that accumulates in plants transforms into a fruit called magisoul. This transformed magic energy is famous as a food source for monsters.”


  I do remember reading about monsters who only feed on the magisoul from trees deep in the forest. Okay, so that’s a transformed type of ground magic. Are those trees special, then?


  “Arbor Magiblight is said to come from ground magic. By staying in the tree, the magic energy mutates into a form that can impact humans and monsters alike.”


  I remembered Magiblight was a tree sickness that occurred when trees had abnormal levels of pent-up magic. It harmed the area around the infected trees.


  “If ground magic mutates when it’s pent-up, then Sol should react to something even as small as a karyo field. But since there was no reaction at first, maybe drying the roots mutated the magic energy in them.”


  I did remember Sol hadn’t reacted when we encountered the karyo fields—but I wasn’t entirely sure, because I didn’t know when it had left the bag.


  “Hey, Sol, how about this?” Zinal brought a non-dried Karyo root to the slime.


  “Pefu!”


  Sol looked away in disgust.


  “So they do need to be dried.”


  So that means my father’s theory was right? Wait, why are some of these karyo roots still in good shape? All the roots in this cave were either dried or killed by Sol. Did we save some of them for some reason?


  Sensing something in my scrutinizing gaze, Zinal quickly explained. “Ivy, we didn’t set these aside to use them for drugs. We need a few plants as evidence.”


  “Evidence?”


  “That’s right. We need to show that the crime happened, don’t we?”


  “Right. Now I see.”


  You don’t need to look so relieved, Zinal. I knew you must have had some good reason.


  “So the magic mutates when the roots are dried… Is that true only with karyo flowers, or does it also apply to other plants? Now I kind of want to know…” Fische stared intently at the dried karyo roots.


  “Fische, stay back or you’ll poison yourself. You’re still not fully recovered yet as it is.”


  The frustration in Zinal’s voice brought a sheepish grin to Fische’s face.


  “Sorry, Sol’s antics made it slip my mind.”


  “You stupid son of a—”


  “Ha ha! Sorry.”


  Usually Fische was the one frustrated by Zinal’s antics, but it was opposite day. What a rare spectacle. Did we have the drugs to thank for this?


  “Okay, let’s take the roots Sol ate outside!”


  “The hole still isn’t done yet. We’ll hop to it.”


  Zinal and I were slacking on our task. We needed to hurry.


  “Oh, if the toxins are gone from the roots, we can probably just burn them.”


  Zinal brought one of the roots Sol had eaten to his nose and sniffed it. Then he took out a pocket knife, cut a nick in the root, and tasted it.


  “Is it okay?” My father frowned worriedly at Zinal.


  “Dad?”


  “If it’s still toxic, it’s dangerous to eat.”


  Zinal rolled his eyes. “I was checking to see if it was still toxic. We wouldn’t want to just burn them and poison ourselves.”


  “Still, that’s no excuse to put it in your mouth,” I admonished him. “What if it was poisonous?”


  I did wish he wouldn’t scare us all like that.


  “A small dose won’t kill me. Besides, I didn’t feel so much as a tingle, so there’s no toxins to worry about anyway.”


  I sighed in relief. It was all well and good that he’d turned out to be right, but what if he had been wrong?


  “Come on, I’m fine,” he insisted. “I’ve built up a tolerance to low-toxicity materials.”


  He’s built up a tolerance?


  I gave Zinal a scrutinizing stare, and he answered with an awkward smile.


  “A lot of people have it out for investigators like us. We have to build up our defenses.”


  Wow… It really must be tough being an investigator.


  “Anyway, that’s all I’ll say about that. Let’s carry these things out.”


  With a shrug at Zinal, my father started filling a wooden box with the roots.


  “Druid, since the toxins are gone, can’t we just put them in magic bags?”


  That would indeed let us carry out a lot in one trip.


  “Well, we don’t have a way to figure out whether the toxins are completely gone from all the roots…”


  I guess the toxic compounds might linger in our magic bags. I definitely wouldn’t want that to happen.


  “Fair point.”


  With a nod at my father, Fische shut his magic bag and started to fill a wooden box instead. I joined them, collecting the roots Sol’s tentacles had tossed away and dumping them in the box.


  “I’ll bring this out.”


  After the box was filled, Zinal took it away.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “No problem.”


  The three of us gathered all the roots Sol had flung away and put them into wooden boxes which Zinal carried outside. After we’d repeated the process about a dozen times, all of the roots had been carried out.


  “Let’s leave this behind,” Fische said. He had put just one root Sol had eaten into the box.


  “Just one lone karyo root in a cave. And without a scent, too. It’s a shame we can’t see the look on the face of whoever’s in charge of this cave.”


  “You’re a sick man, you know.”


  I couldn’t help but agree with my father.


  “Am I? But I’m just offering a heartfelt gift! My little way of saying kiss my ass.”


  I came out of the cave just in time to see the roots from the last wooden box dropped into the flames.


  “Is that the end already? Wasn’t that too fast?” Fische asked in shock.


  “Well, they did burn really quickly,” Zinal replied with a smile.


  “It must’ve taken a lot of work to dry these roots so much, but they sure burned easier that way.”


  Aha… That’s why he’s got such a big grin on his face.


  “Zinal, you’re looking like quite the evil mastermind. We should get moving as soon as they’re done burning.”


  “Good idea. The cartel was so careful they used a rare magic item to make an entrance to their stash. If they find out something happened here, they’ll summon their friends.”


  Definitely a possibility. Will it really be safe for us to go straight to Okanny Village from here?


  Chapter 568:
Want!


   


  AFTER WE BURNED the karyo roots, my father incinerated the berserk monster corpses with his sword.


  “Damn, what power,” Zinal remarked.


  “Yeah, but I can’t do that when I’m fighting.”


  Zinal took the sword from my father and gazed at the magic stone. “Why not? With that power, you could make short work of any foe.”


  “Sure, it’s nice if I hit my target, but if they dodge, the trees around them get burned.”


  “Hm?” Zinal gave my father an inquisitive stare.


  “In other words, I don’t have full control over it yet,” my father shrugged sheepishly. Zinal gave a commiserating smile.


  “Dad, is that sword hard to use?”


  It was the sword Sora and Flame had made together. All the times I’d seen my father use it so far, he hadn’t looked incapable…


  “As an ordinary sword, nothing tops it. It’s nicely lightweight, and it has a good grip. It feels like an extension of my body when I swing it. But I can’t unleash the magic stone’s full potential, especially against fast-moving monsters. It’s a simple lack of skill on my part.”


  I wondered about my father’s excuse. There was a bitterness in his eye when he took the sword back from Zinal. In my opinion, he was holding himself to too high a standard. After all, he was handily killing even the fastest monsters with magic attacks. He must have been using the magic stone to do that.


  “Someday, I’ll be able to wield this sword perfectly,” he promised.


  He was already so powerful… If he perfected that sword, he was sure to become the strongest dad in the world.


  “Aww, lucky bastard. Sora, Flame, can you make me a sword like that?”


  I gave Zinal a startled look. He had slunk over to Sora and Flame and started pleading to them. And that wasn’t the disturbing part—it was his voice. It sounded cloyingly sweet… Very unsettling.


  “Zinal…you’re creeping me out.”


  There was a look of discomfort in Fische’s eye as he stared at Zinal, and I had to agree. Even Sora and Flame seemed to be leaning away from him. I sympathized, since I’d been on the receiving end of those Zinal eyes before.


  “Ivy, I hope you aren’t thinking something terribly rude right now.”


  I looked into Zinal’s eyes and shook my head.


  “Come on, stop messing around and let’s go,” Fische said.


  I quickly hoisted Toron into the basket hanging on my father’s shoulder and placed sleepy Sol in the bag. Sora and Flame were already chasing after Ciel, who was walking at the helm. Everyone was carefree, as always.


  “Someday, they will make me one.”
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  Fische rolled his eyes at Zinal. “Let’s just go. I don’t want to run into the drug cartel.”


  “I know, I know. But can you blame me for being jealous of Druid’s sword?! You can’t just buy something like that.”


  “Is it really that rare?” I asked.


  I had heard my father’s sword was incredible, but was it really worth all of Zinal’s envy? He already had a very fine sword of his own.


  “Oh, it’s the rarest of the rare. In fact, it’s probably one of a kind. If you found another one like it, it’d be a miracle.”


  Is it really that rare? Isn’t he exaggerating? Sure, it’s lighter than any other sword, but it still seems pretty average to me.


  “It’s easy to get used to, and it’s very lightweight,” Zinal explained.


  So it is unusually light.


  “It’s just the perfect weight for swinging. If it’s too light, a sword is hard to use.”


  Oh, really? I always thought the lighter the better.


  Zinal looked at my father. “I’ve kept my mouth shut all this time, but every time I see him use that sword, I’m consumed with desire.”


  With a sigh, Zinal turned his focus forward again. My father just offered him a cynical smile, saying nothing back. Whether Zinal got his sword was entirely up to Sora and Flame.


  I looked at the pair, who were riding atop Ciel’s back. They really didn’t have a care in the world. I had a feeling they would be better off sleeping in the bag, though.


  It would supposedly take about five days to travel from the cave to Okanny Village, but since Fische had made the calculation, I assumed it would take more than that. And that was if we made good time.


  “Ciel, are we going off course?”


  Mrrrow.


  After two days of traveling on the road that connected the cave to the village, Ciel veered off of it. Since this happened a lot, I followed without thinking, but there seemed to be something specific on Ciel’s mind.


  “Is something out there?” Zinal asked.


  Mrrrow.


  Ciel looked back on the road we’d just traveled. We all looked over our shoulders in turn, but we didn’t sense anybody approaching. We searched for auras in the area, but there was no sign of a monster or animal or human.


  “Maybe somebody’s coming our way?” 


  “Is it the cartel?” 


  Ciel gave a strange look to Zinal and Fische, who had asked their questions simultaneously.


  Oh, so they’re both wrong?


  “I guess that’s a no?” Zinal fell into thought.


  “You’re not asking the right way. Hey, Ciel—are there people coming?” my father asked.


  Mrrrow, Ciel answered my father. The other two questions must have been fired off too fast to hear properly.


  “Is it the cartel?” my father followed up.


  Ciel stayed silent.


  “You don’t know who it is?”


  Mrrrow.


  That made sense.


  “They’re taking the long route so we can’t sense their auras,” Fische said, pointing at the map.


  “That sounds right,” Zinal chuckled. “We destroyed a huge karyo crop, so they’re probably in a frenzy trying to find us.”


  They both looked quite amused by the fact that we had destroyed a karyo crop, and I couldn’t help but feel proud about that, too. In fact, I was downright elated.


  “Ciel, there’s a river that way. Is that where we’re going?” Fische asked, showing Ciel the map. It was a familiar sight to me by then, but it still felt oddly uncanny.


  “A river, eh?” My father peered at the map. “If the cartel finds us, won’t we have a hell of a time running away?”


  I wondered how big the river was. If it was one even I could ford, I’d feel much more secure about it.


  “This map says it isn’t all that large,” my father said.


  “Yeah… We’ll probably be okay?” Fische shrugged.


  “Assuming the map is accurate.”


  Fische chuckled softly. “Fair point. Putting too much faith in a map can sometimes land you in big trouble.”


  I imagined that was an experience every traveler had at some point.


  “But if we’re trying to be stealthy, traveling by the river is a good strategy,” Fische said.


  My father and Zinal looked where Fische was pointing on the map and nodded.


  “Ivy, look.”


  I obeyed my father and checked out the map. Fische pointed and explained the path we would take. I studied the map as I listened, and I could see that taking ease of walking and distance into consideration, the river was our best bet.


  “Think you can do this?” my father asked me after Fische finished talking me through the trek.


  “Yeah.”


  There was a patch of boulders in one part that would be tough to walk through, but better that than the cartel finding us.


  “Then let’s go.” Fische shut away the map and looked at Ciel.


  Mrrrow.


  Okay, let’s do this!


  After we walked for a while, the boulders noted on the map came into view. However, they weren’t as jagged as the map had implied.


  “This is nothing like what I was expecting,” I said.


  “Me neither. We should make more ground today than we planned. Just don’t push yourself too hard, okay?” My father rested a gentle hand on the top of my head.


  “I’ll be fine.”


  I paid attention to the jagged rocks sticking up out of the ground as I walked. The map said these rocks were quite big, but there wasn’t anything like that as far as I could see. Maybe this wasn’t the spot the map was referring to? I thought it was a bit strange as we headed toward the river.


  “I hear the river,” my father remarked.


  “Me, too.”


  Well, there was a mistake on the map, but thank goodness it was a happy one.


  Chapter 569:
Let’s Help Them


   


  WE WALKED ALONG THE RIVER for five days. Fische said we would reach the village in one more day.


  “Hold up,” Zinal said.


  Everybody stopped.


  “I sense somebody.”


  I searched for human auras in the direction Zinal was pointing…and found five. There was something odd about them, though. It didn’t feel like they were masked adventurer auras, but they were very faint.


  “Those are some dim auras,” Fische remarked. “Maybe that’s why we didn’t sense them before?”


  So Fische noticed it as well.


  “Maybe they’re dim…because they’re dying?”


  Fische’s suggestion prompted my father to put his guard up, stick close to me, and draw his sword.


  “Yeah, feels like it,” he agreed. “What’s the plan?”


  Zinal quickly unsheathed his sword and toughened his guard. “I don’t sense any monster auras, but berserk ones are tough to spot.”


  Zinal took the map from Fische and checked something.


  “They might be close to the village road.”


  The village road. That meant they might’ve been ambushed by bandits rather than berserk monsters.


  “They’re alive, right?”


  “Yeah. Since we can sense their auras, they’re still alive—for now.”


  Fische and Zinal exchanged glances. They were clearly torn on whether to help or not.


  “Shouldn’t we help them?” I asked.


  My father always told me that helping others tended to land you in trouble. But if these people were clinging to life, I wanted to help them.


  My father looked at me and smiled. “You’re right. We’ll regret it if we don’t try to help.”


  I nodded. We might regret helping them if we wound up in trouble, but we would regret not helping them even more.


  “I guess we’ll deal with any trouble that comes our way if and when it does,” Zinal said. “Ciel, we’re counting on you if something happens and we have to run for it.”


  Zinal gave Ciel’s head a pat.


  Mrrrow, the adandara trilled confidently.


  Zinal’s cheeks softened. “Good friend.”


  Now that we’d shaken off our nerves a little, we headed toward the dim auras.


  “Should we use Sora’s potions?” I asked.


  If they’d been attacked, they must have been badly wounded.


  “No, let’s not. I don’t want to put up with the trouble of them seeing it.”


  Oh, that’s right! Wait a minute…


  I looked at Sora, who was bouncing playfully beside me.


  Sora is always eager to heal wounded people or monsters, but it’s not behaving that way now. So maybe those people aren’t wounded?


  “They’re pretty far away.”


  We walked for about thirty minutes after we detected the auras. A little off the village road, we found a toppled cart with two dead horses. And from the look of their bodies in the distance, six male adventurers. Since we could only sense five auras, one of them had probably died. As I stared curiously at the face-down corpse, something felt off. I thought for a moment, but I still didn’t know what it was.


  “There’re no anomalies in the surrounding area. Let’s go in.”


  Keeping a cautious eye on the area around us, Zinal made his approach. My father and I were staying back and keeping watch, just in case things went south. Since we couldn’t have them see my creatures, they were hiding in their bag.


  “Are you okay? Here’s a potion. Drink up.”


  Zinal and Fische handed out potions for everyone to drink. They were proper potions, so they would take effect right away.


  “I haven’t seen solid-colored potions in a long time. Why do you think it feels so strange to me? They’re legitimate potions.”


  I nodded at my father, who was smiling sheepishly. I had also come to think of proper potions as odd, probably because I was used to seeing deteriorated ones with odd colors every day.


  “We handle weird-colored degraded potions on the daily, then when we’re feeling even slightly off, Sora and Flame give us sparkling potions. We never use normal ones anymore,” my father said.


  “Yeah. We’ve got them in our bags, though.”


  We’d use Sora’s potions if we were alone when we got hurt, but we couldn’t do that if people were around, so my father ­carried proper potions just in case. We never once had to use them, though. Wait, no, I did take a normal potion out of my bag just once. But that was when I traded it out for a new one. The old potion became slime dinner, not first aid.


  “Looks like everything’s okay.”


  I followed my father’s gaze to see the five people up and talking. Their movements were a little awkward, as if they were still in pain. As I stared intently at the way they moved, Zinal gave us the all-clear sign. At least we knew they weren’t going to attack us.


  “Ivy, keep your guard up. They’re dressed like merchants, but I’m sure they’re adventur…”


  I looked up at my father when he stopped mid-sentence. I felt like he’d paused in an odd place.


  “Dad?”


  What was wrong?


  “Sorry. From the way they move, I just don’t sense the roughness that you get with adventurers.”


  Roughness?


  I looked at the quintet again…and they did indeed seem to have some sort of elegant or refined vibe. They were a little different from the adventurers you’d see in any town or village.


  “Druid, Ivy…”


  At Zinal’s command, we emerged from our hiding place.


  “These are our friends. Come this way.”


  I got a better look at the quintet as we drew closer. They were a bit too muscular to be merchants, and they didn’t bat an eye at the sight of us, either. If they’d been merchants, they could have masked their auras so that not even my father or I could have detected them. What’s more, unlike merchants, their auras were quite sharp.


  “Aren’t they even going to try to fool us?” I asked.


  “I’m not sure?”


  Had they forgotten to do it, just like the adventurers we found at the illegal dump? No…it couldn’t be the same thing twice.


  “These men are knights,” Zinal told us.


  Oh, thank goodness. So they didn’t forget.


  Zinal gave my relaxed posture a curious look. I smiled sheepishly and shook my head in response.


  “Knights?” my father asked.


  That’s right. Zinal said they were knights. Why are knights dressed as merchants?


  I gave the five a once-over. Aside from their physiques and auras, they could have passed for merchants…maybe?


  No, no, I don’t think they could pull it off. My three travel companions are way too sharp when they size someone up.


  “Bold move, impersonating merchants with those muscles. Just a tip, if you’re serious about it, be more careful about how you look at people,” my father told them.


  Zinal burst out laughing. The oldest-looking man in the group smiled sheepishly and nodded.


  “We’re well aware we didn’t give a very convincing performance.”


  The other four looked a bit uncomfortable with what their companion was saying. It seemed like they had no confidence in their acting abilities, either.


  “Wouldn’t disguising yourselves as adventurers have worked out better?” my father teased.


  One of the knights shook his head. “We needed to look like we were completely defenseless.”


  What?! Defenseless? With those muscles? Don’t they realize there’s no way they can pull that off?


  “Merchants hire people to carry their goods, so we figured we could pass for those workers.”


  I looked at the knight who was talking and examined him from head to toe. He was tall and heavily muscled all over. I supposed he could indeed have passed for somebody hired to carry goods. And the other knights were pretty muscular, though not as much as the one who was talking. But then why were they dressed like merchants? The workers who carried their merchandise dressed much more casually.


  “Well, you aren’t dressed right for that,” my father told them.


  “Oh dear, you really think so? We had our suspicions, but even though we arranged for the clothing of merchant assistants, we wore these clothes instead, thinking we were wrong. It all appears to be a big misunderstanding.”


  My father rolled his eyes at the knight, who smiled meekly in reply. As I chuckled over the pair, my eyes wandered to the deceased knight. Things were so peaceful I had forgotten there was a dead man in our midst.


  “Um, is he…”


  I pointed at the face-down man. One of the knights lifted the dead body’s arm. I was shocked at how unceremonious he was being with the deceased.


  “You mean the doll?”


  It’s a doll?


  I looked at my father, then at the propped-up person.


  “Oh…it really is a giant doll.”


  So that’s why I felt like something was a bit off when I saw it earlier. But what are they doing with a life-sized doll?


  Chapter 570:
Beyond Unlucky


   


  “IF YOU’RE KNIGHTS…does that mean you’re protecting the royal family?”


  Zinal eyed the knights as he picked up the fallen bag.


  Protecting the royal family… Oh, the doll must be a body double for royalty! But would somebody who’s after royalty really be fooled by a giant doll?


  Zinal retrieved the fallen bag and brought it to the knights, who still seemed to be having trouble moving.


  “Thank you.”


  Zinal shook his head at the knight’s gratitude. I had seen knights before, but I’d never seen them treat people with such respect.


  “I’m sorry… You were very kind to rescue us, but I can’t answer that question,” the knight said uncomfortably.


  Zinal frowned and shook his head. “I understand. It’s probably for the best that you can’t tell us; we’re sick of getting caught up in trouble.”


  I agreed that avoiding royal drama was of the utmost importance.


  “Well, this is a complicated moment of time we’re in,” my father said with a shrug.


  Fische nodded. I remembered then that there was a succession dispute between the two princes going on at the moment.


  Once we got all their belongings in order, we took a moment to catch our breath. Their cart must have taken quite a tumble, since their luggage had been scattered in all four directions.


  “That took longer than I thought,” my father remarked.


  “Uh-huh. Is this all of it?” I asked.


  “Yeah… Well, actually, I’m not sure, since everything was thrown so far. But I think we’ve done enough.”


  My father and I checked the surrounding area, and as far as we could tell, we had gathered everything. The more important matter was that their horses were dead. It was hard to say how they were going to proceed.


  I glanced at Zinal, who was talking with one of the knights a few yards away. I supposed they were discussing their options. From the look of it, the conversation wasn’t all that pleasant.


  “Druid, come here a second,” Zinal called.


  My father gave me a questioning look, and I gave him my blessing to go, deciding to stay where he could see me.


  “Ivy, don’t get too close to the knights,” he murmured worriedly.


  “Huh? Um, sure.”


  As I watched my father jog off to talk to Zinal, I made a face. The knights were sprawled on the floor, gathering their belongings. They just looked exhausted to me, and not at all like they were scheming anything, but since my father had bothered to warn me about them, I decided I would absolutely keep my distance.


  “Are you boys thirsty?” Fische asked, bringing the knights some hot tea.


  When the knights sipped the tea, they looked into the cups with shocked expressions. I couldn’t help but laugh at the sight.


  “We use wild tea leaves we forage in the forest,” Fische explained.


  “It’s really good,” a knight said.


  “Thanks.”


  Fische turned and winked at me, and I answered with a tiny smile. I was glad I’d put in the work and foraged all that tea beforehand.


  “Ouch!”


  One of the knights rubbed his arm. We’d given them potions, but he still seemed to be in a little pain. The area he was rubbing must have had a nasty wound. Official potions left traces of pain behind when the wounds were deep, but Sora’s potions cured wounds and took away all the pain.


  “Thank you for the tea. By the way, where were you folks headed?” the knight asked.


  “To Okanny Village. We were hoping to have a slow, uneventful trip…”


  The knights made a face at Fische’s strange expression. He noticed and shrugged his shoulders.


  “It was pretty eventful.”


  Eventful… Drugs, illegal dumps, and corrupt guild masters… Far too eventful, in fact.


  “Okanny Village, you say?”


  The knight looked at the toppled cart. They were going to try to right it after they’d rested a bit more, but with their horses dead, I wasn’t sure what the point would be.


  “We’ll need more horses, so we’ll probably need to head back to Okanny Village ourselves. Our parties might wind up traveling together.”


  “I had the same thought,” Fische said.


  I hadn’t realized it sooner, but if we were headed to the same place, it did make sense that we would travel together. I looked at the bag containing my creatures and felt bad, knowing they were going to have a cramped journey.


  I left Fische’s side and made way to the carriage. A glance at my father revealed he was still talking with Zinal and the knight. I stared at him until I caught his attention, then I pointed at the carriage to signal to him where I would be. My father nodded and smiled, showing he’d received my message.


  I checked the damage on the cart and found it wasn’t all that severe. There was only a crack on the side of the carriage that had made contact with the ground. There were skid marks on the ground, so I was impressed that the carriage had made it out with only a scratch. The wheels were still in good shape. All they needed was some minor repairs and some horses, and they would be good to go.


  I looked the entire cart up and down. It had no decorations and was branded with a very basic-looking seal. Even if someone told me there was royalty inside, I wouldn’t believe them.


  “What’s up?”


  Hearing my father’s voice behind me, I turned around. “I was just thinking this carriage looks awfully plain for something that carries royalty.”


  I figured most people would agree with me.


  “You’re right. But that’s how they kept the damages minimal.”


  Oh, really?


  I looked at the carriage again. Was it really thanks to the plain build?


  “Oh, I get it! Decorated parts of a carriage drag more easily, so they cause more damage.”


  “That’s right. It’s amazing how much farther the carriage drags along the ground when it’s decorated with fabrics.”


  It did make sense. Fabric was more likely to catch on things and lead to a lot of damage. So it was this carriage’s plain design that had helped it survive with just a crack.


  “Oh, how did the talk go?” I asked.


  Had they decided to travel to Okanny Village in one big party, like that one knight had suggested?


  “Zinal and I both had our reservations, but we decided to go to Okanny in a caravan. We couldn’t turn them down and risk being suspected of foul play.”


  He had a point.


  “We also told them about the drugs we found in the cave.”


  “You did?”


  “We had to. They’re knights.”


  I gave my father a strange look. What did them being knights have to do with anything?


  “Knights under direct command of the crown can be quite useful for keeping nobles in check.”


  Nobles—the grown-ups in my party believed that they were involved in this scandal. I had to admit, the plot was quite large in scale. If nobles weren’t behind it, then it had to be a group of people just as powerful…like the church.


  “Ivy, you just pictured something unpleasant, didn’t you?”


  “Huh?!”


  How could he tell?


  “You probably didn’t know, but you got a very sour look on your face just now.”


  My father tapped my forehead with his finger. He was probably referring to the crease between my frowning brows.


  “Am I really that easy to read?”


  “Yeah. Your eyes were especially lethal.”


  My eyes? I had no idea.


  “Oh, I forgot to ask—who attacked the knights?”


  The question had been bugging me all this time. From the look of things, their assailants were quite capable.


  “They said they were attacked by berserk monsters.”


  “Ah.”


  So they’re still out there.


  “Three times, too.”


  Whoa…three times?! That’s a bit…extreme…


  “They have the worst luck.”


  I couldn’t help but agree with my father. After all, being attacked three times was beyond unlucky.


  “Wait, where did the berserk monsters go, then?”


  They had just survived the third berserk monster attack. Since they were still alive, that must mean they had killed the monsters…but I saw no monster corpses nearby.


  “The carnage from all three monster attacks was thoroughly disposed of. Don’t worry.”


  I gave him a quizzical look.


  “They landed in their current state because the people targeting the doll attacked them when they were already fatigued from the monster attacks. They had managed to give their pursuers the slip all this time, but they finally ran out of luck.”


  Their doll? Ohh, right, they’re protecting the royal family. Still, I’m starting to really feel sorry for these knights…


  Chapter 571:
The Thirdborn Prince


   


  WE HAD BEEN TRAVELING with the knights to Okanny Village for two days.


  “Sorry, we’ll catch something and be right back.” One of the knights, the leader Holl, bowed his head to Zinal apologetically.


  “No need to rush. There might still be some berserk monsters nearby.”


  “Quite right. I’ll be careful.”


  We found out that their magic bag containing provisions for the journey had been ripped when they were attacked by berserk monsters, and they didn’t have enough food. We barely had enough provisions to cover everyone, so the knights decided to go hunting in the forest, but Holl looked terribly remorseful. He apologized for separating from us when he had promised to protect us all the way to the village. I didn’t think he needed to worry about it, but he was clearly a very by-the-book sort of person.


  “Be careful out there,” I called out to the five knights with a wave as they headed into the forest.


  Zinal sighed tiredly beside me. “They’re good guys…but they’re tight-asses.”


  “You said it,” my father chuckled.


  I had to agree that it wouldn’t hurt them to be more flexible.


  “It felt weird when they told me it was bedtime and we needed to turn in,” Zinal remarked.


  “It sure did,” my father sighed. “When I told them it was only eight o’clock, they said, ‘Yes…and?’”


  “What scared me more was the early-morning training,” Fische shuddered.


  That had startled me, too. I woke up early sensing some auras moving about outside the tent, so I peeked outside to see what it was…and found the knights were running back and forth. As I stood and watched in a daze, they switched to some stretching, then jumped straight into their forms. And everyone was dead silent. I could understand them not wanting to yell in the middle of a forest, but this completely soundless training session… Fische was right. It was very unsettling. Holl explained to us later that they had to perform the routine every morning to keep their reflexes sharp.


  “Oh! I can let everyone out to play while they’re gone…”


  I opened the bag containing my creatures, and they all jumped out vigorously.


  “Hey, guys, sorry you have to stay cooped up.”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  “Pefu!”


  Mrrrow.


  My creatures jiggled and cheered in reply. It was a relief to see them so joyful. Ciel immediately returned to adandara form with a happy stretch. Toron was still asleep, so we left the little tree in its cage.


  We all had a leisurely tea break. We had only gone one day without it, but it felt like ages, probably because of the knights’ constant presence. We really couldn’t get a moment’s peace. Still, I had mixed feelings about the knights being away hunting for food.


  “You know, Dad, we never had a food emergency. Ciel has always hunted more than enough for us.”


  Whenever we were in danger of running out of meat, Ciel would bring us a kill right away. I wondered how Ciel knew. Maybe the keen creature unconsciously communicated with my father.


  “You know, you’re right.” My father patted the head of Ciel, who was lying down nearby.


  Ciel gave a contented purr in reply. I looked at my slimes to find them in particularly high spirits. It must have felt good to play after spending a day trapped in a bag.


  Still, feeding them breakfast and lunch the previous day had been quite the ordeal. Especially Sol. Since magic items were not small like potions, it was difficult to move the items from the magic bag to Sol’s bag. My father and I eventually managed to sneak off alone to feed Sol, but with five knights in our presence, it was quite difficult to get anything past them. 


  And what’s more, even though my creatures were really good sports about it, we had to sleep in a tent the night before. With eight grown men in the party, they took turns standing watch so we all could get a good night’s sleep, meaning I had to force my poor creatures to stay in their bag. If it had been just us in the tent, I could have let them out to move freely.


  “I guess we really should have held our ground and insisted we travel separately,” Zinal said. “Sorry, guys.” He petted each of their heads in turn.


  “Well, they’re knights. It’s their duty to protect people,” Zinal conceded. “Their moral code wouldn’t let them abandon a traveling party with a small child when there are berserk monsters around. They wouldn’t have thought we could actually travel safer through the forest without them.”


  “Yeah, I don’t suppose they would have thought that,” Fische agreed.


  The knights had indeed appeared to be moving with my safety in mind. They always held a protective formation around me whenever we walked the village road, and when we were pitching our tents, Holl had placed mine between his and Zinal’s and told me to run into either of theirs at the slightest sound. I doubted retreating into their tents would be necessary, since Ciel and my father were both in mine.


  Wait a minute… Did we agree to travel to the village in one big party because I’m a child?


  “Is it my fault we’re all together?” I asked.


  “No.” My father shook his head.


  But it did seem like the knights were acting so clingy because of me.


  “Those knights probably belong to the thirdborn prince.”


  The thirdborn prince? There’s more than two? I gave Zinal a questioning look. 


  “I think you’re probably right,” Fische agreed. “I heard a rumor that they’d been sent out from the royal capital. Mm, I’m in the mood for something sweet…” Fische pulled some deep-fried sweets out of the bag and arranged them on a plate. “Help yourself.”


  “Thanks. Why were they sent out from the capital?” I asked Fische, popping a treat into my mouth. It tasted even better than usual. Maybe I was more tired than I thought.


  “Probably to keep out of the firstborn and secondborn princes’ trivial squabble. The two older princes keep scheming to win their younger brother over, since he’s their father’s favorite. But if he sides with the firstborn prince, the secondborn will try to kill him, and if he sides with the secondborn, the firstborn will try to kill him. Either way, he’ll be on the run from assassins.”


  Eek. More assassins?


  “When we were still in the royal capital, we caught a certain rumor on the wind…”


  A rumor? I looked at Fische. For some reason, he was gathering stones off the ground.


  “In the middle of the night, ten horse carts secretly left the capital. There was eyewitness testimony that confirmed it.”


  Ten horse carts? And somebody saw them leaving?


  “Apparently, the thirdborn prince was hiding in one of the ten carts.”


  Fische lined up the stones he had gathered. There were ten of them.


  “Which cart do you think he was in?”


  “Huh?”


  He had used the stones to represent the carts. They all looked like average stones, and I couldn’t tell the difference between them. The ten carriages must have also looked exactly the same. And one of them contained the thirdborn prince…


  “Are the stones really necessary?” I asked.


  “Nah. Just for the effect.”


  Ugh.


  “Um…don’t you think he wasn’t in any of them?” I asked.


  Why would the prince use a horse-drawn cart if he was trying to hide his escape? The eyewitness testimony and rumor bugged me, too. The whole thing stank of “We’re trying to convince you the thirdborn prince ran away on a horse-drawn cart.”


  “Ha ha! Smart girl, Ivy.” Zinal proudly smiled at me.


  “Huh?”


  “There’s another rumor going around—that given the timing the first rumor started and the fact that it counted the exact number of carts, the carts were unoccupied. The only issue is, somebody claimed they did see someone’s double riding in the carts.”


  A double? As in two… Ohh, as in a body double. That’s what the doll was for! A glance from a distance at night, and you couldn’t tell it wasn’t a real person.


  “There’s a rumor he’s still in the royal capital, and a rumor he escaped in a horse-drawn cart. There’s yet another rumor that he left the royal capital on a completely different day. For a while, all sorts of rumors were bouncing through the royal capital. Since there were so many of them, we couldn’t figure out which one was true from a cursory investigation.”


  So they did investigate, even though assassins were involved…


  “You know…this sounds like a big mess,” I said.


  “I’m guessing that’s what the thirdborn prince was going for. Is he in the capital or not? When did he leave? By making everything so uncertain, he’s kept himself safe. All these gray areas made investigating it nearly impossible.”


  “He knew that simply escaping would mean assassins on his tail,” I nodded in agreement.


  Otherwise, he wouldn’t have bothered to choose such a convoluted escape method.


  “The firstborn and secondborn princes may be dumb, but they’ve got the biggest egos of all time.”


  Ugh. They sound really troublesome.


  “The thirdborn prince must have known they would both blow their tops when they found out they’d been outsmarted. And in fact, a lot of stuff went down after the thirdborn prince disappeared from the royal capital.”


  “Yes, I’m not surprised.”


  What will become of this nation if either of those two princes become king? Will it…just collapse?


  “And here’s yet another rumor—the thirdborn prince was already assassinated.”


  “Huh?!”


  Fische shrugged. “The thirdborn prince has never once been out in public. That’s why there’s rumors that the two other princes already killed him, or that he never existed to begin with.”


  The thirdborn prince…


  “What a mysterious man…”


  Zinal and Fische smiled at my observation. It had absolutely nothing to do with me, but I just might have been rooting for the thirdborn prince to become king. Anybody but the two eldest princes.


  SIDE:
Zinal Protects


   


  ZINAL’S PERSPECTIVE


   


  BEFORE I LEFT THE TENT, I scanned the surrounding area for auras. After detecting one watchman, I left the tent. As I expected, it was Holl, leader of the knights.


  “Hey there. Tired from all that hunting?” I asked.


  They had brought in quite a big kill.


  “I’m all right,” Holl replied.


  There was a hint of hesitation in his face, illuminated by the flame of the fire. I pretended not to notice and sat next to him.


  “I’m putting on the kettle. Want a cup?”


  “Oh! Er, yes, please.”


  A stolen glance revealed the knight was brooding over something. He was probably anxious because he didn’t know why I was there. Not even he was naive enough to think I had just popped out for a cup of tea because I was having trouble sleeping.


  “Here ya go. I brewed it extra strong.”


  I handed him a cup of tea. Holl peered into it and looked as though he wasn’t sure whether or not to drink it.


  “Don’t worry, it’s just tea,” I assured him, taking a sip from my own cup. I had even washed the cups in front of him, so that ought to have convinced him.


  “Sorry about that…I’ve just been through a lot.”


  Holl’s apology made me smile. Though our positions were different, I was just as cautious about what I put in my mouth as he was. I had been through a lot myself.


  “Don’t you think this is too strong?” he asked me.


  “Do you? You can always add more water.”


  Was the tea really that strong? I had put in two scoops.


  I took another sip and said, “Oh, it’s not too strong.”


  “But it is.” Holl added another ladle of water to his cup, tasted it, and nodded. “It’s delicious. Thank you.”


  “You’ve added so much extra water that I can hardly take credit for the tea anymore.”


  Holl laughed at my joke. I still didn’t feel all that convinced, but he seemed less guarded around me, so I decided to count it as a win.


  “I’m sure you’ve figured it out by now?” Holl finally asked the question I was wondering how to bring up.


  I nodded and sipped my tea.


  “Well, of course you did. You’re Zinal of Zephyr.”


  I shrugged in reply. As much as I’d love to take all the credit, Druid had realized the truth, too.


  “Who are you talking about?” I asked.


  “The thirdborn prince,” he answered.


  A quiet laugh escaped Holl’s lips. I glanced at him and saw it was a forced one.


  “Yes, I suppose it was rather obvious.”


  Was it obvious? The horse-drawn carriage was plain and the sort you’d see anywhere. If it hadn’t been attacked and toppled, I wouldn’t have noticed it was built sturdier than normal. And the knights… Yes, there was something uncanny about them. Still, they could have passed for a simple cargo transport. (They were a little too burly for that, though.)


  “The look in your eye gives it away,” I said.


  “Ha ha! Usually my men are much more capable. But when you found us, we were hopeless.”


  Well, yeah, they were at death’s door. In a way, I should commend them for managing to keep up the act at a time like that.


  “So, um, I’d like to ask you a question,” he said.


  “Yes?”


  I wasn’t so sure I could tell him anything of value, but I was willing to listen.


  “Can Druid and Ivy be trusted? They aren’t members of Zephyr, I take it?”


  “They aren’t members, no…but they’re safe. They saved our lives.”


  “They saved your lives?” Holl sounded mystified.


  “I can’t give any details…but they saved us. Without them, there’s no telling what would’ve happened.”


  Even now, when I could calmly reflect on the incident, my mind only went to dark places. Without a doubt, we would have been goners.


  “I’m sorry. I just can’t help but be paranoid…” Holl let out an exhausted sigh.


  “Is there a traitor?”


  “Huh?!”


  “Your party—you started with six, and now there’s just five.”


  When I was taking their possessions out of the carriage, I noticed they had swords for six guards, and yet there were only five knights. Either they had brought a spare sword or its owner was no longer with them. They had packed very light otherwise, so it was hard to believe they would pack something they didn’t need, even if it was just one sword. So that raised the question—why was there one extra sword?


  “Just a guess…was he with your party until quite recently?” I asked.


  If there was a traitor among them, the thirdborn prince’s enemies would know for certain that the thirdborn prince was out there. And nobody was foolish enough to attack a decoy cart when they knew the prince wasn’t in it. But the cart was attacked, meaning the reason for that attack was right beside them.


  “But weren’t the knights unsure whether it was the real prince or just a body double?”


  If I recalled correctly, the thirdborn prince had several body doubles, and not even his own knights knew which one was the real prince. I thought the notion was ridiculous the first time I heard it, but the thirdborn prince was hyper-secretive about every aspect of his life, so it actually was plausible.


  “Ugh…I’ve failed.”


  Holl clutched his head. I watched him as I sipped my tea.


  “See, this is exactly why I made sure not to associate with high-level scaremonger-adventurers in the royal capital.”


  My deepest condolences.


  “It’s all purely speculation,” he assured me. “In truth, everything is a mystery.”


  But…aren’t I correct?


  I looked at Holl to see his brows had knit together into a tight frown. My sentiment seemed to have gotten through to him.


  “You’re…really nice, you know?” he asked.


  Yeah, I know.


  “Ha ha! Oh, no, I’m not. Anyway, it looks like you let him run away.”


  From the way Holl and his knights were acting, they had probably let their sixth member run away before the monster attack without knowing whether he was the real prince or not.


  “Now I’m not naming names…” I added with a smile.


  Holl gave me the most impressive frown in return. “Damn it! You really are too nice…” he cursed me under his breath.


  Then, after a pause, he asked, “Was it because I tried to get information out of Ivy?”


  “You tell me,” I shrugged.


  Holl looked like he’d just bitten into a lemon.


  “I will say this—trying to get intel out of a kid is something a garbage person does.”


  He whimpered and bowed his head, “Do forgive me…”


  The sight was a relief to me. I was glad he and his knights hadn’t acted rashly. If they had tried to drag intel out of Ivy clumsily, Druid would’ve absolutely snapped. And he was hard enough to handle on his own, but Fische would likely take it personally, too. It really was a good thing we’d found out the truth about them while we were first checking on them. Druid and Fische had noticed, too, of course, but we had all barely had a look at them.


  “Water under the bridge,” I assured him. “So, what did you want to ask me?”


  Is it something I can answer?


  “I was just wondering what sort of person Druid is.”


  Well, I’m sure he wants to know that…but that isn’t all.


  “Anything else?”


  “I just want to see if he’s in league with the traitor,” he replied after a pause.


  Now that made sense. He must have thought Druid was in the habit of rescuing people to get them in his debt.


  “I’ll admit, he did come to the rescue with impeccable timing. One second later, and you’d have been dead.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “It’s only natural that you would feel uneasy.”


  I understood where Holl was coming from. If I were in his position, I would have absolutely suspected Druid of foul play. But it was a pointless suspicion. Druid’s motive was always Ivy. Even this time, Druid had come to their rescue because Ivy said we should.


  “You’re free to suspect him if you want, but you’re wasting your time. As long as Ivy is safe, Druid is just a gentlehearted father.”


  Druid watched over Ivy from a short distance—he was the ideal father, always too smart to scold or step in.


  “I can see they really care for each other,” Holl agreed. “Whenever I look at Ivy, I notice Druid is always nearby watching over her. And Ivy clearly cooked with Druid’s health and well-being in mind… I envy them, really.”


  That made me laugh, because I couldn’t help but agree. Watching those two really did make a person envious. It made me wonder if my son and I could ever have that kind of relationship…


  Nope, that’s never happening. Stop thinking about it. You’ll only hurt yourself.


  “Was there anything else you wanted to ask me?” I asked him.


  “No, sir.”


  I supposed his only concern was that we might be connected with the one who betrayed them.


  “Okay. Well, if you ever want to know anything else, feel free to ask.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Well, I’m gonna have a little lie-down. We’ll definitely be walking quite a bit tomorrow as well. Good night.”


  “Good night.”


  I glanced at Holl as I entered my tent. He looked relieved. I assumed the worry and paranoia he felt over the traitor among his comrades had lightened up a little.


  “Looks like he’ll be okay…” I said to myself.


  We’d just have to leave the rest to time.


  Chapter 572:
I Sense a Little Change


   


  “THIS SHOULD DO IT.”


  “Yeah.”


  My father and I had just finished collecting more than enough firewood to get us through the night.


  “Puuu.”


  I glanced at Sora, who had just let out a little sigh, to find the slime happily jiggling with a supper-filled belly. Sol and Flame had already finished their dinners and were playing their body-slamming game. Toron was asleep. As usual, everyone was freely doing their own thing.


  “Thanks, Ciel.”


  Mrrrow.


  I gave Ciel’s head a thankful pat for watching over the slimes while they ate and received a trill and elegant tail-swish in reply. Ciel really was just so magnificent.


  “Sit tight, okay?”


  I filled the magic bag with the sticks and other things that we had just gathered.


  It was our fifth day on the road with the knights. Zinal said we would arrive in Okanny Village the next day, so the knights were going to treat us to a lavish feast tonight. Apparently, it was legendary camping cuisine passed down through past orders. They had promised me that this one dish was delicious no matter who made it, so I was a little excited. The words “this one dish” had reminded me that over the past several days’ cooking with them, I’d learned that they never tasted their food while they cooked. It made me understand why they always praised me whenever I cooked for them.


  “All done!”


  Once we finished filling the magic bags with firewood, my father and I tapped our backs. This sort of work never failed to make us sore there.


  “Teryu.”


  Noticing we were done with our task, the slimes bounced over to us.


  “Sorry, guys, but you’ll have to spend some more time in the bag, okay?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Mew!


  “…Peh!”


  “…”
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  Sora, Flame, and Ciel sounded chipper, but Sol was already in dreamland. All of that woke Toron up, but it was bobbing with its little eyes closed.


  “I’ve noticed Toron has a hard time waking up after it’s gone to sleep,” my father remarked.


  “Yeah. It really does sleep forever.”


  We grabbed their bag and cage along with the magic bag containing the kindling and headed back to camp.


  “We’ve got the firewood,” I announced.


  “Thanks. Bring it over here, please.”


  One of the knights took the magic bag of firewood from my father and started the cooking fire. My eyes drifted to the knight holding a knife. He was the most muscular of the bunch, and he’d never cooked by my side before. I looked down to see him putting the vegetables he’d just cut into a pot. They were all cut in irregular sizes. Next came the meat, which was not completely cut in places.


  Yup. Doesn’t seem like this guy is a very good cook.


  Looking around for a place to sit and wait, I noticed Zinal and Holl deep in conversation not far away. As I watched them for a while, I felt a sudden pat on the shoulder from my father.


  “What’s up?”


  He and I moved away to find a place to sit.


  “Um…I think it started three days ago? But don’t you think Mr. Holl has been acting a bit weird?”


  My father glanced at Holl, who was still talking closely with Zinal.


  “Yeah, he has.”


  My father confirmed my suspicion. But when I asked him what was strange about Holl, he looked a bit stumped. He was probably trying to find the right words…


  “He looks a bit more confident and comfortable.”


  “Yes! That’s it!”


  Yes, he looks more confident and comfortable. Ahh, it’s such a relief to finally get an answer. But wait a minute…it was when Holl started acting more comfortable that they let my father and I be alone more.


  There used to always be a knight parked beside either one of us, but they suddenly stopped coming around. I asked my father about it, but he didn’t know why, even though I assumed he would. It made me wonder if Zinal had asked Holl to let my father and me have some space. But if that were the case, my father would have told me so…


  “Is this a good spot?” my father asked.


  There was a fallen tree in front of us. It didn’t look rotten, so it was probably safe to sit on.


  “Sure.”


  We sat side by side and enjoyed a leisurely cup of tea…until a savory smell reached our noses.


  “That smells good.”


  I glanced at the cooking knight to see him solemnly measuring some sauce. He was taking it so seriously that it looked like he was grimacing at it.


  “Hey there,” Zinal said, sitting down next to me.


  “Finished helping him?” I asked him.


  Surprised grunts came from both sides of me.


  “How did you know I was helping him?”


  “From the look on Mr. Holl’s face,” I replied. “After you were done talking, he looked relieved.”


  He was trying to hide his insecurities, but he hadn’t done a very good job.


  “Ha ha! So it was that obvious.” Zinal shot a smile in Holl’s direction. “His fellow knights haven’t noticed, though.”


  I looked at Holl’s knights in surprise. How had they not noticed?


  “Ivy, you’re way too smart.”


  Really?


  I turned to Zinal, who shrugged in reply. Maybe it was best kept a secret. I looked at Holl, who was giving orders to his knights.


  “Right… Mr. Holl is the leader.”


  Even if he had insecurities and worries, he could never let his men know. My father’s mentor always said that a leader’s insecurities trickled down to his men. Ideally, Holl would have somebody supporting him, but I hadn’t seen anyone like that over the past several days. And from the look of his knights, they were short one man.


  “Being a leader must be tough,” I remarked. “It looks like his biggest support is gone right now.”


  “Ivy, you’re way too smart…” Zinal sighed.


  My father laughed. I glanced back and forth between them, wondering what the joke was.


  “What are you up to now?” Fische asked, looking at the three of us in turn.


  “Nothing. Finished on your end?” Zinal asked.


  “Yeah. I’m a seasoned tent-pitcher by now.”


  I looked at the tents the men had set up, and they were indeed pristine.


  “Oh, yeah, they say dinner’s finished so we should all come get some.”


  I went to my tent first to let my creatures out of their bag. “Keep it quiet, okay?”


  I gave their heads a little pat and left the tent.


  When I went to the cooking area, it smelled faintly of herbs. When I asked about it, the knights told me they used herbs and other ingredients gathered in the forest to make their secret sauce.


  “This is really good,” my father said with an approving nod after a bite.


  It was indeed tasty. They had bread called naan, which was also quite good.


  “There’s plenty to go around—eat your fill,” Holl told us.


  With a nod, I took another piece of naan. It was so good.


  “Thanks for dinner. It was delicious,” I said to the knight who cooked.


  He happily smiled back. He had looked so nervous that it was a relief to see him smile at me.


  We went back to our tents early that night since we would have an early-morning start for Okanny Village the next day. The creatures were already asleep in my tent. I got ready for bed and lay down next to them.


  “I guess we’ll part ways with the knights tomorrow, huh?” I said.


  “You think so?” my father asked from his spot beside me.


  I looked at him.


  “There are most likely berserk monsters in the forest, and the village will probably ask the knights for help. They can always turn them down since they aren’t adventurers, but judging by their personalities, they’re sure to say yes.”


  I had to agree that they wouldn’t be able to turn down somebody in need.


  “And there’s the drugs, too,” I reminded him.


  “Yeah… And going off past experience, we’ll probably get caught up in it. Scratch that, we’re already caught up in it.”


  We sighed in unison.


  “Let’s get some sleep,” he said.


  “Good night.”


  “’Night.”


  I wonder what sort of place Okanny Village is? I’m a bit nervous about their guild master, but maybe all our troubles will be over once we get there?


  …Heh. Not a chance.


  Chapter 573:
We’ll Take Care of It


   


  “ARE YOU SURE you don’t need a break?” Zinal asked me.


  “I’ll be fine.”


  About four hours had passed since our early-morning departure that put us on track to arrive in Okanny Village by the late afternoon. It wasn’t too much walking for me to handle.


  “Hold up.” Zinal stopped walking, a stern look on his face.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Zinal held up a hand to silence my father. “There’s a crowd near the village…probably adventurers. I can’t get a solid number.”


  He can detect their auras all the way out here? But we’re still really far, aren’t we? Is that even possible?


  …Nope. Too far.


  “What do you think it is?” my father asked.


  “Not sure. Something feels off, though.”


  The knights looked more somber when they heard their conversation.


  “You said they were adventurers… Could they be part of the cartel?” Holl asked.


  “Based off the size of the farm we found, the entire village might be in on it. So we can’t be entirely reassured, even if they are adventurers.”


  Zinal’s response brought a deep crease between Holl’s brows. I had to agree that the enterprise was indeed so huge in scale that the cartel had to be in the major leagues.


  “I really have a bad feeling about this.” Zinal shook his head.


  “Zinal, shouldn’t your party steer clear of Okanny? We can always claim we were the ones who stumbled upon the drugs.”


  Zinal considered Holl’s proposition. Our plan before finding the drugs had been to pop in and see what things looked like in Okanny…but the situation had changed.


  “You have a child with you. You need to consider your safety,” Holl said, looking at me.


  Zinal nodded. “I understand. But some adventurers know we went to the boulders where the karyo farms were.”


  He meant Tempest. We walked the opposite way they came, so yes, they would know where we had gone.


  “Well…what if we say you happened to bump into us after we cleared the karyo fields, and we sent you on your way?” Holl suggested.


  “Think they’ll buy that?” Zinal looked at Fische.


  “It wouldn’t make sense for a party with a horse cart to go to a cave…but they could say they went to the cave to avoid berserk monster attacks and as a fighting strategy. Then they just happened to find the karyo fields and dispose of them. It’s a bit contrived, but it should work. After all, they were actually attacked by berserk monsters and had to borrow horses from Okanny Village. The only issue that’s left is timing. We don’t know if the knights were able to be at the cave the day we disposed of the karyo fields. When did you leave the village?”


  “Nine whole days before your party rescued us,” Holl replied. “Plenty of time to destroy the karyo fields. How did you destroy the fields? I was just thinking, didn’t you clean them up awfully fast?”


  Oops! Crap… How are we going to explain this?


  “We used a rare magic item to clear them in a flash,” Fische replied.


  “In a flash?” Holl raised an eyebrow.


  “That’s right. We withered the fields in a matter of minutes.”


  Holl looked impressed. “You had a magic item that could do that?”


  Keep calm, Ivy, keep calm… You’re an open book, so you need to keep yourself covered.


  “I think it’s okay if they know,” Zinal murmured to Fische.


  What?!


  “We—Zephyr—are investigators, so we have a huge collection of rare items. We used one of them in the cave.”


  The knights were startled to find out Zinal was an investigator.


  “Oh, I see. Now that makes sense.”


  Wow. The word “investigator” cleared up all of their suspicions.


  “So, are they—” Holl’s gaze drifted to my father.


  “A father and child who got caught up in a case. We met and hit it off,” Zinal explained.


  Holl nodded. “I see. What’s the case you were working on?”


  “That’s top secret.”


  Zinal smiled like an angel, and Holl smiled sheepishly back.


  He’s good. Too good. He settled the whole thing without breathing a word about Toron. Meanwhile, my heart’s about to leap out of my chest.


  As I stared back and forth from Holl to Zinal, I felt a heaviness on my head and looked up to see my father’s hand was resting on it. A glance up revealed he was giving me his usual smile.


  Okay…so they didn’t find out about Toron. Thank goodness.


  “Holl, when you tell how the karyo fields were destroyed, say a magic item was used.”


  “You sure that’ll work?”


  “Yeah. That cave was enchanted by some magic item, but we don’t know what it was. So if you say it took several days, they might get suspicious.”


  He was right. When you lie, it’s always best to be as conservative as possible.


  “Got it. So we’ll just say we used a magic item to kill the fields?” Holl asked Zinal.


  Zinal nodded. “Please do. But if they ask to see the magic item…”


  “No worries there. I’ll deliver the report directly to the master of the adventurers’ guild. I’ll reveal to him that I’m a knight so he won’t think it strange for me to have a secret item.”


  “You sure you’re okay with that?” Zinal looked surprised.


  “I’ll be fine. We’ve agreed to reveal our status as knights whenever we feel it’s necessary. I would like to hear a more detailed account from you if that’s possible, though.”


  “Holl…thank you. I’ll explain while we walk.”


  Zinal and Holl took the lead and continued the walk to Okanny Village.


  “Oh, Fische? Think we should keep taking the village road? Isn’t there a road that can take us to Okanko Village on the way?”


  “I don’t see one on the map. Looks like the only way to get to Okanny is the village road.”


  Fische pulled out the map and double-checked the roads, but there appeared to only be one, meaning we needed to go near Okanny Village.


  “They probably know something happened at the cave where they were farming the drugs. Everyone connected to the cartel is probably on high alert, so we should all be careful,” Zinal advised.


  Holl nodded. “Right. If we take a different way into town, that will only draw attention.”


  “Fische, there’s no way we can get to Okanko Village without going through Okanny Village, is there?”


  “Mmm, looks like there isn’t. At least that’s what my map says. What about you?” Fische asked one of the knights, who was also holding a map.


  “My map says the same thing. Going through Okanny is the only way.”


  “Got it. Thanks, both of you. Let’s stay on the village road. Ivy, Druid, keep close and don’t wander.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Zinal sure seemed cautious. It was starting to make me nervous.


  “Ivy…” my father said.


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s hold hands.”


  I tentatively offered my hand, and he gently gripped it as we headed to the village. A strange feeling filled my chest as I looked at our clasped hands.


  Hee hee!


  I looked up at my father, and he smiled back down at me. It made me feel all ticklish inside.


  “Aww, I’m so jealous…”


  When I heard somebody groaning, I craned my neck to see Zinal up ahead, waving back at us. I waved my free hand at him in response.


  “Did you say something?” I asked.


  “Don’t mind him,” my father said.


  Was it just me, or did he let out a sigh?


  Oh, I sense the auras now! There really are a lot of them.


  “What is it?” my father asked.


  “I sensed the auras, and there really does seem to be a lot of adventurers.”


  There were so many auras that it was hard to count them. And what else was it I sensed…fear?


  I read their auras again…and felt the fear mixed in with them. Did this mean some of the adventurers in the group were scared? I had to agree with Zinal. I had a bad feeling about this…


  Chapter 574:
Dead in the Water


   


  WE HAD GOTTEN VERY CLOSE to Okanny Village, but we could tell that the adventurers gathered there were quite frightened. Had something happened in the village? All the men in my party were extremely wary.


  Wait a minute… I didn’t notice it before because of all the adventurer auras, but I sense a rather faint aura ahead. I think I recognize this one… Who is it again?


  “Oh!”


  “Ivy, what is it?”


  When I suddenly stopped in my tracks, my father gave me a curious look. Zinal also turned back to look at me.


  “What’s up?”


  “I didn’t notice it before because of all the other auras, but don’t you sense Garth’s aura a little off the village road?” I asked.


  Zinal looked a bit taken aback. Then he turned his gaze toward the village.


  “You’re right. Ahh, well, I messed up. The other auras were so thick that his was hard to detect.”


  Zinal clamped a hand over his face.


  “That definitely is Garth,” Fische agreed. “I also sense Evas and Arrus nearby.”


  “Garth… Was that the Okanny adventurer you met by the illegal dump?” Holl asked.


  “Right. I wonder what his party is doing out there?” Zinal craned his neck.


  “They’re separated from the other adventurers, aren’t they?” Fische asked.


  Based on what I could tell from the auras, he was right.


  “Think there’s any danger?” my father asked, putting a hand on his sword.


  Zinal shook his head. “No, they seem to be quite calm. It’s the adventurers closer to the village who feel frantic.”


  Indeed, the adventurer auras closer to the village did feel more frantic. I sensed fear, panic, and rage. A while had passed since I first picked up their auras, and I sensed they were not calming down. I hoped they weren’t about to enter the forest in that state. They would practically be begging the animals and monsters to notice them. Weren’t there any dangerous monsters or animals on the outskirts of Okanny Village?


  “Anyway, we should go where Garth’s party is. Maybe we’ll find out what they’re trying to do,” Zinal suggested.


  “Good idea.”


  At their signal, we started walking toward the village again. After a while, we sensed the auras of Garth’s party moving.


  “Aren’t they coming this way?” Fische asked.


  “They are,” Holl nodded.


  “They detected our auras. Think they need help? Or maybe they’re going to start something with us?” Fische asked.


  Zinal shook his head. “I doubt it. Their auras have been stable this whole time.”


  I agreed that I sensed no animosity in their auras. Whenever someone was about to do something, their aura fluctuated in tune with their emotions. And if they felt any guilt or shame, the fluctuations were stronger. Bad people were good at hiding these changes, but I was pretty sure Garth’s party was safe. After all, there wasn’t a peep out of Sora’s bag!


  “We’ll find out when we meet them, I guess,” my father joked as he quickened his pace.


  After about fifteen minutes of walking, we saw the three adventurers jogging toward us.


  “So they need help after all…” Zinal raised a hand and waved.


  “It’s been a while! We’re so glad we ran into you,” Garth said.


  A closer look at his face revealed he really was relieved to see us.


  “We sense a lot of adventurer auras. Did something happen?” Zinal asked.


  Garth’s eyes faintly clouded over, and Fische gave him a quizzical look.


  “Yes, Zinal, you’re right.”


  Zinal stared intently at Garth.


  “A huge horde of berserk monsters showed up on the village road connecting Okanko Village with Okanny Village,” Garth explained.


  Yikes… The illegal dump must be the reason for that. I imagined there would still be a few berserk monsters left, but not that many…


  “And how’s Okanny Village responding?” Zinal asked.


  “The high- and mid-level adventurers are heading into the forest to slay the monsters,” Garth replied. “The low-level ones stayed behind to defend the village. There was an eyewitness report of berserk monsters quite close to the village border yesterday afternoon, so low-level adventurers have been posted at the gate since then.”


  I see. So the adventurers near the village must be low-level. That explains their frenzied auras and emotions. But…are they really fit to defend the village? They seem too unstable.


  “I can understand assigning low-level adventurers as guards, but that group really isn’t up to the task,” Zinal sighed heavily.


  Garth nodded meekly. He seemed to be well aware of the state the adventurers at the gate were in.


  “Isn’t there somebody to lead the adventurers?” Zinal asked.


  Garth shook his head, and Zinal sighed again. With nobody to take charge of the low-level adventurers, their fear would quite likely get the better of them.


  “What are the guild masters up to? And the captain of the watch for that matter?!” Zinal grumbled.


  Garth’s entire party exchanged nervous glances. Then, with a nod, Garth looked at Zinal and said, “Both guild masters and the captain of the watch…are all undergoing treatment.”


  Everybody fell silent.


  “So all three village leaders are out?” Zinal finally asked.


  “Yes, sir. So are the assistant guild masters and the lieutenant of the watch.”


  The situation was just so impossible that everyone was speechless.


  Zinal sighed heavily. “Why, at a time like this… And what are they in treatment for?”


  “The guild masters and captain were all found with serious wounds. They’re being treated for them right now.”


  “But can’t wounds be cured with potions? Is there some other problem?” Zinal asked.


  Garth frowned uncomfortably. “For some reason, the potions didn’t work…so they’ve been treating the toxins with medicinal herbs for now.”


  Toxins? As in, from narcotics?


  “Were the village leaders…into drugs?” Zinal frowned.


  “They’re unconscious, so we can’t ask them… But the guild master would never touch such a thing!”


  Garth was yelling with a bitter edge in his voice. Zinal took notice.


  “Are you and the guild master close?”


  “Um! Well…”


  “I understand. You don’t need to tell me. So, the potions don’t work. I’ve heard addicts develop a resistance to potions, but they do work some, don’t they?”


  “I’m not sure why, but the potions haven’t worked at all. And we even applied them directly to the wounds!”


  Zinal and Holl’s knights all looked quite troubled. Whenever a direct application of potion couldn’t cure a wound, that meant it was already too late.


  “Garth, I think that means they’re—”


  “No! The doctor says their wounds are severe, but it’s not too late to save them!”


  It’s not too late to save them, but the potions still don’t work? If there was some other cause, then was it drugs?


  “I hate to say it, but…”


  I looked at my father. The grim look in his eyes terrified me.


  “Garth, have you looked into how long the village leaders were using drugs?”


  Garth looked at my father and shook his head. “Nobody knows. The doctor has the physical examination skill, but even he doesn’t know.”


  I remembered that the physical examination skill would display a numerical value for the state of a person’s health.


  “So nobody knows…”


  “Druid, do you know something you’re not letting on?”


  “Maybe somebody mutated the narcotics to render its users immune to the effects of potions.”


  “Potion immunity? I’ve…never heard of that…”


  Not only Zinal but Holl and his knights all looked at my father skeptically.


  “In a house belonging to a certain crime organization, I found a document that said if you wanted to make somebody immune to potions, the narcotic components needed to be mutated. However, the next document said they conducted many experiments, but all of them failed. So I didn’t think too much of it at the time, but maybe they kept up the experiments until they had a breakthrough.”


  “Um…did they write down a way to make potions work again?” Garth asked.


  When my father said no, Garth hung his head. Evas and Arrus both looked like they were on the verge of tears.


  “Garth, why did you and your party come here? From what we know, wouldn’t it have made more sense for you all to stay at the village on standby?”


  “When we told the substitute guild master that we met Zephyr on the road, he said he wanted to meet with you in private. We came here to deliver that message.”


  This meant not even Garth and his party were in the know. It looked like any hope we had of bypassing Okanny Village was dead in the water. But with the berserk monsters in Okanko Village, we wouldn’t have been able to go there anyway.


  “It seems like getting caught up in trouble is our lot in life…”


  I smiled sheepishly at my father. I really had hoped we could steer clear of it this time.


  Chapter 575:
First, Let’s Talk


   


  “RIGHT THIS WAY.”


  Garth’s party guided us to the village by walking alongside the fence surrounding it. Finding it strange that the village gate was fading further and further away as we walked, I looked around us.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m just confused. I assumed we would need to go through the village gate to get into the village.”


  “Ah. Well, it’s normal to not use the front gate in an emergency.”


  I gave my father’s explanation a strange nod of agreement. It made me really nervous that we were in an emergency. I took a quick breath in and out and kept my eyes forward. I could tell all the men were a little scared, too. I took another deep breath and blew it out.


  “We’ll be okay.” My father firmly gripped my hand.


  I looked up at him and smiled.


  Yeah. We’ll be okay.


  “Here we are.”


  Since Garth had stopped walking, I looked at the fence, but I saw nothing different about it than the fence before it. There was not a door nor a tiny marking in sight. If I hadn’t known better, I certainly wouldn’t have spotted an entrance out here.


  Garth crouched to the ground, then quickly stood and pushed on a section of the fence.


  Clunk…


  Right after I heard the quiet noise, a section of the fence fell. I was very impressed.


  “We’ve been expecting you… Oh?”


  The person waiting on the other side of the fence to meet Garth looked perplexed to see Holl beside him. He probably hadn’t been expecting to welcome knights. Then I remembered we hadn’t told Garth’s party that Holl’s party were knights yet. Was it okay that nobody was introducing them?


  “Ah!”


  A subtle flash of panic showed on Garth’s face. Had he forgotten to introduce the knights?


  “I’m sorry. I was just so relieved to have found Zinal’s party that I forgot,” he explained.
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  The man who was waiting for Garth smiled sheepishly. “Forgive me, I recognize Zinal and Fische from Zephyr…and I’ve also received reports of Druid and Ivy. But you… Oh! The cargo transport?”


  The man seemed to recognize Holl and his party. He stared at them—the knights—with a look of wonder on his face.


  “Sorry we deceived you earlier. We are knights of the royal guard.” Holl pulled out a paper and showed it to the man.


  The man looked flustered by the sight of it. “Oh, I see! Um… Please do forgive me.”


  Holl shook off the apology. Garth, meanwhile, looked surprised next to him. Judging by the way Holl and his men acted, they might have seemed too dignified to be cargo transport, but both men were probably not in the right mental state to give them proper scrutiny.


  “Right this way, if you please.”


  The man escorted us past the village wall and into a nearby building. It was very quiet, and I sensed no human auras in it.


  “This is one of the safe houses both guild masters have been using.”


  Safe house? Was this place really a safe house? When I saw it from the outside, I’d thought it was quite large, and it seemed just as big on the inside. Both the front entrance and the hallways were spacious. Why did they need such a big building? And the man had said this was one of their safe houses. Did that mean they had more than one?


  Once we were all inside and the door was shut, the man turned around.


  “Nice to meet you all. I’m Plaff, the interim guild master and the son of Torlaff, master of the adventurers’ guild. On behalf of Okanny Village, I humbly request your help, Zinal.”


  When Plaff bowed deeply to him, Zinal’s brows knit slightly together.


  “For a start, I’d like to know why you summoned us here secretly. Nothing starts until I know that.”


  With a nod at Zinal’s requirement, Plaff opened the door to the nearest room. Containing nothing more than a desk, it gave a very austere impression.


  “Come on in.”


  Plaff entered the room, and the men followed one after another. I placed a gentle hand on Sora’s bag. Since I wasn’t getting any reaction, I sighed in relief and entered the room with my father.


  “So, um…”


  Plaff looked at me with hesitation in his eyes. He probably wasn’t sure whether it was all right for me—a child—to overhear the conversation.


  “She’s fine,” my father said.


  Plaff nodded and gestured for Zinal and Fische to sit down. Then he sat across from them.


  “What about Garth’s party?” Zinal asked.


  “…They can hear this, too,” Plaff said.


  Garth nodded at Evas and Arrus, and they sat in a corner of the room slightly separated from the rest of us.


  “First off, I must explain that I was the one who told them to leave the illegal dump in the middle of the forest. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know the monsters would go on such a wild rampage from it. I had just hoped they would go berserk enough to buy us a little time, but now I know that was the wrong call. I’m terribly sorry that I put you all in danger.”


  I could tell Zinal was a bit annoyed by Plaff’s groveling.


  “Do you realize that knowingly leaving an illegal dump in the middle of the forest is a crime?”


  “I do.”


  “Okay… There’s all sorts of things I’d like to say about that, but it sounds like you had your reasons, so I’ll reserve judgment until I’ve heard them. The band of knights was attacked more than once by those berserk monsters, you know.”


  Plaff looked at Holl’s knights in shock. Then he bowed his head again.


  “I’m so sorry…”


  As I watched the blood drain from his face, I couldn’t help but pity him. But I wondered why Zinal had told him the knights were attacked. Maybe he thought it was better to get everything out right away, rather than little by little after the fact.


  “We didn’t take much damage. Don’t worry about it,” Holl and his knights told the apologetic man.


  Plaff nodded. “Thank you for being so understanding.”


  “So, why did you need to buy time?”


  Plaff righted his posture and looked at Zinal. “It happened a couple weeks ago… That’s when both guild masters and their assistants were found unconscious and bleeding. They were immediately treated with potions, but though they stopped bleeding, their wounds did not heal. We thought it was strange, so we called for a doctor. The examination revealed my father and brother were addicts, and so were the others.”


  So Plaff had not only a father but a brother who’d fallen victim.


  “Both guilds wanted to make the news public the next morning. But I couldn’t believe all of it, so I asked that we wait a few days.”


  That made sense. Nobody would want to believe that their family members were into drugs.


  “The day after the wounded were found, the doctor conducted a more thorough examination and said that something was strange. He said we should try to find out when they’d started using, since that was a mystery. But some people wanted to hurry up with the announcement. And that was when the report of an illegal dump in the forest came in. So I tried to steer the focus away from my family by ordering people to focus on the illegal dump, since leaving it alone would result in berserk monsters. I thought I could use that to my advantage. If a few berserk monsters showed up, I could buy time to do a proper investigation of the unconscious addicts. I had no idea the dump would produce so many berserk monsters.”


  So he wanted to buy time to look into his father’s connection with the drugs…


  “And did you discover your father’s relationship to the drugs?” Zinal asked.


  Plaff nodded. “See for yourself.”


  Plaff set a tiny orange notebook on the desk. It was decorated with a flower print and looked like it was designed for a woman to use.


  “Nothing came out of my father’s and brother’s rooms, but there was a report that narcotics were found in my father’s office. So just when I thought he really must have been into drugs, I remembered a conversation I’d had with my brother the morning they were attacked. He said he would dispose of our mother’s remains, even though they were already disposed of. So I got curious and did some digging, and I found this notebook.”


  Zinal took the notebook and looked inside.


  “She wrote about how many drugs there were in the village, people she thought were suspicious, and the possibility of a large-scale drug processing facility. On the last page, she said she found an informant.”


  “That might be a trap set by our enemy,” Zinal said, looking at the last page and sighing.


  “I know.”


  Chapter 576:
The Notebook


   


  “ZINAL, LET ME SEE THE NOTEBOOK. Plaff, is that all right with you?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  Fische took the notebook from Zinal and looked through it. “As far as I can tell…both guild masters and their assistants were secretly investigating the cartel.”


  Zinal showed Fische a particular page of the notebook. “I agree. Did you look into the folks on this page of suspicious persons?”


  “Yes,” Plaff answered. “All the people on the list are adventurers’ guild staff and adventurers.”


  “The adventurers, too, eh?” Fische nodded.


  “Did your investigations turn up any suspicious people not listed in the notebook?” Zinal asked.


  Plaff frowned. “I did. I thought the people pushing to make my father’s involvement public were suspicious. First off, some people had a strange reaction when I told them that my father had been seriously wounded. It was like they already knew it. It was subtle, but it worried me, so I casually mentioned it during my investigations. And when I did, they suddenly got very angry.”


  Yeah… That’s beyond suspicious. And if they were so bad at acting that they couldn’t keep their reactions in check, it makes me wonder if this cartel has gotten a bit too big to manage…


  “Plaff, you aren’t an adventurer, I take it?” Zinal asked.


  I looked between the two men in surprise.


  “I’m not. How did you know? I study magic stones.”


  Oh, really? I had no idea. Then again, I guess his physique is a bit thin for an adventurer. He’s sturdier than your average merchant, though.


  “You’re not an adventurer, but I’m sure the guild master pounded adventurer lessons into you.”


  When Plaff just stood there and nodded uncomfortably, Zinal burst out laughing.


  “I’ll bet those bad actors didn’t see it coming! They didn’t think you’d have an adventurer’s sixth sense.”


  I gave Zinal a questioning look. He explained, “I was bothered because Plaff did some things an adventurer wouldn’t do, so I asked him to see if my suspicion was right. And I was right—he’s not an adventurer. Those bad actors probably let their guards down around Plaff because they wrote him off as a scientist. That explains why they let their emotions slip.”


  Now that made sense. Adventurers underwent rigorous training so they could notice even the slightest anomalies in the forest. My father had told me that all my years of living alone in the forest had organically pounded the lessons into me.


  “Ever since I was a little boy, I wanted to study magic stones, so when I was ten years old, I told my father I wanted to be a scientist. My father was very supportive, but he insisted I should have some adventurer knowledge if I was to go searching for magic stones, so he taught me in our spare time.”


  He sounded like a good father.


  “Hm? But I thought scientists didn’t go to collect their own magic stones,” Holl said, looking curiously at Plaff.


  “That’s right. Scientists don’t hunt their own magic stones. My father tricked me.”


  Zinal burst out laughing at the sulking tone that came from Plaff’s lips.


  “Well, I don’t blame him. You were only ten. You didn’t know better.”


  “But I… Well, I suppose the guild master’s training is serving you well right now,” Holl said, scratching his head.


  Plaff smiled sheepishly. “It’s served me well all my life, really. When I put it all together, I couldn’t get mad at him.”


  Plaff chuckled softly, and Holl smiled back. The guild master of Okanny Village sounded like an amusing character. I hoped he would heal, but if he was beyond saving, I had to prepare for the possibility that not even Sora’s potions would help.


  “Adventurer training aside, it’s really embarrassing that a scientist saw through their act. It makes me think that cartel is so bloated that they can’t keep everybody in check,” Zinal said.


  “That wouldn’t surprise me,” Fische agreed.


  Oh! I guess that means my theory was on the nose… Though I don’t exactly feel good about being right.


  “Back on topic. Plaff, I take it there are still more people connected to the cartel?”


  “Yes, sir. Just among the people I’ve investigated, there were several suspicious cases.”


  “I see.” Zinal nodded grimly.


  Plaff gave him a worried look. “Please…can you help me?”


  Zinal looked first at Fische and Holl, then at my father. Each gaze contained an invisible nod of understanding.


  “Ivy…”


  Lastly, Zinal looked at me. He seemed a bit apologetic, but I couldn’t help but laugh a little at the earnestness of his gaze.


  “Yes, sir. If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d love to.”


  Then again, I was in other people’s care, so there wasn’t much I could do. I wished there were.


  “There you have it,” Zinal said.


  Plaff bowed to us all in deep gratitude. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Garth’s party was also bowing humbly in the corner of the room. They made absolutely no sound, so I’d forgotten they were there. They really were good at masking their auras.


  “Plaff, I’d like to share what’s in this notebook with everyone in this room. Is that okay?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Zinal took the notebook back from Fische and handed it to Holl. After he read through it, he handed it to the knight seated next to him. I wondered if I was going to read it, too.


  “Um, I have a request, if that’s all right…” Plaff told Zinal, a grim expression on his face.


  Zinal nodded in reply.


  “The processing plant that’s mentioned a lot in the notebook. I want to look for it right away. If my father’s calculations are correct, it should be bursting with karyo fields. Assuming the amounts of blooms written in that notebook are accurate, they could produce an enormous quantity of drugs. If they get out into the world… Please, I implore you, help me find it. I’ll come with you.”


  I studied the man who was humbly bowing his head. The drug processing plant had to be the cave we found. A glance at Zinal revealed he was a bit conflicted, and I wondered why. He stayed in internal conflict for a while before glancing at Holl and exchanging nods.


  “The karyo flowers have already been disposed of, so there’s no need to worry about that.”


  “What?!”


  Plaff looked at Holl in shock. Apparently, Zinal and Holl had agreed to tell the story that Holl and his men had destroyed the flowers. I didn’t know why they had decided that, but I supposed they were going with their initial plan.


  “Um… What exactly do you mean by disposed of?” Plaff fixed a baffled stare on Zinal.


  Zinal shook his head. “We only heard the news secondhand. If you want more details, you should ask the source.”


  Zinal shot Holl a look. Then Plaff looked at Holl.


  “We got attacked by berserk monsters, so we retreated to the rocky area where people from this village gather magic stones. We figured it would be easier to defend ourselves in the cave.”


  “Berserk monsters…”


  “Don’t worry, we took care of them all.”


  “Thank you. I’m so sorry about that…”


  Holl patted Plaff’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. We all made it out alive.”


  Then Holl gave the meekly nodding Plaff a sheepish grin. “We were going to leave the rocky area right afterward, but we found a hole.”


  “A hole?”


  He must have meant the hole Ciel opened.


  “That’s right, a hole. We peeked inside, thinking something was off about it…and that’s where we found the fields of karyo blooms.”


  Holl spoke so boldly about it that I almost believed him, even though I knew he was lying. If anyone was going to blow his cover it would be me, the open book. I had to be careful. I felt like I was on my toes a lot more than usual lately…


  “We knew how dangerous karyo blooms could be, so we used a magic item to dispose of them all. They had dried roots as well, but we got rid of them, too, so rest assured.”


  Relief washed over Plaff’s face. His mother had written about the karyo plant many times in her notebook, so it must have been a great source of stress for him.


  “Um… Did you find any guards at the karyo plant?” he asked.


  “We found corpses of people who looked like guards. Their wounds suggest they were killed by monsters.”


  “Monsters?”


  “They had monster repellent with them, but sometimes berserk monsters are immune to that. We have no clue why the guards were so far away from the safety of the cave, but nobody was inside the cave.”


  “I see… Well, um, thank you very much.”


  Plaff bowed deeply to Holl. I saw his face twitch slightly, but maybe I was just imagining it. Still, I was impressed by his performance.


  Chapter 577:
Rumors, and What Else...?


   


  “I’LL JUST GET YOU the permits you’re supposed to get when you enter the village…”


  Plaff set a square-shaped stone on his desk along with some permits.


  “Could you place something that will serve as identification on top of the stone?”


  Zinal set his adventurer card on the stone, and it glowed white.


  “Sorry, Plaff…”


  “Yes?”


  Holl pointed at the door leading to the adjoining room. “I want to discuss something privately with my knights. May we borrow that room?”


  “Of course.”


  “Thank you. We’ll be right back.”


  After Holl and his knights moved to the next room, the area we were in felt much larger. It made me realize the way tall, muscular people tended to command the energy of a space.


  “Ivy?” Plaff asked me tentatively.


  I quickly took out my merchant guild card.


  “Sorry, sir.”


  The stone glowed white, and I was given a permit.


  “Thank you very much.”


  “Not a problem. I’m sorry we got you caught up in this,” Plaff apologized with a bow.


  I shook my head. “No worries, sir. It happens all the time.”


  “Huh?” Plaff’s head jerked up and into a quizzical tilt.


  “Ah ha ha!”


  Seriously. I’ve lost count how many times this has happened.


  “Plaff, we’re going to leave the village and reenter it as a band of knights,” Holl announced.


  “Er—are you really?” Plaff gave him a bewildered look.


  “Yeah. If we enter this village officially as knights, it will be much easier for us to move around. We also decided that would be better for future testimony about the drugs.”


  So, does this mean their position as knights will give us an advantage in the next few days?


  “Consider us an anti-nobleman security measure,” Holl said.


  “Oh, now I see.”


  I still didn’t quite follow, but Plaff nodded in understanding.


  Anti-nobleman security measure… Oh! That’s right. The grown-ups in my party all think noblemen are behind this scandal. Does this mean knights are more powerful than nobles?


  “Many knights have titles. I assume that’s the case for one or all of Holl’s knights,” my father explained to me.


  That made sense. So we were going to fight nobles with nobles.


  My father shrugged. “Nobles trust knights more than adventurers, especially if the knights have noble titles. If you want to put nobles in check, you’ll need more than your average adventurers.”


  I already knew that. I’d sensed it very strongly when we dealt with that human trafficking organization.


  “Also, any evidence verified by knights will be taken seriously, even if adventurers provide the same evidence.”


  I understood that, but it was still unfair. Evidence provided by adventurers was always taken seriously when it was against non-nobles; it wasn’t fair that people called it insufficient when the nobility was implicated. We were lucky to have knights on our side in this case…but it really wasn’t fair!


  “Druid, Ivy, see you later.”


  The meeting adjourned, and the knights took their belongings out the front door. Holl raised a hand to me and my father.


  “Be careful out there,” I told them.


  Berserk monsters might have been lurking around. According to Garth, they had been seen in the village nearby.


  “Ha ha! We’ll be fine. We’re going to come right back in through the front gate after we leave.”


  Sure, but still…


  “But there’s no telling where the berserk monsters might be. We’ll be careful,” he assured me.


  “Thank you.”


  A smile filled my face. Holl’s party had had three run-ins with berserk monsters, but they managed to make it out alive each time, so they must have been quite capable. I was still worried about them, though, so it came as a relief to get their reassurance that they would be careful.


  As Holl and his knights left the building, I was filled with a surreal sensation I couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was because the order of operations was different from usual, but it was hard for me to believe we were actually in Okanny Village.


  “Routines are important, aren’t they?” I said.


  “Hm?” My father gave me a quizzical look.


  “It just feels surreal that we’re here, since we didn’t come in through the front gate,” I explained.


  “Ah, yes, it does feel strange. Going through the gate really makes you feel like you’ve arrived.”


  “Yeah, that’s what I mean!”


  That didn’t happen this time around, which was why things felt so strange.


  “Druid, Ivy.”


  We looked at Zinal.


  “We’re going to stay in this building while we’re here. Use any rooms you’d like.”


  We’re staying in this building? I remember it was one of the safe houses of both guilds. Is it really okay for us to stay in such an important place?


  “Holl and his knights will report to the adventurers’ guild after they enter through the front gate. They’re going to have their first face-to-face meeting with Plaff then.”


  Their first meeting… I supposed what with everything going on behind the scenes, they would have to play it off as their first meeting. Except Plaff spotted them earlier as cargo-transporters…and others probably saw them then, too… What were they going to do about that?


  “Mr. Zinal…Mr. Holl and his knights were already seen, weren’t they? When they left this village by horse-cart.”


  “Yes, they’re going to cover for that by saying they were on a top-secret mission. Must be nice. They can use the words I’m a knight to excuse just about anything.”


  I had to admit, it did seem kind of convenient.


  “Oh, and one other thing: They’ve decided Plaff assigned two of the knights to lead the low-level adventurers.”


  That was probably to calm down the frenzied knights just outside the village gate. The way things stood at the moment, a brawl between anxious knights was a bigger danger than a berserk monster attack.


  “Got it.”


  I nodded along with my father’s reply.


  “Now that that’s settled, Ivy—let’s go shopping.”


  “Hm?”


  “Let’s buy some groceries and consumable goods.”


  I bet he also wants to look into the rumors and do a little light spying.


  “Got it. Let me get everything ready… Actually, there’s no need, huh?”


  I looked at my clothes. They were a bit dirty, but if we walked around in our current state, it would be obvious that we were newcomers. That would make it easy to get all sorts of information out of the villagers, like where to buy items at a reasonable price or where the dangerous places or people to avoid were.


  “Is there anything in particular we need?” my father asked.


  I thought about what we were running out of. We didn’t have much of anything left, since we’d shared our pre-cooked meals with the knights.


  “We really need groceries,” I answered. “We don’t have many pre-cooked meals left.”


  And since we didn’t know how long we would stay in Okanny Village, I wanted to at least get ready for the next leg of our journey.


  “In that case, we’ll start at a grocer. Hopefully somebody can tell us where the best prices are.”


  We had only just arrived. Sometimes people gave newcomers misleading information on purpose, so we had to be on our toes.


  “Groceries, you say?” Plaff asked.


  “Yes, we want to buy in bulk. Do you know a place with good prices? And good quality, too, of course.”


  Plaff nodded at my father. “If you want to buy a lot without spending too much, I know a good place. If I put a word in, I think they’ll sell to you.”


  He thinks they’ll sell to us? As in, they wouldn’t sell to us without his help? What kind of shop does that?


  “Are you sure you’re all right with putting in a word for us?” my father asked.


  Good question. He really shouldn’t vouch for people he only met today.


  “Oh, it’s no big deal. You folks seem like good people.”


  We seem like good people…? Um, is this really how a substitute guild master should act?


  “I’ve been wondering, how did you become the interim guild master?” my father asked. “Everyone knows you aren’t an adventurer, I take it?”


  Usually they would choose the next most capable person in line.


  “Since the assistant guild master is also unconscious, there was a lot of debate over who should take over. That was when my father’s friends recommended me.”


  The guild master’s friends?


  “Are those friends of your father trustworthy?”


  Plaff thought about my father’s question. “To be honest, I’m not sure. Given the circumstances, I don’t know who I can trust.”


  That made sense. Who could we trust?


  I peeked into the bag hanging off my shoulder. I could always ask Sora. I looked at Plaff. We could trust him…at least I thought so. But I wondered how my father felt.


  “Well, I guess you’re right. After all, the guild master wound up in the state he’s in when he went to meet with someone he thought he could trust.”


  I looked at my father and saw him smiling at me with a finger pressed to his lips. He meant it was a secret. How did he know what I was thinking? Was I really that obvious?


  “Plaff, where is this shop you wanted to recommend?”


  “It’s on the way to the adventurers’ guild. Would you like to head there now?”


  “Yes, please. Let’s go, Ivy. Zinal, we’ll be shopping for a little while.”


  “Got it. Thanks for everything.”


  For everything? We’re buying supplies, spying on the town, checking on the rumors… What else is there? Oh well, I guess I’ll just focus on taking care of what I do best.


  Chapter 578:
Orphans


   


  AS PLAFF AND I WALKED ALONG Main Street together, I sensed we were being stared at. I eyed the stalls and shops as I checked our surroundings.


  “Any shop catching your eye?” Plaff asked.


  “There’s some really cute baskets over there.”


  I pointed at a shop containing an assortment of baskets in vibrant colors. Baskets were usually brownish since they were made with tree branches, so these ones’ bright colors alone made them very exciting.


  “This village’s main export is dyes. A while back—I think it was many years ago—we developed a dye that lets you dye wood a variety of saturated colors.”


  Dyeing, eh? That explains why all the villagers are dressed so colorfully.


  I looked at the clothes, general goods, and bags in the stores as Plaff escorted us down Main Street. When we passed a certain store, I casually looked back. And there they were—a man and a woman. They were staring at us from some distance away. I quickly returned my gaze forward to the shops ahead of us. Something smelled delicious. I pressed a hand to my stomach, trying to stop it from growling. Thankfully, it wasn’t at that point yet.


  “Pfft! Wanna eat lunch after we’re done?”


  I looked up to see my father with a hand over his mouth. Busted.


  “Yes. Definitely.”


  I looked at the goods lined up for sale as I stole another glance at the pair.


  “That looks really good.”


  I looked where my father was pointing to see a large hunk of meat grilled to perfection. As usual, he was quite the carnivore.


  “Now you know that’s going to taste amazing,” he said.


  “I hope you aren’t judging by how big it is…?”


  “…Of course not.”


  There was a pause.


  I looked at my father, who shrugged back. I looked at the meat stall again, and a few yards away from it, hiding in the shadow of a different stall, there was the same pair. My father must have pointed out the meat stall because he’d noticed them, too.


  “With all these people in line, you know it has to be good,” he said.


  He seemed more interested in the food than the duo. Maybe he sensed they weren’t that big a threat?


  Laughing a little at our banter, Plaff pointed at a shop off the right of Main Street. “It’s over there.”


  “Totom’s Handyman?” I asked him.


  A handyman? Aren’t we going to a grocery store?


  I shot Plaff a skeptical frown, and he smiled sheepishly back at me.


  “This place used to provide handyman services, but the second generation quit the handyman business and changed to groceries. Don’t worry, they specialize in food now. I told him he should change the shop name, but he wouldn’t listen.”


  He must’ve cherished the shop’s historic name.


  “Totom is the name of the current shopkeeper. Whenever someone else takes over, they immediately change that part of the name. But for some reason, they won’t change the ‘Handyman’ part.”


  So it looked like it wasn’t about the shop’s historic name after all. Was there something else about it?


  “Totom, we’re here!” Plaff called into the shop as he opened the door.


  “Well, hello there, Plaff. Long time no see.”


  “Yes, indeed.”


  “What brings you here today?”


  “I’d like you to sell these fine folks some groceries.”


  Totom scrutinized me and my father. When our eyes met, we nodded in greeting.


  “You adventurers?”


  “Used to be. My daughter and I are on our way to the royal capital.”


  Totom nodded and took a look at me. Maybe I was supposed to say something… When I gave him a quizzical look, he smiled brightly at me and nodded at Plaff.


  “I’ll serve them.”


  “Thanks.”


  Plaff’s casual exchange with Totom surprised me a little. Was it really all right for him to make such a quick decision?


  “I have something to take care of, so Totom, it’s all on you. Druid, if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Sure, thanks for the help.”


  I watched as Plaff left the shop. He probably had more pressing matters to attend to as interim guild master, and in his situation, he wasn’t sure who was friend or foe. Maybe the arrival of Holl and his knights would turn things around a bit… I sure hoped it would.


  With a start, I realized the pair who had been following us was still there. Maybe it was us they’d been watching all along and not Plaff.


  “I’ll give you folks a discount, since Plaff sent you. Let me know what you need.”


  “Thanks. Is it all right if we start with what’s on your shelves?” my father asked.


  “Sure, go ahead and take what you’d like. Anything else?”


  “Vegetables, meat, flour, and ryce.”


  Totom nodded in understanding—then a confused expression quickly spread over his face.


  “Wait a minute—ryce? As in, cattle feed?”


  Cattle feed… Oh! Right, I forgot since we eat it all the time, but people think of rice as cattle feed here.


  “No, no, we eat the ryce ourselves,” my father said.


  Totom looked at me and nodded. “I see. It’s really tough out there, isn’t it?”


  Ack! I think there’s a horrible misunderstanding…


  My father frowned. He had probably noticed it, too. “We haven’t been exactly desperate for food… For that matter, we aren’t having any money troubles, either.”


  “Huh? Well, if you aren’t struggling, then why are you eating ryce?”


  “Because it’s delicious,” my father answered.


  “Ryce is delicious?”


  “Yeah.”


  Totom stared hard at my father, then folded his arms in thought.


  “How do you even eat the stuff? Is it easy to cook? How filling is it?”


  He’s asking how to cook ryce? And how filling it is?


  “There’s a little trick to it, but most home cooks can learn it very quickly. It’s filling, too. But why do you ask?”


  “If I can sell ryce, I’ll be rich!”


  “…I see.”


  My father looked a bit annoyed. Totom shrugged his shoulders.


  “Well, it’s more than that. This village has a lot of orphans, and the people who take care of them want some food that’s cheap and filling.”


  There are lots of orphans?


  “We’ve heard there’s a lot of addicts here. Is it because of that?”


  Totom stared my father up and down and let out a sigh.


  “Well…the other villages know what it’s like here, so it’s no secret. You’re right. These are children of addicts.”


  “Are there really that many?” my father asked worriedly.


  Totom frowned bitterly. “About twice as many as there were a year ago.”


  “That many?”


  That was a lot. In fact, too much.


  “Starting last year, many more people got into drugs. Lots of addicts think of their kids as a burden when they’re saving up money to get their next fix, so more and more of them are abandoned. Then the parents are tried and sentenced to slavery, leaving their children behind with no place to go.”


  That made sense. Since using drugs was a crime, they would certainly be sentenced to slavery if they were caught.


  “That’s horrible…”


  “If we could only trace the dealers, we could suppress the epidemic…but they haven’t been found yet.”


  Even with the drug use so widespread through the village, they still don’t know? That doesn’t feel right. The users have to buy their drugs from somewhere. I feel like if they ask enough people, they should easily find the drug route.


  “Couldn’t they get information out of the people they arrested?” my father asked.


  “Well, this is only a rumor, but…apparently, they can’t remember.”


  They can’t remember? Was that maybe a side effect of the drugs…?


  “They can’t remember… Interesting.”


  My eyes widened. For just a moment, my father’s demeanor got very sharp. Had he thought of something?


  “So, um, would you mind teaching me how to cook the ryce?” Totom asked my father apologetically.


  “Oh…right. Sorry. You steam the ryce. The hardest part is figuring out how much water to add. Actually, you should just ask Ivy to teach you. She knows a lot more than I do.”


  Totom looked at me. I certainly didn’t mind teaching, but the water level was something you had to learn by feel.


  “You just have to steam some ryce a lot and find out how much this village’s ryce can absorb.”


  Totom nodded at me. “I see. Listen, would you mind coming over and showing me when you have some time?”


  I looked at my father. He nodded back.


  “Of course, sir.”


  Anything I could do to help those orphans…


  Chapter 579:
Rumors...


   


  “UM, SIR…IF YOU TELL ME where the children are, I’ll gladly go there.”


  I figured it would be faster if I could just meet their caregiver in person. Totom had work to do anyway.


  “Hm? Ohh, well, I appreciate the offer, but I’d advise against it.”


  Huh?


  “The church has their sights on their caregiver. If you get involved, you’ll be in for a world of trouble.”


  The church is going after their caregiver?


  “Why are they targeting their caregiver?”


  “The church wants the kids.”


  Totom’s answer made a deep crease form between my father’s brows. “What do you mean?”


  “The church said they’d take care of the children, and when the caregiver refused to hand them over, they made a stink about it. The adventurers’ guild bends easily to the church, and the merchant guild won’t even hear the caregiver out.”


  The church… That’s an organization I’d like to avoid getting involved with.


  “Anyway, the caregiver is surrounded by others who have their doubts about the church, so they keep the kids safe and no great harm has come to them yet. But that’s the current state of things there, so you should keep out of it. I really appreciate your offer, though. Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it, sir…”


  Now I feel like I troubled him…


  “Okay, that’s enough about that! Now, can you come teach me how to cook ryce when the shop is closed? That’ll be in a couple days.”


  I had no particular plans, so that should work. “Two days from now is fine—oh, Dad?”


  I’d forgotten to check in with him.


  “That’s okay. What time of day should we come?”


  “Hmm… If the morning works for you, how about ten?”


  Ten. Then maybe I should think of something to make for lunch. It must be hard work taking care of all those kids, so it should be something light that can be eaten quickly… All I can think of is a rice bowl. Isn’t there anything else?


  “Okay. That should do,” my father said.


  “Wow, thanks for letting me pick the date and time. You folks sure are accommodating.”


  Totom sounded apologetic, so we assured him it was no problem. He had work and we didn’t, so we should go by his schedule.


  “By the way, what type of meat do you have?”


  “Meat?” Totom gave my father a curious look.


  “We were hoping to buy some,” my father said, a hint of frustration in his tone.


  Totom nodded. “Oh! That’s right… Sorry. Ah ha ha! Slipped my mind. I’ll fetch the meat right away.”


  Totom disappeared into the back of the shop and returned with something wrapped in bana leaves. He set it in front of my father and unwrapped it.


  “This is our specialty—it’s moo-meat, and it’s called jersey.”


  I remembered moo-meat was a type much beloved by dairy farmers.


  “That’s right, this village is well known for its dairy,” my father remarked.


  Oh, neat.


  “It used to be,” Totom corrected him. “Now it’s on the fringe.”


  Did that mean the dairy industry went under? I looked at Totom and saw he had a sour expression on his face.


  “It’s a thing of the past?” my father asked hesitantly.


  Totom nodded. “For some reason, the higher-ups told the village to scale back our dairy production. Some farmers protested it, but to no avail…”


  Did that mean the lord of their land gave that command?


  “When did this happen?” my father asked.


  “It was the year before I inherited the shop from my father, so six years, I think. And with no more support from the village, it just died out with a whimper.”


  “Oh dear… Well, is the jersey good?”


  “Of course. It’s my favorite.”


  “Then we’ll buy that. Ivy, sound good to you?”


  “Yeah. The hols and tein meat we had that one time was very good.”


  I decided we’d start by trying it grilled with salt.


  “What else do you have?” my father asked.


  “We’ve got monster meat. The best thing this time of year is orul. It’s a bit gamey but quite savory, so it’s very popular. We got in a big haul yesterday, so I’ll give you a discount.”


  “Then we’ll take some orul, too.”


  I figured it was best to let my father handle buying the meat. Meanwhile, I was more interested in checking out their seasonings and sauces.


  “Hey, Dad, I’m gonna go take a look around.”


  “Sure. If you see anything you want, get it.”


  “Okay.”


  I looked at each item on the shelves one by one. The village had three cooking sauces and two salad dressings, as well as a sort of all-purpose sauce. I wanted to try all of them…


  You know, the bottles aren’t that big. I’ll just buy all of them! Now, I want to check out their fruit…


  “Welcome.”


  At the sound of Totom’s voice, I looked toward the entrance and saw four women.


  “Hey, did you hear the news?”


  Hm? Now they’re behind the shelf.


  “Oh yes, I did. Monsters near the village, they say.”


  They must mean the berserk monsters.


  “Scary, isn’t it?”


  “But won’t the adventurers protect us?”


  “The mid- and high-level ones are gone.”


  “That’s right! They left to kill the monsters along the village road, didn’t they?”


  “But isn’t that strange?”


  “Sure is. Why did they use all the mid- and high-level adventurers? I do wish they’d had the decency to leave behind one high-level party to defend the village.”


  I agree. Why did they assign all the mid- and high-level adventurers to the berserk monsters? Usually, you’re supposed to leave some of them behind to protect the village.


  “You know, the church asked Mashine to tea.”


  Oops! They changed the subject.


  “Yes, the lucky girl. I wish I could be invited to an elegant tea party.”


  The church hosts tea parties? Hmm… Do they all just sit around and sip tea? But why would they have an elegant tea party at a time like this? Monsters are going berserk, and there’s a major drug crisis…


  That reminds me, the church was growing karyo back in Hataru Village. If it’s the same story here, then this church tea party might be dangerous. Well…no, Ivy. I think you’re being too paranoid.


  “Hey, have you seen the new guild master?”


  And they changed the subject again. Which guild master are they talking about?


  “Didn’t he go to kill the berserk monsters?”


  Ah. The adventurers’ guild master. I guess they would gossip about him when he went missing days ago.


  “Ohh, did he? But I heard he got attacked and died from his wounds.”


  It sounds like they’re getting flooded with intel…


  “Oh no no no, I heard he ran off with a woman.”


  …What?!


  “Oh dear, oh dear. Did he?”


  No, no… Where did that rumor come from?


  “Oh nooo… D’ya mean he ran away when the village was in danger of a monster attack?”


  “Goodness, is that true? He didn’t seem the type. He seemed quite trustworthy.”


  “Yes, he certainly did. But I haven’t seen him around lately.”


  “Maybe…he really was attacked and killed by monsters?”


  “Yes, that does seem the most likely.”


  Mmm… And now there’s a new rumor.


  “Welcome!”


  Gee, this shop is pretty popular.


  “Oh, well, hello there.”


  “Hey, did you hear?”


  “What?”


  The new customers were two ladies. Everyone sounded like they were in their forties.


  “Well, the guild master got attacked by monsters, and he’s on death’s door.”


  Huh? Wasn’t that the original rumor?


  “Is he? Ooh! But I haven’t seen him in days. Do you think he might pull through?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  So this is how rumors come to life. I’m a bit shocked.


  “Ooh, isn’t this fruit water from Okanko Village?”


  “Ooh, you’re right. Is it that time of year already? I think I’ll buy some.”


  “Me, too.”


  I’d better get going. I wouldn’t be surprised if a few hours after these women leave the shop, they’ll be spreading a new rumor about the guild master getting attacked by monsters and being on death’s door.


  “Is that all?”


  “Huh?”


  Wait… How did I wind up back near my father? You really shouldn’t get so engrossed in your thoughts, Ivy…


  “Are you okay? You look tired.”


  “I’m fine. I’m gonna buy these sauces.”


  I handed my father the three sauces. There was a row of meat, vegetables, ryce, and flour in front of him on the counter.


  “This should be enough to cook several different meals, right?” he asked.


  “Yup. Did you find any vegetables that only grow in Okanny?”


  “There were some, yeah, but you don’t like bitter vegetables, right? Should we still buy them?”


  So he knew I didn’t like bitter vegetables… He was holding some bright red vegetables I’d never seen before, long and thin with a bumpy surface.


  “Are they really that bitter?” I asked.


  “I’ve eaten them before, and yeah, they were pretty bitter.”


  “Then I’ll pass.”


  I just couldn’t stomach bitter foods, so I was glad when my father put them back where they were. Then I looked at the pile of groceries we were about to buy.


  Okay, I’m gonna cook up a feast!


  Chapter 580:
Of Dessert and Gossip


   


  AS WE LEFT TOTOM’S SHOP and stepped out onto Main Street, we started to hear snippets of the rumors about the guild master that I’d caught earlier.


  “I don’t blame them for noticing that he’s gone. It has been a few days,” my father said.


  I nodded at him as I remembered the gossiping ladies from earlier.


  “In the shop earlier, one lady said she heard the adventurers’ guild master ran off with a woman.”


  “Ahh, yes, that does happen sometimes. Whenever anybody with a certain level of name recognition suddenly goes into hiding or skips town without saying anything, people gossip that it must’ve involved some love affair.”


  Having name recognition must be a real hassle.


  “Sometimes people really do run off with women, so those rumors are here to stay.”


  So it does happen sometimes, then… It sounds like the men and women involved both have their fair share of challenges.


  “Only have good romances, Ivy. In fact, only date the guys I approve of.”


  Will I even have a chance at romance?


  I glanced at my father, who was nodding beside me in silent determination.


  …Yeah, doesn’t seem likely.


  The real question was, did my father ever want to get married? He was strong, attentive, and most importantly kind. He was also rather handsome and had money.


  Wait a minute… Isn’t he like, the perfect guy? But no ladies have ever approached him during our travels.


  “What’s up?” he asked.


  Is it because I’m with him? Am I hindering his love life?


  “Hey, Dad…don’t you want to date anybody?”


  “Nope.”


  He didn’t even hesitate. It sounds like he has no interest in romance whatsoever. Well, we are in the middle of a big journey, after all. Once it’s over, maybe he’ll change his mind.


  “Oh, that’s right. Totom said this village is famous for a dessert made out of hexa fruit. Want to try it?”


  “Yes!”


  Dessert! Ooh, I’m really excited.


  “The best shop that sells them ought to be around here, from what I heard… Ah! There it is!”


  I looked where my father was pointing and saw a little shop whose sign showed a painting of a hexa fruit cracked in half. I wondered what sort of dessert they made with it.


  “That’s quite a long line… Do you mind the wait?” he asked.


  There was a line of about twenty people filing out of the shop, which went to show how tasty the treats were.


  “Of course I don’t mind.”


  My father and I got in the back of the queue, and more people lined up behind us immediately after. It really was a popular shop. I hoped they wouldn’t sell out…


  “So I hear somebody attacked the guild master.”


  Ah, more guild master rumors!


  There were two men behind us, in their late twenties. From their build, they were either adventurers or with the village watch.


  “Is that true? Not that guild master…”


  “Yeah, I get that. Would that guild master really go down in a fight that easy?”


  “That” guild master? Does he have a reputation here for being really powerful?


  “But nobody’s seen him lately, you know?”


  “Right, right, nobody’s seen him. But if he was attacked, he’s got potions. Do we really need to worry?”


  “I guess not… But listen.”


  Oops! He lowered his voice.


  “What’s up?”


  “I saw something I wasn’t supposed to…”


  “Ooh, what?”


  “The chur…assistant…that’s why…myst…”


  Uggggh, now I can’t hear him.


  “Is that true?”


  “Yeah. So is it the church? They sure give me the creeps…”


  “The chur…” I can assume that’s “the church.” As for the “assistant”…that’s probably the guild master’s assistant? I completely missed the most important part, though. Too bad. But I did hear them say the church gave them the creeps.


  “Which one do you want?” my father asked.


  I checked the menu posted at the front of the shop.


  “The most popular item…Hexaroma? You know, from the names, it’s kind of hard to tell what they all taste like.”


  What does this “Redroma, Greenroma” stuff mean…?


  “Are you supposed to play around with aromas?” my father asked, quizzically peering inside the dessert shop.


  “I can see the desserts from this angle now. See? Look.”


  As we watched the customers in front of us go into the shop, we looked at the desserts. They were kept in tiny cups, arranged in a row inside a case. In addition to red and green desserts, they had purple and blue ones, too.


  “Next guest, please. Welcome!”


  It was our turn, so we approached the case and were greeted with a gentle aroma.


  “Is Hexaroma your most popular item?” I asked.


  “That’s right. Hexaroma is quite popular. The next most popular is Redroma.”


  As the shopkeeper explained the desserts to us, we compared the two most popular ones. I wondered how they were different.


  “We heard this dessert is delicious. What exactly does it taste like?”


  “Hexaroma has a mild sweetness, and Redroma is a bit tangy and very refreshing.”


  So it’s a refreshing sweetness. They both sound interesting.


  “We’ll take two each of the Hexaroma and Redroma. Want anything else?” my father asked me.


  I frantically shook my head no. Was it really that obvious that I wanted two of each?


  Once we left the store, my father looked around us. “Want to eat over there?”


  There was a little rest area between shops with tables and chairs.


  “Sure. I really want to try these as soon as possible.”


  “If they’re good, we can always get more on the way back.”


  That might be a good idea. The rest area was pretty packed.


  “I’m not finding any seats…” I mused.


  “Neither am I… Aha! Let’s sit over there.”


  My father pointed at a spot near a bustling shop. Most people probably didn’t like to sit there because of all the foot traffic (and because it was easy to hear everyone’s conversations).


  “It’s the only place that’s open, so we might as well,” I agreed.


  My father and I sat down and took out the Hexaroma and Redroma we’d just bought. I wondered which ones I should start with. The most popular?


  “Is it really that tough a decision? You can eat both of them anyway.”


  “I know, but…it’s hard.”


  “Ha ha! Ooh! This is really good.”


  Huh? He’s already eating. Mmm… I’ll start with Hexaroma!


  “Ooh, it’s really good!”


  It really is a mild sweetness. Ooooh, it’s delicate, but it still has a satisfying texture. This is really good.


  The spot between the noisy shop and the rest area was slightly elevated. That meant I couldn’t quite see the people, but I could clearly hear the voices of a man and a woman.


  “You know the fence protecting this village? Well, part of it was open.”


  Uh-oh! Did they see where we sneaked into the village earlier?


  “Huh?! An opening in the fence? Come on, that’s ridiculous!”


  “I know, it seems crazy, right? I saw it at night, so maybe my eyes were playing tricks?”


  She saw it at night? Then it couldn’t have been us. Thank goodness.


  “Huh? Why do you care? If there’s an opening in the fence, it’s none of our business.”


  “I know, but somebody came into the village through the opening.”


  “Really? Like, an intruder?” The woman sounded nervous.


  “I don’t know. They hid right away, but when they got close, I heard them talking about drugs.”


  “Drugs? Whoa, isn’t that dangerous? Were you hiding? They didn’t see you, did they?”


  “Oh, I was hiding.”


  “Oh, thank goodness. But wow… Intruders talking about drugs… Wouldn’t it be funny if that opening I thought I saw in the fence was actually there?”


  It was actually there, ma’am. Well, that aside, if these people were with the cartel, then were they coming back from the cave? If they found out all their karyo were dead, they were probably shocked.


  “Okay, we’re all finished eating. Wanna head out?” my father asked.


  “Sure.”


  Yeah. The longer we stay, the more suspicion we’ll draw.


  We grabbed our belongings and quietly left. I noticed my father was deep in thought.


  “Something on your mind?” I asked.


  “Ivy, did you like both the desserts we just had?”


  “Of course! They were both really good.”


  “Okay, let’s buy every flavor on the way back!”


  Huh?


  I stared up at my father, who looked excited.


  Ah, he must have really liked them!


  I had to admit they were just mild enough that I could have easily downed a dozen of them myself.


  Chapter 581:
My Favorite Things


   


  “HEY THERE.”


  When we got back to the safe house we were borrowing from Plaff, Zinal was there to greet us. I didn’t sense any other auras, so he was probably alone.


  “Just you, Zinal?” my father asked.


  “Yeah, I just got the bath ready—go hop in and relax. Huh? Oh, is that the aroma series?”


  Zinal smiled at the sight of the basket my father was carrying. I supposed he also liked the sweets at that shop.


  “Yeah, we bought enough for everybody.”


  “Well, I appreciate that. I buy some every time I come to this village. And wow, you bought enough for everybody?”


  “We did! Should I take it that everybody is more than you and Fische? Do we have more housemates?”


  “Yeah, Garth’s party is staying here, too, but only during the day. They’ll sleep outside at night.”


  Baffled by the word “outside,” I followed Zinal’s pointing finger and looked out the window to see another smaller building outside, a small distance away from ours.


  “Are they, then?”


  “Yeah, it was decided after you two left,” Zinal explained. “Sorry about that. If there isn’t enough, I can go buy more.”


  “No, there should be enough.”


  Zinal gave my father a look. “Just how many did you buy?”


  “How many did it wind up being? We bought one of every flavor per person…”


  “What?! Are you saying you bought four of each flavor?”


  “No, five of each flavor.”


  “Five? Does Ivy get two of each?”


  “No, my father does.”


  While my father nodded as if that should have been self-evident, Zinal snickered.


  “I guess somebody’s a big fan,” he teased.


  “Apparently so,” I agreed.


  My father shrugged innocently, but it was quite unusual for him to like a food this much other than meat and spicy things.


  “Right, did you manage to buy all the groceries you needed?” Zinal asked.


  “Yes, sir. We bought everything at Totom’s shop.”


  “Totom? Ah, yes, I know the shop. He won’t sell to you unless he likes you. Well, he might still sell to you, but at a higher price. But from the way Ivy looks, you guys got a good haul, so I imagine the shopkeeper took a liking to you.”


  Aha! So Totom’s judgment does determine the price you paid. I thought he was just saying a line when he said we’d get a discount since Plaff vouched for us, but I guess he really does change the price with each customer. I’m surprised he can stay in business.


  “Strange, isn’t it?” Zinal asked me.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Zinal seemed amused by the befuddled look on my face. “The shopkeeper has an amazingly keen eye. People say anything you buy at his store never misses, so all the restaurants and stalls in the area buy all their groceries from him.”


  What incredible trust he’s built.


  “Right, this place has a big kitchen out back. Also, Plaff says we can use anything we find in the house.”


  “Got it. Ivy, why don’t we put away all the groceries first, then pick our room?”


  “Sure.”


  My father and I parted ways with Zinal and headed to the kitchen.


  “Wow… It’s really big.”


  The kitchen was quite spacious and looked like a relaxing place to cook.


  “I’m sure you’d love to stay here for a while, Ivy, but you’ll have to do that later.”


  We still had to find a place to sleep. We went upstairs to find rows of doors in a hallway. I suddenly wondered which rooms Zinal and Fische would be using.


  “It looks like Zinal and Fische are using these rooms next to each other.”


  I looked where my father was pointing and saw that papers with their names had been placed on the doors. It made the setup easy to understand, but also kind of silly. As my father and I had a little laugh, we looked for a room we could use.


  “I guess we can each have our own room. Are you fine being next to me, Ivy?”


  I realized then that with so many rooms available, my father and I could stay in separate ones. It felt like it had been ages since I had my own room…


  “Ivy?”


  “Oh! Um, sure, next door is fine.”


  “Something wrong?”


  I’m not sure, but I think I feel…


  “It’s just…it’s been so long since I’ve stayed in a room alone that it feels kind of…lonely? Or just wrong…”


  “You know, you’re right. It has been a while since we’ve stayed in separate rooms. I think my house was the last time?”


  Was it really that long ago? We always shared a room at inns and we shared a tent, too… Yeah, wow, we really have been together all this time. That explains why it feels wrong to be apart.


  “If you miss me, you can always come to my room,” my father teased.


  We both laughed, but I could easily imagine myself feeling lonely and sneaking into his room at night.


  “Ack, I forgot to ask about the bath situation,” my father blurted out.


  “Huh? But Zinal said he drew one.”


  “No, I meant how many baths there are. We’ll take turns if there’s just one, but if there’s two, neither of us will have to wait.”


  Then it occurred to me that we weren’t in an inn, so there wouldn’t be the usual separate men’s and women’s baths.


  “Once I get settled in my room, I’ll ask about the baths,” my father said.


  “Okay. I’ll feed the creatures.”


  My father left for his room, and I opened the bag of creatures.


  “Pu! Puuu?”


  “Sorry for the wait, guys. Sit tight; I’ll get out your potions.”


  I pulled the potions out of the magic bag. I checked the stash and was happy to see we still had a good supply.


  “Right, we found lots of potions at the illegal dump.”


  I guess we won’t even need to go to the dump for a while… No, actually, we might leave this village at any time, so I should fill our magic bags with potions just to be on the safe side.


  “Pu! Pu. Puuu?”


  Sora’s voice made me notice my hands were frozen in midair.


  “Oops, sorry. Um, Sora, Flame, is this going to be enough potions for you? Now we just need the magic items. Sit tight, Sol.”


  “Pefu!”


  While Sora and Flame excitedly tucked in to their potions, I opened the magic bag containing magic items. This bag was also full of all the items we managed to find at the illegal dump.


  “This one, that one…and this one. This should be enough for now.”


  I took the magic items out of the bag. Since some of them were heavy, it was quite the undertaking. Sol gleefully began to devour the magic items.


  Shuwaaa, shuwaaa…


  Shuwaaa, shuwaaa…


  Gursh…gursh…shuwaaa, shuwaaa…


  Everyone looks so happy. And Ciel…is back in adandara form and already lying down.


  “Ciel.”


  Mrrrow?


  “Let me brush you later, okay?”


  Mrrrow!


  Good, you sound happy about that.


  Knock, knock.


  Ciel’s tail flinched at the sound of the door. It was so cute. The slimes simply ignored it and kept eating. I almost wished they would care a little more, even if they knew who was on the other side of the door.


  “Yes?”


  “Ivy, it’s me.”


  I opened the door and found my father carrying his bath things.


  “There are two baths, so wanna come with me?”


  So there are two. I wonder what this building was originally made for?


  I got my bath things and headed out. I couldn’t help but snicker when I saw the door to the bath. On it were pieces of paper labeled “man” and “woman,” probably a little act of kindness on Zinal’s part.


  “Take as long as you want, okay?” my father said.


  “I will.”


  I entered the bath to find it was squeaky-clean. I wondered if Zinal had done that.


  “Well, whatever. I finally get to take a bath!”


  Since it was summer, I had wiped the sweat off my body every day, but nothing beat a proper bath. I rinsed my entire body twice, washed my hair three times, then finally settled in the tub. And ohhh, it felt so good.


  “So I’ll do the laundry tomorrow, and then…I’ll make some food for the journey.”


  I’m gonna sleep like a rock tonight… No, no, don’t fall asleep now, Ivy. Remember that time you almost fell asleep and drowned in the bath?


  When I left the bath, I heard the voices of my father and Zinal. I wondered where they were.


  “Ivy, over here.”


  “Thank you for getting the bath ready for us. Is something wrong?”


  I entered the first room we’d gone into and found the two men in there. Their expressions looked a bit grim, unless I was mistaken.


  “Holl and his men safely got into the village and finished their business with the adventurers’ guild.”


  So they made it. That’s a relief.


  “But the two knights they sent to keep things calm with the low-level adventurers outside the gate got there too late.”


  “Too late? What do you mean?”


  “Well…there was quite an awful brawl. The low-level adventurers were so confused and terrified.”


  So their fears got the better of them. I hope nobody was hurt…


  Chapter 582:
Strange?


   


  I SAT NEXT TO MY FATHER, and Zinal sat across from us and handed me a cup of tea.


  “Thank you.”


  “It’s almost dinnertime, and you’ve already had a snack, so I’ll hold off on refreshments.”


  When I gave him an understanding nod, Zinal lightly patted my head. I wondered why.


  “How are the adventurers?” I asked.


  “Holl sent word that he ran over and calmed down the riot, so I think they should be okay now…but a lot of them got hurt.”


  My father heaved a sigh. Wounded adventurers really were the last thing we needed at this point. What with the berserk monsters out there, we really couldn’t afford to use too many potions.


  “Any serious injuries?” my father asked.


  “Some got slashed with a sword.”


  “This is the worst thing that could happen.”


  My father heaved another sigh, and Zinal echoed it.


  “The one silver lining is that nobody died,” my father said. “So, did you meet with him?”


  Meet with whom? Was Zinal supposed to meet somebody?


  I looked at Zinal. For some reason, the way he smiled sent chills down my spine.


  “Don’t scare me now,” my father said. “What happened?”


  “Some of my friends who work here…their drinks got spiked with drugs. It only happened once and it was discovered right away, so they were treated quickly and came out of it with just a minor addiction.”


  Their drinks were spiked?


  “When were they drugged?” my father asked.


  “Not even they know. When they met back up with their group, some of them had an adverse reaction to the drugs. They had convulsions and passed out. They called the doctor right away and found drugs in their system—that was how they found out they were drugged.”


  Were the convulsions a rejection of the drugs? If somebody incompatible with the drugs took them and wasn’t treated early enough, their addiction might be much worse. Was somebody trying to kill them? With drugs? No, that would take too long. So then…why?


  “I see… Are the people who passed out okay?” my father asked.


  “They’re fine now. They really were lucky there was a doctor in the house.”


  That did sound incredibly lucky.


  “Were your friends looking into the drug cartel, Zinal?” my father asked.


  “Yeah, they stopped all other investigations for the past month to focus on the cartel.”


  “Meaning the cartel almost certainly noticed and drugged them.”


  So they drugged them to make them addicts and stop them from investigating them? I dunno… Doesn’t that sound a bit contrived?


  “That sounds…weird.”


  Strange?


  “Three of my friends were drugged…and they were only logistical support in the investigations. They had no direct involvement with the cartel investigation. If the cartel knew they were being looked into, it makes no sense that the ones actually conducting the investigation were spared.”


  Yes, it does seem odd that they would go after logistical support. Was it to send a message? No, no, they wouldn’t want intel on their cartel to leak to the outside. They would just skip the warning message and go straight for the kill. So that means…we have no idea why those three were targeted.


  “Also, there were other drugged victims besides my three friends.”


  “There were?” My father looked puzzled.


  Zinal nodded. “Yeah, as far as we know there were ten people besides my three friends, and only one of them knew my friends.”


  “I see. So are there any similarities between your three friends and the other ten who were drugged?”


  Zinal shook his head, which deepened the crease between my father’s brows.


  “My friends looked into it, but they didn’t seem to have any connections that would make them a target. A more thorough investigation revealed that all but one of them were just ordinary villagers. So they were written off as not the sort of people who would be targeted by a drug cartel.”


  Who was the odd man out?


  “One of the drugged was a merchant who’d arrived in the village the previous day,” Zinal said.


  Which means…it was all random? Did the cartel just drug people indiscriminately?


  “Was that odd man out the sort of person the cartel would target?” my father asked.


  Zinal smiled cynically. “Nope, he’s an appraiser on retainer for the merchant guild. We’re guessing somebody was paying him back for an appraisal they didn’t like.”


  An appraiser… Yes, I suppose people would get vindictive if an appraiser valued an item much lower than they wanted.


  “The only other idea we have is that we must’ve missed something. Otherwise, it’s…”


  “A diversion?” I asked.


  So, did they drug people at random so nobody would find out who they were really targeting? I don’t like that theory. It’s terrifying.


  “Yes, Ivy, we think it might have been a diversion. Another theory is that they were experiments.”


  Experiments? With drugs? Yikes, that’s even scarier than random druggings…


  “Zinal. Stop scaring Ivy.”


  “Agh, I’m sorry.”


  “No, it’s okay. I’m not scared.”


  The idea of people conducting human experiments just makes me sad.


  “Right, did you two hear any interesting rumors?”


  Zinal refilled our teacups and set them in front of us. The faint sweet aroma of the brew really was quite soothing.


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “Thanks. Yeah, rumors about both guild masters have been spreading. It’s been a while since they both went missing. What’s more, things feel bleak, what with the berserk monsters afoot. The absence of the two village leaders is only stoking their fear.”


  “Okay. I’ve been hearing rumors about the two guild masters, too. You know, I haven’t heard much about the merchant guild master.”


  He was right. I did feel like we’d heard more rumors about the adventurers’ guild master than the merchant guild one.


  “I think there are more rumors about the adventurers’ guild because people are afraid of the berserk monsters.”


  I supposed that meant everyone was more interested in news about the people who might help protect them.


  “Also, people are gossiping about all the mid- and top-level adventurers being sent away from the village. They think it’s suspicious.”


  “Ah, yes, that decision was apparently made before Plaff could make a call. Seems like somebody out there wanted to rid this village of all the strongest adventurers.”


  They wanted to get rid of the strong adventurers when there were berserk monsters on the loose? Does this mean they wanted to put these villagers in even greater danger?


  “Why would they do that?” my father asked.


  “We’ve got no proof, but we’re sure money is involved.”


  My father looked disgusted by Zinal’s answer. “So the cartel is paying them off?”


  “That’s right.”


  We all frowned at Zinal’s reply. Anyone who would put the villagers in danger for money was just evil. I wondered if it was the same people who dumped trash in the forest. To make the monsters go berserk and send the adventurers away to kill them…


  No, I’m overthinking this. I mean, if they were a week off, they would lose the village… They would never take such a risk.


  “That reminds me, Ivy came across a very interesting rumor.”


  “Er—I did?”


  Zinal looked at me eagerly. I wished I knew what rumor my father was talking about.


  “Oh! You mean the one about the church hosting tea parties and inviting villagers?”


  My father nodded.


  “Tea parties at the church?” Zinal asked.


  “Yes, sir. Some women in their forties were talking about it. One of them said a woman named Mashine got an invitation from the church.”


  “An invitation from the church. Interesting.”


  Zinal looked very dubious, and I sympathized.


  “From the way they talked, these tea parties are famous events. An invitation gives you bragging rights.”


  If I got invited, my gag reflex would kick in.


  “Druid, do you think that story stinks?” Zinal asked.


  “Yeah.”


  My father and I were on the same page. From what I knew about the church, they would only hold tea parties if they hoped to gain something. But what exactly they would gain, we didn’t know.


  “What do you think they’re after?” Zinal asked.


  “Dunno, but I think the drugs might be somehow connected.”


  So my father agreed that the church was probably in the drug business. Did they drug people at these tea parties?


  …No, that can’t be right. They would be too easy to catch red-handed.


  Chapter 583:
Um, Mr. Zinal?


   


  “SPEAKING OF THE CHURCH, some of the adventurers were starting to find them suspicious.”


  Meaning they don’t trust them. Is that really all that unusual…? Oh, right. The church is special in this village.


  “Is that so?” my father asked in surprise, and Zinal nodded.


  I suppose the rumors he was looking into were the more secret ones. We didn’t hear anyone gossiping about the church’s trustworthiness… Wait, no. We did.


  “Hey, Dad? Remember the person who said the church gave them the creeps? They were talking about how they haven’t seen the guild master around. I couldn’t hear what they were saying very well, but it was something about the assistant.”


  “Yeah, I remember. They said they saw something, too.”


  “What did this person look like? Any distinguishing features?” Zinal asked.


  My father looked a bit surprised.


  “Er, sorry. Just picked up much less intel than I was hoping for,” Zinal continued.


  Wow, does Zinal look flustered for once? He’s always so brave and confident.


  “Sometimes the harder you work, the less of the big picture you see,” my father said.


  Zinal smiled sheepishly.


  “What’s wrong?” my father asked worriedly.


  Zinal shook his head.


  “What is it?” My father’s eyebrows furrowed with suspicion. “Zinal. Did something happen today?”


  “Huh?! Er, I just met with my friends, heard they’d been drugged…”


  With a bewildered look on his face, Zinal went back over his steps that day. Nothing seemed out of place. But…though we couldn’t put our finger on it…something about him was a little off. He was his usual self, but different…


  Mrrrow.


  “Pefu!”


  “Huh?”


  I frantically looked at the door, where the unexpected voices were coming from. There was Ciel, with Sol atop its head.


  Mrrrow?


  “Ciel? Sol? What’s wrong?”


  They’ve never left the room without permission before. What’s come over them? Has something happened to the slimes?


  I hurried toward Ciel, who entered the room before I could catch up, and marched straight over to Zinal.


  “What’s wrong?” Zinal asked, giving Ciel a strange look.


  Sol was shaking. I didn’t know what the little slime was trying to do.


  “Pefu!”


  Sol suddenly jumped from Ciel’s head into Zinal’s arms. I had no idea what was on its mind.


  “Whoa there. Did you want someone to hold you?”


  Was that really all? I looked at Sol, whose head was buried in Zinal’s chest. Did it really love Zinal that much?


  “Hey. Sol?”


  As I gave them a quizzical look, my father spoke nervously. I looked at Sol—who, for some reason, was glowing all over.


  “What?!”


  Zinal frantically shoved Sol away from his chest.


  “What is this thing?” Zinal gasped, looking at his chest in bafflement.


  Since Sol was blocking my view, I couldn’t see what it was. So I changed my position a little and saw that Sol and Zinal were connected by a thin black line.


  “Er… What is this?” Zinal asked me, discomfort in his voice.


  I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I’ve never seen this before.”


  Not knowing what else to do, we waited a few minutes. Then, eventually, the black line vanished from Zinal’s end.


  “Maybe Sol was transferring something out of your body through that black line?”


  A look at Sol revealed the slime was very satisfied. It always looked like this after a filling meal of magic energy.


  “Sol, were you using that black line to suck up magic energy?” I asked.


  “Pefu!”


  Er… So Sol was sucking magic energy from Zinal?


  I looked at Zinal, who was staring down at his own chest and rubbing it. Did he feel something was wrong?


  As Sol’s tamer, what am I supposed to do in a situation like this? Say “Sorry my slime sucked up your magic?” or “Thanks for the magic donation?” No, no, no, it’s wrong to thank him when Sol stole his magic without asking. Wait a minute, can Sol steal magic from people?


  “Did Sol do something to you?” I asked.


  Zinal was clutching his head, and my father was shaking his.


  “Are you okay?” my father asked.


  “Yeah… Thanks, Sol.”


  What? He’s thanking Sol?


  My father and I both gave Zinal a confused look. When he noticed, he laughed meekly.


  “They got me…” Zinal said. “I don’t know how they did it, but they did something to me.”


  “Who did?” my father asked.


  A look of shame filled Zinal’s eyes. “Usually I can make sense of it somehow, but…they made me feel that I needed to do something…or that bad things would happen if I didn’t do something… Was it magic? Was that what Sol’s black line sucked out of me? Anyway, after it was gone, that feeling completely disappeared.”


  “Brainwashing…” my father murmured.


  Zinal nodded. “I think so.”


  “But were they not trying very hard?”


  It did seem kind of like a half-hearted effort for brainwashing, and Zinal seemed to agree.


  “But how did you even get brainwashed?” my father asked. “What did you do today? Does anything stand out?”


  “What did I do today…? I met with my friends and we swapped intel, that’s all I can thi— My friends.”


  A pained expression filled Zinal’s face. If all he did was meet with his friends, then it must have been them. But he hoped he was wrong.


  “Mr. Zinal, remember how we once got influenced by a summoning circle without knowing it? Maybe this was something else. Maybe your friends were even brainwashed too.”


  But wait a minute, if other people were brainwashed, that actually makes the whole situation worse…


  “Yeah, you’re right. It’s a bit too soon to assume they betrayed me… There must be some way to look into this…”


  At the moment, that would be Sol, but Zinal didn’t look like he was too keen to ask for the slime’s help. In fact, he didn’t seem too keen on me or my father meeting these friends of his at all. I wondered why. It wasn’t like we would blab their secrets to anybody.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Huh? Sora and Flame are here, too?


  I looked at the two slimes, crying and eagerly bounding into the room. Behind them was Ciel.


  “Ah, Ciel either brought them here or rounded them up because they were playing outside the room.”


  My father’s statement prompted me to look at Sora and Flame, who were jiggling a lot and having a great time of it. They definitely looked like they were finishing up a good playtime.


  “It’s the second one,” my father laughed, giving Sora’s head a pat.


  Agreeing with him, I cast Flame a fond glance…and then I froze.


  “Um, Dad…? Mr. Zinal…? Flame is kind of eating Sol…”


  “Huh?! Agh!”


  As my father sputtered and gasped, I caught sight of Zinal freezing in shock out of the corner of my eye. But as I stood there—oddly calm—I thought to myself that the others had the most reasonable reactions to the scene before our eyes.


  So, um…Sol is inside of Flame. And the bubbles Flame makes while digesting food are forming, too. Er… What do Sora and Ciel think of all this?


  “They’re relaxed.”


  Ciel was staring intently at Flame, but Sora was asleep.


  “Huh? Oh…yeah, Sora’s asleep, all right.” My father glanced back and forth between Sora and Flame in confusion. “Since Sora is so relaxed, I guess Sol is probably okay.”


  I had to agree. With Sora sleeping soundly nearby, there was no way Sol was getting eaten.


  Peh!


  Roll roll roll roll.


  It was a magic stone. Flame had spat out an elliptical transparent magic stone and was looking quite proud of it. I could practically hear the little slime saying, “Aren’t I great?”


  “Thank you, Flame. What a beautiful magic stone you’ve made.”


  [image: ]


  I picked up the magic stone, which had rolled to my feet. It was bigger than my hand and yet extremely clear.


  “This is beautiful.”


  Chapter 584:
As Much as I’d Like to Stay Out of This…


   


  “SO…WHAT SORT OF POWERS do you think this stone has?” Zinal asked, holding the magic stone in his hand and looking at my father.


  “It probably has the power to undo brainwashing. Flame has always made magic stones to help with whatever problem we’re facing at the moment.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu,” Flame happily chirped at my father. I could practically hear the little slime saying, “You’re a smart man!”


  “Sounds like you’re right,” Zinal said.


  “Sure does.”


  Zinal stared intently at the magic stone in his hand. I wondered what the holdup was. Why didn’t he go straight to his friends?


  “Does the affected person just grip it in their hand to use it? Or do I need to press it against them?”


  Ahh, how to use the stone… I’m not sure. When Sol helped Zinal earlier, there was a black line coming from his chest, so maybe you’re supposed to press it against the body?


  “Why don’t you have them try gripping it first?” my father suggested.


  “Yeah. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll push it against their chests.” With a nod at my father, Zinal turned his attention to me. “Ivy, do you mind if I use this magic stone?”


  The stone belonged not to Flame, who had made it, but to me, Flame’s tamer. So my permission would be needed whenever the magic stone Flame had created was used. I’d already told Zinal that I didn’t mind him using anything of mine as he pleased, but he had told me he needed to ask as a courtesy. (I still thought it was overkill to ask permission every single time.)


  “Of course I don’t mind.”


  If people were brainwashed, I wanted them to be free as soon as possible.


  “Something’s been worrying me about all this…” My father was frowning deeply.


  “I think you and I are thinking the same thing, Druid.”


  I looked at Zinal in surprise. There was an expression of extreme disgust on his face, and I wondered what it was.


  “‘We don’t know when the brainwashing happened’ and ‘We have no memory of it’—does that sound right?” my father asked Zinal.


  They don’t know when the brainwashing happened? They have no memory of it?


  The two heaved annoyed sighs in perfect unison. It was simultaneously impressive and shocking. But what was it that they seemed to be dreading so much?


  When were they brainwashed? We don’t have a clue. This is just like the time we fell under the spell of a summoning circle, isn’t it? And back then, the influence of the summoning circle made us fearful without us realizing it. Mm? Summoning circle? That’s right. We lost our memory when the summoning circle got us. Wait… Is that what they think this is? A summoning circle? In other words…


  “Is a summoning circle involved here?” I asked.


  I thought I understood where my father’s and Zinal’s dread was coming from, but I had to make sure. One look at them, and I knew I hit the nail on the head. Their faces were clearly filled with disgust and dread, and I didn’t blame them. I never wanted to deal with a summoning circle ever again, either.


  “We don’t have any proof, though,” Zinal said.


  I gave a bitter smile. We had no proof, but I was sure my father and Zinal were still convinced that was the explanation.


  “Ugh… I wish we could just forget about it and leave this village behind us.”


  I almost caught myself seconding my father’s motion.


  “If we could do that, life would be so much easier, wouldn’t it?” Zinal joked with a resigned laugh.


  “It sure would.” My father shrugged his shoulders.


  So what they’re saying is, they can’t turn their backs on it?


  “As soon as I heard some people lost their memory, I suspected it might be a summoning circle.”


  Zinal nodded at my father. “Me, too.”


  I was impressed by both of them. When I heard about the memory loss, I never thought of a summoning circle. It was probably a difference in experience.


  “Ah! Fische is back,” Zinal announced.


  I checked the door and the surrounding area for auras. And I did recognize one, though it was still a bit distant from the door.


  “Looks like we’ll get answers from Fische before I have to test my friends. He met them today, too.”


  “Hey, everyone,” Fische said.


  “Hi there.”


  As Zinal marched right out, my father and I scurried after him toward the door.


  “Well, this is weird. Why’re you all meeting me at the door?”


  “Uh, we’ll explain later. Can you hold this for a second?”


  Zinal held out the magic stone Flame had made. Fische scrutinized it, probably reluctant to do as Zinal said without understanding why.


  “Um…sure.”


  So he doesn’t need an explanation?


  Fische took the magic stone, which unleashed a pale glow.


  “What?! Huh? What is this thing?”


  “A magic stone.”


  “Yeah, I can see that! You know what I mean… Ack, what’s it doing? I feel something leaving my body. Uhhh, Zinal? What’s going on?”


  Yeah, I think he does need an explanation…


  I looked at Zinal to see him staring at Fische’s hand in awe.


  “Zinal! What the hell is going on? Explain!”


  “Sorry. Don’t get mad…but the black line coming out of you is magic energy. It’s not doing you any good, so you’d best expel it. Anyway, don’t let that magic stone go until it’s all gone.”


  “Uhh…okay. Once this stone started glowing, I couldn’t let it go anyway.”


  I looked at Fische in astonishment. He had opened his hand and turned his palm downward, but the magic stone stayed put. It really was stuck to him.


  “Okay, so we can just have people grip the stone without explaining to them. There’s always the danger of people insisting they’re fine and refusing treatment if we do explain. Now, how do you feel?”


  Fische sighed resignedly at Zinal’s question. Then he proceeded to answer all of Zinal’s follow-up questions. I was starting to realize Zinal was using Fische as a guinea pig.


  “It looks like Fische is used to Zinal treating him like that.” My father nodded at Fische with a trace of sympathy in his eyes.


  “Ah, it’s unstuck!”


  Fische took the magic stone in his opposite hand. Once the stone completed its task, it unattached itself. For a moment there, I was a little concerned that it would stay stuck to his hand forever, so it came as a relief.


  “So, where did you get this magic stone? And what did it just take from me?” Fische looked at my father.


  “The black line was magic energy. We suspect you’ve been brainwashed.”


  Fische gave my father a quizzical stare. He smiled.


  “Well, we don’t exactly know what it is. What we do know is…”


  My father explained everything to Fische—what had happened to Zinal, what Sol had done, and what Flame had made.


  “Now I see. So what are we thinking?” Fische smiled uncomfortably at the look in my father’s and Zinal’s eyes. “Ah, I know that look. Summoning circle?”


  “What do you think, Fische?”


  “I have the same theory. I already know what it’s like to be put under the spell of a summoning circle without realizing it. So, Zinal, what are we going to do about it?”


  “I’m going to see our friends right now. If they’re brainwashed, I’ll set them free and then hear their story. And if they’re not, we’ll need to figure out which one of them betrayed us.”


  “I’ll come with you. It’s too dangerous to go alone.”


  Fische and Zinal both shot a glance at my father.


  “I’ll stay here and keep watch.”


  “Ryu! Ryuuu, ryuuu, ryuuu… Pong!”


  My father and I exchanged startled glances when we heard the noises from the other room.


  “That noise… That was Flame making another magic stone, wasn’t it?” my father said.


  “Yeah. It sounded different with the transparent magic stone, but it made this kind of noise before.”


  As we were about to hurry into the other room, Ciel emerged, carrying something in its mouth. The creature passed us, walked to the front door, and set it down by Zinal’s feet.


  “Er, is this for me?”


  Zinal picked up the magic stone, and Ciel happily headed back into the other room.


  Mission accomplished? Or I guess the better question is what is that magic stone for?


  “Mr. Zinal, may I look at it?” I asked.


  “Of course. I mean, this is your magic stone, Ivy.”


  I took the magic stone from Zinal and looked it over. It was transparent and about the same size and shape as the other one Flame had made, but the center of this stone was blue, the color of potions that cured wounds. We didn’t know what sort of wounds this magic stone was supposed to cure, though. I wasn’t sure how we could test it, either…


  “Since Ciel gave this to me, that probably means my friends need it,” Zinal said.


  I thought that might be right.


  “We’ll go test it out.”


  I handed the magic stone back to Zinal and watched him walk out the front door with Fische. I hoped everything would turn out well…


  Chapter 585:
How Do They Know?


   


  I COOKED DINNER and set Zinal and Fische’s portions in the magic box in the kitchen, then left a note in case they came back after I was asleep.


  “Okay, let’s eat,” my father said. “The last room we were in okay?”


  “Sure.”


  My father carried the tray heaped with food, so I took the tea. Then we sat down to eat.


  Today’s main dish was the jersey Totom had recommended. I was amazed at how tender it was when I grilled it, and it was still just as tender now.


  “This is soooo good!”


  I was glad I’d only seasoned the meat with salt and pepper. I wanted to enjoy its pure flavor first.


  “Yeah. This is delicious.”


  My father liked it so much that he just kept eating. I’d also prepared a salad and vegetable braise on the side, and every vegetable in the dishes was scrumptious as well.


  “Totom’s shop sure was the right call.”


  “Yeah. All the vegetables are fresh and tasty,” I agreed.


  That was why we couldn’t stop eating. It was strange, since I had eaten a lot of snacks that day.


  After dinner, we stood up to clear the table.


  “It’s just plates. I’ll wash up,” I told him.


  “Then I’ll get our after-dinner drinks while you wash the plates. You okay with tea?”


  “I think I’m in the mood for fruit juice this time.”


  “Okay. I’ll juice some of the fruits we bought today.”


  “Thanks.”


  As we were about to leave the room, Ciel came into sight. I saw the slimes standing under the adandara’s belly. Tired from so much playing, they had all gone to sleep when I started cooking dinner.


  “What’s up?” my father asked.


  My mind raced a little as I headed to the kitchen. “Er—well…I was just wondering how our creatures understood what was happening to us.”


  Flame always made magic stones we needed, and even Sol had stepped up today. I always thought they were strangely intuitive, but when I saw Ciel carry the magic stone to Zinal earlier that day, that curiosity only increased. And from everything I currently knew, I couldn’t come up with an answer.


  “So that’s it…”


  I set the plates in the sink, lathered a towel with some soap, and started washing.


  “Yeah. Do you have any ideas?” I asked.


  My father shook his head. “I don’t know for sure…but I do have a theory.”


  “What?”


  “I don’t have any proof, but I think they might be reacting to magic debris.”


  Magic debris? Never heard of it.


  “A certain group of scientists have been talking about it.”


  Scientists, eh?


  “According to the theory, you may feel as though you’ve used up all the magic energy whenever you use magic, but a small trace of it actually remains. They call this magic debris.”


  Magic debris… The traces left behind by a spell often look like soot or wet trails, so this must be something different.


  “According to the rest of the theory, magic debris mixes in with its surroundings after staying at its source for some time. I think maybe your monsters are reacting to the magic debris.”


  “There’s only a little of it, right?” I asked.


  “That’s what I’ve heard, but I don’t think anybody knows for sure. And, well, the very existence of magic debris itself has yet to be proven.”


  Of course. So there’s still the possibility none of this is true.


  “I heard about this eight years ago, so there must’ve been advancements in the research by now.”


  A little bit of leftover magic… Can my creatures really detect that? Well…I could definitely imagine that being the case for Sora.


  “Okay, all done!”


  I set out the washed plates in a basket to dry, since we would be using them again the next day. I took my fruit juice, my father took his tea, and we returned to the room where we ate to find Ciel asleep, belly-up.


  “Whoa!”


  “Yeah, that’s a little too relaxed…”


  And on Ciel’s belly was Sora and Sol, fast asleep. Flame was…smashed under Ciel’s leg, but also asleep.


  “You know, Garth and his party aren’t back yet,” my father remarked.


  “You’re right. Hey, guys, let’s all go back to the rooooom. Waaaake uuuuup.”


  Mew!


  Ciel’s eyes shot open and stared sharply at me. And the creature was still on its back, eyes cast downward in a glare. Sora and Sol showed no signs of waking up.


  “Oh, fine. Sora, Sol, I’m gonna pick you up, okay?” my father told them. “Can you carry my tea for me?”


  “Sure.”


  My father handed his tea to me and reached for a nearby basket. He placed Sora and Sol in it, then extracted Flame from under Ciel’s leg and plopped it in as well.


  “Pu?”


  “Teryu?”


  Sora and Flame looked at my father, then immediately fell back asleep. Sol showed no signs of waking up.


  “I guess this means this safe house is safe.”


  My father hefted the basket of slimes. “It sure is. Ciel, let’s go back to the room.”


  Mrrrow.


  I shut off the magic light and headed back to the rooms we’d borrowed. I was about to join my father when I suddenly stopped in my tracks.


  “That’s right, we’re sleeping in different rooms tonight,” he said.


  “Yeah.”


  Force of habit was sure a scary thing. My father carried the creatures into my room, said good night, and left. It just felt…very wrong.


  “It’s incredible what routine does to a person.”


  Imagine feeling like something’s wrong just by sleeping in separate rooms. It’s only been a few months… Wow, that’s right. I’ve only been with my dad a few months.


  “This feels kind of bizarre.”


  Mrrrow?


  Ciel gave me a curious look.


  “I haven’t even spent an entire year with my father yet…but it feels like we’ve been together forever… That’s strange, isn’t it?”


  Mrrrow.


  Did Ciel understand the sensation I was describing? It was the same with us. I felt like Ciel and I had been together forever.


  “It hasn’t even been two years since I met you and Sora.”


  Mrrrow.


  “Gee… It feels like we’ve been together much longer.”


  Purr, purr, purr.


  I gently reached out to Ciel’s purring throat. With my petting, the noise got louder. Ciel’s tail was also wagging happily but softly. I couldn’t remember when exactly Ciel had finally gotten better tail control.


  “I guess we should turn in. Tomorrow’s gonna be a busy day.”


  I got in bed, and Ciel softly cuddled up against me, which was a welcome move. I was starting to feel a little lonesome.


  “Thanks. Good night.”


  Are Zinal’s friends going to be okay? That’s right… There’s also the guild masters to worry about…


  “I hope we can save the guild masters.”


  “Pu! Pu.”


  I glanced at my feet where Sora was sleeping. The slime showed no signs of waking up.


  “Sleep-talking?”


  Oh well. Good night.


   


  What’s this wild sensation I’m feeling?


  Mrrrow.


  “Pu! Puuu.”


  It sounds like Ciel and Sora are super close to me… I’m tired.


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  Mrrrow.


  Something touched my cheek. It felt like I was being poked…


  “Wha—t…mm!”


  I opened my eyes to see Sora’s and Ciel’s faces inches away from mine.


  Er… Too close for comfort, guys.


  “Good morning. What’s wrong?”


  The two creatures looked at the door leading to the hallway.


  Knock, knock…knock, knock.


  “…Oh! Coming.”


  I hadn’t noticed somebody was knocking on my door.


  What time is it… Whoa! It’s noon!


  “I’ll be right there!”


  “Sorry, Ivy…”


  It was my father. When I opened the door, his apologetic face greeted me.


  “Sorry I overslept.”


  “Don’t worry about it. Zinal wants to get your permission for something, Ivy.”


  My permission?


  “I’ll get dressed and come right down.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  After shutting the door, I quickly took the potions out of the magic bag and lined them up for the slimes. Sol’s magic items took a bit longer, but everything was finally ready.


  What else, what else… Oh! I need to get dressed. Um…I guess it doesn’t matter what I wear.


  I grabbed the first clothes I saw and ran a brush through my hair.


  “I haven’t washed my face!”


  Okay, Ivy…just calm down. You’re freaking out. Take a deep breath and wash your face.


  I messed up the order of operations and got my collar wet, but I wiped it off and then I was good to go.


  “I’m just going downstairs for a bit,” I said to my creatures. “We don’t know who else is down there, so stay in the room, okay?”


  I shut the door and locked it.


  Wait a minute. Didn’t I lock the door behind me when I left the room yesterday? Ciel…how did you and the others get out of the room?


  “Oh, I’ll think about that later. I can’t keep them waiting!”


  Chapter 586:
The Magic Stone’s Power


   


  “SORRY I TOOK SO LONG.”


  When I came into the dining room, Zinal smiled and waved me in. Maybe I hadn’t kept them waiting that long after all?


  “Don’t worry about it. Sorry to drag you out of bed.”


  I shook my head and sat across from Zinal while my father brought me some tea.


  “Thanks.”


  I took a sip and felt immediately relaxed. I calmly looked up at Zinal but received a troubled stare in return. I wondered what was wrong; usually he was good at hiding his discomfort. I looked at him in confusion, and his eyes met mine.


  “Ha ha! I’m just in a little fix here…”


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  If Zinal was this flustered, something must have happened to him the night before. He didn’t look sad enough for it to involve his friends being harmed. I wasn’t sure what it was…but it seemed like he was holding back his excitement.


  “So, er, first off, I have to thank you,” Zinal said.


  Thank me?


  “It turns out all my friends were brainwashed—but don’t worry, they’re free now. Thank you for letting me use your magic stone.”


  “Oh, no, I’m just happy I could help. So, it happened to all of your friends?”


  “Yeah. Brainwashed, every last one. And as I watched the magic stone undo it, I found out that the longer somebody’s been brainwashed, the longer the black line is. My friend at the bottom of the whole thing had the longest line of all—twice as long as everybody else’s.”


  “Oh, wow.”


  What was that black line? What did it do to the inside of a human body?


  “One of the brainwashed people had the Mind’s Eye skill. He said he suddenly regained consciousness and found himself in a strange space chained to the top of a summoning circle. Black smoke was coming out of the summoning circle, and when the symbols and lettering drawn on it vanished, his chains disintegrated and he could move again—only to find himself awake in bed.”


  If I recalled correctly, the Mind’s Eye skill was a power that helped people ‘see truths that the eye was blind to.’ So did that mean he saw that vision through his skill?


  “The Mind’s Eye skill… That’s a very rare one,” my father remarked.


  “Yeah, and it put a target on his back.”


  Zinal heaved a sigh, and my father smiled cynically.


  “Well, it means somebody can find out everything you don’t want them to. It’s every criminal’s nightmare.”


  “But the Mind’s Eye skill has a drawback.”


  A drawback? Was it something like only showing you part of the truth depending on the number of stars in the skill? If you only saw a portion of something, it would be easy to misinterpret.


  “Yeah, something like ‘the Mind’s Eye skill cannot be used by your own will,’ right?”


  “Huh?”


  I stared at my father in disbelief. He had seemingly read my mind and given me an answer I hadn’t expected. He nodded, catching my gaze.


  “The Mind’s Eye skill is incredibly powerful, but you can’t control it. According to what I’ve heard, sometimes the skill activates with absolutely no provocation. Well…I don’t know if that’s true or not.”


  My father cast a questioning glance at Zinal.


  “It is true. It made the poor bastard learn something he shouldn’t have, and he lost his trust in others for a while there. It’s an incredibly rare skill, and also a troublesome one.”


  As Zinal spoke uncomfortably, my father nodded in understanding. A skill that activated on its own without the owner’s consent… Yes, that would cause a lot of trouble.


  “Anyway, everyone is free from the brainwashing, so they’re starting the investigation back up today. So I left the magic stone with them, just in case they needed it…”


  “Oh, that’s all right with me,” I assured Zinal.


  If they were investigating the crimes, that might mean encountering the person who brainwashed them. It would be horrible to be brainwashed again right after being freed from it.


  “Wait, what about the other magic stone? Did you use it?”


  I wondered what had become of the second stone Flame had made, the transparent one with the blue center.


  “Yes, that’s what I need to apologize to you about…”


  Zinal set a magic stone on the table. It had a blue center. But unlike the magic stone I was thinking of, the area around the blue part was different. It had been a lovely clear color the day before, but now it was murky and white.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “When I was on my way back here last night from seeing my friends, I ran into Plaff and…well, he didn’t look well.”


  Was his work as the interim guild master too much for him?


  “Since he was looking and acting weird, I asked him what was wrong, and he told me the guild master had taken a sudden turn for the worse and the doctor had said he was on death’s door.”


  Oh, the poor guild master…


  “Wanting to see how he was doing in his final moments, I went to see the guild master. He was withered away to almost nothing, and his wounds were deep and infected.”


  How horrible. I know drug addicts are supposed to be partially immune to healing potions, but not entirely. Yet the potions didn’t work on the guild master at all. There’s definitely something suspicious about that.


  “When I came close to the guild master, this magic stone reacted.”


  I looked at the magic stone on the table. Zinal took it in his hand.


  “I’d put it in my pants pocket. When I got close to the guild master, it glowed and got hot.”


  It glowed and got hot…


  “When I took it out of my pocket, it fell out of my hand, as if it were being drawn to the guild master. I can still hardly believe it happened, looking back on it now. I was gripping it quite hard, yet it somehow fell out of my hand.”


  Zinal gripped the stone a few times to show me. It wasn’t very small; in fact, it was the ideal size for holding in one’s hand. And it had slipped out of his grip?


  “I tried to pick it up, but a soft light spilled out of it, cocooning the guild master… I didn’t know what was happening or what I should do. I had to just stand there like an idiot and watch.”


  “Twenty minutes—that’s just how long the guild master was covered in the glow. And when the light went out, I moved closer to check on the guild master…and he opened his eyes. Ha ha! When our eyes met, I could tell he wanted to kill me. Apparently, he thought I was the enemy.”


  The first thing he wanted to do after waking up was kill someone?


  “That really gave me a scare. He’d been unconscious only a minute ago. Well, Plaff stopped him, and things settled down quickly after that.”


  “Is everything okay now?” I asked.


  The look on Zinal’s face said everything was fine, but I needed reassurance. Noticing the worried look in my eye, Zinal gave my head a consoling pat.


  “Yeah, the doctor examined him right after that. His wounds were completely cured, and the drug effects were gone from his body as well.”


  “Oh, my goodness. Well, that’s a relief to hear.”


  That must be a load off Plaff’s mind. Wait a minute, was he never brainwashed?


  “Um, Mr. Zinal, does that mean Plaff was never brainwashed?”


  “Strangely enough, no, he wasn’t. I had him grip the brainwashing stone, and there was no reaction.”


  “Is that so… Well, I’m glad to hear that,” I said.


  Maybe they didn’t go after him because he wasn’t an adventurer? But he’s still the interim guild master. It would make sense for him to be a target.


  “Phew! I feel much better, now that I’ve talked it out…”


  I gave Zinal a curious look. He was nodding over and over.


  “Now, Ivy, this is where you come in.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  What could it be?


  “I hate to ask this when I’ve already used it, but I want your permission to use this magic stone on the others who’ve suffered the same fate as the guild master.”


  “Go ahead.”


  Of course, use the stone. Use it as much as you’d like!


  “You know…I’ve thought this for a while, but you really should put more thought into things like this. You could charge me money or make me sign a contract. You should at least chew me out for using the stone without your permission!”


  Chapter 587:
Last Time and This Time


   


  OH NO! Now I’ve made him worry about me.


  “All right, I’ll keep that in mind,” I promised him. “But I really am fine with you using the magic stone however you think is best, Mr. Zinal.”


  I trusted him not to use it improperly.


  “Well, I’m honored that you feel that way…”


  What’s this? Why does he have such a conflicted expression?


  “Well, that just proves we have a good relationship.”


  “It does. But you know, Mr. Zinal, it feels like I’m throwing all the tough tasks at you.”


  “Huh?”


  Zinal looked startled, but I was right, wasn’t I? I was having him explain the magic stone and everything.


  “Ha ha ha!”


  I looked curiously at Zinal for laughing, but he just patted my head.


  “No need to worry about that, kid. This is a grown-up job.”


  Is it?


  “Okay, Ivy, I think I’ll indulge in your kindness if you’ll be so obliging.”


  “Go ahead, sir.”


  “I’ll tell everyone I found this magic stone in a cave. I’m pretty well known as an adventurer, so that ought to work. Now, when most adventurers use magic stones to help people, they take a fee. Whenever I do, I’m giving all the money to you, Ivy, whether you like it or not.”


  Whoa, money?!


  I glanced at my father. He nodded, so I assumed that was normal.


  “Got it. Thank you for taking care of everything,” I said.


  I was a bit taken aback by the money, but if that was the best way to heal everyone without them prying, then it worked for me. Anyway, I’d entrusted Zinal with the task, so I needed to have faith in him.


  “So this isn’t connected to what I was just talking about, but while we’re in this village, I want you to be extra careful.”


  Be careful? About everything, or just about the brainwashing?


  “Ivy, do you remember what happened in Hataka Village?” my father asked.


  That was where the entire village was brainwashed. The guild master was affected so severely that I, my father, and even Zinal were all brainwashed. We didn’t know how to undo it. We couldn’t tell the difference between friend and foe…


  And the same thing is happening in this village.


  “Is it…because we don’t know who’s brainwashed?” I asked Zinal.


  It was particularly troublesome that you couldn’t tell by sight.


  “That’s right. For the record, you should be careful around me, too.”


  “What?”


  But Sol undid his brainwashing yesterday.


  “I’m being careful, but as long as we don’t know how the brainwashing is being done, you should be careful around me as well. I’d be a damn fool to let myself get brainwashed again the very day after I’m cured, but there’s no guarantee I won’t be.”


  Yes, I guess there is always that possibility… Ohh, that explains why he’s been looking so uncomfortable ever since I came into the room.


  “I see, you’re quite right. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll be careful.”


  Last time, Father Salify had a summoning circle etched on his body. Is somebody else doing the same thing this time? Wait a minute, I remember with the last brainwashing, Sora needed to help lift the curse…


  “I wanted to get your opinion, Ivy,” Zinal said.


  I gave Zinal a questioning look. He responded with a grim one, which made me a little nervous.


  “Yes, sir? What is it?”


  “The brainwashing in Hataka Village, and the brainwashing here…what do you think about it?”


  Hmm… What do I think…? Yesterday, Zinal came home brainwashed. He seemed like his usual self, but something was a little off. I couldn’t tell what it was, though. If Sol hadn’t been around, I wouldn’t have even noticed he was brainwashed. Oh, and Zinal’s friends were brainwashed, too, but not even the sharp-eyed Zinal noticed. When we were in Hataka, we always sensed something was off about brainwashed people. They talked and acted differently. But the brainwashing this time…nothing about them changes?


  “It’s harder to tell this time that people are brainwashed?” I suggested.


  Zinal nodded. “Before I undid my friends’ brainwashing yesterday, I watched them for a while. I thought maybe there’d be something different about them. But even as I watched them, knowing they might be brainwashed, I couldn’t tell anything different about many of them. The brainwashing this time around is very subtle.”


  Yeah, that’s terrifying.


  “Also, I think the church is involved this time as well.”


  “Probably, yeah,” said my father with a nod.


  “The church…”


  In Hataka Village, Bishop Gupinus was at the center of it all. He had played a hand personally in the brainwashing. And the church was brainwashing this village, too…


  Wait a minute. In Hataka Village, the animals they called sharmy were affected, right? And everyone thought it was very strange that animals without a magic core could be brainwashed. Oh…! Were the berserk animals also brainwashed? No…no, that can’t be. That’s from the trash.


  “The brainwashing in Hataka Village…that was experimental. I have a feeling what’s happening here is also part of some big brainwashing experiment.”


  Brainwashing experiment? What an ominous pair of words.


  “I think the brainwashing in Hataka Village was a completely different beast from the brainwashing here in Okanny Village.”


  Zinal’s claim gave me pause. How could he be so sure?


  “With the brainwashing in Hataka Village, Sol undid it and Sora healed the wounded magic cores. This time, we need Sol’s and Flame’s powers to undo the brainwashing. Just like last time, Sol releases the brainwashing. But this time, their magic cores are not wounded. That’s why Sora’s powers aren’t needed but Flame’s powers are.”


  I realized then that he was right. In Hataka, Sol and Sora worked together to save the day. This time, the magic stone that undid the brainwashing was made by Sol and Flame together. In Zinal’s case, only Sol worked to undo the brainwashing…but that must have meant Flame’s powers weren’t needed then. Was it because Zinal had been freshly brainwashed?


  “Sora’s powers cure wounds, Flame’s powers cure illness, and Sol’s powers cure brainwashing. Last time, magic cores were wounded, so Sora’s wound-curing powers were needed. And I’ve never heard of magic cores getting sick, so either a summoning circle isn’t being used this time or they’ve discovered a summoning circle that brainwashes without injuring a person’s magic core. For now, we have no idea.”


  Zinal shook his head. There definitely were limitations with the information we currently had.


  “Zinal, we’ll come back to that train of thought later. For now, shouldn’t you go tend to the people who have the magic stone? Plaff is at the front door. He’s probably come to get you because you were taking too long.”


  “Ack! That’s right, I told him I’d be right back.”


  My father sighed at Zinal’s flustered demeanor. “Zinal, get some rest when you come back. With everything that’s happened, you haven’t slept at all, have you? It’s messing with your judgment.”


  That was when I realized both Zinal and Fische had cut back on their sleep a lot.


  “You’re right… Once I get the magic stone to Guild Master Torlaff, I’ll get some shut-eye.”


  Guild Master Torlaff? Is that the adventurers’ guild master?


  “Will you be all right sleeping over there?” my father asked.


  Over where?


  “Yeah. I’m going with a friend.”


  “Okay.”


  Oh, is “over there” where the guild master is being taken care of? The way they’re talking makes it sound like they don’t trust the guild master yet.


  “Will everything be okay?” I asked.


  “Don’t worry, Ivy. Oh, I’d like to introduce a friend to you. That okay?”


  A friend of Zinal’s?


  “As long as my father’s okay with it.”


  Anybody introduced to me would have to meet him, too.


  “Druid’s already told me it’s fine. The healing might take a while today, so I’ll introduce you tomorrow.”


  “Okay.”


  “Well, see you then.”


  I waved goodbye as Zinal rushed out of the safe house. Then I suddenly wondered if the magic stone would still work in its murky state…


  SIDE:
Zinal and Plaff


   


  WHEN I OPENED THE FRONT DOOR, I could tell that Plaff was quite flustered where he stood. I didn’t think I had taken that much longer than expected—maybe something had happened to the guild master or his assistants?


  “What’s wrong? Something come up?”


  “No, no, everything’s fine. You just didn’t come back, so I was worried something was wrong on your end…”


  I gave Plaff a strange look. Why was he so worried?


  Ah, I know. He’s probably worried that since I told him to wait, I didn’t want to help heal everyone even though we’d found the cure.


  Since I couldn’t tell him who I’d gotten the magic stone from, all I’d said when I left was that I “had a little matter to take care of.”


  “So, um…” Plaff stammered.


  “Ah, yes. I’ve handled the thing in question. Let’s get to healing.”


  When I saw the obvious relief on Plaff’s face, I felt guilty.


  “Let’s go,” I said.


  I thought we’d better heal the victims quickly and put everyone at ease.


  “Thank you.”


  As we headed to the top-secret location where the healing would take place, I surreptitiously searched for auras. And there it was. Plaff always had a spy nearby.


  There are two today…no, three? That’s a lot. There was only one yesterday, so maybe word got out that Guild Master Torlaff was cured.


  The healing was being conducted at one of the safe houses owned by the guild masters. Not many people were allowed inside: just the doctor and the doctor’s aide, as well as Plaff and an adventurers’ guild employee who was serving as his assistant. There were four people in total, which meant one of them was our mole.


  “Wow… They’re really bad at their job.”


  The three spies were no amateurs if you only took the way they moved into account, but they didn’t have enough skill required for proper spying. Masking your aura in a town or village actually counted against you. That made you stand out to people like me who had a sharp sense for auras. Whenever you shrank your aura, it fluctuated in a distinctly odd way. You could use a magic item to completely mask your aura, but not even the most skilled person could conceal it entirely. So wherever you were, be it the forest or civilization, blending your aura with your surroundings was the best move. Then again, that was also quite difficult.


  It’s difficult…but Ivy can do it. Not perfectly, of course. But I wonder how she learned. Druid said he didn’t know.


  I carefully watched one of the spies so I wouldn’t be discovered. This one was disguised as a local. If only they’d just acted normal without masking their aura, then I might not have noticed.


  Well…if they find out I’m on to them, that’ll only be a bigger hassle, so I’ll ignore them for now. Besides, my friend should be around. He’ll dig up the intel on those spies and give it to me later.


  “Excuse me, Zinal?”


  “Is there a problem?”


  “Did you need something?”


  “No, I’m all right.”


  I let my eyes flicker toward Plaff, who was walking beside me. Sometimes, the man was oddly perceptive, and I still wasn’t entirely sure whether he was friend or foe.


  “So, um, the brain—”


  “We shouldn’t talk about it here.”


  Please don’t say “brainwashing” when we don’t know who might be listening. Way to give a guy a heart attack.


  “Forgive me. I heard it was under control, but I’m just so frightened…”


  A glance at Plaff revealed his complexion was pale. It just didn’t seem like this could be an act, but it concerned me that he wasn’t brainwashed. Druid also had his suspicions about it.


  “Hm?”


  Druid? Something just tugged on my mind… Why? Why is Druid jogging something in my memory…? Aha! It’s skills. His special skill stopped him from becoming a high-level adventurer. Does Plaff have a skill that protects him from brainwashing? It’s a crazy idea, but not impossible.


  We took three turns off Main Street until our destination came into view. We were away from prying eyes, so maybe it was safe to bring it up now. Once we arrived at the safe house, there would be the doctor to consider.


  But the most important question is, what’s the best way to phrase the question to get him to talk? Maybe I’ll just go with the direct approach.


  “Plaff, do you have any special skills?”


  “Er—skills, you say?”


  I gave Plaff a scrutinizing stare. He was clearly torn on what to say, but he didn’t look nervous. Maybe that meant his special skill didn’t need to be kept secret.


  “That’s right, your skill. I just have this sense that you have an unusual one.”


  “How did you know?”


  Perhaps because he wasn’t an adventurer, he was far too vulnerable when it came to the subject of his skill. Unless it genuinely wasn’t one to be that concerned about.


  “I just had a sense. So you’ve got one?”


  I never dreamed I’d get an answer so easily.


  “You just had a sense? Wow, adventurers of your level are real wonders.”


  That’s not the way an adventurer would’ve reacted.


  “Seriously, it was a lucky guess. So, you have a special skill?”


  “Yes, I suppose I do…though I don’t quite understand what it means, so I’m not sure how special it is.”


  He doesn’t understand what his skill means?


  “The skill is called Impervio.”


  Huh?


  “Impervio…?”


  I had never heard of such a skill.


  I watched as Plaff wrote the letters on his fist in the newer alphabet. Had it protected him from the brainwashing?


  Still, I have absolutely no clue what it means. Would Druid know, since he has a special skill, too? Maybe I should ask him later.


  “Um, do you know what it means?” Plaff asked.


  I hated to disappoint him when his eyes were sparkling with hope, but I shook my head.


  “No, I’ve never seen it before.”


  “Oh dear…”


  Ack, now I’ve made him depressed. Well, when you don’t know what your skill means, I guess there’s nothing you can do with it.


  As we opened the door to the safe house and walked inside, Plaff called out to the people in the back. 


  “Hello, everyone. Zinal is here to perform some healing.”


  Er, I’m not technically the one doing the healing…


  “Hello…”


  As we headed toward the back room, I sensed my friend’s presence outside. We had planned on having him join us, but he was early.


  “Plaff, one of my friends was going to help me. Is it all right if he comes inside?”


  “Er—one of your friends is here?”


  “Yes. I happened to bump into him yesterday, and I asked him to come help. Is that all right?”


  Plaff pondered the question for a moment before saying yes, which was a relief.


  “I’ll bring him right in.”


  “Er—he’s here already?”


  “Yeah. I sensed his aura, so he should be close.”


  “Uh—you sensed his aura?”


  The shock in Plaff’s voice brought a smile to my face.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  I stepped outside and walked to the corner where my friend Ull was waiting.


  “What’d you find out?” I asked, raising a hand.


  “All three of them are with the village watch.”


  I sighed heavily. Our spies being members of the village watch was not good news.


  “Come inside with me.”


  “All right. So, whose side is Plaff on?”


  “No idea. I thought he might have a skill that made him impervious to brainwashing…have you heard of a skill called Impervio?”


  “Impervio?”


  Ull made a face. That was a no.


  “Do you think it’s connected to brainwashing?” Ull asked.


  “Just a guess at this point.”


  “I see. By the way, Zinal, shouldn’t you get some sleep?”


  Wow, even Ull is on my case about that. Do I really look that sleep-deprived?


  I delicately touched my face. “I’ll take a nap while the magic stone heals our target. Wake me up if something happens.”


  “Got it. Any other notes for me?”


  “Keep a close eye on the doctor and his assistant. Either of them might be leaking intel to the outside.”


  Ull made a sour face. We both hated the prospect of a traitor within.


  “How’s the adventurers’ guild master? He got healed yesterday, right?” Ull asked.


  “I guess we’ll see?”


  I sensed his aura inside the safe house, but I didn’t know how healthy he was. But knowing he was healed by a magic stone Sol and Flame had made, I was sure he was doing well.


  SIDE:
Zinal and Ull, Part 1


   


  MY EYES OPENED SHARPLY.


  Huh? Where…am I?


  I stared at the unfamiliar ceiling in suspicion, then glanced around me.


  “Ah, you’re awake.”


  Huh? Why is Ull here…? Oh! That’s right, we’re in the safe house where the guild masters are being treated. I took a nap because I was short on sleep.


  “You okay?” Ull asked.


  “Yeah… Just took a minute to wake up.”


  I sat up from the sofa and looked at the four beds that filled the room. The merchant guild master and adventurers’ guild master’s assistant had been healed already. I stood to check on their complexions. They both had some color and the distorted looks of pain were gone. It looked like they’d been cured while I was asleep. The merchant guild master’s assistant was being treated at the moment.


  “It’s going well,” I said.


  “Yeah, he’s the last one. That magic stone sure is a wonder, though. Once the three were cured, they all immediately woke up. The doctor was shocked that they recovered so fast after the state they were in.”


  “Interesting.”


  I wasn’t surprised, since Ivy’s slimes had made the magic stone. I knew I would get a fee for it, but I had no idea how much it would be. If it was too much, Ivy would be uncomfortable. Was I about to negotiate for less money for the first time in my life?


  “Is Guild Master Torlaff awake yet?” I asked.


  I’d wanted to talk to him when we got here, but the doctor had given him a sedative. When I asked Plaff what had happened, he said that the guild master had run off somewhere, despite his near brush with death. Pluff lamented that before he realized what was happening, he found a hastily scribbled sheet of paper on the desk saying “Be right back.” Torlaff had returned in thirty minutes with some documents, but it was immediately clear from his pale face that he had relapsed. Then when the doctor was about to read the documents, he gave the guild master a powerful sedative, insisting that he get some rest. The doctor kept watch over me when I slept at this safe house, too. Plaff said he’d been treated by that doctor since he was a child. I only hoped that this guy wasn’t our mole.


  “Plaff came in about five minutes ago to tell us he was awake,” Ull said. “He’s eating now.”


  “Okay.”


  If he was awake, I could talk to him. I decided to wait until he was finished eating, then pay him a visit.


  “You said you wanted to talk to him when he was awake?” Ull asked.


  Did I say that? I think I did…but I’m not sure… Wow, sleep is very important.


  “You okay, buddy?”


  “Yeah…I wanna talk…”


  I glanced at the sleeping men in the room. It wasn’t exactly safe to speak openly around them when they might wake up at any minute.


  “Ah. You don’t want to be overheard.” Ull nodded. “Let’s use this.”


  Ull pulled something out of his magic bag and set it on the table. It was a square white box. Well, not quite a box.


  “Now we can talk without being overheard,” Ull said.


  Then I recognized it as a magic item that jumbled sounds. Ull put his hand on it and looked at me. I touched the white box with him, then Ull pushed it down. I felt it sink a little, and then a force field rose around us.


  “It’s working,” Ull said.


  I took my hand off the box and looked around. Something felt different.


  “Is that a rare magic item?” I asked.


  “I knew you could tell. Yeah, it jumbles sounds and makes our lips unreadable. And you feel the force field around us, right? If somebody tries to enter it, this box will alert us with a noise and tell us who it is, too.”


  Impressive… That magic item must’ve gone for a huge price.


  “Where did you get it?”


  “From a nobleman I happen to know… From his secret stash.”


  A nobleman he happens to know? 


  Ull was smirking mischievously at me. That must’ve meant this nobleman had dabbled in crime.


  “Was he a human trafficker? Or did he deal in illegal drugs?”


  “Human trafficker. He sold kidnapped kids to nobles and rich bastards—he’s scum.”


  Now it all made sense. Ull must have found the magic box while he was searching the human trafficker’s house.


  “I thought this magic box could be put to much better use in my hands than that piece of crap’s. Besides, everything in his stash was stuff he could never show in public, so he couldn’t exactly complain if a dozen or so of his precious toys went missing. The poor bastard.”


  From the way he spoke, it sounded like this guy was still at large. If he’d been arrested, then he really couldn’t complain.


  “Are you using him as bait?” I asked.


  “Yeah, we’re letting him swim until we lure out his bosses, and then we’ll arrest him. But it’s all gonna be over soon. They’re really freaking out.”


  From the way he’s talking, it sounds like somebody close to the royal family is involved. Yikes… I’m glad I’m not in this.


  “I didn’t hear anything you just said.”


  Ull laughed heartily in reply. I hated him for telling me things I was better off not knowing. If he thought I was going to help, he was sorely mistaken.


  “So, what did you want to talk about?” he asked.


  “Right… You should sign this first.”


  I pulled two sheets of paper out of my magic bag and set them in front of Ull.


  “What’s this…huh? Whoa, are you serious?”


  “I am. I mean, it’s just a contract.”


  That’s right—a contract. The paper used to make it was different, though.


  “Um, why did you make the contract on that paper? Surely you could’ve used a normal kind.”


  “No, we’re using this paper.”


  Ull stared hard at me. After a while, he heaved a sigh and signed. I wrote my own name on the second sheet and put the papers back in my bag. The contract was now binding.


  “I assume this is about the magic stone?”


  “Yeah.”


  “If you had to use a contract…then I assume the brainwash-curing magic stone and the one that cures drug addiction and severe wounds must be important secrets?”


  “Exactly. Without this contract, I can’t talk about it. If I try, I’ll die.”


  I was bound by the contract. When Ivy told me I could use the magic stones however I wanted, I was shocked. She was a little passive about using this paper for the contract, so I struggled a little on how to explain the new contract. I knew she would eventually agree to it if Druid or I explained it well enough, but I didn’t want to force her. And though I had my reservations about the surprise addition of another contract to the collection, I had to let it go. Besides, the contract holder was me, not Ivy.


  “Hm? Wait, Zinal, don’t tell me you used this paper for a contract with the owner of that magic stone?”


  When I nodded, Ull gave me an exasperated look.


  “What were you thinking?”


  He had every right to tell me off. You had to pay a steep price for contracts made on magic paper.


  “All kinds of things,” I replied.


  This only deepened the disapproving crease between Ull’s brows. When I laughed off his intense stare, he just shook his head.


  “If you decided not to tell anybody, I guess you definitely won’t. Well, fine. Anyway, just give me that explanation.”


  “I’m glad you’re in this village, Ull.”


  Druid had said there was a spy following them when they went to buy groceries. This spy probably hadn’t figured out exactly who he and Ivy were, but we’d have a load of trouble on our hands if they discovered Ivy’s secret. If Ull hadn’t been there, I would have been too worried about them to move freely.


  “The magic stones used to undo the brainwashing and cure the village leaders… Slimes made them.”


  “…What?!”


  Yeah, I figured he’d react that way.


  “Slimes made the magic stones that undid the brainwashing and cured the village leaders.”


  “I can hear you! I get it! Don’t repeat yourself! Wait, do I really get it? No, just don’t repeat yourself!”


  I stared at Ull while he sputtered in confusion.


  Get used to it, Ull. If you’re going to be on Ivy’s team, you’ll be useless if your mind gets blown so easily.


  SIDE:
Zinal and Ull, Part 2


   


  “SINCE YOU MADE ME sign a contract, I figured it was something serious, but…slimes made those magic stones…? Is it really true?”


  “It’s true. I’ve even seen them create the stones.”


  “Create” isn’t exactly the best word… More like “spit out”?


  “If slimes made the stones…are they tamed?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Wow… Who tamed slimes like that?”


  “Her name is Ivy. She’s traveling with her guardian Druid. We met in Hataka Village, and we’ve been solving mysteries together. We seem to have a strange sort of fated connection, because we’re still traveling together. Ivy is very diligent and very adorable.”


  I figured most people would think Ivy was adorable at a glance, but she was adorable in personality as well as appearance. She wasn’t very good at accepting help from others, but that quality was adorable in itself. But most adorable of all was her diligence and devotion to everything she touched.


  “You mentioned a guardian—is she still a kid?”


  “Yeah. She’s nine.”


  Wait a minute, didn’t Ivy say her birthday was at the end of July? It’s August now. Oh…no… Did Druid forget his sweet little girl’s birthday? Or did they celebrate it without my knowing it? Or did I get it wrong and her birthday is actually at the end of August?


  “Something wrong?” Ull asked.


  I shook my head. “No, just wondering if she’s nine or ten…”


  “Who cares if she’s nine or ten?”


  “I care! If she’s ten, we need to celebrate her birthday. It’s a special day where we celebrate her life!”


  I really do think Ivy’s birthday is at the end of July. Too bad for Druid. That means he forgot…


  “Zinal, I appreciate that you care, but aren’t we getting off topic?”


  Yeah…I guess her birthday doesn’t matter right now. I’ll ask Druid the next time I see him.


  “Um… What were we talking about again?”


  “About Ivy, genius,” Ull sighed.


  I smiled sheepishly. “Right.”


  “Say, Zinal…I understand why you’d be less careful around a child than an adult, but aren’t you trusting her a little too much?”


  I looked at Ull and noticed the worry in his eyes.


  “I get why it looks that way. And you’re right. I do trust Ivy. Druid too.”


  It was unusual for me to trust people so deeply as I did with them. When you’re an investigator, you tend to lose your faith in humanity.


  “You see, Ivy saved me from brainwashing. Twice.”


  “What?!”


  “I also got brainwashed in Hataka Village. And Ivy saved me.”


  The method for curing the brainwashing was a bit extreme, but I really couldn’t thank her enough. The final stage of the brainwashing in Hataka Village was death.


  “Did she really?”


  “She did, and she asked for nothing in return. She said she just did what she could to help. That’s why I trust her, and Druid, too. He never once asked for my help in return.”


  He knew I was an investigator, and yet he showed no signs of taking advantage of that. He neither feared me nor sought to exploit me. His reaction to my status was all-around apathetic.


  “I see. But wow… There was brainwashing in Hakata, too? I didn’t know.”


  What Ull said confused me. I had sent word along to our higher-ups…yet he didn’t know?


  “Yeah. That brainwashing used a summoning circle and wounded your magic core, so it was the worst possible type.”


  “Oh, wow. I wonder why that intel never made it down to me?”


  Had our superiors hidden it from him, even though brainwashing was a real threat we needed to be wary of? Something was wrong here.


  “Ull—could you have forgotten what happened in Hakata Village?”


  “I doubt it. I went over the events in my mind yesterday and didn’t find anything unusual. I checked it over with my colleagues, and they had the same impression.”


  In that case…I guess there’s nothing to worry about?


  “Here’s what they told me about Hakata,” Ull began. “The church tried to take over the village. They tricked both guild masters, seriously wounded them, and picked up more allies while they were incapacitated.”


  So they had told him the main points but skipped over the finer details. Had something happened in leadership? I would need to get in touch with my friends later and check.


  “Do you think we need to look into this?” Ull asked.


  When I nodded, he sighed grimly. “Okay. I’ll let you handle that, Zinal. I might have been compromised, anyway.”


  He was right. You might think you haven’t lost your memory, but there’s really no way to check that. Anything you do remember might not be genuine, either.


  “Brainwashing, eh… What a nuisance.”


  I nodded in agreement. It was quite a tough situation. If we knew how the brainwashing was done, we could fight back, but we didn’t know the method they’d used in this village yet. It was clearly different than Hakata, but we didn’t know in what way. I only hoped my friends would get some useful intel.


  “By the way, there’s one other odd thing I want to check with you on,” Ull said.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s Druid… Is he the Secret Weapon of Oll?”


  So he does know. Druid seems to hate being famous, but he is.


  “Correct.”


  “I thought the name sounded familiar. Okay, so it is him…”


  Ull’s happy smile confused me a little. “You know him already?”


  “Yeah, I worked with him once on a secret mission. He had good instincts and showed no mercy. We finished the job at record speed.”


  If they teamed up on a secret mission, then they must have worked together just as ordinary adventurers. If Druid remembered him, he would probably be surprised to hear he was here.


  “So Druid’s a guardian now, huh… Not to pry, but is Ivy okay? You know, having him as a guardian.”


  Ull looked so profoundly concerned that I burst out laughing.


  “Hey, don’t laugh! You know Druid. When I watched him fight, I got literal chills.”


  I suppose I shouldn’t have blamed Ull for worrying about Ivy, since he only knew Druid from his Secret Weapon of Oll days. Druid was infamous for being coldhearted. But to look at him now, he was so kind that it was hard to imagine how he’d been before… Then again, if Ivy were ever in danger, he would snap back to his coldhearted self to protect her. Also, it wasn’t just Ivy that he was kind to.


  “He’s a great father for Ivy,” I assured Ull. “Well, I think you should see it for yourself.”


  No explaining could ever convince him. Even now, he was staring at me with intense doubt in his eyes. He would probably have an even bigger shock seeing the new Druid than hearing about the slimes. I couldn’t wait to see it.


  “Anyway, I didn’t get a chance to ask yesterday because of all the crazy brainwashing stuff, but did you learn anything new about the drugs?” I asked Ull.


  With both guild masters looking into it, I knew Ull and his men should have done some digging.


  “Of course.”


  “Good. What did you find out?”


  “One thing’s for sure: The church is running the cartel and they’re spreading the karyo drugs. Reports are coming in from other villages that the epidemic is spreading.”


  “Got any proof?”


  “Two of my associates infiltrated the church a couple of years ago. The documents they bring me will serve as evidence, but this is the church we’re up against. It probably won’t be enough.”


  Documents… Yes, they could always make some noise about them being a forgery.


  “Right, I just remembered I did some digging on the adventurers’ guild before I came here. There’s a rumor that they disposed of a bunch of karyo—do you know anything about that?” Ull asked. “Apparently, some knights from the capital were involved.”


  “Ah, right… Well, that rumor is only half true.”


  Ull raised a suspicious eyebrow. “Hm? Which half?”


  I laughed. “The ‘disposed of a bunch of karyo’ part is true. But that wasn’t done by the knights—it was a tree monster Ivy tamed. It was quite the sight, watching the little tree dry up and kill a whole field of karyo flowers in a matter of seconds.”


  “What—a tree monster? A tree monster? As in, the trees that attack people?”


  “Yes. That kind of tree monster.”


  Ull’s brows knit together in a worried frown, and I didn’t blame him. Nobody had ever heard of a tree monster being tamed before.


  “Just how many monsters has Ivy tamed?”


  “Three slimes and one fake slime. Also a baby tree monster.”


  “Fake? Baby?”


  “If Ivy says it’s okay, I’ll explain everything.”


  Ull gave a conflicted nod of agreement. When the time came to show him the creatures, I decided I would absolutely need to be there to witness it.


  “But thanks for the good news,” Ull told me. “My double agents in the church told me this batch of drugs was supposed to go to the royal capital.”


  The royal capital… If such a huge amount drugs had made it there, I could imagine all the harm it would have caused. It really was good that we found them, and we had Ciel to thank for guiding us there.


  “Ull, in case what I’ve said about Ivy and her slimes didn’t make it clear, I want you to protect them.”


  “I figured that.”


  If Ivy and her friends were ever in danger, Ull’s Cognitive Block skill could come to their rescue.
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  EXTRA:
Zinal Wants One


   


  ZINAL’S PERSPECTIVE


   


  I LOOKED AT DRUID’S SWORD. Between the magic stone and the blade’s sharpness, it was a luxury of the highest magnitude. It was the sort of sword you only encountered once in a lifetime—it was just that valuable.


  “How’d you get that?” Fische asked, frowning dubiously at the sword in my hand.


  “I begged over and over until he let me borrow it.”


  It really was quite the ordeal. And all I wanted was to borrow it…although I also was dying to give it some swings in combat, but I decided against it, terrified by the possibility of him finding out.


  “I want one of my own…”


  Fische sighed tiredly. “The slimes already told you no.”


  “No, they didn’t,” I insisted. “They just weren’t in the mood at the time.”


  Fische answered with an exasperated frown. I averted my eyes and looked at Druid’s sword again.


  “Still, I can’t stop being impressed…” I sighed.


  “Yeah… Watching Druid fight, it looks like he can draw out that magic stone’s full potential. And it’s light, but it gets heavier when you swing it. It’s just perfect.”


  “So you noticed it, too… Hm? It gets heavier when you swing it? You sound like you’ve used the sword before.”


  I shot Fische an accusing glare, noticing his unusual wording.


  “Yeah, I asked Druid if I could use it once and he said yes.”


  “…What?! Huh?! When did this happen?”


  Is it really as simple as just asking to use it? Then I could go ask Druid right now! Ack! I can’t. It’s the middle of the night. Oh, pooh.


  “I asked him earlier today if I could swing it a little, and he said yes without making a fuss. Then again, I’m not sure you’d get the same results…”


  I frowned. “Why not?”


  “Because you might run off with it.”


  “I’d never steal it!”


  “Shh! It’s nighttime.”


  You son of a bitch! Ugh… But he still used the sword.


  “Damn it! I really hate you right now.”


  Fische burst out laughing.


  “Pu?”


  “Huh?!”


  Sora’s head peeked out of Ivy and Druid’s tent. Then, after staring at us for a moment, the slime happily bounded in our direction.


  “So cute,” Fische said.


  “I know,” I nodded as Sora jumped into my arms.


  “You know, every monster Ivy has tamed is so unique,” Fische murmured, looking at Sora in my arms.


  “They sure are.”


  Tamed monsters only let their tamers touch them. Most monsters never let anybody else make physical contact with them, not even close companions they traveled with.


  “What do you have to say about that, Sora?”


  “Pu! Puuu.”


  Fische and I looked at each other.


  “Sorry, Sora, we aren’t Ivy, so we can’t totally understand your feelings.”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  From the way Sora sounded, I interpreted that as “I know.” So Sora knew we couldn’t understand and had come to us anyway.


  “Oh! By the way, Sora, I have a favor to ask.”


  “Ugh…” Fische sighed loudly.


  I stole a glance at him and saw he was giving me quite the judgmental stare. It looked like he knew what I was going to ask.


  “Pu?”


  “Can you please make me a sword like Druid’s? For the magic stone…I’d love it if Flame could make it for me, but if not, I can provide my own.”


  “Just how badly do you want the damn thing?” Fische’s shoulders slumped at my passionate plea.


  “I want it really, really badly, of course. No adventurer in his right mind wouldn’t want a sword like this!”


  The sword was just that incredible.


  “Pu, puuu.”


  Sora sounded somewhat perplexed. I guess that’s a “no”?


  “You can’t? Is there no negotiating? Could you make me just a little one?”


  “Pu?” Sora nuzzled into my arms.


  “Just a little one—you know that won’t work,” Fische grumbled.


  This sobered me up a bit. What kind of sword would “Can’t you make me just a little sword?” even get me? I was the one who’d asked the question, and even I couldn’t picture it. I had to take this a little more seriously.


  “Sora…how can I get you to make me a sword?”


  Sora jiggled in reply.


  Yeah, I’ve got no clue.


  I looked at Fische, but he only shook his head back at me. I didn’t blame him.


  “Ummm…I don’t suppose you could make me a sword if I brought you a magic stone?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Okay, then… Oh! What if I bring you a bunch of potions and swords from the dump?”


  “You’re bribing Sora?”


  “For a custom-made sword, yes!”


  Fische answered my confident reply with a deep sigh.


  Wait a minute…Sora stopped speaking.


  I looked down to see Sora leaning against me, eyes closed. What was it doing?


  “Puuu…”


  Wait a minute… Is Sora conflicted? Does this mean I’ll get a yes if I keep pushing?


  “Oh…!”


  What did Sora eat besides potions and swords? Ivy always picked up blue and red potions at dumps, as well as swords and magic items. The magic items were for Sol’s meals, though.


  “Agggh, okay, okay, Sora, I’ll give you a bunch of swords and potions every time I see you. Will you make me a sword if I do that?” 


  “Puuu…puuu… Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Is that a yes?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Whoa, really?!” Fische gasped in shock.


  I pumped my fist. “All riiiight!”


  All it took was a little persistence.


  “Thank you, Sora.”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu. Pu!”


  Then Sora suddenly turned around with a start. The little slime’s eyes traveled toward the tent where Ivy was sleeping.


  “Oh, do you need to get Ivy’s permission first?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Got it. Let’s ask her tomorrow.”


  “You should probably get the okay from Druid, too,” Fische said. 


  I had to agree. Druid was always miserly when it came to sharing Ivy. We had to get his permission now to avoid a lifetime of snide remarks later.


  “I think it’ll take longer to convince him than Ivy,” I remarked.


  I wouldn’t go down without a fight, though.


  I decided to get Druid’s permission before Ivy’s. I was sure he would say no.


  “Sora promised to make you a sword?” he asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “…Did you bribe it with something?”


  I know that exasperated look. For a sword, I’ll overcome any problem!


  “Yeah.”


  “…Only if Ivy says it’s okay.”


  Huh? That seemed way too easy. Yiiiikes, now he’s looking at me like I’m a misbehaving child. But I’m so excited about my new sword, I couldn’t care less.


  “Have you no pride?”


  “Druid, don’t even try. Zinal can’t be stopped right now.”


   


  “Ivy…I have something to ask you.”


  After breakfast, I hit Ivy with the question while she was having her tea.


  “What is it?” she asked with a curious tilt of the head.


  I bowed deeply at the waist.


  “Er—Mr. Zinal? Huh? Dad!”


  “Please…tell Sora it’s okay to make me a sword.”


  “…A sword? Um, could you please stop bowing first?”


  “No. Not until you say yes.”


  Whack.


  “Ow! Fische, what was that for?!”


  I pressed a hand to my head and spun around to find Fische, who followed my complaint with a lighter slap this time.


  “You’re making Ivy uncomfortable. Sorry about that.”


  “Er, that’s all right. Ha ha!”


  When I saw the discomfort in Ivy’s eyes, I realized how reckless I’d been.


  “Sorry. So, what do you say?”


  “You want Sora to make you a sword?”


  “Yes.”


  I stared at her eagerly. Ivy looked a bit conflicted by the sight, but she immediately agreed.


  “Sora, could you make a sword for Mr. Zinal?”


  “Pu! Pu, puuu.”


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Wait! Could this be…?


  “Are you going to help, Flame?” I asked.


  “Te! Ryu, ryuuu.”


  Yes! Sora and Flame are making my sword!


  “Sora, Flame, could you make two swords?” Ivy asked.


  Two swords?


  “Pu!”


  “Ryu!”


  “Could you make one for Fische while you’re at it?”


  “Whoa! That would be great!”


  “Nooo!”


  My mournful cry blended with Fische’s joyous cheer.


  “Huh?”


  Ivy seemed startled by the whole thing, while Sora and Flame looked at me with curiosity and concern.


  “Um…is there some reason why we can’t make Mr. Fische a sword?” Ivy asked me.


  “Er, no. It’s totally fine.”


  I just felt a little bitter about it. After all, I was the one who put in the work to ask Sora.
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  BONUS:
A Targeted Tamer


   


  AMICHE’S PERSPECTIVE


   


  LUFFIE AND I CALLED OUT “HELLO!” as we entered the dumping ground, and Ashra and Chase’s happy voices greeted us back. We sent a cautious glance toward Stalice, who was far away from the two.


  “Still no progress,” Luffie said.


  I nodded silently in reply.


  We noticed that Stalice had started paying attention to us, but she wouldn’t approach us. We wondered if she might speak with us if we had something that would bring us together, like the last time.


  “Hey, you two, look at this!”


  I turned my attention to the paper Ashra was holding. I assumed he was on record duty that day.


  “This is yesterday’s record.”


  Yesterday’s record?


  Thinking that was odd, Luffie and I had a look at the record.


  Then we gasped in shock. There’d been a massive increase in the amount of trash processed the previous day.


  “Don’t you think this could be wrong?”


  I remembered the numbers from the day before that, because I was on record duty. There’d been no change. But yesterday’s numbers were twice as much as usual.


  “No, it’s correct.”


  “It is?” Luffie asked.


  Ashra proudly puffed out his chest. “Lulu ate the most trash yesterday, followed by Ponyu, and they both ate twice as much compared to the day before that.”


  He showed us Lulu’s and Ponyu’s numbers.


  “Wow, you’re right.”


  Our slimes were the only ones that had suddenly increased their load.


  “Lulu.”


  “Puu?” Lulu jumped to my side.


  “Ponyu.”


  “Peh!”


  Ponyu ran over to Luffie.


  “Thank you,” we both said, hugging our slimes. Lulu seemed a bit upset… No, no, that couldn’t be.


  “Puu…”


  Lulu’s slightly upset voice made me laugh a little.


  “Don’t you like hugs?” I asked.


  Lulu had no response. Maybe that meant it didn’t dislike them? Either that or Lulu didn’t want to hurt my feelings. It was hard to tell.


  “You really have made me so happy, Lulu. Thank you.”


  “Puu…”


  When I hugged Lulu again, the response sounded like a sigh. Lulu was always just a bit distant, but that was endearing.


  “Okay, let’s put in another good day’s work,” Chase said.


  With that, all our slimes dove into the dump.


  “You know, our slimes all dive into the dump now, but they didn’t always do that, huh?” Ashra said.


  We all laughed a little and nodded.


  Ashra was right. In the past, our slimes had never jumped so eagerly into the dump. Dumps always had such a gloomy atmosphere, too.


  “Everything’s different,” I remarked.


  I was so grateful we tested out the lessons in The Ideal Tamer. We were really lucky that Luffie suggested we try it out.


  “Ooh! Looks like somebody found a tasty morsel.”


  Chase was happily watching Izu. Was it Izu’s favorite piece of trash? Favorite flavor of trash? Either way, Izu was jiggling on top of something.


  “It looks like it’s doing a happy dance,” Chase said.


  I had to agree. The jiggles did look more like a dance than anything.


  “Then is that also dancing?” Ashra asked.


  I looked to see his tamed slime Alulu shaking violently on the trash. It looked…a bit too violent for a dance.


  “I guess… Yeah, probably.”


  Chase seemed a bit conflicted. I assumed the violent movements were making the slime look angry rather than happy.


  “Probably?”


  Luffie and I exchanged quiet chuckles over the lack of confidence in Ashra’s voice.


  “Isn’t Alulu shaking a bit longer than Izu? Are you sure your slime is okay?”


  Ashra looked worriedly at Alulu, who was finished dancing and had started eating.


  We all watched in silence.


  “Everyone’s unique,” Luffie said.


  We exchanged glances, then laughed.


  “Hellooooo there! Good work, tamers!”


  We looked to the dump’s entrance to see Bobolo, one of the village watchmen, waving at us.


  “Thank you, sir!”


  Bobolo headed over to us. “How are things looking today… What’s that?” His eyes shot open at the sight of Alulu.


  “That’s a slime who’s found a tasty piece of trash,” Ashra replied.


  Bobolo stared at Alulu. “Interesting… I didn’t realize slimes were so different from each other.”


  Bobolo’s observation made us start laughing again. He gave us a strange look.


  “What brings you to the dump today, Mr. Bobolo?” I asked.


  With a start, he looked at all of us and said, “I’m here for protection.”


  We all stared curiously at him.


  “An adventurer who came by this village saw a suspicious person hanging around.”


  A suspicious person?


  “The captain says he might be targeting tamers.”


  “You mean us?” Luffie asked Bobolo in shock. His voice must have carried far over the dump, because the slimes stopped eating and looked at us.


  “Yeah. Apparently, the other villagers are hearing that we’re solving our trash problems.”


  “In other words, they think the tamers in this village will sell for a high price?” Chase said.


  Bobolo frowned in concern. “That’s right. Sorry, but until we know more about this suspicious person, none of you should ever be alone outside.”


  “Got it, sir. Amiche, Luffie, you be careful, too,” Chase said, casting a worried glance at us.


  “Of course. We’ll be careful,” I promised.


  “We will,” Luffie chimed in.


  The captain had told us a little while ago that our village’s tamers were drawing attention for solving our trash issues, and that we might be in danger of being sold into slavery. We’d thought it was silly when we first heard about it, but now there was a suspicious person in town.


  “I’m kinda scared…” I admitted.


  “Stay close to me,” Luffie said.


  I nodded. “Thanks.”


  Bobolo had come to give us a protected escort back from the dump to the village. When he realized everyone wasn’t quite finished with their meat yet, he went on patrol around the dump.


  Once everyone had finished eating, we returned to the village. Now that we knew we might be targeted by traffickers, the forest seemed a bit scarier than usual.


  “Oh!”


  I gasped, feeling something warm on my hand… It was Luffie, holding it. A smile bubbled to my lips. I didn’t know when it first happened, but now I always felt happy to have Luffie by my side.


  He was younger, but so strong and reliable. All in all, it was a scary but satisfying day.


   


  For the next few days, we were extra careful whenever we went outside, but there were no further reports of the suspicious person after that. So maybe we got a little too comfortable.


  The next thing I knew, I was in a dark room. Pain shot through my head when I tried to move. There was a towel stuffed in my mouth, and I couldn’t speak or scream. My hands were tied behind my back.


  “Ngh!”


  My whole body shook, the fear hitting me all at once. And I cried.


  Then I heard footsteps pounding. I shook harder.


  The door slid open.


  “She’s awake.”


  Somebody yanked my hair, and I winced in pain.


  “Look at me.”


  Shaking at the sound of the voice, I looked up…to see a smirking man above me.


  “No point in fightin’. Nobody’s coming to save you. You don’t want to get hurt, do you?”


  I somehow managed to nod at him.


  “Good girl. You’ll fetch a high price for us.”


  I clenched my eyes shut. So they were slave traders. I was going to be sold.


  Luffie…Lulu…I’m so sorry. I should have been more careful.


  “Mathy, the village is getting rowdy. I don’t think we can leave yet.”


  “Damn it… Oh well. We’ll all have to stay in hiding until things settle down. We’ll start moving tonight.”


  “Got it.”


  The man let go of my hair and kicked the wall.


  “Don’t you dare make a noise.”


  I nodded helplessly in reply, and the man finally left the room, bringing a moment of relief.


  I tried to move my arms…to no avail. I couldn’t budge.


  Tears dripped on the floor.


  Lulu…I wish you were here.


  Afterword


   


  SO GOOD TO SEE YOU AGAIN, everyone. Honobonoru500 here. Thank you so much for picking up a copy of The Weakest Tamer Began a Journey to Pick up Trash, Volume 13. Thanks to the support of so many fans, we have now sold a total of 1.7 million copies in this series! Nama-sama, thank you for the beautiful illustrations from Volume 12 onward.


  On the same day this book comes out, Volume 7 of the manga is also being released. In it, the Sword of Flames and Lightning Royals go all out. I do hope you’ll check it out.


  In Volume 13, I start with everyone having a fun time fishing. And how is Ivy’s catch? Well, you’ll just have to read the book to find out. Then, on the road, Ciel takes Ivy to a special place which is outlined in black on the map. I must confess I struggled somewhat writing this part. But I wanted to reveal the tree monsters little by little, so I had to put it in. It’s a bit sad, but I’m happy with what I wrote. I also got to write about the order of knights protecting the thirdborn prince. I always struggled with how I would have them interact with Ivy, and I finally found a good way. What’s more, I managed to get Ivy caught up in another big problem, which made me very happy. The only issue is, this problem wound up being a lot more complicated than I intended, which is something that happens a lot. I have so much fun planning everything out that I suddenly go, “Wait a minute…” It happened again this time. But because of that, Toron gets a cool scene. In a way, it was the sort of story only Toron could enjoy, so I found a way to give Sora and Flame a little fun while I was at it.


  Then we arrive in Okanny Village, a place overflowing with trouble. Awaiting them there is an interim guild master and a drug cartel enveloping the whole village. We also have more summoning circle brainwashing, and yet again, the church is behind all the shenanigans. I hope you’ll enjoy seeing how Ivy and her party make it through this crisis.


  Thank you to everyone at TO Books for your help with Volume 13. My editor, K-sama, thank you for always putting up with me (I really do suck at kanji.) We managed to get Volume 13 published thanks to you all.


  Lastly, I would like to thank everyone who read this book with all my heart. I hope you’ll give Volume 14 a read, too. The manga version of The Weakest Tamer Began a Journey to Pick Up Trash is also selling well. May we meet again in this “Isekai’ed into a world…where proper waste disposal rules!” light novel and manga series.


  —Honobonoru500


  February, 2024
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  HONOBONORU500


  This is the thirteenth volume of Honobonoru500’s second story, “Weakest Tamer”!


  Ivy and her friends have a fishing party and delicious food together! They travel to a cursed place and learn the sad truth behind it…and then it’s on to the next big problem. This time, Ivy and her friends get caught up in a problem even before they enter the village. Worried about their three new adventurer friends, they hastily make way to Okanny Village!


   


  NAMA
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  TWITTER: @nama3v3
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