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      Prologue


      Up until a few days ago, a wooden sign had been the only structure hanging around the Summer Resort Dungeon’s entrance. But now, there was a small building nearby as well. This abode dwarfed the average cabin by a fair bit, but it wasn’t exactly large enough to have been described as a detached house. However, it was of rather solid build considering a trio of amateurs had built it in the span of a few days.


      “Hmm. Looks like we did a fine job, if I may say so myself,” said Kaho.


      Kaho’s fox ears and tail perked up as she nodded to herself. While bobbing her head along in agreement, Yoshino placed a hand on her foxy friend’s head.


      “Yeah, this turned out way better than the last time we tried to build a house,” said Yoshino. “Though, it would’ve looked a bit sharper if we had a professional do the windows and door. We did kind of a slapdash job on them, but it still makes a huge difference compared to having the whole house exposed to the outside world. I’m fairly certain we’ll be able to rest easy knowing we’ve got a sturdy door and windows.”


      The Jade Wings’ latest structure was much sturdier compared to the house they’d built over by Sarstedt. Sae wasn’t as adept with Earth Magic back then and only able to conjure up a series of simple mud walls. However, those walls were so weak that a single tusk boar charge could probably have taken them out, not to mention that they had looked less than flattering as well. But after asking Nao’s party for some tips, Sae had discovered the endless potential of Earth Magic. With that in mind, she’d conjured proper walls for the Wings’ newest abode—ones that appeared to be stone from a quick glance.


      “I’m confident that this is the best one we’ve built so far,” said Sae. “It’s nothing like those houses made of wood or straw, so I’m sure we’ll be just fine—even if a big bad wolf shows up.”


      “A big bad wolf, huh? I guess that means we’re the three little pigs,” said Yoshino.


      “Playing the role of little pig would be a slightly unpleasant one.” Kaho said, frowning in response to Yoshino’s words. But the fox girl quickly snapped out of her slump, offering a confident retort. “However, our cuteness is a fact that cannot be denied!”


      “Your cuteness didn’t help much when a certain wolf more or less rejected you, Kaho,” said Yoshino.


      The chuckling Yoshino glanced at the flustered fox while teasing her, causing the latter to short-circuit for a moment.


      “H-His incapability to understand my charm was no one’s folly but his own!” Kaho exclaimed. “I find it hard to believe that my wonderful ears and tails had no effect on him at all!”


      “Well, one’s personal preferences tend to decide just how effective those cute ears and tails are,” said Sae.


      “Yeah. Besides, Nao seemed to be more interested in your fuzzy bits than Touya was,” said Yoshino.


      He’d tried to hide it, but Nao’s eyes had wandered over to Kaho’s ears and tails a time or two. She’d noticed it, but her prized fox features suddenly drooped in a sad fashion after she heard what Sae and Yoshino had to say.


      “Ugh, yes, I’m well aware of that, but I’d have to face off against a whole host of rivals,” said Kaho. “Not to mention that they’re all quite formidable, so...”


      “Yeah, I guess you don’t have a shot relying on your fluffy bits alone, and you don’t exactly stand out otherwise,” said Yoshino. “Yuki’s kinda got the loli schtick locked down pat already, so you can’t compete there either.”


      “Th-The ‘loli schtick’?! N-No, forget that! More importantly, I can hold my own in the personality contest!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Kaho had been slightly self-conscious about her small stature, so she’d made a hasty attempt to change the subject. Despite that, Sae just slowly shook her head while shooting a pitiful look in Kaho’s direction.


      “A beautiful personality alone won’t cut it. You’ve got to have a trait you’re absolutely confident in,” said Sae. “And let’s not forget, your trio of rivals have hung around Nao-kun much more than you have, Kaho. So...”


      “A trait I’m absolutely confident in, huh?” Kaho took a pause while thinking through Sae’s advice. After staying mum for a while, Kaho managed to eke out a thought. “What about my Level 8 Greatsword Fighting skill?”


      Sae and Yoshino turned to each other immediately, but neither of them had any idea how to react to Kaho’s conclusion.


      “I mean... Sure... I’d bet there’s almost no one out there who’d be able to hold their own against you in that arena, but I don’t think it would make you any more effective at wooing the guys,” said Yoshino.


      “A girl can fall head over heels for the guy who swoops in and saves her from peril, but it’s different when the roles are reversed,” said Sae. “I have a feeling that any guy in that situation would end up seeing you as his buddy instead.”


      “Th-The suspension bridge effect sure is something else, isn’t it?”


      “Snap out of it, Kaho,” said Yoshino. “Listen to what I’m saying. How do you think the average person would react if they saw a girl slice an orc in half?”


      Yoshino brought a specific example while trying to reason with Kaho, leading the latter to slump over in what was more or less an admission of defeat.


      “...Fear in its purest form,” said Kaho.


      “Yeah. The ‘Little Executioner’ alias fits you rather well, actually,” said Yoshino. “Now, while I don’t believe that Nao really counts as a normal person, I doubt he’d see you as cute or feel the urge to protect you.”


      “Mm. Making a stylish impression would be a tall task given my features,” said Kaho. “I suppose my only option is to become wealthy through hard work. I’d be working my youth away, but my skills won’t be of much use when I’m retired anyway.”


      “Oh, yeah, we’ll definitely have to retire from the adventurer’s life at some point, though Sae’ll probably be able to keep working in construction when she’s retired,” said Yoshino. “I doubt Sae would have to build houses like this one all that often, however. It’s probably possible to earn more than enough money from leveling land and building foundations, after all.”


      “...Well, if we’re talking about our job prospects once we hit retirement, Yoshino, then I believe your future is more secure given your proficiency with healing magic,” said Sae.


      “My envy knows no words,” said Kaho. “Will the search for my one true love in this world truly be such a Herculean task?”


      “Hm? ‘One true love,’ huh? That sure is an old-fashioned way of saying it,” said Sae. “In any case, we’ll need to gradually save up our money, and I believe that’s a more pressing topic than your search for romance, Kaho.”


      “I am somewhat offended that you would dare to dismiss my dream as insignificant, but go on,” said Kaho. “What do you have in mind?”


      Kaho wasn’t thrilled with her friend’s comments, but the fox girl was ignored as the smug-faced Sae lifted an index finger and kept on talking.


      “Our quality of life is of key importance,” said Sae. “Haruka-san opened her home to us, and the hospitality they all showed is nothing short of unforgettable in my eyes.”


      “Oh, definitely!” Yoshino and Kaho exclaimed in unison.


      A clean toilet, a warm bath, and food straight from the Meikyo Shisui kitchen were just a handful of the luxuries bestowed upon Yoshino, Kaho, and Sae. The Jade Wings had been able to experience lives better than most in Kiura thanks to their collective combat prowess and Yoshino’s Light Magic, but the time they spent at Nao’s house had been more than enough to bring back memories of their lives in Japan.


      They could probably continue to reap the benefits they enjoyed today with the proper amount of money or by providing something of equal value. However, it was hard to believe that Nao’s party would stop improving their own quality of life, given what they’d already achieved in such a short time.


      “So what you’re trying to say is that it would be best if we tagged along with Haruka’s party? Right, Sae?” Yoshino asked.


      “Yeah, that’s right,” Sae replied. “It’d be wonderful if we could get closer to them too.”


      “...Hmm. In that case, it would be perfect if Nao finds himself plunged into a crisis sometime soon...” said Kaho. “Then I’d swoop in for a gallant rescue, solving all our problems and—”


      “Oh, please, Kaho. If you really want to get close to someone, you don’t go around wishing for their misfortune!” Yoshino exclaimed.


      “My apologies. I shouldn’t have brought it up in the first place. Jinxes do exist, after all,” said Kaho.


      Kaho covered her mouth, looking as if she felt equal parts uncomfortable and guilty. Sae nodded along in agreement before chiming in.


      “Exactly. Besides, I can’t even imagine Nao-kun’s party getting themselves in a dangerous situation like that, so there’s really no point in thinking about it,” said Sae.


      “Yeah, you’re right,” said Yoshino. “They’re clearly way more experienced than us, not to mention that they’re a stronger party overall.”


      “Our skill levels easily surpass theirs, but those won’t necessarily determine the outcome of a one-on-one battle,” said Kaho.


      There was a massive level gap between Kaho’s Level 8 Greatsword Fighting and Nao’s barely Level 5 Spearmanship. However, the Jade Wings had primarily slain orcs for their coin while Meikyo Shisui had faced off with monsters of all kinds. Additionally, Nao’s party had fought their fair share of people as well. Yoshino, Kaho, and Sae were unaware of the exact details, but they most assuredly knew that their combat experience was lacking.


      “With the near future in mind, we need to acclimate to this dungeon quickly,” said Sae. “Otherwise, we won’t be of any use even if Haruka-san’s party turns to us for help.”


      “Yeah, exactly,” said Yoshino. “I’m sure we’ll naturally become closer over time if we’re all in the dungeon together.”


      “Indeed. We have finished establishing a proper set of temporary accommodations, so let us venture forth into the dungeon after a short rest!”


      “Okay,” Yoshino and Sae replied in unison.


      Kaho nodded along before looking into the blue skies above—high and clear, as if they indicated a bright future ahead of the trio.


      At about exactly the same time, Nao had fallen into that little crisis Kaho had hoped for, but it would be a good long while before she’d hear a lick about it.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1—Stranded


      The mist thickened as we kept falling, the visibility of our surroundings swiftly worsening. The gorge we found ourselves in ended up being unnaturally deep, and the bottom was still nowhere in sight beneath the white mist. We would’ve already cratered into the ground without a chance to check our posture if the gorge wasn’t so deep. Natsuki had her hands wrapped around my neck as I pulled her tight to me.


      “Can you teleport us out of here, Nao-kun?!”


      “Sorry, but I can’t!”


      While teleportation magic was quite convenient, the caster needed full awareness of their current location and destination in order for it to work. Seeing as our coordinates were currently changing by the second, I couldn’t teleport us away. I could handle something going at the speed of a horse-drawn carriage, but we were falling way too fast. However, I’d had a backup plan in mind when I leaped after Natsuki.


      “Airwalk!”


      Man, I’m so glad that I’ve given this spell some practice.


      After learning about the twenty-first floor’s ecosystem for the first time, I’d spent every free moment I had honing my prowess with the Airwalk spell. I ended up focusing on that spell alone, completely ignoring the lower-level Wind Magic spells I’d yet to master.


      However, I hadn’t fully locked down Airwalk just yet. Since it was a Level 8 spell, it couldn’t be mastered in a flash, but my training hadn’t been pointless either. A wave of mana started gathering beneath my feet, bringing our fall to a halt. Unfortunately, the spell’s effects dissipated shortly after, and we started falling again.


      “Natsuki, use your Light spell on the space beneath us!”


      “Okay!”


      In the next moment, Natsuki conjured a trio of lights and sent them flying below us.


      “Good job!” I exclaimed.


      I still couldn’t see the gorge floor with all the mist around, but I could see Natsuki’s lights just fine. Additionally, the Light spell allowed her to shift the locations of her lights at set intervals away from her body. So, if the lights stopped moving or disappeared, we could figure out where the floor was. Given that there was about a ten-meter gap between each light, we’d be able to find the bottom once we were thirty meters away.


      “Airwalk! Airwalk! Airwalk!”


      Since I hadn’t fully mastered it yet, the spell wasn’t all that effective and ate right through my mana supply. The human body had a maximum free fall speed, making it possible to reach terminal velocity—two hundred kilometers per hour—in a short amount of time. Constantly acting as an air brake for the two of us was highly inefficient, but I had no clue how much runway I had left to escape terminal velocity and slow us down to a safe landing speed.


      If we’re falling at two hundred kilometers per hour, that’d mean we’ve fallen fifty meters every second, right? Even if I could see the ground from one hundred meters right away, I doubt I’d be able to cast a spell fast enough, especially with all this mist covering everything.


      I had no other option than to keep acting as our magic air brake at every opportunity. I wished I’d thought to prepare a parachute for these sorts of emergencies, but it was too late now.


      “Airwalk. Airwalk.”


      Yeah... I’m not gonna be able to keep this up for much longer. I already used some mana in combat right before this, so...


      “Mind Heal! Give it your all, Nao-kun!”


      “Of course. Airwalk.”


      All right, Natsuki’s spell has me feeling a bit better, but—oh, wait, I’m seeing something!


      “A water surface?!” I exclaimed. “Get ready, Natsuki!”


      “Okay!”


      It’d completely slipped my mind, but there was a real chance that we were headed straight into a river instead of a sheet of stone. The river appeared to be quite deep, so fortune was on our side, but it seemed to be a dangerous rapid as well. The two of us briefly glanced at each other before we took a deep breath to prepare ourselves.


      The loud cacophony of a giant splash reverberated through the gorge as our bodies broke the water’s surface. It was at this moment that I slightly regretted not taking a little time to practice the Breathe Water spell before all this, but we might’ve become a nasty splat if I hadn’t spent all my time on Airwalk. Really, there was no way I was going to be able to tell if I’d made the right choice unless we managed to get ourselves out of this mess. Time was a limited resource, so there was no point dwelling on pipe dreams.


      Since we’d held our breaths right before crashing into the river, we’d avoided drowning on impact. However, we couldn’t find the riverbed as we kept swimming along, leaving us at the mercy of the rapids. But thanks to Natsuki’s lights from earlier, I was able to swim toward a source of light and managed to emerge from the river’s surface.


      “Whew! Are you okay, Natsuki?!”


      “Y-Yeah, somehow...”


      We hugged each other so tightly we couldn’t move, but it was too dangerous for us to separate. There was the chance she could be swept away by the rapids, so we opted to keep our hands interlocked.


      “Can you light up our surroundings a bit, Natsuki?”


      “Sure, just give me a few seconds.”


      I kept my head above water, relying on the brightness of Natsuki’s lights to survey my surroundings as we kept being pulled along with the river. A useful method to lower one’s chances of drowning in a situation like this was keeping all your nonvital appendages in the water. If you lifted a limb, you’d lose buoyancy and sink more easily. The most optimal solution was to just keep your face above water and conserve energy while waiting for someone to rescue you, but our current situation was a bit different—we couldn’t count on anyone to pull us out.


      Waiting until the rapids slowed down would’ve been a viable course of action if we knew what the river was like ahead, but it was way too risky a play since we still didn’t know much about it. It wasn’t impossible for a waterfall to appear out of nowhere and our bodies to crash against the rocks if the current intensified. It also wasn’t unlikely for monsters like those flying needlefish to be hiding under the water’s surface either, so we had to do everything we could to somehow escape the river. I glanced around, looking for a place we could possibly crawl out onto, but...


      “Hmm. It seems like there’s no sandy areas nearby,” I said.


      The width of the river we rode along easily exceeded twenty meters. We were surrounded by sheer cliffs and ruggedly rocky footing on both sides of the riverbank. It was better than having nothing to grab at all, but it looked easier to injure ourselves on those rocks compared to a sandy landing.


      “On the bright side, at least we actually have riverbanks that we can aim for,” said Natsuki. “Let’s go over there, Nao.”


      “Sure,” I said.


      The left bank facing upstream was where we’d fallen from, so we swam over there and grabbed onto a rock.


      “Here it goes, Natsuki!”


      “Okay!”


      I pushed Natsuki above the rock, and then I relied on her assistance in order to crawl up myself.


      “Whew...”


      Having finally escaped the river and waded over to a safe place, I let out a sigh of relief. It seemed that Natsuki was on the same page, letting out a sigh of her own at about the same time. We couldn’t help but chuckle after glancing at each other.


      “Looks like we got swept quite a ways away. Does that sound about right, Natsuki?”


      “Well, I’m not sure given the whole life-and-death situation we were just in, but those currents were strong.”


      Looking above me, I could see nothing but white mist, making it impossible to guess just how far we’d fallen, let alone the height of that cliff, and I didn’t see a waterfall upstream either. I could hear some sort of thunderous roar, but that hadn’t improved our situation much at all.


      “In any case, let’s try to make contact with the rest of the party for now,” I said.


      “Mm. Do you think two times will be enough, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked.


      Natsuki brandished a whistle carried by every member of Meikyo Shisui; blowing it twice was a signal informing the rest of the party that whoever blew it was safe. We’d devised other methods of contact through the use of lights or mirrors, but those options were completely useless in our current predicament.


      “Yeah,” I replied. “We’re not out of the woods just yet, but that’ll be the right signal.”


      We might’ve managed to amble ourselves up a rock, but we were by no means completely safe. However, there was a chance that the rest of our party would’ve been up for taking some risks if they were uncertain whether we were alive or dead. With that in mind, I nodded in response to Natsuki’s question, prompting her to bring the whistle up to her lips.


      “In that case, I’ll go ahead and blow it,” said Natsuki.


      The whistle had been tailor-made for us by Tomi. It produced a high-pitched whine as Natsuki blew it—piercing through the thunderous sounds of a waterfall two times. I pricked up my ears as we stood silently for the next couple moments before we heard the same pair of whistles from afar. After that, we nodded at each other and relaxed a bit.


      “It seems like everyone else is safe too,” I said.


      “Mm,” said Natsuki. “I was a bit worried about Touya-kun. He was above me when I fell, but...”


      “Oh, he just barely managed to avoid falling in with you by stabbing his sword into the ground,” I said.


      Touya had been the only one left on the plank trail above when Natsuki started falling, and he looked like he almost flew into the air for a second when the rock wall collapsed. However, I’d noticed that he’d immediately stuck his sword into the ground and hung off of it. It looked somewhat dangerous, but I was impressed by his quick thinking in such a situation.


      “I see. In that case, he’s probably fine,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, he’s a nimble dude, so I’m sure he managed to get himself back to safety without any issues,” I said.


      Man, I wish I’d been able to pull off the smooth save and make Natsuki’s rescue look easy. Actually, would I have been able to do it if I’d smartly used Airwalk to conjure a few midair footholds? Hmm. I grimaced, just having realized that I had better options available to me in the moment. For her part, Natsuki tilted her head in confusion once she saw the look on my face.


      “What’s wrong, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked.


      “Oh, uh, it’s just that there might’ve been a better way to save you,” I replied.


      “Nao-kun, please. You saved me just fine; there’s nothing to fuss over. I’m pretty sure it would’ve been the end of me if I fell by myself, after all.” Natsuki smiled, gently shaking her head as she looked in my eyes. “Besides, there’s always a better plan in hindsight. No point in comparing rescue plans you’d thought of after the fact to what you were able to do in the moment.”


      “Right. Thanks. I feel a bit better now.” I actually felt a bit embarrassed, so I looked away from Natsuki and glanced at my surroundings instead. “Well, this space sure is small. I’ll need to rest and recover my mana before I can use teleportation magic though.”


      “Mm. I feel a bit uneasy here,” said Natsuki.


      The rock we had crawled onto had less space than a single tatami mat. In addition, it wasn’t shaped like a perfect cube, so there was even less space that was actually usable for us. As a result, we had no choice but to huddle together in order to sit properly—putting us in a bit of an awkward situation.
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      The unease I felt was probably different from Natsuki’s own discomfort, however.


      I mean, she’s right next to me and she’s sopping wet... How am I supposed to avoid reacting to this? I can see through her clothing and feel the warmth of her body next to mine! I’m so glad that the damp mist’s still making it hard for me to see much of anything around here.


      “I’m feeling a little chilly,” I said. “I don’t think we can rest here for long like this.”


      “Mm. Let’s dry our clothes first,” said Natsuki. “I’ll probably be fine regardless, but there’s a chance that you’ll catch a cold, Nao-kun, so...”


      “Yeah. Robust is a very convenient skill, but it’s not something I should put too much confidence in,” I said.


      While Natsuki had both a high-level Robust skill and the Disease Resistance skill, I only had Robust by itself. Luckily for our party, no one had gotten sick so far, but that was probably because we made sure to take care of ourselves—valuing our hygiene combined with a risk-avoidant approach to adventuring whenever possible. However, I was fairly sure that the Robust skill wasn’t strong enough to make someone immune to all diseases in any given situation.


      “We should take any and all preventive measures available to us,” I said. “I’m counting on you, Natsuki.”


      “Okay. Here goes,” said Natsuki. “Purification.”


      Whew. Magic rules. The uncomfortable feeling of being soaked down to my undies has vanished in an instant. I felt better after Natsuki used Purification, but my outer clothing had already started getting damp again thanks to the mist.


      “Thanks, Natsuki,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”


      “No worries,” said Natsuki. “However, I’m pretty sure you could dry your own clothes with the Dry spell if you wanted to, right, Nao-kun?”


      “I mean, yeah, but I’d have to take off my clothes for that spell to work efficiently,” I said.


      The Dry spell was something that Haruka had created and taught me. The act of drying clothes was one potential use for the spell, but it was a bit dangerous to cast on clothes that were currently being worn. It wouldn’t be a big deal if the spell simply dried a person’s skin as well, but it was potentially fatal if the caster messed it up. The spell was less effective against living beings than inanimate objects, so it would only result in disaster under the worst circumstances, but there was still a risk associated with it.


      However, I wanted to avoid stripping next to Natsuki if I could help it because it would be too dangerous here in all sorts of ways. I’d be completely defenseless against any monster, and I didn’t want to imagine what would happen if my chain mail got flushed down the river. It would be the equivalent of totaling a luxury car. Not only would my wallet suffer severely, but Haruka would be so pissed at me if she found out.


      “Now, then. We can’t exactly rest here, so we’ll have to find a better place,” I said. “What do you think, Natsuki? Should we head upstream or downstream instead?”


      “Hmm. I’m not sure,” said Natsuki. “Upstream is the obvious option if we want to get closer to the rest of our party, but downstream might be a better option if our goal is to find a place where we can rest.”


      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense for places near a river,” I said.


      A river’s current would usually slow down the farther water traveled downstream, and rocks would gradually shrink until there was eventually nothing but sand. With that in mind, Natsuki was right about heading farther down if we wanted to find a safe spot to rest.


      “And if we head upstream, we’ll most likely see nothing but sheer cliffs. Oh, and we’ll be in trouble if there’s a flash flood,” said Natsuki. “Considering our current predicament, there’s a good chance that there’s a trap that can trigger one.”


      “...Yeah, a flash flood could definitely kill us in a river like this,” I said.


      Back on Earth, I’d once been to a gorge that was famous as a tourist spot. At the time, I learned that the river’s water level would rise by at least ten meters if rain poured down, submerging the entire gorge. In fact, I noticed some traces of past flooding when I looked up at the high areas from below. After all, a gorge was the perfect place to gather tons of water very easily. The rock Natsuki and I sat on could be drowned out with a little bit of rain, so I wasn’t keen on taking our chances with swimming across the river if that happened. I wasn’t sure if it could actually rain in a dungeon either, but Natsuki was absolutely right about the potential for hidden traps around here.


      “Now that I think about it, the rock wall that collapsed and sent me flying was probably a trap,” said Natsuki. “My Traps and Snares 101 skill didn’t detect it for some reason, however.”


      “Yeah, you might be right,” I said. “It seemed safe to me at the time, but I guess we were all deceived.”


      I’d made sure I had carefully checked it out, in part because climbing involved driving stakes into the ground before attaching a rope ladder. But I hadn’t noticed any cracks, and the ground didn’t seem like it was fragile enough to crumble at any moment. However, spots above rock shelters—the ones that look all right to climb on—were often the perfect place to set a trap, especially because our successful handful of previous climbs made us drop our guard. I wanted to believe that we’d all stayed on high alert, but I ended up falling down the gorge with Natsuki, so...


      “...Okay, I’ve made up my mind,” I said. “Let’s head downstream.”


      “Mm. That’s the safest option available to us,” said Natsuki.


      There was no way we could set up a tent for the night in the middle of a river, so we hopped across some rocks as we headed downstream. The rocks were super slick and weren’t connected into a convenient path forward, so we had to watch ourselves with every leap to the next one. However, our excellent agility and senses of balance made things much easier, as did the occasional spell that allowed us to cross large gaps that popped up from time to time.


      My keen hearing picked up a strange noise roughly an hour after we started moving downstream. This husky sound was much fiercer than the constant hum of the waterfall and seemed to be gradually approaching us. I didn’t want to think about where the noise was coming from, but I couldn’t ignore it, so...


      “...Uh, Natsuki. Is it just me, or can you hear that scary sounding racket too?”


      “Nah, I can hear it just fine myself, and there’s also another thing that’s bugging me. Doesn’t it look like the water level’s slowly rising, Nao-kun?”


      “Yeah, it probably is. Hmm...”


      The rocks we’d been using as footholds were initially large enough for both of us to stand on, but over time, we kept seeing smaller rocks appear along with wider gaps between them. The water had probably been slowly but surely engulfing the rocks.


      “I don’t know if this is the right move, but should we tether ourselves together just in case? What do you think, Natsuki?”


      “Well, let’s just assume that’ll be better than us being separated. Try and make sure that rope you’re using is as short as possible.”


      A long rope could strangle us if we were swept away or make us drown if it got snagged on something on our way to the surface, but we couldn’t risk being split apart in the middle of a dungeon either. We stopped atop a rock slightly more spacious than the other ones around, and I started to whip out a bit of rope, but...


      “Hurry, Nao-kun! We can’t stay here for long!”


      “Huh? Oh, yikes!”


      I saw a huge wall of water coming for us when I glanced in the same direction as Natsuki. It seemed that some kind of invisible pressure from above was pushing it through the mist.


      “Damn it, damn it!”


      I had no time to adjust the rope length, so I quickly embraced Natsuki and forcefully tied some of it around our bodies. She let out a quick groan of pain, but I couldn’t afford to worry about it at the moment.


      “I-It’s coming!” Natsuki shouted.


      “Isolation Field!”


      The only thing I could do was use the little mana I’d recovered to cast a protective spell. I know I couldn’t block that wall of water, but I needed to do anything I could to improve our chance of survival.


      The spell enclosed the two of us within a spherical barrier, but the oncoming flood swept us away. We floated into the air for a brief moment before we fell and were engulfed by the water.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Cough, cough! Whew. A-Are you okay, Natsuki?”


      “Y-Yeah, somehow. Cough, cough!”


      The torrent immediately swept us down the river, with my barrier at the water’s mercy as it thrashed into walls and crashed into underwater rocks. The whole ordeal stressed me out and drained my mana, but the lightning-fast current ended up being something of a boon through it all.


      It hadn’t taken all that long for the water level to drop back down, but the current refused to slow down. I tried to hold on for as long as possible, but I canceled the spell after a while to avoid completely emptying my mana pool. Natsuki and I clung to each other as we floated along the river, eventually coming across a sandy riverbank. We just barely managed to crawl onto it after swimming over.


      “Ugh, I feel awful right now,” I said.


      “Thank you, Nao-kun. Your barrier kept us from getting hurt,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, everything somehow worked out in the end,” I said. “It would have been better if I could’ve kept the barrier up the whole time, though.”


      “Don’t worry about it. You did excellently given the relentless torrent you had to contend with,” said Natsuki. “I’ll dry your clothes right away.”


      “Thanks,” I said. “Whew, that’s a bit better.”


      Between getting jostled around by the torrent and using all that mana to maintain the barrier, I felt so groggy. However, I started to come around a little after Natsuki used her magic. Not long after, I placed my hands on my knees as I stood up to look around my surroundings.


      “There’s a forest nearby, huh? I mean, sure, we’re inside of a dungeon, so anything is possible,” I said. “However...”


      “Mm. It seems like we were swept down from all the way over there,” said Natsuki.


      She’d pointed off in the direction of a massive mountain that just towered over us. There was a notch in a part of the mountain that made it look like someone had hacked at it with a machete. It looked so far away, but that was where we’d come from—all the way upstream.


      “We sure got swept a long way,” I said. “In any case, I guess we should be glad that we’re still alive for now.”


      “Exactly. I think it would’ve turned out different if we didn’t have your barrier protecting us, though,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, but my mana pool has nearly run dry again because of it,” I said.


      That torrent felt like it had gone on forever when it was probably just a few minutes in reality. Isolation Field was designed to cover a fixed location, so it ate through my mana as I kept it cast around us while braving the rapids. I’d recovered a little mana while we were rock hopping, but it wasn’t enough to keep the barrier up for the whole way down.


      “For now, let’s search for somewhere we can set up camp. I can easily list off why it would be too dangerous for us to stay by the riverbank,” said Natsuki. “But I am feeling a bit uneasy about stepping into this forest. Can you detect anything in our vicinity, Nao-kun?”


      “No, my Scout skill hasn’t picked up a single monster signal,” I replied. “But it does seem like there are some animals up ahead.”


      There were a few animals that would attack people, but most tended to run away. Animals had been a touch dangerous for us to deal with when we first arrived in this world, but they weren’t a threat to us anymore, assuming that the ones that dwelled in the dungeon were the same as the ones we already knew about. Regardless, any animal could pose a threat if they attacked while we were asleep, making all the necessary precautions still necessary.


      “Huh? Do animals actually live on this floor?” Natsuki asked.


      “Apparently so,” I replied. “My Scout skill could be lying to me, but I don’t see any reason to doubt it now.”


      Only monsters tended to live inside dungeons, but in rare cases there were living beings without magicites that dwelled there as well. Apparently some dungeons had a whole floor of ocean, filled to the brim with all the fish you could catch. All that said, it was more rational to simply assume that there were animals around rather than doubt my Scout skill.


      “In that case, let’s walk on in,” said Natsuki. “It should be safer than staying here, so let’s see if we can find the right place to set up camp.”


      I nodded in agreement before we left the riverbank and entered the forest. We brushed past the foliage on our way in and discovered a place that appeared to be an average forest at first glance. It actually kind of reminded me of the forest upstream of the Noria River near Sarstedt. However, I didn’t know all that much about vegetation, so I could’ve been completely wrong.


      “I’d like to rest as soon as we can,” I said. “I feel a bit uneasy about running low on mana like this.”


      “Mm. We’ll do that as soon as we find a decent spot,” said Natsuki.


      We had no clue which areas around were actually safe—we’d never been in this forest before! But we were pretty sure we could find a suitable camping spot somewhere around here, so we spent the next hour searching high and low until we finally found one.


      “Okay, we’ve made it quite far away from the river now, so I think we should be fine to set up here,” I said. “What do you think, Natsuki?”


      “Yeah, this’ll work,” said Natsuki. “It seems like there aren’t any monsters nearby either.”


      Avoiding obviously dangerous places like cliffsides and riverbanks was easy, but we had no idea what monsters could be lurking around. If we kept on walking around aimlessly, we would simply wear ourselves out, so we stopped our search and made the base of a relatively large tree the center of our camp. After that, we lit a campfire and set up a foldable cot before we both finally took a load off. Yet again, we both let out a sigh of relief at almost the same time, proceeding to relax a little as we smiled at each other.


      “I am so pooped,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, same here,” I said. “We fell down a cliff, got swept down a river once, and then...”


      “Got swept down again even though we’d managed to pop out of the river for a little bit,” said Natsuki.


      Man, I’m amazed that we actually made it all the way here without anything serious popping up. Maybe we should’ve put a few more training hours in before we started looking around this floor.


      We were still alive and weren’t seriously injured, so one could assume that we were up to the task of challenging the dungeon’s twenty-first floor. But if we kept getting in binds like this, we’d end up dead sooner or later. We probably wouldn’t grow as a band of adventurers if we stuck to tackling challenges we knew we could win and profit from, but it was so hard to walk that fine line.


      “Let’s eat something and turn in for the night right away, Nao-kun. You’re fine with a premade meal, right?”


      “Yeah, of course. I’d like a warm meal though. We ended up swimming twice today, after all.”


      “Good point. In that case, let’s warm up some pork miso soup.”


      Natsuki called it “pork miso soup,” but the soup contained orc and bear meat instead of pork. In my eyes, it was more similar to a wild boar hotpot. Semantics aside, all that mattered was that it was a scrumptious soup filled with hot vegetables and meat. When you added that with a couple onigiri, you had the perfect meal for a cold body.


      “How does it taste, Nao-kun?”


      “It’s absolutely delicious. Having a nice, warm meal is so important while we’re in the middle of dealing with all of this.”


      My nerves had been on edge the whole time given the constant flood of hurdles we faced today, but the warm bowl of soup allowed me to finally relax once I’d stopped shivering.


      “Thanks for the meal,” I said. “It was wonderful as usual.”


      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” said Natsuki. “I’ll stand watch first, so get some rest, Nao-kun.”


      “Are you sure? Aren’t you exhausted as well, Natsuki?” I asked.


      “Yes, but building your mana back up is our highest priority right now,” Natsuki replied. “I wish I could use a spell that would let me give you some of my mana, but...”


      “Yeah, oh well,” I said.


      Mind Heal was a Light Magic spell that Natsuki had used on me early, but the spell only served to improve the mana recovery speed of its target—there weren’t any widely known spells that could directly recover mana. Mana recovery potions could be crafted through Alchemy, but anything we could buy or make ourselves was only capable of restoring a sliver of mana. They weren’t very practical for our uses, especially when a caster had to burn a lot of mana—like when using teleportation magic. Needless to say, those potions just weren’t worth the money. As a result, with all that in mind, sitting down for some proper shut-eye was actually the most efficient way of recovering mana.


      “In that case, I’ll take you up on that offer,” I said. “I’m counting on you, Natsuki.”


      “Of course. Sweet dreams,” said Natsuki.


      I placed a sleeping mat, sheets, and a blanket atop the cot and wriggled inside. This sleeping setup really stood out in a weird way, but this was just the configuration we defaulted to whenever we camped outside lately. Comfort was paramount to all of us in the party. We refrained from using sleeping bags because we couldn’t just leap out of them in the case of an emergency. On the other hand, our current setup allowed us to simply kick the sheets away and get up immediately if necessary. One downside was that the sheets tended to become dirty easily, however. Then again, that wasn’t really a problem since we always had someone who could use the Purification spell around.


      “Good night,” I said.


      “Mm. Rest well,” said Natsuki. “Mind Heal.”


      Natsuki smiled as she cast magic upon me once more, and I thanked her before I closed my eyes.


      “...Wake up, Nao-kun. Please wake up.”


      The comforting tones of a gentle voice hit my ears, and I opened my eyes to discover Natsuki’s face hovering right above me. I looked away and glanced at our surroundings, but nothing stood out among the trees or the darkness that enveloped them. It’d been fairly bright out when I had lain down, but it was seemingly pitch-black now.


      “Oh, is it my turn to stand watch?”


      “Mm. How are you feeling now? Better? If you feel like you’re still short on mana, you can rest for a little while longer.”


      “Nah, don’t worry about it. I should be fine. It looks like I slept for quite a while anyway.”


      I imagine that it’s the middle of the night right now, eh? If that’s the case, I’ve slept enough.


      I couldn’t tell you if the light on this floor was actually linked to the time of day outside, but I felt well rested and had recovered most of my mana. Natsuki definitely needed some rest too, so I popped out of my sheets only for her to crawl right in.


      “Whew, it sure is warm in here.”


      “...Don’t you have your own sheets, Natsuki?”


      She’d let out a sigh of relief as she pulled the sheets all the way up to her chin, and I couldn’t stop myself from blurting something out.


      “Yeah, but it would be a waste when you’ve already warmed these up for me, Nao-kun. It’s not like I’m going to start sniffing your sheets or anything like that, so there isn’t a problem here, right?”


      “Huh?! No, please don’t do anything like that! It’d be so embarrassing!”


      My party always made sure to cast the Purification spell on sheets after use, so there usually wasn’t a fuss over who used what. However, it felt kind of awkward to me for one reason or another.


      “Tee hee. Relax, you’ve got nothing to worry about. Anyway, I’m counting on you to take over the watch! Good night, Nao-kun.”


      “Whew. Yeah, good night.”


      Right after I replied, Natsuki chuckled and rolled over to catch a few winks. Once I set myself up next to the campfire, I scanned the area with my Scout skill and noticed a handful of signals. They’d probably popped up on my radar because it was late, but all these pings were far away and none of them seemed to be heading our way. I didn’t sense any danger, but I couldn’t assume that anything was harmless considering Natsuki and I were in an uncharted forest. Since she’d already fallen asleep, I cast my Sanctuary spell to protect us and keep the bugs out too. However, I hadn’t seen any sort of pest within the dungeon just yet.


      “Man, I can hardly believe I’m in a dungeon with all of this around me,” I said.


      Between floors fifteen and twenty, I’d walked through grassy plains and dense forests that felt distinctly off from the scenery outside. But on this floor, you’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference if you didn’t know the truth already.


      Upon listening carefully to my surroundings, I could hear the faint chirping of insects and the light rustling of the wind. There was a chance I’d happen upon something unusual if I focused my senses for a little bit, but nothing really stood out to me. Well, nothing other than the fact it was a rather quiet night in the middle of a forest. Most people would be bound to hear all sorts of things in the forest anyway.


      “It seems fairly tranquil around here at a glance, but that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down,” I said.


      I spent the first three hours or so of my shift staring into the fire and keeping an eye on those signals. However, I eventually noticed a pack of eight hostile signals heading our way. They hadn’t appeared to be all that strong, but it seemed they’d fanned out in an attempt to encircle us.


      “Natsuki, wake up.”


      I poked her in the shoulder as I whispered. She immediately sat up, gently rubbing her drowsy eyes.


      “...Did something happen, Nao-kun?”


      “Looks like we’ve got some monsters approaching.”


      “Ah, did your Scout skill detect something? I can’t sense a peep, but we should quickly prepare ourselves.”


      Natsuki popped out of bed while I tossed all of our sleeping gear back into a magic bag. With our weapons now at the ready, we were set for combat. Since we could be attacked at any time, we kept our chain mail on as we slept, meaning we’d be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Sleeping like this wasn’t always the most pleasant experience, but our safety far outweighed comfort. It helped that we were used to it too. Besides, it wasn’t anywhere near as bad as sleeping in a full suit of armor.


      “What’s coming our way, Nao-kun?”


      “No clue, but I’m confident they’re nothing we’ve seen before.”


      According to their signals, the monsters had nearly cornered us, but I still couldn’t sense a thing.


      “Do you see anything, Natsuki? There should be something over there, so...”


      She squinted in the direction I pointed toward for a brief moment before her eyes went wide.


      “Oh, yeah, they look like a clowder of cats!”


      A handful of shadows leaped out from darkness right as Natsuki raised her voice. They looked like cats all right, but a touch larger than the average house cat. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say that each of them was about fifty centimeters long from snout to tail.


      The cats attempted to pounce on us from all directions, but my Sanctuary spell put the kibosh on their plan. I’m so glad I thought to cast that right away. While the spell hadn’t outright repelled the beasts, their bodies had been slowed upon breaking the spell’s boundary, keeping their fangs far away from us. Since Natsuki and I fought with a naginata and a spear, respectively, we made easy work of the beasts trapped midair. A few beheadings and twitching corpses later, we’d thinned the clowder by four.


      “These are shadow margays! They seem to have the Disguise skill too,” I said.


      “Dark as the night and they can use Disguise? I suppose they’re quite dangerous in a nighttime ambush,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, I absolutely wouldn’t want to walk around here in the middle of the night,” I said.


      Natsuki and I bantered as I kept thrusting my spear into the pack, but they’d managed to blend into the darkness and nimbly navigate the trees around us. As shadow margays were on the smaller side compared to most monsters, it was hard to land a clean hit on any of them, but that’s where my Sanctuary spell came in handy once more. Through regularly attacking and watching each other’s backs, we’d established full control over the space within the spell’s boundary. With that taken care of, we simply had to wait for the monsters to cross the line—making them easy pickings. It wasn’t all that long before we’d managed to finish off the entire group.


      “Whew,” I said. “They ended up being way more agile than I’d expected.”


      “Mm. They probably would’ve been a minor nightmare to deal with if you hadn’t cast your Sanctuary spell,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, it comes in handy when our backs are against the wall,” I said.


      Our attacks would’ve bounced off the wall if I’d used Isolation Field instead, but that wasn’t a concern with Sanctuary. The spell could hinder the movements of monsters as well, so it made combat an easier task. There’s a good chance that we would’ve struggled against the shadow margays’ hit-and-run bush-hopping tactics without the spell, but that very same strategy led to their demise by creating fatal openings. With its boundaries in place, Sanctuary had become the perfect tool for dealing with these beasts.


      “Whoa, take a look at this, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki. “Looks like their claws are razor-sharp. It would’ve been fatal if they landed a hit on the face or neck.”


      “Yikes. They might look like house cats, but these claws are gnarly,” I said.


      Aside from being quite pointy, these claws were almost two centimeters long in some cases. If they severed an artery, we’d probably die quickly if we couldn’t use healing magic.


      Hmm... If it’s anything like a shadow margay, a monster can suddenly strike at us from within the darkness, right? In that case...


      “All right, we should absolutely avoid moving around at night,” I said. “It would be the end of us if even a single shadow margay happened to slip past my radar.”


      “Mm, good point,” said Natsuki. “They’re not all that dangerous if we can fight them head-on, but an ambush would be deadly.”


      “Their fur looks like it’s of fairly good quality, so their pelts might fetch us a little money,” I said. “We might as well take them back with us.”


      After gathering the margays’ dead bodies all together, we tossed them into our magic bags. With that taken care of, we carefully looked around for any more impending threats before we flipped the cot back out and added some more wood to the campfire.


      “Do you want to sleep for a little longer, Natsuki?”


      “Nah, I’m fine. We could be ambushed again, so I’ll stay up.”


      “I see. In that case, why don’t we have a cup of tea?”


      “Sure. I’ll prepare some right away.”


      Just moments after I had sat on the cot, Natsuki had already boiled some water and prepared a cup of milk tea. I took a sip as soon as she handed it over to me, and I let out a sigh of relief as the hot drink warmed up my body.


      “...Are you okay, Nao-kun?”


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      “Oh, it’s just that you seemed a bit frazzled. Are you worried about everyone else?”


      “I mean, yeah, of course I am. But I’m sure they’ll be fine as long as they keep pressing forward with a level head—especially with Touya and Yuki around. Actually, I’m worried about you more than anyone else right now, Natsuki.”


      “Huh? Me?”


      “Yeah. We haven’t been alone together much, right? Doesn’t that make you feel a bit uneasy?”


      Natsuki seemed flummoxed at first, but that confusion soon turned into a smile.


      “Well, I think it’s a little late to be asking me about that. We’ve gone through a lot together in this world over the past year or so, after all. Or are you thinking about using this opportunity to let out your inner big bad wolf and ‘chow down’ on me, Nao-kun?”


      “N-Nah, of course not. I just wanted to make sure, that’s all.”


      “Tee hee. I wouldn’t mind if you do, but I’d prefer if you chose a nicer place for it. It would probably be too much to ask for a romantic venue, so I’d humbly request that we go somewhere safe at the very least.”


      “L-Listen, I’m really not going to do anything, Natsuki!”


      “Yes, I know I can trust you on this, Nao-kun, and so...”


      Natsuki’s words trailed off as she looked at me with a gentle gaze. I lifted my cup of tea to hide myself from her sight, but her kindness had helped me relax a touch.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Do you think you’re able to teleport, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked.


      “Hmm. Yeah, I can probably teleport both of us, but I most likely won’t be able to move for a while afterward,” I replied.


      After breakfast the next morning, we packed up camp and started searching for teleportation markers. It was likely that our party had set one up so we could quickly rejoin them. We were eventually able to locate a pair of markers—one placed around the floor’s entrance and another, newer marker that was closer to our current location. I only had to bring Natsuki along with me, so I had a feeling that I could narrowly reach the closer marker without much issue.


      “In that case, let’s put that on the back burner for now,” said Natsuki. “It would be fine if we knew everyone was standing around the marker, but it’d be super risky if there are monsters around, especially if you became immobile after using up all your mana.”


      “I mean, I think there’s a good chance that everyone’s waiting for us, but I guess it’s true that I can’t say for sure,” I said.


      I couldn’t imagine a scenario in which the rest of our party would abandon us, but there was always a chance that they were forced to flee from a monster attack or the like. It was an important possibility to consider.


      “I wouldn’t have to use so much mana if we hadn’t been swept so far away,” I said. “Oh well.”


      “The fact that we weren’t dragged away by rapids is a miracle in itself,” said Natsuki. “But thanks to you, Nao-kun, we know what direction to head in. So, let’s just get as close as we can to the marker for now. Sound like a plan to you?”


      “I’m down,” I said. “Those cats shouldn’t be particularly threatening during the day either.”


      It was very possible that we’d encounter other monsters along the way, but my Scout skill hadn’t gone off yet. Monsters were often seen as a source of money among our party, but it was too risky for Natsuki and me to go head-to-head with monsters we knew nothing about. I wanted to avoid that situation if possible.


      “Hmm. Okay, the teleportation marker is ahead this way,” I said. “Follow me.”


      Man, I’m so glad that we went out of our way to set up those markers. With how bad the visibility is around here, we wouldn’t be able to easily walk through this forest otherwise.


      Now while you could technically discover a path through the use of a special compass, its functionality was dependent on the distance between its main and extension units. Not to mention there was a limit to how many could be set up at once—they weren’t as easy or cheap to craft as a teleportation marker.


      On the other hand, if you cross-referenced your position and cardinal directions with a marker, it would drastically reduce your chances of getting lost as long as the markers were placed in good spots. In our case, the markers worked even better when paired with Yuki’s Mapping skill. However, it wasn’t possible to easily tell the markers apart, potentially leading to confusion if we’d set up too many of them.


      “I’m glad there aren’t a ton of monsters lurking around this forest, but— Wait, stop!”


      I’d been overwhelmed by a really bad feeling all of a sudden.


      “What’s wrong, Nao-kun?”


      “Uh, well, my Scout skill’s detected something hanging out around a tree up ahead,” I said. “It doesn’t seem to be hostile, but something’s off.”


      A harmless animal was the first thing I thought of. My Scout skill functioned by detecting hostility. Stronger signals typically corresponded to similarly powerful foes, but the signals projected by creatures such as insects and small animals were hard to distinguish unless I keenly focused on them. However, there didn’t appear to be anything scurrying around the tree, and the signal felt like it came from something much bigger. It all left my head spinning.


      “Yeah, I have no idea what this is,” I said. “I wonder if there’s a hard-to-detect, invisible monster ahead. A ghost, maybe?”


      “The shadow ghosts we’ve run into before were perfectly visible, so I’m not sure either,” said Natsuki. “In any case, we probably shouldn’t ignore that signal. We’re still new to this place, after all. Should we attack it and see what happens? Might jostle something out from the leaves.”


      “Good idea,” I said. “Touya’s usually a better choice for this kind of thing, but I’ll guess I’ll have to give it a shot with my magic.”


      When it came to dishing out blunt force trauma, Touya and Mary were the best Meikyo Shisui members for the job. As for Natsuki and me, our weapons were better suited to stabbing and slicing. I lined up my sights and cast the Stone Missile spell at the tree as a test, but...


      “No reaction, huh?” I said. “Hmm...”


      “Mm. It doesn’t seem like anything’s fallen down either,” said Natsuki.


      A fist-sized stone crashed into the tree’s trunk, causing it to shake slightly as a result. However, nothing else happened as I looked around.


      “...Was I just imagining things? Oh well,” I said.


      I had a lot of faith in my Scout skill, but it seemed that it could malfunction from time to time. After rummaging through my magic bag, I took out our pruning axe and gradually made my way toward the tree.


      “Something might fall out of the branches if I hit the tree with this baby, so—”


      “Above you, Nao-kun! Look out!”


      I quickly looked up to discover one of the tree’s branches bent in a strange fashion—as if it had moved.


      “Huh?!”


      Unable to believe my eyes, I remained frozen in place for a brief moment before my adventuring instincts kicked in and I leaped back. The branch crashed into the spot I’d just been standing in seconds ago.


      “Yikes,” I said.


      “It’s definitely moving,” said Natsuki.


      The tree started wiggling its roots as if it were pulling itself out of the mud. With that, I could get a clear reading from my Scout skill.


      “I think it’s already obvious, but this is a treant. Seems it’s got the Camouflage skill too,” I said. “Do you know anything about these guys, Natsuki?”


      “Well, it seems like a treant is far more valuable than the precious wood we’ve harvested in the past,” said Natsuki.


      “Oh, I see. In that case, I guess it’d be great if we can cut it down and bring it back with us,” I said.


      Now that I think about it, I might’ve read this information in a monster encyclopedia. Treants could become quite sought after around Laffan, but...


      “How are we supposed to take it down?” I asked.


      “We can either wear its body down or crush the magicite inside,” Natsuki replied. “I’m not sure which is the better option though.”


      According to Natsuki, the treant would lose its value as wood if we roughed it up too much, but we wouldn’t be able to sell the magicite if we destroyed it either. Most would try to extract the magicite since moving wood around was no joke, but we had both options on the table since we had magic bags on hand. However, I kind of wanted to bring back a live one so we could figure out if hunting treants would be worth the trouble later on.


      “Hmm. Do you know where its magicite is located?” I asked.


      “It’s apparently located in the center of its base,” Natsuki replied. “That’s the thickest part, so it makes sense.”


      “Yeah, definitely,” I said.


      The thickest part of a tree trunk tended to be its base, meaning the magicite was well protected if it was there.


      “Well, we already have one problem: Neither of us can pierce the core in a single blow,” I said.


      “We’ll have to either slowly whittle it down or set it on fire,” said Natsuki. “Burning down a live tree might be a touch difficult, however.”


      Gah, it’s a shame Touya’s not around. I could’ve looked to him to have this solved with a bit of brute force. Haruka could do a better job of thinning these branches out with the Air Cutter spell than I ever could. Wind Magic still isn’t my forte. Not to mention that a spear and naginata don’t exactly make for a viable tag team against a treant.


      “Hmm...”


      Natsuki and I had plenty of time to discuss the situation thanks to the treant’s glacial movements. Despite the disgusting way its roots wriggled about, the creature wasn’t very nimble. In fact, we could’ve easily fled if we wanted to, but I wasn’t keen on that idea in case we were ambushed by other treants. With that in mind, I wanted to figure out a reliable way to deal with these creatures.


      “...No, seriously, how are the two of us supposed to handle a treant?”


      If I completely ignored the consequences, I could easily take out a treant with a barrage of Fire Arrows—that I was good at. However, that wouldn’t be a great course of action if we wanted the wood. It wasn’t an option I wanted to resort to, considering we were standing in the middle of a forest.


      “Are we really stuck with slowly hacking away at their roots with an axe? Hmm...”


      “...Now that I think about it, wasn’t there a Time Magic spell called Planeshift? That might be useful in this situation, Nao-kun.”


      “Oh, right!”


      A Level 5 Time Magic spell, Planeshift would bisect everything within the space of its caster’s choosing. While it sounded mighty powerful on first impression, there were a couple of reasons as to why it wasn’t a viable option in most circumstances—the spell’s incredibly long setup and casting time stood chief among them.


      Damage-dealing spells like Fire Arrow usually had a preset target upon their casting, but Planeshift required precise focus and manual aim before it would fully activate. As a result, there was usually a bit of lag between the spell’s initial casting and activation. Considering that most enemies would never stand still in the middle of a fight, Planeshift was incredibly difficult to cast successfully. The time lag could be reduced through training, and accuracy increased through precisely predicting your foe’s movements, but then you’d run into the next problem: The mana cost. Planeshift was powerful indeed, but overkill when used against orcs and the like. A spell like Fire Arrow would do the trick just fine for much less mana.


      Overall, Planeshift was way too expensive and inconvenient to use as a standard attack spell. I’d actually forgotten that the spell even existed, but the treant’s slow movements and hard-to-reach magicite had jogged my memory. Planeshift might’ve been the perfect spell for our current predicament.


      “Excellent idea, Natsuki,” I said. “I’ll give it a shot right away. The magicite is located at the base of this tree, right?”


      “Yep, just aim for the thickest part of that trunk instead of the roots,” said Natsuki.


      “That’s easier said than done, but all right,” I said.


      Since the treant had uprooted itself, it was hard to tell where the trunk ended and the roots began, but I could probably afford to miss the mark by a few centimeters considering the magicite’s size.


      “Planeshift!”


      The spell didn’t cause any visible damage at first glance, but it proved very effective against our wooded foe. Its roots stopped wriggling about just after I cast the spell, soon followed by the sounds of snapping wood. The tree’s weight proceeded to suddenly shift as the trunk tilted toward us.


      “Whoa!”


      “Eep!”


      We hastily jumped out of the way, with the thick trunk rattling the earth beneath us as it collapsed. The treant’s stump showed no signs of movement either, remaining firmly in its rolled-over resting place.


      “Man, that was easy,” I said.


      Out of sheer luck, it seemed like I’d hit the magicite’s location straight on. The tree’s base appeared to be about sixty centimeters in diameter, so I was rather impressed that Planeshift had seemingly sliced through it like butter.


      “I wonder if we should have used Planeshift to harvest the precious wood too,” I said.


      “I’m sure it would make the process quite easy, but you can’t use that spell repeatedly, right?” Natsuki asked.


      “Yeah, it does cost a ton of mana,” I replied. “But I have a feeling it might be manageable if I cast it alongside Yuki.”


      After cutting down a tree, we generally had to prune it and heave the wood into our magic bags. If we had a way to speed up the process with magic and give us a little extra time to rest, I’d be all for it. But seeing as we’d recently stocked up on precious wood, we probably wouldn’t need to gather anymore for a while. Returning home safely was our top priority at the moment, but this wouldn’t be a bad topic to revisit later.


      “Just to make sure, this treant is dead as a board, right?”


      I poked the stump with my spear and nothing happened. The treant’s signal had also dropped off my Scout skill’s radar, so it seemed safe to assume that it was dead.


      “Mm. Treants seem to lose their strange flexibility after death,” said Natsuki.


      She kept nodding to herself as she kept investigating the tree’s snapped roots and seemingly normal branches. They felt like your everyday tree branches to me, so it was hard to believe they’d flexed about like a set of rubber tentacles just moments ago. The sliced-up magicite was the only proof that a treant had ever been here.


      “Well, since the magicite’s useless, we might as well pick up all of this wood,” I said.


      “Agreed,” said Natsuki.


      Logging trees was old hat for the two of us these days. We’d both swiftly cut off the branches and tossed them into our magic bags. We weren’t sure if the stump was actually worth anything, but we threw it in a bag and went on our merry way.


      “These magic bags technically have a carrying capacity, so I hope we don’t run into a ton of treants up ahead,” I said.


      “Mm. We’d have to ignore some valuable materials in that case. That would be such a waste,” said Natsuki.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Unfortunately, we ended up encountering our fair share of treants after our tango with the first one. Since I recognized their signals, I could slay them with Planeshift before they could even move a fiber, but it didn’t take us long to start leaving the wood behind. I also learned that the buggers were a pain to deal with if I didn’t land a clean strike on their magicites. Even if they were reduced to a stump, the treants wouldn’t let up on the attacks. They’d actually become a lot more nimble, which wasn’t too surprising considering how heavy they looked with their trunks still intact.


      “Aren’t treants supposed to die if we rough them up too much? I’m kind of confused that they can still keep moving around as long as their magicites are still intact. Even more so when they’ve lost most of their body,” I said.


      “Well, I don’t know either,” said Natsuki. “Everything I know about them comes from a book.”


      Despite being less than a tenth of a single treant, the stump could still move around freely. It kind of made me want to file a direct complaint to whoever penned the chapter on treants. At least their magicites were completely exposed at that point, so they weren’t much of a threat anymore. It was pretty easy to slay them in a single blow as long as we dodged the roots and aimed for the stump’s center, but the vibrating tendrils were pretty lewd. I could easily see how things would play out if Natsuki became entangled in their grasp, but I perished the thought by actively dealing with the stumps instead.


      “In any case, there’s no way we can walk around here at night,” said Natsuki. “It’s way too dangerous.”


      “Absolutely. A shadow margay could leap out of the darkness and slash our jugulars. Not to mention that those treants are basically sentient wooden clubs ready to strike from above at any moment,” I said. “It’s almost as if this forest were designed to slay adventurers.”


      Considering that these monsters also had Disguise and Camouflage skills, it seemed like ambushes were a perfectly normal occurrence around these parts.


      “I wonder if there are similar monsters around,” said Natsuki.


      “It would make sense, so we can’t count that conclusion out,” I said. “I guess we’ll just have to be even more careful as we keep trekking through this forest.”


      Natsuki seemed a little anxious when she heard what I had to say, but she nodded along with a solemn look on her face.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      I was fairly sure we hadn’t jinxed ourselves, but we kept running into monsters that only served to affirm Natsuki’s fears. First came the stab rabbits. These critters were easy to find near the dungeon’s entrance, making them similarly easy to deal with since we were familiar with them. However, the other monsters weren’t exactly a cakewalk.


      We then encountered shadow vipers—similar to bind vipers in both name and behavior. But in sharp contrast to their viper brethren, these snakes could use the Disguise skill, boasted thin bodies that contrasted with their five-meter length, and had pitch-black skin. All of these differences made shadow vipers very dangerous.


      Their charcoal-colored skin allowed them to melt into the darkness, while Disguise obscured their location to Scout skill users such as myself. The shadow vipers used their long bodies to slip through the canopy above and swiftly extend themselves toward us. As snakes, they most likely had pit organs as well, putting us in a huge bind if they were to attack in the dead of night. And as one last reason for us to never let down our guard, their skin was much harder than that of a bind viper. However, Natsuki could slice through their necks with ease. According to her, it was an easier cut because their bodies were so thin compared to bind vipers.


      Whew. I knew I could count on Natsuki. She’s not only reliable, but she’s got a wonderful smile too.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      We explored the forest’s mysterious landscape for a few more hours. But just as we were talking about taking a lunch break, the greenery around us suddenly cleared to reveal a new region. A massive mountain range towered above us on the path ahead. Not only were the mountaintops obscured by a layer of mist, but the treacherous nature of the range’s sheer cliffs probably made it impossible to climb without the proper tools on hand. It was almost as if the mountains were off-limits to people. The plank trails we fell from were likely somewhere within the range, but I was a bit confused as to how we were supposed to head up. Despite that, I felt even more relieved that we’d escaped the forest.


      “Well, at least we won’t have to worry about a forest ambush again,” I said. “Getting over here was exhausting though.”


      “Mm. How’s your mana pool holding up, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked.


      “Well, I’d honestly like to rest for a while if we can,” I replied.


      While I’d used a bit of mana to slice through those treants, I was feeling a little mentally fried as well. Every monster we’d encountered in the forest had been hard to detect, so it’d become incredibly stressful to keep an eye out with my Scout skill for hours on end. However, I had no choice—the monsters could strike at any moment. I would have been able to share the load to a certain extent if Touya were around, but since Natsuki was my only companion, I had to handle this task by myself.


      “In that case, let’s get lunch out of the way first,” said Natsuki. “You’ll be able to take a load off after you cast Sanctuary, right?”


      “Right,” I said. “Here goes. Sanctuary.”


      Once we exited the forest, we chose a spot a ways away from the mountainside and sat down to start preparing lunch. There weren’t any suspicious trees nearby, so I was fairly sure we wouldn’t have to worry about a sudden treant or shadow viper attack, but it was better to be safe than sorry. I also made sure there weren’t any rock spiders lurking around either.


      “Now that I think about it, this floor’s full of monsters that love to ambush their prey,” I said.


      There’s actually a good chance that I’ll have to stay on high alert for a potential ambush? Even if we’re finally out of the forest? Ugh...


      “...Man, this is going to be an annoying floor to poke around until we get accustomed to its environment,” I said.


      “Tee hee. Indeed. What’s sounding good to eat, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked. “Warm food would be great, right?”


      A sigh escaped from my mouth as I thought about the hurdles ahead. At the same time, Natsuki picked up her magic bag and flashed a gentle smile, as if to comfort me.


      “Oh, well, I’d actually like something sweet first,” I replied. “A dindel would be perfect.”


      “A dindel? All right, here you go,” said Natsuki.


      I was so tired that anything sweet sounded delightful. Once Natsuki finished peeling the dindel, it headed straight into my gullet. To the commoners of this world, the act of eating an entire dindel was considered a luxury available only to the likes of the bourgeoisie. In fact, the money that could be made from selling a single dindel would cover the cost of lunch at most decent restaurants. With the possible exception of Natsuki, my friends and I had all been regular joes during our lives back in Japan, so I could understand how most ordinary people would react if they saw me wolfing down that dindel.


      However, I had no intention of living frugally at all. Avenues for entertainment and recreation were limited in this world, so I wanted to sink my teeth into tasty food whenever I could at the very least—doubly so if I’d gathered it myself instead of paying for it. Dindels had ended up becoming something of a perk for us adventurers.


      “Looks like we’ve got a few cakes too,” said Natsuki. “Want one, Nao-kun?”


      After we secured a steady source of strike ox milk, the girls started making butter, fresh cream, and oodles of handmade treats and snacks that were way better than anything I’d ever had back in Japan. Being able to whip out such high-quality treats in the middle of a dungeon might’ve been a noble-level luxury, but cake for lunch was a bit much for my once-normal high schooler sensibilities.


      “...Nah, I’d like a normal lunch,” I said. “How about some meat instead?”


      “Meat, huh? Sure,” said Natsuki. “A bit of marbled meat should be an excellent way to address some of that fatigue.”


      Natsuki ate a dindel of her own while diligently cooking a slab of meat—I was essentially waiting for my lunch to be served to me on a silver platter. Afterward, I flipped out the cot and lay down on my side. As for Natsuki, she started a fire and brewed a little tea to have with her postlunch piece of cake. With that, we’d both finally started to relax and rest up. I actually kind of wanted to rest until night so I could recover some more mana.


      “By the way, is there a reason you and the other girls haven’t made any cheese yet?” I asked. “You’ve already made butter, so I’m kind of curious.”


      “Cheese? Well, we’d all love to make some to eat, and making it fresh wouldn’t be all that hard. But crafting a proper wheel would be much more difficult,” Natsuki replied.


      The topic of cheese had popped up in my mind as I watched Natsuki dig into her cake, but it seemed the girls had already discussed this among themselves.


      “It’s difficult to make proper cheese, huh? Do you know how to, Natsuki?”


      “Yeah, I have a rough idea, but it wouldn’t be a sure thing—even with the help of the Cooking skill. We could probably manage just fine up to the lactic acid fermentation step, but everything that follows is where it gets complicated.”


      According to Natsuki, the most standard cheese-making method called for the use of rennet in order to coagulate milk into a curd. From there, you’d turn to either mold or bacteria to ferment that curd and turn it into cheese. However, rennet wasn’t a simple online order away in this world, not to mention how difficult it was to cultivate the proper environment for cheese-making molds to thrive. After further discussion, the girls had concluded that their chances of success would remain quite low unless they could dump the right amount of money into creating this world’s cheese industry.


      “Yeah, I guess it would be impossible with those conditions in mind,” I said. “But wasn’t there some cheese for sale back in Clewily? Did you forget to buy some?”


      Yuki and I had visited a dining hall that featured a couple dishes with cheese in them. It was a bit different from what I’d imagined, but it was still quite all right. It had been more or less melted into a liquid, so I had no idea what the cheese looked like in its original state, but it was safe to say that cheese definitely existed in this world. Natsuki shook her head awkwardly after she heard my question, however.


      “Yes, they had a few cheeses for sale, but whether or not they were suitable for our tastes is a different issue,” said Natsuki. “We purposely ignored most of them because the smell was way too pungent for Touya-kun, Mary-chan, and Metea-chan.”


      “Oh, right. Back in Japan, I remember hearing some stories regarding how strongly foreign cheese tended to smell,” I said. “Was this a similar situation?”


      “I’ve tasted a handful of the ‘smellier’ foreign cheeses, but what we saw in Clewily had a much stronger smell,” said Natsuki. “We did purchase some of the edible-looking cheese, but...”


      I couldn’t stand a stinky wheel of cheese myself, so it was probably a nightmare for beastmen and beastwomen due to their sensitive noses. Cheese had a long association with food poisoning as well, so it was actually quite risky to eat.


      “Oh well. I guess cheese isn’t something that we need to force ourselves to eat,” I said.


      “Mm. We’ve mostly just used tiny amounts to add a subtle flavor to a couple dishes so far,” said Natsuki. “Just a dash isn’t likely to trigger a sensitive reaction, so there haven’t been any complaints. You haven’t noticed it yourself either, right?”


      “Oh, really? Yeah, I didn’t notice the cheese at all,” I said. “You always make delicious food for us, and I really appreciate all the hard work.”


      “Thank you very much. It was worth the effort,” said Natsuki. “Oh, the tea is ready now.”


      She passed a cup over to me, and I thanked her as I took a sip. I let out a sigh of relief as the tea’s warmth enveloped my body, and Natsuki gently smiled upon seeing my reaction. Despite being stranded from the rest of our party, we had a peaceful time relaxing. I even ate a bit of Natsuki’s cake as we kicked back and recovered our mana.


      Most of my mana had been replenished by the time evening rolled around, marking the end of our rather peaceful respite. However, my mana wasn’t fully topped off, and it would become dark out if we sat around any longer. That also invited the possibility for new monsters to appear, so we wanted to avoid camping outside whenever possible. We swiftly put out the campfire and packed up camp so we could prepare ourselves to teleport away. Since we’d walked through the forest for a couple hours, the two of us had managed to move closer to the teleportation marker—making it possible for me to teleport with ease despite my mana situation. However...


      “Hm? Wait, there’s something strange.”


      “What’s wrong, Nao-kun?”


      I paused in thought after I’d encountered a problem, causing Natsuki to glance at me anxiously. Just to confirm it, I searched for the marker once more before hesitantly sharing with Natsuki what had happened.


      “Well, um, something feels off about the marker’s signal. I’m usually able to tell whether any given teleportation will be difficult or even possible, but our chances feel exactly the same as they did this morning,” I said. “Seeing as we’d walked around all day, this doesn’t make any sense to me. Hmm...”


      I was fairly sure that teleporting would’ve been easier considering the distance we’d covered, but it didn’t feel like that had made a difference. Natsuki frowned after I explained the enigmatic situation at hand, but she lightly shook her head immediately afterward.


      “In any case, let’s prioritize regrouping with the rest of our party for now,” said Natsuki. “I’m fairly sure we’ll arrive at a rock shelter after we teleport, but we should still hurry up before the sun sets.”


      “Right. Get ready,” I said.


      “Okay,” said Natsuki.


      I firmly held her hands as I searched for the marker’s signal again. I was concerned about how different it felt from usual, so I’d opted to put careful focus into my mana control.


      “Area Teleportation!” I exclaimed. “Huh? Wait, what?”


      The spell felt like it was about to go off, but it ended up failing. A failed spell occurred from time to time, but this felt different from the sensation of a simple failure.


      “What’s wro—oh. It looks like it didn’t work,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah. It seems like there’s something blocking my teleportation magic, but I’m not sure exactly what it is,” I said. “Sorry.”


      I could clearly detect the marker’s location, but it sort of felt like I couldn’t connect to it properly. I had failed plenty of times when I first started practicing with teleportation magic, but the reason behind this failure seemed to lie elsewhere. Needless to say, I was very confused.


      “If you can’t teleport, then I suppose Yuki would have the same problem,” said Natsuki. “It’s possible that this phenomenon is tied to our current location. Would it work if you chose a closer point to teleport to?”


      “Yeah, I think so,” I said.


      I tried to teleport to a spot that was about ten meters away as a test, but...


      “Yikes,” I said. “The coordinates are a bit off.”


      I had selected a patch of grass as my destination, and it would’ve plopped me right above it if it worked out. However, I ended up appearing right next to the patch for some reason. The misalignment was less than twenty centimeters, but something like this had never occurred during my most recent short-distance teleports. It also felt like my teleportation was consuming more mana than usual.


      “There’s a chance it could be very dangerous for us to teleport far out with this misalignment in play, even at short distances,” I said. “I really hope Yuki doesn’t accidentally fling herself from a cliff.”


      “She’ll probably be fine,” said Natsuki. “I’m sure that even Yuki would act with much more caution in extreme circumstances.”


      “Y-Yeah, I hope so,” I said.


      Hmm. I mean, I decided to test it out despite feeling that something was off on my end, so hopefully similar thoughts don’t cross Yuki’s mind. I’m actually kind of glad this test failed. I don’t even want to think what could’ve happened if I’d tried long-distance teleportation right out of the gate.


      “More importantly, the both of us are in quite the pickle, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki. “If we can’t use teleportation as a shortcut, then we’ll have to escape with our own might. However...”


      A troubled look washed over Natsuki’s face as she stared at the mountains towering overhead. The range appeared to sit at a slope of roughly eighty degrees, likely making a bit of rock climbing necessary to traverse them. We’d trained for situations exactly like this and ensured we had the Climbing skill as well, but I couldn’t see anything but clouds when I looked up at those mountains. There was no trace of a plank trail or any other climbing structure, nor was the summit visible.


      “Yeah, it’s not going to be easy if we have to climb up the mountains,” I said.


      It was impossible to tell exactly how tall these mountains were. When taking distance and stamina into account, there was no way we could climb all the way to the top in a single day. Back in Japan, I’d watched a couple videos of rock climbers successfully setting up their camp on a rock wall, but the two of us definitely wouldn’t be able to pull off a similar feat. The thought of sleeping midair terrified me to my bones, and it also wasn’t a viable option at all—monsters could attack us there as well, after all.


      “Mm, it would be too dangerous,” said Natsuki. “We could try to search for spots that seem traversable, but...”


      Natsuki’s words trailed off as she glanced at our surroundings, and she looked up at the sky once again before she sighed to herself.


      “Let’s call it a day here for now,” said Natsuki. “Considering the monsters we’ve already faced, we shouldn’t move around at night.”


      “Yeah, you’re absolutely right,” I said. “We’d definitely get hurt too.”


      Spotting monsters with Disguise or Camouflage skills was very stressful, even during the day, so walking through their territory in the dead of night wasn’t an idea I wanted to entertain at all.


      “Welp, we did just pack up, but I guess we’re setting up camp here again,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki and I glanced at each other, and then we sighed together at the exact same time.


      After waking up at the crack of dawn, we’d decided that it’d be best if we headed toward the river before searching for a way out. The path we walked straddled the foot of the mountain range, so we’d taken care to keep an eye out for hidden rock spiders and anything looking to swoop in from above. Luckily, we hadn’t come across a single monster by the time we made it back to the river. We walked upstream and discovered the gorge’s exit from there, but the cliffs that surrounded us were way too steep to traverse—we’d planned for this. Instead of futzing around with rock faces, we directed our curious gazes toward the riverside.


      “...Man, it’s a miracle we actually survived all that,” I said.


      “Mm. I’m pretty sure we would’ve kicked the bucket without your magic,” said Natsuki.


      The river simply looked like rapids at first glance, but there were bits of white jutting out near the gorge’s exit. I squinted in order to get a closer look and discovered an outcropping of sharp, obsidian-like rocks. It was like a natural abatis had been installed to shred anything that tried its hand at passing through the exit.


      “It feels like the gorge narrows up a bit by the exit,” said Natsuki. “It’s usually the other way around, so this is a little confusing.”


      “I wonder if the river’s laid out like this to generate momentum and send whatever gets swept away crashing into those rocks? If that’s the case, this floor really is an adventurer’s death trap,” I said.


      Even with the chance of a flash flood removed from the equation, the riverhead had already proven deadly. If I were swept off my feet, I probably wouldn’t be able to stop myself from becoming a human pincushion for those rocks.


      “Do you think we’ll run into some more bad luck if we try to crawl out through there?” I asked.


      “Yeeeeah, I’d say we would have another flash flood awaiting us in our future,” Natsuki replied. “And even if it doesn’t happen, it’d still be bad news if either of us slipped into the river. So no, I don’t think that’s a great idea.”


      “True, our hands would probably get chewed up by the rocks if we tried to grab them anyway,” I said. “All right then, let’s mosey.”


      With that route now out of the question, we turned around and walked the way we came. However, the increasingly stagnant sight of rocks, cliffsides, and forest had left me feeling a bit uneasy after a while.


      “I really hope there’s a safe-ish escape route somewhere on this floor,” I said.


      “Uh-huh. It would be great if we didn’t have to climb our way out of here either,” said Natsuki. “There’s also a possibility there might be a monster or two running along those routes—ones we don’t have a prayer against as we are now.”


      “That’s right, just about anything can happen in a dungeon. The two of us probably can’t handle a boss room on our own, not to mention the threat of monsters we’ve never encountered before,” I said. “We might be here for a while.”


      “Well, I guess we’re lucky we haven’t been trapped on a floor that’s nothing but caves,” said Natsuki.


      “No kidding. This floor is kind of a new world in itself, so I don’t really feel like I’m trapped,” I said.


      “‘A new world,’ you say? I suppose that makes sense. We’re probably the only people here, after all,” said Natsuki. “Well, if we truly are alone, would that make you Adam and me your Eve? In that case, should we go forth and multiply then, Nao-kun?”


      Natsuki playfully smiled at me, but I inadvertently glanced away from her.


      “...Uh, are there any figs left in our magic bags, Natsuki? You can have them if so.”


      “Oh, are you making metaphors about the forbidden fruit? Tee hee. I’m just messing with you. Don’t worry, I’m not that shameless.”


      “I see. Good to know.”


      Whew. I’d spontaneously combust if Natsuki was seriously making a move on me.


      “But when it comes to the situation at hand, I believe our chances of survival depend on just how much you can endure, Nao-kun.”


      “E-Endure?”


      “Hm? Yep. Even if it doesn’t seem like it, this floor is a confined space, meaning we’ll naturally become more and more stressed out the longer we’re here. Spells like Mind Heal can help alleviate it, but I’m not sure how long we’ll last.”


      “O-Oh, right.”


      Natsuki seemed a bit confused by my initial reaction, but I rapidly nodded back in an attempt to distract her. Man, the timing of that made it feel like she’d read my mind.


      “Between my ability to conjure us drinking water and our magic bags, I think we should be fine for a while,” I said. “I’m glad we weren’t in the middle of a fight when we fell.”


      “Indeed. Our emergency magic bags wouldn’t cut it in a survival situation,” said Natsuki.


      Since we’d fallen while out of combat, we were flush with provisions because we had our primary magic bags on hand. If we’d been fighting at the time, we would’ve had to make do with the little we had inside the smaller bags tied to our waists.


      “We could always wait for someone to rescue us, but I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said.


      “It would make things riskier for the rest of the party too,” said Natsuki. “With that in mind, it might be more realistic for us to train up with the goal of escaping under our own might at some point. That said, it’s a good thing we have our cots and camping equipment with us.”


      “Absolutely. It does wonders for your stamina when you actually have something other than the ground to sleep on,” I said.


      We’d get sick in no time if we camped out with only a single blanket between us. If that happened, it would be impossible for us to train up and escape the twenty-first floor.


      “Though, it’d be great if we could get out of here without any extra training,” I said.


      “Agreed. Let’s say a prayer to Advastlis-sama and hope that luck’s on our side in finding such a route,” said Natsuki.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      I couldn’t say if Natsuki’s prayers had actually been answered, but we discovered a cave after roughly an hour of walking along a slightly curved mountainside path. The entrance looked too intricate to describe as a natural occurrence, having a little more in common with the dungeon’s own entryway. The smooth texture of the walls and ceiling came off as artificial more than anything else.


      “If we’re in the middle of a dungeon, this can’t possibly be the entrance, right?” I said. “Hmm...”


      “Yeah. The trees around us look like they grew naturally over time, but we’re definitely inside a dungeon,” said Natsuki. “Maybe the dungeon itself created this passageway.”


      Similar passageways could be found all the way up to the tenth floor, so this cave wasn’t really anything out of the ordinary, but...


      “I guess the only thing we can do now is head inside,” I said. “I’d imagine this way leads up, right?”


      “Yes, I think so,” said Natsuki. “Looking at the direction it’s heading, this should lead us toward the twenty-first floor entrance.”


      Natsuki pointed at the mountaintops as we continued to chat. Since we were in a dungeon, there had to be a path that looped back around to the floor’s entrance. I wasn’t a fan of the idea that our rock climbing excursion from earlier had actually been the way forward. Honestly, I hoped this cave wouldn’t lead us to the next floor.


      “Should we get going?” I asked.


      “Yes, there’s no point in stalling any longer,” Natsuki replied. “We’re both in decent shape at the moment anyway.”


      Thankfully, I had plenty of mana left over since we hadn’t run into a single monster along the mountainside path. The two of us had only been walking for a few hours as well, so neither of us was all that tired. That said, we’d be screwed if we couldn’t press on in our current states, so we had to give the cave a real go at the very least.


      The two of us briefly glanced at each other and nodded before we entered the cave. The entrance wasn’t exactly roomy, prompting us to proceed through the cavern very carefully. A few minutes later, we came across a small yet very familiar-looking room. Aside from the door directly in front of us, there was a treasure chest to the right and something that resembled a return device to the left.


      “Wait a second... Isn’t this sort of room you’d find just ahead of a boss room? I’m not seeing things, am I, Natsuki?”


      “Y-Yeah, I had the same thought, but...”


      We’d normally jump for joy in a situation like this, but such an unexpected sight had us more confused than excited.


      “Well, I guess we don’t have to worry about an escape route anymore. But I gotta say, this all feels sort of anticlimactic for some odd reason,” I said.


      “Now that I think about it, things like this can happen if you start backtracking along the main path on each floor,” said Natsuki. “But the other floors had their own bespoke endpoints. I’m kind of surprised that we’d suddenly run into one of them.”


      “Yeaaah, it wasn’t all that long ago that we took down the twentieth floor’s boss. It’s making this feel extra weird to me,” I said.


      If we were actually standing in the reward room, then the boss room was probably right behind the door in front of us. While trudging through the sixth and seventh floors, we stumbled into a few back-to-back boss rooms, but this supposed reward room didn’t have any stairs leading to the next floor. I wonder, is the twenty-first floor broken up into multiple sections divided by boss rooms? Hmm...


      “In any case, let’s rummage through that treasure chest first,” I said.


      “Mm. Let’s see,” said Natsuki. “Oooh, looks like we’ve got a war hammer in here.”


      The handle on that hammer stretched from the floor all the way up to Natsuki’s chin. As for the head itself, it was roughly twice as large as my fists clenched up together and featured a razor-sharp spike on one end, so Natsuki’s hunch was probably right.


      “Hand it over for a minute,” I said. “Hmm. I didn’t think this would be the case at first glance, but this hammer feels pretty easy to use.”


      I lightly swung the war hammer around in order to test it out, and the weight of it felt perfect in my hands. Despite being physically weaker than most of my allies, I could twirl the hammer around with relative ease. However, I didn’t have a War Hammer Mastery skill or experience with similar weapons, so I would probably end up hurting myself if I tried to use it in a fight down here. On the other hand, someone with Touya’s oodles of raw strength could fend for themselves just fine without a skill helping them along.


      “Considering what we’ve already found in these chests, I’d bet you there’s something special about this war hammer. A unique power or effect, maybe? So, it might be a dangerous idea to go testing it out right now,” said Natsuki. “Let’s take it back with us and get it appraised first.”


      “Good point,” I said. “I’ll stash it away.”


      With that decided, I tossed the weapon in my magic bag. Looking at the return device, we already knew how it worked since we’d used countless others before. All that was left to investigate was the door in front of us.


      “I’m confident that there’s a boss on the other side of that door.”


      “Mm. Do you want to check it out, Nao-kun?”


      Natsuki glanced at me for my opinion, and I remained paused in thought for a few moments before I reluctantly nodded back.


      “We don’t need to start a fight with the boss, but I think we should still take a look around.”


      It was simple enough for us to ignore the door and fire up the return device if we weren’t planning on coming back. However, we were way too young to stop challenging ourselves. Whatever we could learn from a look around the boss room would come in handy if we ever needed to put a pin in our adventure and train up for a while—especially if the boss proved itself to be too dangerous for us at the moment.


      “If things get dicey, we’ll turn tail and run back to the return device,” I said. “Is that fine with you, Natsuki?”


      “Of course,” said Natsuki.


      With our belongings firmly in hand, we finished preparing the area for a potentially hasty escape and walked over to the door. Once we’d repositioned ourselves a little, we were both able to peek into the room through a gap in the door.


      “...Okay, here goes,” I said. “Ready?”


      Right after Natsuki nodded back at me, I started to slowly crack open the door while remaining as quiet as possible. The gap I’d made was only a few centimeters wide, but it was big enough for the two of us to peek inside. We found ourselves staring into a wide space that looked more or less the same as the other boss rooms we’d encountered.


      We’d expected to see a couple monsters, but all we saw inside were six pedestals—one by the door, another two at each side of the room, and a final pedestal next to the room’s proper entrance across the way. Upon each pedestal sat a stone statue of a gargoyle—the sort one would find in a church—holding transparent orbs that appeared to be around thirty centimeters in diameter. Sculpted in a sitting position, each statue was about a meter tall and featured wings, a pair of horns, and a long tail. Between their size and stereotypical demon stylings, the statues all came off as fairly intimidating.


      “I have a bad feeling about these statues,” I said.


      “Mm, same here,” said Natsuki. “Do you want to try and hit them from here? They’re looking mighty suspicious, so...”


      “I’ll give it a go, but I’d be surprised if they weren’t hostile,” I said. “The location of each pedestal is bugging me too. I have a feeling that something might appear in the room’s center once someone walks in.”


      Considering the orbs might’ve been around for a reason as well, they could’ve been the conduit for summoning a boss monster. While we’d technically been flung into a fantasy world, we hadn’t had many encounters with the fantastical so far. I was somewhat excited about the prospect, but Natsuki had been stone-faced the entire time. It seemed that she and I were not on the same wavelength.


      “In any case, we’ve got nothing to lose if we want to try busting these statues,” said Natsuki.


      “...I mean, yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.


      Is this what it feels like to attack the hero while they’re in the middle of transforming? Oh well. There’s no point chasing after a dream when our lives are on the line, so I’m not gonna hesitate now.


      “Hmm. I think Planeshift will do the trick here,” I said.


      If the statues remained still, this would be a great opportunity to play around with one of my most potent spells. While preparing my spell, I focused my attention on the closest statue.


      “Oh, Nao-kun, they moved!”


      Each statue had shifted from its resting place, as if they’d all detected that I was about to cast a spell. Despite that awareness, they all moved along at a snail’s pace.


      “Planeshift!”


      However, they all flew up from their pedestals just as I finished the cast.


      “Damn it!”


      It came out a little late, but the spell had still managed to slice the tips off their tails. But given that my actual target was now flapping its wings like the other five, I wasn’t sure if Planeshift actually had been much of an effective damage dealer. My Third Eye skill worked on the statues after they started moving, and it seemed like I had been right to assume that they were gargoyles. I was able to see three skills in total—Flight, Claw Strike, and Tail Strike.


      Tail Strike, huh? That’s a new one. I didn’t think a gargoyle would have a tail-based attack skill. I’d been locked in thought for a moment, and I couldn’t react fast enough to what was about to happen as a result.


      “Wha—”


      All six gargoyles looked at me in sync and swiftly glided forward, but Natsuki slammed the door shut before they could reach us. She then braced herself against the door, and I hastily joined in to help her, but we soon heard a trio of crashes—something heavy was slamming into the door, causing it to rattle and violently shake.


      “Ugh, is this going to give out on us?!”


      The door appeared to be crafted out of hard, stonelike material, but it didn’t seem like it would hold up to repeated gargoyle thrashing. And regardless of the door’s own strength, we had our own toughness to consider. The door opened slightly every time a gargoyle attacked, so we’d probably be screwed if all six crashed against it at the same time.


      “It’s time to get outta here, Natsuki!”


      “Okay! I’ll count to zero! Three, two, one...”


      Without an ounce of hesitation, we simultaneously dashed toward the return device as soon as her count hit zero. By the time we got inside, the door had just slammed open. The gargoyles started staring us down after they crashed into the ground, but the return device activated a moment later.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2—Escape


      In the next moment, a refreshing breeze sent forest scents wafting into my nose and I could feel the warm glow of the sun against my skin. I heard a light and fluffy voice coming from nearby as well, but I quickly turned to make sure Natsuki was still next to me. I let out an extremely deep sigh of relief.


      “Seems like we actually got out of there in one piece,” I said.


      “Yep, those gargoyles were way stronger than we expected,” said Natsuki.


      “And they were super nimble to boot,” I said.


      An arrowhead eagle could probably outpace them in the air, but each of the stone statues was larger than Yuki—making them far more intimidating than an eagle. And if they’d crashed into us with the weight of a stone statue behind them, we’d both be skid marks by now.


      “They seemed like tough customers, so we should probably work on cooking up a plan to deal with them in case we come across them again in the future,” I said.


      “Mm, I agree,” said Natsuki. “However...”


      Natsuki chuckled as she glanced to the side and toward the very fluffy Kaho. Seeing as Yoshino and Sae were walking our way, the fox’s voice must’ve attracted their attention.


      “...We need to explain our situation to Kaho’s party first,” said Natsuki.


      “Oh, I suppose my wishes did not fall upon deaf ears,” said Kaho.


      Kaho placed her hands on her hips and puffed her cheeks as if to sulk at us. However, she snapped out of it right away and glanced between the two of us.


      “More importantly, what’s the matter?” Kaho asked. “Did a return device transport you here?”


      Kaho pointed beneath us, but there wasn’t anything on the ground. The sorts of teleportation devices available to the Adventurers’ Guild required installation at both ends—inside and outside of the dungeon. But since return devices were a natural feature of the dungeon, they always tossed people somewhere outside near the entrance. The process wasn’t attached to a particular landmark. Since it was obvious what Kaho was asking about, I nodded back.


      “That’s right,” I replied.


      “We figured as much,” said Yoshino. “The ground suddenly lighting up like Christmas took me off guard at first. You know what I mean?”


      “I could breathe a little after I saw Natsuki-san, but I thought a horde of monsters was about to show up,” said Sae. “So, where’s the rest of your party?”


      “Oh, right. What happened?” Kaho asked.


      Since I’d returned with only Natsuki by my side, the Jade Wings were obviously confused by the situation. The two of us started whipping up a concise explanation of what happened.


      “We ran into some trouble while exploring the dungeon,” I said.


      “Mm. The two of us ended up getting separated from the rest of our party,” said Natsuki.


      We shared the story of Natsuki’s nasty post-landslide tumble and how I dove in to save her. From there we got swept away by a raging river, peeled ourselves out, and did a little camping before we walked through a forest.


      “We eventually came to a dead end with a return device, so we decided to get out of there for now,” I said.


      As I finished explaining, the Jade Wings let out a series of equally relieved and exasperated sighs.


      “I don’t think ‘some trouble’ accurately describes what it’s like to fall off a cliff,” said Yoshino.


      “I’m surprised that both of you survived unscathed,” said Sae. “Not to mention the existence of steep cliffs in a dungeon of all places.”


      “Indeed. I suppose dungeons truly are treacherous if they can pose a threat to even the likes of Meikyo Shisui,” said Kaho.


      “We might have more experience, but we always have so much more to learn,” I said. “I was feeling a little on edge the entire time.”


      Our fall had essentially been bungee jumping without a rope—something that usually ended up simultaneously being the first and last great thrill of a lifetime. Before that leap of faith, I had no idea I’d actually learn what it was like to jump off a cliff.


      “Mm. I thought I was a goner for sure when I fell,” said Natsuki. “Thank you for saving me, Nao-kun.”


      “No problem. I was just lucky that I had a way of softening the fall,” I said.


      Natsuki could’ve probably survived on her own, but doing it unscathed would’ve been impossible without me.


      “Hmm. Maybe we should get a parachute before we go walking around the twenty-first floor again,” I said.


      “Oh, you’re not giving up? Even though you almost died? Whoa,” said Yoshino.


      “I mean, it would be a different story if we couldn’t cook up a solution to the problem, and I’m pretty sure we can do that,” I said.


      Cultivating a sense of fulfillment was absolutely necessary for living a healthy life. I would’ve retired from the adventurer’s life ages ago if a little danger was enough to make me turn tail. However, I still planned to make it so I could retire at any time since I had a fiancée now. Oh man, I can’t wait to get myself a piece of married life in the future, ha ha!


      “You seem fairly confident in yourself, Nao-kun,” said Sae. “Wouldn’t it be quite dangerous if you fell into the water with a parachute strapped to you?”


      “Hm? Oh, absolutely,” I said.


      It seemed like Sae had interpreted the smile on my face as a sign of confidence even though it was something else, but I played along and simply nodded in response. Though it was true you could easily drown in a tangled parachute. I had heard in the past that parachutes were meant to be detached before you made contact with water in areas like the sea, but there was no way I could calmly pull off that feat in an emergency.


      “The gorge itself would pose a major problem as well,” said Kaho. “Contending with the natural wind force would be difficult to overcome.”


      “If I recall correctly, it’s referred to as a ‘valley breeze,’” said Yoshino. “I’m not sure if the dungeon’s ecosystem is the same as it is out here, but it certainly seems dangerous.”


      “I see,” I said. “I was too preoccupied during the fall to pay close attention to the wind, but I suppose that’s another factor to keep in mind.”


      I’d felt the wind itself just fine as I fell, but I couldn’t recall what the wind actually felt like outside. If Yoshino’s hunch was correct, then there should’ve been an updraft in the gorge, but...


      “Seems like Airwalk is still the best solution for dealing with this, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki. “I’ll be counting on you and Haruka in this department.”


      “Haruka might be able to master it with ease, but it’ll take a while on my end,” I said. “My Wind Magic is only Level 3 still.”


      I’d skipped over every other Wind Magic spell in the book to hone Airwalk, which was a Level 8 spell. Naturally, that made it difficult for me to improve and meant I still needed a lot more practice with the spell before I could truly perfect it. But since mana control applied to every type of magic, mastering Airwalk wouldn’t be as hard as the level gap made it seem. I’d probably have more trouble with my Level 6 and 7 Time Magic spells. All that said, I likely just needed to commit more time toward practice, but time was a precious resource in of itself.


      “I kind of want to master the Explosion spell before we head back in—it might be effective against those gargoyles,” I said. “I’m not sure how much time I’ll have to train, so—”


      “Explosion is extremely dangerous,” said Sae. “It’s not a spell you should carelessly play around with.”


      Sae had a very serious look on her face as she interrupted me. I wasn’t able to cast the Explosion spell in its proper state yet, but Sae was a person from my world who had access to Level 8 Fire Magic.


      “...Oh, it completely slipped my mind that there was someone here who can use the Explosion spell,” I said. “Is it really that scary?”


      “With a single cast, the resulting explosion is large and powerful enough to punch a massive crater into the ground,” said Sae.


      “It’s loud as hell too, so it’d be dangerous to use in an enclosed space,” said Yoshino. “You might be all right if you try to use it, Nao, but Sae used up so much mana on her first time to the point that she was almost unable to remain standing afterward, so...”


      “I guess that means I’ll need plenty of training and combat experience with it before trying it out on the gargoyles,” I said.


      Just like Airwalk, Explosion was a rather advanced Level 8 spell. I’d been gradually leveling up my Fire Magic without issue, so I figured I could easily master the spell. But unlike a video game, the mages of this world had to be very cautious in avoiding friendly fire. Additionally, the noise factor Yoshino mentioned could pose a problem if a spell was cast indoors. The gargoyles probably didn’t have eardrums, but a large boom could be fatal to my party.


      “If you really want to use it, it’d be best to cast it into a room and slam the door shut right away,” said Sae.


      “Oh, yeah, I think that would work,” I said. “I’d rather not blow up my friends with my magic if I can help it.”


      “No proper footholds, sheer cliffs, flying monsters, mighty gargoyles, and a deadly forest, eh? Sounds like the twenty-first floor poses quite the challenge—even for experienced adventurers such as yourselves and the rest of Meikyo Shisui.” Kaho suddenly paused for a moment to glance at me and Natsuki, then a smirk appeared on her face before she continued. “Your split-second decision to leap off a cliff to save Natsuki was a very impressive feat, Nao. The power of love certainly seems to have no limits.”


      “The power of love, huh? Tee hee.” Natsuki chimed as well, flashing a playful smile after Kaho’s words hit her ears. “Is that so, Nao-kun?”


      Natsuki’s question was incredibly hard to answer for a whole host of reasons, so...


      “...No comment,” I said.


      I loved Natsuki as a friend for sure, but anything beyond that was a touch nebulous—my feelings were very complicated. But none of this meant anything to Kaho, and she’d just ended up scowling and shaking her head.


      “You’re extremely financially self-sufficient, so I wish you were enough of a man to boldly declare ‘All women belong to me, including Kaho!’ or something along those lines,” said Kaho.


      “There’s no way I’d ever say a thing like that!” I exclaimed. “Also, don’t try to worm yourself in!”


      I would have started dating Haruka ages ago if I was that kind of guy! I’m not proud of it, but I’ve kept beating around the bush and dragging my feet around this kind of stuff for over a decade now!


      “And when we’re talking about money, that’s thanks to everyone in the party,” I said.


      We’d made so much money as adventurers because we were all pretty darn good at handling our respective jobs and tasks.


      “You sure are humble, Nao-kun,” said Sae.


      “I think he could be more ambitious though,” said Yoshino. “It wouldn’t hurt to be a bit more assertive either, so...”


      “I’d like to think I have a good piece of advice for you, Yoshino,” I said. “The people who get ahead of themselves in this world tend to die first.”


      When it came to fatal flaws, arrogance was a problem for my classmates and any other adventurer in this world. My party had more or less managed to avoid interacting with other parties, but the Jade Wings had been working as normal adventurers over the past year or so. They’d probably run into this issue many times, and Yoshino grimaced after she heard what I had to say.


      “W-Well, yeah, I can think of a few examples of that,” said Yoshino. “I guess it’s important to stay humble.”


      “Matters of the heart aren’t necessarily tied to the adventuring business, but let’s put that aside for now,” said Kaho. “More importantly, since neither of you appear to be in distress, I can safely assume that the rest of your party is safe?”


      “I mean, they’re definitely better off at the moment considering they weren’t the one who fell off a cliff,” I said. “If Haruka’s able to act rationally, I’m sure she’ll focus on getting out of the dungeon first before they mount a rescue attempt. They haven’t returned yet, right?”


      “Well, we haven’t been here the entire time, but none of us have seen them around,” said Yoshino.


      The accompanying head tilt from Yoshino made it clear she wasn’t sure, but Haruka definitely knew that the Jade Wings had built temporary accommodations near the dungeon’s entrance. It was also hard to imagine that everyone would’ve headed back to Laffan without leaving a note behind. And since it’d only been two days or less since Natsuki and I fell, the chances of our groups missing each other were likely slim to none.


      “It would probably be a good idea if we stayed here for a while and waited for everyone to return,” said Natsuki.


      “That’s a good point. Though, we might have to go looking for them if they’re not back in a few days,” I said. “But I’m not sure if we could make it back to the twenty-first floor alone, so I hope it doesn’t come to that.”


      Even if we used teleportation magic to zip through the dungeon, there was no way we would be able to avoid combat completely. The two of us could handle most monsters that appeared on the route to the twenty-first floor, but the sheer power of their numbers was something we couldn’t underestimate.


      “In that case, we can offer our help if you are willing to accept it,” said Kaho. “I presume that there are no objections, correct?”


      “Of course,” said Sae. “But we might actually end up becoming a burden to you.”


      “Yeah. We can handle ourselves just in a fight, but we’re still complete amateurs in the world of dungeon exploration,” said Yoshino.


      Sae and Yoshino nodded in response to Kaho, but they both looked uneasy, furrowing their brows. It seemed like the Jade Wings hadn’t used or even seen a return device before, so it was true that they lacked experience. However, Natsuki and I could easily cover for the girls’ weaknesses, so the two of us glanced and nodded at each other.


      “Thank you so much. Nao and I can take care of enemy and trap detection, so we should be fine as long as you follow our instructions while we’re in there,” said Natsuki. “We only need a couple more proficient fighters with us anyway,”


      “In that case, I suppose that settles it. Looks like we might have an exciting adventure ahead of us.” Kaho initially looked relieved after listening to Natsuki, but she quickly snapped out of it. “Of course, it’d be best if the rest of your party returns safely, but...”


      “Don’t worry, they’ll probably be back in a few days,” I said. “We wouldn’t mind guiding your party through the lower floors either way. However, I think it would be best if you avoided any shortcuts if you really want to explore the dungeon.”


      “I am well aware of that,” said Kaho. “However, surely you can also understand the desire to learn in advance, correct?”


      Kaho’s fox ears twitched as if she were seeking approval, and I nodded deeply in response. I utterly despised video game spoilers, but it was an undeniable truth that part of me always felt curious regarding what lay ahead. Kaho probably had no intentions of cheating, but having the layout spoiled by another person wouldn’t necessarily be her fault.


      “Well, let us know if there’s anything we can do to help your party,” I said. “It seems like everything has gone smoothly on your end so far though.”


      Upon surveying my surroundings, I noticed a building that hadn’t been there before I entered the dungeon. At first glance, the structure’s walls looked like they’d been made of stone while the roofing was seemingly done with proper tiles. There were obvious indications that the door and windows had been a slapdash job, but overall, this place looked like a real house. The Jade Wings had previously asked us for permission to build their base of operations, but the craftsmanship behind this structure far outclassed that of a simple hut.


      “Indeed. Construction just happens to be our party’s forte because of where we got our start,” said Kaho.


      “We initially lived outside of town in a hut that we built ourselves with the help of Sae’s magic,” said Yoshino.


      “I’m actually quite proficient with Earth Magic,” said Sae.


      The trio looked proud of their handiwork, and for good reason given the excellent quality of their work. While we were experienced with Earth Magic ourselves, my party had only ever used it to build a bathtub—never something as large and complicated as a house. Then again, we had never encountered a need to try our hands at such a project.


      “A house like this looks like it would be quite comfortable to live in,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, if you can build something this solid in such a short time, then it might be a good idea if our party upped our game,” I said. “We can just pay the pros to handle doors and windows, after all.”


      You could adjust wall sizes to fit windows and doors with Earth Magic. The concept of size standards didn’t exist in this world, but we probably wouldn’t run into any sizing issues with installation since we had magic at our disposal. It would be completely pointless, but we could probably build our own village if we all worked together. Though I’m sure it would become a ghost town in no time without anyone around.


      “I’m glad to know you’re apparently impressed,” said Kaho. “We can avoid rain in a dungeon, but we’re not all that experienced with camping outside. So, we came to the conclusion that we’d have trouble exploring for long periods of time without a safe place away from monsters—somewhere we could rest at ease.”


      “Mm, good point,” said Natsuki. “It’ll be nice to have a secure resting place outside the entrance.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “But if that’s the case, wouldn’t it be a good idea to beef up this base’s defensive capabilities a bit more?”


      It seemed that the Jade Wings had installed a couple of wooden fences, but I didn’t think that would cut it if they wanted to turn this base into a safe place to sleep.
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      I’m pretty sure that something massive, perhaps a lava boar, could easily smash through these fences. I mean, even Laffan’s walls would probably have a tough time holding back those pigs, but that’s beside the point.


      “Oh, would you want to reinforce this place? If that’s the case, we’ll help out, but Sae will probably end up doing most of the work,” said Yoshino.


      “Seriously? Are you okay with this, Sae?”


      Yoshino smiled as she casually offered up her friend, but I shot a glare at her before I looked at Sae. For her part, Sae let out a chuckle.


      “Yeah, I don’t mind,” said Sae. “I’m down for the idea of making this place safer. The wooden fences and our walls feel a bit lackluster on their own anyway.”


      “Indeed. The walls should be strong enough to protect us from wolves, but larger monsters might pose a problem,” said Kaho. “Additionally, since we should wait for the rest of your party to return, a little construction work would be a perfect way to pass the time. We’re worried about them too.”


      I was confident that everyone was safe, but being around a few more strong adventurers we could rely on still felt reassuring.


      “I see,” I said. “Thank you.”


      “Thank you very much,” said Natsuki.


      While the two of us expressed our gratitude to the girls, they simply smiled in return.


      I was jonesing to start fortifying the Wings’ abode, but Natsuki and I had just barely clawed our way out of the dungeon. Fully aware of this, the trio suggested we step inside, set down our bags, and join them for an early lunch. Natsuki and I took them up on their offer, heading into the house for a little rest and relaxation before getting to work.


      “So, what sort of modifications are you thinking of making to the house, Nao?” Kaho asked.


      Once we’d finished eating, the five of us got right to business discussing how we’d fortify the base. The Wings all had serious expressions on their faces; after all, this was their home we were talking about. However, I kind of had a hard time taking them seriously because their hands were overflowing with snacks courtesy of Natsuki.


      “Should we swap out those wooden fences with something sturdier? Earthen walls, maybe?” Sae asked.


      “Not a bad idea, but it would be a waste just to toss those fences out,” I replied. “It seems to me that your base is already fairly safe, so would it be better to expand the footprint and turn this base into a fort?”


      A heavily fortified, lava boar-proof perimeter sounded ideal to me. Now while a project of this scale normally couldn’t be handled by an individual, the potential of Sae’s Earth Magic and the Wings’ handiwork so far had me convinced it could be done if we all worked together. I tried my best to explain this all to Natsuki, but she just grimaced at me.


      “Would such a large fort actually be useful to us, Nao-kun? After adding our two parties together, there’d only be eleven people who could even use the space,” said Natsuki. “So, we’d end up with a lot of unused real estate around the fort. Sounds like an obvious conclusion, right?”


      “Oh, um...”


      “If we built something smaller and more compact, it would be easier to both fortify and defend,” said Natsuki. “You know as well as I do that resources like time, money, and mana aren’t infinite.”


      “Uh...”


      I couldn’t come up with a good comeback to anything she’d said. A fort was kind of pointless because we didn’t really have many people to protect, so I knew that Natsuki’s idea was the way to go. Even if we ended up needing to barricade ourselves inside, we wouldn’t need to bother with farmland or a well as long as we had our spells and magic bags around.


      But most guys I knew dreamed of building their own fort, so I suggested it because it sounded like a cool idea. Unfortunately, I was the only person on “team fort” in the room. A passionate rally cry regarding the valor and merits of such a structure was likely to fall on deaf ears.


      Damn it! I’m sure Touya would’ve had my back if he was around! I’m not gonna be able to win this fight on my own!


      “Fine,” I said. “In that case—”


      The whole fort idea was really just a playful suggestion, so I’d have to compromise if Natsuki was dead set against it. I was about to bring up another solution, but Kaho cut me off before I could even get into it.


      “Building a large fort sounds like an excellent idea to me,” said Kaho.


      “Huh?”


      “All the land around here is owned by Meikyo Shisui, correct? If that’s the case, such a magnificent structure would serve as a visual stake of your claim. Along with that little sign of yours, of course,” said Kaho. “I’d very much like to build a fort myself.”


      “O-Oh, really? I’m glad that I have someone in my corner here,” I said.


      “Of course! In fact, we happen to have many interests in common!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Receiving her support from out of nowhere had both of us smiling wide, but Yoshino and Sae didn’t look all that amused by the whole thing. They seemed cool on it actually.


      “Gosh, you’re just trying to butter him up,” said Yoshino.


      “Yeah,” said Sae. “I’m the one who’d have to do most of the work anyway, so...”


      “S-Silence! I’d play tabletop RPGs with my brother and crafting games all the time! I’m telling the truth here!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Well, same here,” said Yoshino. “We played together, remember?”


      Tabletop RPGs, huh? I guess that’s where she got the inspiration for her persona. Seems Yoshino’s rolled the dice a time or two as well, probably helping their odds as adventurers. I’d bet we lost a good chunk of our class because they didn’t realize we weren’t playing a game. Aside from the pen-and-paper skills, I have a feeling that their individual personality played a role in keeping the Jade Wings alive too.


      “A-Are both of you against this?” Kaho asked. “We’ve already built a house here, so you could surely agree on the merits of fortifying our base, right?”


      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against it. However, Sae would be doing all the heavy lifting, so it comes down to her opinion,” Yoshino replied.


      “I wouldn’t mind using my magic to beef things up around here,” said Sae. “Considering all the work we’ve put into it already, it’d be nice to lower our chances of it being leveled by a monster.”


      All the Wings and I turned to look at Natsuki, but she just chuckled and lightly shook her head.


      “I was simply saying that ends might not justify the means in this situation, but I never said I was against it. You just need to devote some spare time to it,” said Natsuki. “It’d be best if we had a concrete plan of action before getting into the thick of it. Rebuilding a fort isn’t as simple as building another sand castle when the first one gets washed away.”


      “Right. I guess that’s true, even if we use magic,” I said.


      It’d be completely irresponsible to shirk off our responsibilities and spend all our waking hours on side projects like this, but building a half-assed fort would also cause problems for us in the future.


      “Yeeeeah, I guess we should talk this out with the rest of the party before we seriously get going on this,” I said. “As far as something we can build without causing a ruckus, perhaps a place for our party to rest would do the trick.”


      The Wings had already built a house of their own, so I wasn’t keen on asking them to tear it down. If we incorporated their abode into our plans for a fort, then we could just build our own party’s house next door.


      “‘A concrete plan of action,’ eh? Well, I guess we should start over there then,” said Yoshino.


      She pointed to an empty plot of land beside the dungeon’s entrance. The spot looked empty at first glance, but...


      “Most people pop up there after they use a return device, but it’s not exactly a safe location at the moment,” said Yoshino. “With that in mind, it might be a good idea to build a few sturdy walls around it. Not to mention that you two stuck out like sore thumbs when you arrived.”


      “I’m in full agreement with you. If a monster happens to sneak past the fence while we’re out, then there might be an ambush awaiting us when we get back,” said Natsuki. “And since we’ve only used return devices to make an escape, there’s a chance we’ll be returning a bit worse for wear. You can see how an ambush wouldn’t be great in that situation.”


      “Oh, yeah, ab-so-lutely,” I said.


      Our party always tried its best to ensure we made ourselves a little cushion whenever we got ready to leave the dungeon, but we’d naturally tire out after exploring for a few days. That exhaustion could send us tumbling toward a mistake or two, especially if we were ambushed after making an escape. For instance, a random lava boar attack had the chance of going very wrong very fast.


      “A watchtower would come in handy, so even a temporary one would work perfectly fine,” said Kaho. “You and your party can rely on your Scout skills to keep an eye out for monsters, Nao, but our own detection talents are a touch lackluster in comparison.”


      “A watchtower, huh? Yeah, I guess that would help out a lot,” I said.


      The surrounding forest was quite thick and had poor visibility, so you probably wouldn’t be able to see all that much from high up. However, a watchtower would help in spotting huge monsters or a party of smaller ones.


      “Well, I guess that puts two tasks on our to-do list for now,” I said. “Which should we start with?”


      “Since the watchtower will be a temporary structure, the Wings can handle the rest of it after you’ve magicked up a foundation,” said Kaho. “You should focus on building those defensive walls with Sae. Seeing as the rest of us can’t use Earth Magic, we’ll take care of the tower.”


      “Are you sure about this?” I asked. “Building a watchtower is no easy task, so...”


      Most watchtowers tended to be taller than your average two-story building—the height naturally increasing the risks inherent to construction work alongside it. However, Kaho seemed very confident about the endeavor, perking up her ears and puffing out her chest. Hell, even Yoshino had cracked a smile and nodded along.


      “Of course! Have faith in me!” Kaho exclaimed. “Thanks to all these trees, we should have plenty of materials nearby!”


      “And we’ll be fine even if we fall from up high,” said Yoshino. “As long as you’ve still got a pulse, my healing magic can handle it!”


      “D-Don’t go around scaring me with the truth, Yoshino!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Yoshino had Level 7 Light Magic, so she could probably heal most dings and scrapes, but a serious injury would still hurt like hell. Not to mention that her magic wouldn’t do a thing if someone dropped dead out of nowhere.


      “...Well, in that case, I’m counting on you, but be careful,” I said.


      “We’ll do our best. Thank you,” said Kaho.


      “I guess I’ll help out with the watchtower too,” said Natsuki. “I actually know a few things about woodworking, and it’d be great if I ended up learning a Carpentry skill in the process.”


      Huh, so I’m gonna be alone with Sae while Natsuki’s with the other girls? I’ve never really been around Sae all that much, even when we were back in Japan. Hm, I’m not sure about how this’ll go.


      I casually looked Sae’s way, but she simply tilted her head and smiled when she noticed me staring. Oh well. She’s not a talker like Kaho, but I’m sure we can have a normal conversation.


      “It sounds like everything’s been sorted out. Let’s get to work!” Yoshino exclaimed as she lifted a fist into the air.


      “Aye aye,” everyone else replied in unison.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      With a cliff face looming overhead, the return device exit point resided in an empty plot next to the dungeon’s entrance. Nothing stood out about this spot other than the fact we’d always appear there whenever we used a return device—that tidbit made us fairly sure that the exit’s location was fixed. I spent a while surveying the area around the exit before I turned to Sae.


      “Well, we’re looking to build some defensive walls here, but we still haven’t hashed out the specifics yet,” I said. “Any ideas, Sae?”


      “We should cover this entire area with walls that are relatively thick and tall,” said Sae. “But let’s not bother with a roof. Installing one will take a lot of work, and no one’s going to live out here anyway, so there’s no real point in it. It would also darken up this part of the forest for no good reason.”


      “Agreed. The bit of light drummed up from a device activation can attract monsters, so these walls should be able to keep the light in and any unwanted company out,” I said. “We don’t really have to worry about any attacks from overhead, so the ground should be our only concern.”


      These walls would work just fine as long as they could protect us from a post-teleportation ambush. All things considered, we just didn’t need a roof: Not only were aerial monster attacks unlikely, but we’d also need to figure out a lighting solution with a roof in place.


      “Ah, and if we use the cliff face as a natural wall, we’d only need to build three more,” said Sae.


      “Good thinking, that would probably save us on mana. I’d imagine the walls should probably be around two or three meters tall,” I said. “And a meter thick too. That way, they’d be strong enough to withstand a lava boar’s charge.”


      “Do they really have to be that thick?” Sae asked. “It’s not like we’re going to barricade ourselves inside here, right?”


      “Oh, uh, I guess you’re right,” I replied. “Hmm...”


      Would a lava boar actually go out of its way to smash through a thick wall, make itself comfortable, and wait for someone to return? Probably not. Well, in that case...


      “I suppose we can split the difference on the durability aspect. Instead, let’s focus on making sure that nothing can slip inside,” I said. “A door would easily take care of this, but it’d be annoying to manage if we put a lock on it. I’d like to avoid that potential headache.”


      “Losing your key after a cliffside accident like your own would be rather concerning,” said Sae.


      “It wouldn’t be too hard to hop on out of here if we built a staircase, but that’d be an extra hurdle to cross,” I said.


      Natsuki and I were so lucky that we hadn’t lost any of our belongings in the fall. My Luck! Blessing might’ve helped us out in that situation, but I couldn’t rely on it. So, not worrying where I put my key would be great if we had to use a return device in an emergency.


      “Hmm. Maybe we could use a latch so we don’t have to fool around with keys,” I said.


      “Uh, what’s a latch and how does it work?” Sae asked.


      “Well, you take one end of a rotating bar to a doorknob and the other end to a hook on another door or wall,” I replied. “You’d usually see it on gates used to block off private property. You’ve never seen one before?”


      I drew a simple diagram on the ground as I tried to explain what a latch was, and it seemed like Sae understood right away since she swiftly nodded along.


      “Ah, this’ll make it possible for us to open the door from inside and out,” said Sae. “Though I’m a little worried about how it’ll hold up against an intelligent monster, like an orc leader.”


      Orcs had the smarts to build small villages filled with simple houses, so they very well could open a latch. However...


      “As long as we make it too narrow for an orc to walk through, we shouldn’t have a problem,” I said. “But to be more specific, it’ll have to be a narrow passage. The kind of doorway that even the likes of Touya could only enter sideways.”


      Since we were always moving around while adventuring, none of us had gained any weight. Sae was well-endowed to a degree, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Touya’s pecs. However, the beastman’s gains were but a wee slab of meat compared to those of an orc. Goblins posed a threat because they were smart enough to pick locks, but there weren’t any hanging around this part of the forest—they’d become prey to the strong creatures that roamed about. So, we probably didn’t need to worry about those guys either.


      “I’d be way more worried about an ogre swinging by. They tend to be thicker than Touya, but they’d probably go after your house instead,” I said.


      “Th-That would be awful,” said Sae. “I guess we should get on building those outer walls then.”


      “Monsters have been known to live in caves around here, so we can’t always have someone stay behind to watch after the buildings. It’s just impossible to completely buff out every element of risk,” I said. “It’d be a different story if we had something like a golem to stand guard, but that’s not the case.”


      I should probably try to figure out a solution to this problem before we finish building this fort. Now, I might be able to use alchemy to whip up a decent security system. I guess I’ll bring this up to Yuki and Haruka once they’re back.


      “In any case, let’s get cracking on these walls,” I said.


      “Okay,” said Sae. “Would something like this work?”


      Sae picked up a wooden stick and used it to draw a U-shaped diagram on the ground. It looked like each side was about six meters long, and it was roughly spacious enough to fit something like a classroom. The diagram was squared up quite well, considering it was drawn freehand, and it wasn’t distorted in any way.


      “Whoa, color me impressed,” I said. “Looks like we’ll have plenty of extra room in here, even if we have to teleport everyone out at once.”


      “Tee hee. You can probably see that I know a thing or two about building houses,” said Sae. “But first, we should drive some stakes into the ground and get the proper measurements.”


      “Good point,” I said. “It’ll be a pain to fix if we bungle it up.”


      Setting up a neatly lined-up perimeter to work from was actually a nightmare—even for simple projects like framing out a flower bed with cinder blocks. Some blocks would end up looking misplaced or off-level regardless of the care you put into it. It was important to establish a proper, level string line instead of relying on your own senses—I learned this the hard way building flower beds over at our house. The same rules applied with magic involved, but seeing as we didn’t have a string line level on hand, we used some rope in its place. From there, we made a few corrections and finally established the perimeter by driving stakes into our four corners.


      “That should do it. Next, we’ll use these as a reference point while we take turns making these walls,” I said. “Also, as a reminder, don’t blow through all of your mana. We’re not completely safe here.”


      “I understand,” said Sae. “Don’t push yourself too hard either, Nao-kun.”


      “Gotcha. I haven’t recovered all of my mana yet, so I’ll try to be careful,” I said.


      While I’d taken a quick rest earlier, it still hadn’t been all that long since Natsuki and I got back from the dungeon. I asked Sae how she was doing on mana, and apparently she’d taken out a few monsters earlier that morning, meaning she couldn’t burn too much mana on construction. So after a little while, we decided to take a break and join up with the rest of the group, but...


      “...Whoa!” I exclaimed.


      There she was, the itty-bitty Kaho with a gigantic log slung over her shoulder. Hell, Touya probably would have a hard time trying to lift that log. I found myself at a loss for words, staring at the fox girl, completely amazed. She looked like a kid at first glance, and yet she was carrying around something so massive with relative ease. It was so surreal.


      “Kaho is very powerful,” said Sae.


      “Oh, hello there,” said Kaho. “Have you two finished your work?”


      “Well, we ran into some mana issues and now we’re taking a break,” I said. “But more importantly, it’s crazy that you’re strong enough to lug that log around.”


      “Tee hee. Keep the compliments coming!” Kaho exclaimed. “My Level 4 Peerless Strength skill provides me with massive amounts of raw power!”


      Kaho had a proud look on her face and displayed her strength by casually placing the log down. As for the wood itself, it hit the ground with a dull and heavy thud.


      “I’ve heard about Peerless Strength before, but I had no idea that it was actually this potent,” I said.


      “Differentiation is very important!” Kaho exclaimed. “I’m confident that I’m just as strong as Touya, so I can prove myself to be very useful.”


      Kaho puffed out her chest and flexed her wiry biceps. I, for one, still couldn’t believe that she’d used those noodles to carry that huge log.


      “By the way, Natsuki’s been showing Kaho how to use Enhanced Muscles, so there’s still plenty of room for her idiotic strength to grow,” said Yoshino.


      Yoshino had been dragging along a much smaller log when she showed up. She sounded a bit exasperated as she chimed in, but Kaho remained very smug the entire time.


      “Indeed!” Kaho exclaimed. “I’m still evolving, and—wait, what do you mean by ‘idiotic strength,’ Yoshino?!”


      “It’s exactly what it sounds like,” said Yoshino. “How else am I supposed to describe a girl who can carry a log like that by herself?”


      Yoshino shrugged as she shook her head, while Kaho remained lost in thought for a while.


      “...W-Well, how about we call it ‘sagacious strength’ instead?” Kaho asked.


      Yoshino and I remained silent because we weren’t sure how to react to the phrase that Kaho had squeezed out. Natsuki had been working on organizing branches nearby as well, but it seemed like she didn’t know what to say either. On the other hand, Sae nodded to herself, as if something had made sense to her.


      “I see. That sounds like the complete antonym of ‘sagacious,’ so ‘idiotic’ is definitely an apt expression,” Sae replied. “I suppose this is a good example of differentiation.”


      “N-No, you are completely wrong! I don’t want to differentiate myself like that!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Don’t worry, Kaho,” said Yoshino. “‘Stupidly cute’ is an actual niche, and you definitely won’t have any competition here.”


      “This isn’t going according to my plan at all!” Kaho exclaimed. “I’d rather be perceived as the mainstream sort of lovable character!”


      Isn’t stupidly cute fairly mainstream as well? Oh well. I walked over to Natsuki and glanced sideways at the Jade Wings as we spoke.


      “So, Natsuki, what are Kaho’s chances at successfully learning the Enhanced Muscles skill?” I asked.


      “She’ll probably nail it right away once she gets the hang of it. Touya has already leveled his Enhanced Muscles skill up to Level 4, after all,” said Natsuki. “Beastmen and beastwomen can’t use magic, but it seems that they have an affinity for these kinds of skills. Peerless Strength seems to be the perfect skill for Kaho-san, so she might end up leveling up her skill quickly.”


      I’d been working hard on Enhanced Muscles as well, but I’d only managed to bench my way to Level 2 while Touya outlifted me twofold. Skills were often hard to improve if you’d already leveled them up, and the process only became more difficult over time. Touya and I had spent roughly the same amount of time training, so it was safe to assume that his beastman traits had an affinity with certain skill types.


      “If that happens, she’ll become the strongest among us,” I said. “This could pose a real threat.”


      “A threat? What do you mean?” Natsuki asked. “The Wings don’t have a good reason to turn against us, so...”


      Natsuki tilted her head in confusion, but I glanced away as I tried to explain myself.


      “Well, uh, I’m kind of referring to the hierarchy of physical strength among our party,” I replied. “And Peerless Strength is a skill that levels up...”


      I was fairly confident that Yuki could copy the skill, and given that my current strength was on par with hers, she should easily put me in my place at Level 1—especially considering what Kaho had already managed to do with it. This also meant that Mary and Metea would surpass me within a few years for sure. I’d be placed second to last on the hierarchy, right before Haruka, but maybe I could climb up the next spot if I included Sae in on this too. I knew that physical strength wasn’t my bag since I was an elf, but being so weak bugged me. I was supposed to be a guy over here!


      “...Oh, I smell what you’re stepping in,” said Natsuki. “I think it would be better if you just worked on what you’re already good at. Look over there for a moment.”


      Natsuki chuckled as she pointed away, and the sight of Kaho waving at us appeared within my field of vision. It looked like she was standing right next to a massive stump.


      “Can you give me a hand, Nao?” Kaho asked. “Sae kept on selfishly complaining about feeling exhausted, so she’s of no use. The rest of us can pull out the stump after you remove some of the earth around it.”


      “I’m not being selfish,” said Sae. “I’m trying to conserve mana just in case we get jumped.”


      Digging out some dirt with the Ground Control was a simple task compared to conjuring up some sturdy earth walls, but it seemed this was a bit much for Sae to handle at the moment. Even with her mana regenerating over time, she’d already drained her supply earlier in the day.


      “Ha ha. Sure, I’ll get on it right away,” I said. “It should be over quickly.”


      Kaho was all smiles while Sae had started to frown. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I walked over to the stump—the sharp contrast between them was just too much.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      After a good night’s rest at the Wings’ house, Sae and I woke up with the full mana pools at our disposal. We spent most of the morning taking turns conjuring up walls and building the watchtower’s foundation. The two of us occasionally helped out with the tower’s carpentry so we could give our magic a break, but we’d burnt through most of our mana by the time noon rolled around. That meant we had to put the wall construction on hold again.


      “Well, at this rate, it’s going to take another day for us to finish,” I said.


      “If we rest now and get a little done before going to bed, then I think we could finish it tomorrow morning,” said Sae.


      We aimed to erect a U-shaped wall, but we’d only made our way up to an “L” so far. If we factored in the amount of required mana and our regeneration speeds, Sae’s estimate was probably right on the money.


      “True, but we’ll still have to build some stairs and work on the entrance once we’re done,” I said. “With that in mind, I think we’ll wrap this up by the day after tomorrow. In any case, there’s no need for us to rush, so let’s just take it easy.”


      “Yeah, we just need to get this done before the return device goes off again,” said Sae.


      The rest of my party hadn’t made it back yet, but I could probably ask Yuki for help once they returned. I let out a sigh of relief and loosened up a little—just in time for Natsuki to walk on over to us.


      “Nao-kun, Sae-san, could I interest you two in a cup of tea? If you’re done for the moment, I’ve already got everything ready to go,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki pointed toward a table and set of chairs that’d been crafted from the stump I pulled out yesterday. Kaho and Yoshino were already sitting over there, waving at us.


      “Hop on over,” said Kaho. “Tea is ready.”


      “And we’ve got all these tasty snacks too,” said Yoshino. “Natsuki whipped all this up by herself—the snacks, the tea, the furniture.”


      “She gave a few helpful tips for building the watchtower too,” said Kaho. “Her dexterity knows no bounds.”


      “Nah, I’m not particularly dexterous by any means,” said Natsuki. “All I did was cut up the wood and roughly shape them out.”


      The furniture was all of simple make, looking rather similar to the sorts of chairs and tables you’d find in a public park or a campground. Regardless, I was impressed that Natsuki banged these out in less than a day.


      “Well, you and Yoshino just finished up that watchtower, so I’d say you’re not all that bad at construction work yourselves,” I said.


      “Indeed! Gaze upon our magnificent work!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Kaho had yet another smug look on her face as she pointed at their handiwork. The watchtower looked to be about ten meters tall, but it didn’t appear to be the most sturdy structure. After all, they weren’t exactly working with the right tools for the job. The final result looked like the sort of structure that you’d find outside of restored ruins, so it didn’t seem all that out of place, but...


      “...Yeah, it’s very ‘unique,’ but in a good way,” I said.


      “Oh, that sounds like a convenient answer to use when you’re not sure what to say about something,” said Yoshino.


      “Should I just describe it as ‘quaint’ then?” I asked.


      “There’s not much of a difference between either word!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Despite being new to the watchtower construction game, Kaho and Yoshino were probably proud of all the hard work they put into building it. While Yoshino simply flashed an awkward smile, Kaho perked up her tail and puffed out her cheeks at me. Regardless, it was obvious that their watchtower wouldn’t hold a candle to a professionally built one.


      “I mean, it doesn’t look bad,” I said. “It’s just that it doesn’t seem all that sturdy, so...”


      “Oh, yeah, you’re right,” said Yoshino. “If we put it up against the Richter scale, it probably wouldn’t withstand any seismic activity past a two.”


      “N-No, I am absolutely confident that it can withstand more!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Maybe, but it won’t help much against a three or four,” said Yoshino. “However, it probably won’t be a problem because earthquakes seem to be kind of rare in this world.”


      “It would be impossible to obtain a construction permit for a building like this in Japan,” said Natsuki.


      It’d been over a year since we’d arrived in this world, but we hadn’t been caught up in an earthquake that we could actually feel yet. Considering that we’d probably have people moving up and down the tower all day, it’d be too dangerous to use if it was structurally weak. And that’s even before the potential of airborne monster attacks.


      “Is this watchtower safe to use, Natsuki?” I asked.


      “A decent amount of bracing has been installed, so it’s much sturdier than it looks,” Natsuki replied. “It’s sitting on a firm foundation too, thanks to you and Sae-san, so it probably won’t flip over or collapse easily either.”


      “Indeed! The watchtower remained firmly in place, even when I leaped around at the top!” Kaho exclaimed. “But it might be a different story if Touya did that.”


      Kaho was itty-bitty while Touya was one beefy dude, not to mention that he was probably twice as heavy as she was. As a result, Kaho’s example made sense to me, but...


      “...Meh, there’s no need to worry about Touya,” I said. “He’ll be fine.”


      “Is that it?!” Kaho exclaimed. “You sure seem to treat him lightly!”


      “That guy won’t get hurt even if he takes a tumble from up top, so yeah,” I said. “I simply have full faith in him, that’s all.”


      “Seriously?! Yikes,” said Yoshino. “I mean, I sort of understand why you’d think that, but...”


      Yoshino looked surprised at first, but she immediately nodded back at me afterward. After all, Touya definitely came off as a strong and tough dude at first glance.


      “Honestly, if the watchtower’s safe enough for Mary and Metea, then everyone else in the party can manage,” I said. “Well, actually, I guess those two probably won’t have any issues either, considering how nimble they are.”


      “Sure, safety is important, but we can’t have the watchtower collapsing because someone started jumping around on it,” said Natsuki. “In any case, here’s your tea.”


      “Thank you,” I said. “I mean, yeah, you’re right, but...”


      Natsuki placed a cup of tea in front of me and another one next to Sae. From there, Natsuki started whipping out sweets from her magic bag for us all to pass around. I’d usually have something light like a cookie while we were out dungeon camping, but Natsuki took out a chiffon cake-like treat since she had a table to set it on. It looked scrumptious as is, but she also took a small bottle and scooped out a little cream to sit next to the cake.


      “I-It looks absolutely delicious,” said Kaho.


      “We’ve never seen snacks like this anywhere around here,” said Sae.


      “I-I can’t believe it’s actually possible to eat such a sweet in this world,” said Yoshino. “W-We’ll be able to save some more for later, right?”


      The Wings all looked super excited as they glanced upward at Natsuki, and she simply chuckled while handing out forks to them.


      “Don’t worry, I won’t keep this cake all to ourselves, so take some slices,” said Yoshino. “And here’s your fork, Nao-kun.”


      “Thanks,” I said. “Okay, time to dig in and—”


      I held a fork firmly in my hands, but I was nearly blinded as I reached out to take a bite. I whipped myself around and noticed that the light had come from the return device exit. I blanked out for a few seconds as I watched others teleporting out of the dungeon, but the light quickly faded away to reveal the rest of Meikyo Shisui.


      “Welcome back,” said Kaho with a gulp. “Excellent timing. We’re taking a delightful tea break at the moment. Care to join us?”


      I had stopped moving after the first light went off, but Kaho kept stuffing her face with cake as she casually bantered with my friends. Haruka grimaced and frowned upon encountering Kaho but gave her a calm response once their eyes met.


      “Sorry, Kaho, but we don’t have the time for a tea break right now, so—”


      “...Nao?” said Yuki.


      Yuki muttered my name right after she saw me, with Haruka nodding right along as she tried to keep talking, but...


      “That’s right. Nao and Natsuki were separated from us due to an accident, and—wait, what?”


      The walls around the exit point had probably made it a little hard for Haruka to see me from her location. She followed the direction of everyone else’s gaze and froze once her own eyes finally landed on me.


      “Big bro Nao and big sis Natsuki are here!” Metea exclaimed.


      With a beaming smile on her face, Metea suddenly dashed right at me.


      “Whoa, easy there,” I said.


      I firmly caught Metea’s swift charge head-on and placed her on my lap. If a normal kid charged at me, then I could simply hug them in place, but a headbutt from someone of Metea’s strength would prove fatal if she hit my solar plexus. I had essentially prevented her from clinging onto me for a hug, but she just pressed her head against my chest. She seemed so happy while looking up at me.


      “I knew you were okay!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Yeah. I’m sorry I made you worry, but as you can see, we escaped without a scratch,” I said.


      I gently patted Metea’s head, and she seemed to enjoy it as she closed her eyes and smiled again before she spotted the chiffon cake.


      “Oh, you’re eating something tasty!”


      “Do you want a slice, Metea?”


      “Yeah!” Chomp! “It’s so sweet!”


      Right after I handed that slice over to her, she’d almost instantly wolfed it down. Not a moment of hesitation there, but she had a blissful look on her face afterward. After that, I gave her another slice as I turned around to talk to everyone else.


      “Welcome back, Haruka,” I said. “It seems like it took you a while to return.”


      “Y-Yeah, I’m back,” said Haruka. “Huh? Wait, how are you here?”


      “Exactly! Sure, we thought you were fine, but we didn’t expect you to escape before us!” Yuki exclaimed. “You fell down together with Natsuki, right?! You’re not ghosts, right?! You weren’t able to use teleportation magic, right?!”


      The sight of Haruka openly displaying confusion was quite rare, and it seemed like her brain was still attempting to process the situation at hand. As for Yuki, she hastily dashed over, rather confused as well as she started inspecting my entire body.


      “Relax, I’m alive, and I’m not hurt anywhere,” I said.


      “Mm. We got lucky and managed to crawl our way out yesterday,” said Natsuki.


      “...I see. I still have a lot of questions, but for now, I’m glad that you’re both safe,” said Haruka.


      Haruka smiled at us as Mary strolled over to retrieve Metea from my lap. After that, Haruka walked up to me and I gently embraced her.


      “I’m sorry for worrying you,” I said.


      “You really should be,” said Haruka. “Ugh. I was dead set on getting back up here right away so we could save you two, but it looks like all that bluster was pointless.”


      Haruka seemed displeased and relieved at the same time as she tapped my chest. I hadn’t expected things to turn out this way either, so I wasn’t sure how to react.


      “Uh, sorry, I guess?”


      “...Oh well,” said Haruka. “All that matters is that you came back safely.”


      A deep sigh escaped from Haruka’s mouth after a long period of silence. The mood around us lightened up as a result, and Mary seemed quite relieved too as she chimed in.


      “It’s amazing that you were able to escape by yourselves,” said Mary. “I don’t even want to think about what would happen if that happened to me.”


      “I knew you guys would be all right, but I’m surprised you got back before us,” said Touya.


      “Precisely!” Haruka exclaimed. “So, what exactly happened?!”


      Haruka stepped away and almost glared at us as she voiced some frustration, but Natsuki simply chuckled as she answered the question.


      “Long story short, we did a bit of exploring past the place we fell to and found a return device. So, we just got lucky,” said Natsuki.


      “I figured as much,” said Haruka. “There’s no way the two of you would’ve beat us back otherwise.”


      “Yeah,” I said. “It might’ve taken a few months for us to escape if we hadn’t found that return device.”
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      Climbing up the side of those mountains wasn’t an option, and we probably would’ve had to train for a while if we decided to press past those gargoyles.


      “Well, we can hash out those details later,” said Touya. “More importantly, I’d like to know what’s happened here. What’s up with the half-finished walls and makeshift furniture?”


      “We started building walls to fortify the area around the exit point—make it a little more safe,” I said. “The point also generates a bright light whenever someone comes back, so it attracts a fair bit of attention. This includes attention from monsters that might want to attack us, making the whole process somewhat dangerous.”


      Touya nodded along after hearing what I had to say, so it seemed like it had made sense to him.


      “That’s right, I guess the Scout skill can’t detect anything way past the point,” said Touya.


      “So you’re building these walls to keep people from being ambushed when they return then? All right. Then what’s the deal with this furniture and the watchtower over there?” Yuki asked.


      “The watchtower was built at our request,” Kaho replied. “Our party lacks the ability to detect the presence of monsters from afar.”


      “We worked our butts off to build a house here, so we don’t want any monsters to trample it,” said Sae.


      “The house stood out to me. It looked rather well-made. I had a hunch you three were behind it,” said Touya. “You guys did all that in just a few days, right? Good job.”


      Touya seemed super impressed with the Jade Wings’ abode. In fact, the three of them looked quite proud of themselves—all smiling after receiving that little bit of praise.


      “Yeah, you could say we’re experienced home builders,” said Yoshino. “And you can live pretty comfortably inside too. We even installed a hearth inside!”


      “Indeed. It’s far more efficient than a simple campfire,” said Kaho. “The wisdom passed down by our ancestors and through the annals of time is something to be cherished.”


      “I had some spare time, so I crafted this table and these chairs out of a tree stump,” said Natsuki.


      “We talked about heading back in to meet you in the middle, but we figured out that it would be very bad if we accidentally missed each other,” I said.


      I tried my best to explain that we hadn’t been fooling around this whole time, but...


      “I see,” said Haruka. “All of you were having fun with your little DIY projects and sipping on tea while the rest of us were stressed out trying to hurry back as soon as we could, eh? We even skipped lunch, and yet...”


      Haruka seemed more than a little displeased as she suddenly snatched my plate away from me. I still had about half a slice left, but Haruka just stuffed the whole thing in her mouth. It was like she wanted to stress eat. After a few moments of struggling with all that cake in her mouth, she’d managed to polish it all off in that single bite.


      “Oh,” I said.


      Haruka completely ignored me as she proceeded to chug my tea too. It was then that a satisfied sigh of relief slipped out of her lips.


      “Whew. Yeah, positively delicious,” said Haruka.


      “Talk about bad manners, Haruka,” said Natsuki. “I can give you your own slice if you really want a piece.”


      Natsuki lightly scolded Haruka, but the latter shook her head as she stared daggers at me.


      “I’ll have some more after lunch. This is just my way of taking out my frustrations on Nao,” said Haruka. “Looks like you’ve been luxuriating in an elegant tea party while surrounded by a gaggle of girls, right?”


      Luxuriating? What are you even talking about, Haruka? Besides, Metea ate one half of my cake and you ate the other. I haven’t even tasted it yet.


      However, I was smart enough to know that getting snappy with her wouldn’t help either. Haruka was obviously pissed because she’d been worried sick this entire time. I remained silent as I attempted to weather the storm, but Natsuki stood up.


      “In that case, I’ll go whip something up since it seems like you haven’t eaten yet,” said Natsuki. “I’ll need to borrow your home for a bit, Yoshino.”


      “Oh, I’ll tag along,” said Yoshino. “It’d be helpful to have someone to show you around.”


      “I-I shall provide my assistance as well,” said Kaho. “Cooking is not my forte, but I happen to possess some experience.”


      “I’ll go as well,” said Sae. “I’m good with Fire Magic.”


      All of the Jade Wings stood up to join Natsuki, but I couldn’t recall Kaho ever helping out with the cooking before. Not to mention that you didn’t need Fire Magic to light a hearth. I attempted to casually tag along as well, but...


      “Nao...”


      Haruka sat down next to me and held me tight, so I had no choice but to retake my seat and wait things out.


      While the rest of our party ate lunch, I explained what had happened after Natsuki and I took that swan dive.


      “Whoa! Now, that’s what I call a death trap!” Yuki exclaimed. “Anyone else in your shoes would’ve kicked the bucket right away!”


      Yuki was the first person to say something once I’d finished my story.


      “I doubt I could survive that either,” said Haruka. “Maybe I’d survive the fall, but my Breathe Water spell wouldn’t be enough to get me through a flash flood.”


      “You got that right. Thanks to Nao-kun, I narrowly avoided a splat-y fate.” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki flashed a smile in my direction, and I simply nodded back. A bit of dumb luck had kept us from getting seriously roughed up, because I’m sure we’d be dead if I couldn’t use Airwalk or Isolation Field. Our chances of survival would’ve plummeted without them.


      “We should never underestimate Mother Nature’s power,” said Touya. “But it does sound like we might have a shortcut on our hands.”


      I had a hunch that Touya wasn’t all that crazy about walking across those planks, especially since he’d just shot out that idea. I simply shook my head.


      “Nah, I don’t think we should press our luck here. Yes, the monsters outside of boss rooms have generally been weaker than ones we’ve fought out here. However, that’s only up to the twentieth floor. I’m sure you remember the ones we encountered farther down, along with how dangerous they were,” I said. “Once Natsuki and I made our way downstream, we kept running into headache after headache with the monsters down there. With that in mind, I think we’d be much safer walking along a proper route. Not to mention the possibility of further flash floods and even more traps.”


      “Yeeeeah, I guess a second round of flooding would still take us off guard even if we dodged the first one,” said Touya.


      “I don’t think we’d be able to properly dodge it all in the first place,” said Mary.


      A touch of anxiety colored Mary’s voice, and Yuki nodded along in agreement with her.


      “Yep. It’d be hard to time it right even if you could cling on to a nearby rock, cliff face, or the like,” said Yuki.


      The flood had struck a little while after the two of us made our way downstream. In a world where floods always hit after a splashdown, we could simply prepare for it—but that wasn’t the case. Additionally, clinging onto a rock face and waiting for the next flood wasn’t all that realistic either. It would be too late to climb out by the time we heard it coming.


      “I guess that plank trail is the right way forward then,” said Haruka.


      “Yeah, I agree,” I said. “By the way, how were things on your end after we fell?”


      “Well, a swarm of flying needlefish attacked us in the middle of the night,” said Haruka. “Touya made sure we got out of there unscathed, though.”


      “Talk about spooky,” said Touya. “Haruka’s quick thinking came in handy too.”


      While Natsuki and I were dealing with those shadow margays, it seemed that everyone else had been fending off a nighttime ambush of their own. The idea of a flying needlefish darting out at you from the darkness was more than a little scary, especially since they could pierce through leather armor like butter.


      “I’m surprised you didn’t have any issues dealing with that,” I said. “Is the tent still intact?”


      “Yep,” said Haruka. “After our second day without you, we got into the habit of preparing for a fight every night before bed. Because of that, we didn’t have to worry about the tent.”


      Our trusty tent was actually a magical device we’d found in the dungeon, so I was glad to hear that it hadn’t been torn to shreds. However, I was far more worried about the safety of my allies.


      “It seems like we can’t let our guard down for even a second on the twenty-first floor,” said Natsuki. “What about the cliffs? Did another landslide happen after the first one sent me flying?”


      “Nope,” said Yuki. “We remained extremely cautious, but it was luckily all for naught.”


      “I’m glad to hear that,” said Natsuki. “But we still don’t know if that landslide was a coincidence or set off by a trap. What do you think, Touya-kun?”


      Seeing as Touya had been the only person up high at the time of the fall, Natsuki turned to him. Everyone else had been watching us from a few dozen meters below, so only Touya could’ve noticed the signs of a trap. However, he didn’t know any kind of trap-related skill. Touya remained locked in thought for a while, trying to sift through his memories of the incident. Eventually, he arrived at a conclusion.


      “Well, from where I stood, it looked like the landslide came out of nowhere,” said Touya. “I’m pretty sure I would’ve noticed a thing or two if it was a natural occurrence. I have a feeling it was a trap, but take that with a grain of salt. It’s a hunch on my end.”


      “Nah, we shouldn’t brush it aside if that’s the impression you got,” I said. “It seems like everything was all right on your way back, but we’ll need to be more careful the next time we climb down there.”


      Though I wasn’t exactly sure what we should’ve been keeping our eyes out for, especially if trap detection was a no go on the twenty-first floor.


      “It’ll be a very long time before we reach that floor, but it sounds like a harsh place,” said Kaho.


      “There’s no way we could save ourselves from a fall like that,” said Sae.


      “Yeah, but we don’t have the climbing skills to get down there anyway,” said Yoshino.


      The Wings remained silent, listening to the conversation as it unfolded. However, Kaho furrowed her brows after she chimed in. Not to mention that Yoshino and Sae wore similarly serious expressions on their faces.


      “It’s something that you can get used to with practice,” said Yuki. “We were training for a good while before we actually attempted to poke around the twenty-first floor.”


      “Indeed,” said Natsuki. “We’ll need to make some additional preparations if we want to head farther in, though.”


      “Yeah, I completely agree,” said Haruka. “We should figure out a few fall prevention strategies at the very least.”


      “Oh,” said Metea. “Will we have to stay away from the infinite fish buffet?”


      The other Meikyo Shisui girls had concluded that we’d need to spend a decent chunk of time to prepare ourselves before heading back in, but Metea looked bummed out to hear it. She told me that she’d been a fan of the salt-grilled needlefish everyone ate after Natsuki and I took that tumble. Fresh fish was actually something of a luxury in and around Laffan. We could head out to catch fish at rivers, but the yield was usually nothing compared to all the meat we could scrounge together. However, catching lots of fish fast was apparently quite easy to do in the dungeon as long as you were willing to dive very deep. The twenty-first floor was the motherload in Metea’s eyes, even if it was incredibly dangerous.


      “It’s not like we’ll never be back there, so be patient,” said Mary. “You wouldn’t want to take a fall like that either, right, Met?”


      It seemed like Mary was fairly fond of that fish herself, but she had to scold Metea a little bit. After all, she was the big sister of the pair. However, Metea’s ears drooped down just seconds later as a result.


      “Oh, um, yeah,” said Metea. “I don’t mind dealing with rivers or swimming, but falling is scary.”


      “Tee hee. Nao or Haruka might be able to save themselves, but it probably wouldn’t be so pretty for the rest of us. So, it’s perfectly normal to be scared by it all,” said Yuki. “And besides, it wouldn’t be smart to assume that Nao could always whip out the quick thinking like that.”


      “Yeah. Honestly, I just got lucky. I doubt I could pull off that feat again,” I said.


      I’d only caught Natsuki because she’d fallen from above. If I’d been up alongside Touya instead, I might not have been able to dive in fast enough to save her.


      “We probably could reduce our fall speed with a simple parachute; that way Haruka or I would have better chances of saving someone before they fall. However, the Wings and I found a kink in that plan while we were talking it over yesterday,” I said.


      I ran through the prior conversation about the valley breeze and what could happen once the chute hit water. By the time I finished, the rest of my party was frowning, lost in thought, or both.


      “That’s a good point. It could turn dangerous in an instant,” said Yuki. “But we can’t go back there without preparing ourselves first. Like, I’d probably die from the fall before a tangled parachute did me in.”


      “We do have another option: We stay attached to a lifeline the whole time we’re down there,” I said.


      I brought up an alternative solution, but Touya immediately shrugged in response.


      “Sure, that might work if there aren’t any monsters around, but that lifeline could be the end of us in a fight. Consider how hard it is to move around the twenty-first floor to begin with,” said Touya. “We’d also need to tie off that line, so I’m not sure this idea would work.”


      “Yeaaaah. If a trap can set off a landside, it’s possible for our anchor point to get swept away,” I said.


      “It’d probably be safest if we use a parachute to slow our descent, then toss it once you’ve been caught by me or Nao,” said Haruka. “Though I’m not sure if I could get a good grip on Touya if he was the one in need of saving.”


      Airwalk only created footholds in midair—it wouldn’t make you float or reduce your weight. So, if Haruka had to save Touya, she’d be supporting his entire weight with her noodle-y arms.


      “Does that mean I’ll have to work on my high dive?” Touya asked.


      “Of course not,” I replied. “Any body of water basically has the same surface tension as concrete if you’re crashing into it at terminal velocity.”


      “That’s the truth. You might be a tough dude, Touya, but you’re not gonna win against that,” said Yuki.


      I jabbed back at Touya for his silly question, while Yuki chuckled along as well. However, she remained locked in thought for a few moments afterward.


      “...Well, squirrels apparently fluff up their tails in order to reduce the velocity of a high fall,” said Yuki.


      “Nah, there’s no way I could do something like that with my feather duster!” Touya exclaimed.


      He was right on the money. Since he was a wolf beastman, his tail was sleeker than it was voluminous. As tiger beastgirls, Mary and Metea had the same problem, so there was only us who could take a note from the squirrel playbook. However...


      “Impossible! This wonderful tail of mine isn’t a miracle worker!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Despite the handful of people staring at her (myself included), Kaho just hastily shook her head.


      “Ah, I guess that’s true,” said Yuki. “Your tail is very fluffy, but you only have one at the moment.”


      “Oh, can you grow extra tails, big sis Kaho?!”


      It sounded like Metea was thrilled by the news, but Kaho panicked and kept shaking her head.


      “No! I am a normal beastwoman, so I only possess one tail!”


      I felt a little disappointed, but Kaho had told the truth. Metea lost interest almost instantly afterward, but Yoshino cracked a playful smile.


      “Oh, you never know. An extra tail could pop up at any moment,” said Yoshino. “It’d definitely make you stand out. If I recall correctly, that’s one of your goals, so—”


      “I’d prefer not to differentiate myself in such a fashion!” Kaho exclaimed. “I am far from an NPC, but I wouldn’t welcome any unnecessary attention from the gods either! It seemed as if the god we encountered would grant such a wish on a whim for their own enjoyment!”


      “...Oh.”


      Everyone in Meikyo Shisui reacted in unison—probably because we’d all been around Advastlis-sama way more than the Wings. Knowing him, there was a good chance he’d throw in extra tails as a potential selection if Kaho ever received a bonus. She could simply dance around that choice, but every bonus my party received had been randomly doled out aside from the exception of my first-time login bonus.


      “Beastfolks aren’t exactly treated with hospitality in this world, so a second tail would make my life far more difficult,” said Kaho. “But if you were up for taking some responsibility for it, Nao, then I might not mind the extra tail all that much.”


      Kaho shot a casual glance my way, but I forced myself to remain stonefaced as I nodded back.


      “...Thank you for that valuable piece of feedback. I’ll pass it along accordingly,” I said.


      “Oh please, it’s clear as day that you’re not going to respond!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Well, since the rest of your party is already back, it seems like you don’t have much on the agenda,” said Sae.


      “Oh, I’m impressed that you picked up on that, Sae,” I said.


      “I’m pretty sure anyone with two eyes could notice,” said Sae.


      Sae glared at me while Kaho hastily nodded along.


      “E-Exactly! Anyone would notice!” Kaho exclaimed. “I’ll pass on the whole extra tails idea!”


      I got the feeling that making a statement like that would only egg on Advastlis-sama, but talking about it any further probably meant that he’d toy with Kaho even more. So my party and I had done the smart thing and remained silent. It would be a disaster if we got caught in the cross fire anyway. As for Kaho’s friends, a dry laugh escaped Yoshino’s lips as she shrugged.


      “Extra tails aside, I’m thinking that we’ll end up needing more parachutes than your party will, Nao,” said Yoshino. “If any of us fall, we’ll be out of luck in the ‘saving ourselves’ department. Now, if Sae could learn the Airwalk spell...”


      “That’s the perfect example of a totally unreasonable request, Yoshino,” said Sae. “Low-level Wind Magic shouldn’t be too hard to handle, but a Level 8 spell is way too advanced for me.”


      “Absolutely,” I said. “Though, I do think you’d be able to work it out after six months or so of dedicated training.”


      It hadn’t even been a year since I’d started futzing around with Wind Magic, but I was fairly sure that Level 8 spells were within reach with the proper dedication on my end. However, Sae and Yoshino looked rather exasperated with what I’d just said.


      “I’m pretty confident that’s not normal,” said Sae. “Your standards are a touch weird, Nao-kun.”


      “Exactly,” said Yoshino. “Increasing your magic proficiency isn’t a walk in the park.”


      “Hm? Really?”


      I’d been given a blessing that boosted my experience gain, so it was possible that I was racking up the levels faster than other people, but the difference never came off as all that significant. I then looked toward Haruka, who tilted her head, put a finger to her chin, and thought all over for a few moments.


      “...Well, I can’t say this for sure since I don’t have any examples to pull on, but I think you should be able to do it with a little hard work,” said Haruka.


      “I hate to admit this, but there’s something you should know. I haven’t been able to level up any of my magic skills since I got them,” said Yoshino.


      “Speaking for myself, I’ve punched up my Earth Magic by a level, but I’ve only been able to pick up Level 1 Water Magic otherwise,” said Sae. “It’s true, our party hasn’t put as much time and effort toward it, especially compared to you all, but figuring out new types of magic and mastering them is hard.”


      “Hmm. We’re able to teach each other, but it sounds like things are a bit different for your party,” said Yuki.


      “Yeah, I suppose it’s hard to improve with self-study alone,” I said. “We have a pretty extensive and diverse grimoire collection, so that’s probably another advantage on our party’s end.”


      Hmm. Now that I think about it, we sure have a lot of advantages, huh? With that in mind, I guess that Yoshino’s magic leveling troubles are perfectly normal.


      “Oh, grimoires! I’ve been looking for them, but I haven’t had any luck so far,” said Yoshino. “I technically know the names of the spells that I can learn, but I have no idea how I’m supposed to learn them. They’re not spells I can go around experimenting with either, so...”


      “Yeah, trouble would come looking for you if word of your advanced healing magic proficiency got out there,” said Yuki.


      Cure Addiction, Cure Insanity, and Regenerate were a trio of spells obtainable by mages capable of Light Magic who’d managed to break Level 9. Since we’d only used Regenerate on Mary and Met, we’d been able to keep the fact that we had it a secret. But if we ever cast it on a stranger, the rumors were guaranteed to spread like wildfire. Even if the healed vowed to remain silent, their own body would become a rumor in and of itself—especially if their wounds had been grave.


      “Haruka, Natsuki, so neither one of you has encountered an issue like this?” Kaho asked. “The inherent difficulty of practicing Light Magic applies to you too, right?”


      “That is correct,” said Natsuki. “However, we’re able to practice Light Magic by using a Light Orb, so we’re a bit better off in that department.”


      “H-Huh? A Light Orb? What do you mean?” Yoshino asked.


      The poor girl seemed simultaneously confused and conflicted after listening to Natsuki.


      Don’t you worry, Yoshino. I was just as confused when I learned what a Light Orb was.


      “It sounds like a video game item, but it’s something that actually exists here,” I said. “To be more specific...”


      Our Light Orb was a magical device lent to us by Ishuca-san for the purpose of improving our Light Magic. It seemed that Yoshino had thought I was speaking in tongues at first, but a surprised expression gradually crept across her face.


      “I-I had no idea that such a convenient magical device actually existed,” said Yoshino. “Is it something that I could maybe borrow as well?”


      “I’m not sure. It’s a very valuable item, so it would all depend on Ishuca-san’s decision as a head priest,” said Natsuki. “But if you build up a relationship with her and earn her trust, you should be able to borrow an orb of your own, Yoshino-san.”


      “Trust, huh? That’ll probably take a while,” said Yoshino.


      While Yoshino seemed somewhat worried, Touya was anything but that, shrugging without a care in the world.


      “Nah, it’s not as hard as you might think,” said Touya. “You can always buy trust with a little cash.”


      “You’re exaggerating, dude,” I said. “Sure, Ishuca-san is somewhat greedy, so—I mean, she’s very effective in managing her finances, but she’ll probably take a person’s character into account when sizing them up.”


      I’d said “probably” because I would’ve ended up blatantly bragging about our own qualities if I hadn’t.


      “Exactly,” said Yuki. “You can’t just appear out of the blue and ask for a Light Orb in exchange for a donation. But, if you tag along, join us in prayer, and offer a donation at that moment, you should be able to borrow one.”


      “Is that so? In that case, this might be a wise undertaking, Yoshino. It’ll take some time, money, and earning the head priest’s trust, but it will be worth it in order to strengthen your Light Magic,” said Kaho.


      “You’re right. It’d be great to have Regenerate in our back pocket if an emergency pops up,” said Yoshino. “Since we’re borrowing a few magic bags from Nao’s party, we should be able to rake in more money than we were. With that in mind, it’ll probably be worth it to devote some of our extra money to this.”


      Yoshino nodded a couple of times in response but immediately lifted her head as if she’d just realized something.


      “Oh, sorry. We were talking about parachutes and got off on a wild tangent,” said Yoshino. “In any case, the Wings don’t have a way of dealing with a fall. So, we’d love to get our hands on a parachute if we can make one that’s safe to use. It’d be wonderful if your party could test it and ensure its safety before we have to use it.”


      “Of course,” I said. “There’s no way we’d use a new tool before testing it first.”


      “Yes, but we’ll need to figure out a way to safely test out parachutes,” said Haruka. “Will I have to be the guinea pig here? Hmm...”


      Haruka tilted her head, seemingly puzzled by her own words.


      “I mean, there’s no one else among us who could save themselves from a fall from high up,” I said. “Not to mention that you’re way better at using Airwalk than I am, so I’m sure you’ll be fine even if a mid-test accident pops up.”


      “...Sure, you might be right, but I’d like to avoid an accident if I can help it,” said Haruka.


      “Good luck,” I said. “I’ll keep practicing Airwalk on my end as well, so I’ll share the burden with you.”


      Haruka’s face twitched out of fear as she broke into a cold sweat, but I simply chuckled and reassured her that she wouldn’t be alone. However, finding the right place to test a parachute probably wasn’t going to be easy.


      “We can just brainstorm testing ideas, and I’ll help out too,” said Touya. “More importantly...”


      Touya seemed very excited as he kept glancing between Natsuki and me.


      “What kind of loot did you two find? Anything good? It’d be great to know if there’s a goal we can push ourselves toward!” Touya exclaimed.


      “I mean, we were a little more preoccupied with looking for a way out instead of exploring, so we didn’t really find anything exciting,” I said. “I already mentioned those treants, right? Aside from them, the war hammer we found was the only thing that stood out. Then again, it was supposed to be a reward for clearing a boss room, but we took a shortcut.”


      “We nabbed a few shadow margays too, but the treants could be a gold mine,” said Natsuki. “If they’re valued for their lumber and use in furniture, we might be able to reap the benefits.”


      The furniture manufacturing sector was the industry that kept Laffan going. While it was true that treant wood ranked above precious wood, none of us could tell you if it could actually be used to build furniture—we weren’t much for woodworking. Natsuki and I had come across some decently sized treants, but they were a touch small compared to the trees that would be milled down into precious wood. Treant wood would probably net more money when looking at the unit price per volume, but the actual profit part of it all was a completely different story.


      “We probably won’t end up with a deficit, but we should wait until we can fully access that forest before we start running the revenue numbers,” I said. “What about things on your end, Haruka?”


      “We simply came back the way we came, but also set up a new transportation marker. That put us in the red,” said Haruka.


      “Well, we were able to catch plenty of flying needlefish every day by just sleeping,” said Yuki. “Talk about some thrilling naps, but we got through it just fine.”


      “We caught so many fish!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Yuki would create some walls the night before, and we’d spend the next morning pulling out the fish that got stuck! We stocked up on a lot of fish that way!” Mary exclaimed.


      Metea and Mary appeared to be overjoyed as they removed a handful of small bags from their magic ones. The bags looked rather heavy at first sight, but I soon noticed that they were jam-packed with shiny schools of fresh flying needlefish.


      “Whoa, that’s quite the haul,” said Natsuki. “We should be able to cook up plenty of dried fish since you’ve got so much.”


      “The fish were sooooooo good! Even with just a pinch of salt on them before they got grilled! I’m a big fan!” Metea exclaimed.


      Met proudly displayed her haul, and the Wings seemed rather impressed after taking a look into the bag for themselves.


      “Fish, eh? Excellent,” said Kaho. “We’ve had our fair share of meat, but...”


      “You can’t find a good fillet too easily around here,” said Sae.


      “There’s a ton of fish in those bags, so we’ll be slowly working through them in our daily cooking,” said Haruka. “By the way, what are the three of you looking to do next? Do you want to come back with us to Laffan?”


      The Jade Wings looked at each other, but they immediately shook their heads in response.


      “Nah, we want to stay here for a while longer and look around the dungeon a bit more,” said Yoshino. “Right, everyone?”


      “Yeah, we haven’t made a lot of exploratory headway just yet,” said Sae.


      “I figured as much,” said Haruka. “The three of you did go out of your way to build this house, after all.”


      Haruka sounded like she was lightly teasing them as she glanced at their house, but Kaho slowly nodded, as if she hadn’t noticed it at all.


      “True, but it was necessary that we built it,” said Kaho. “I’m not in the mood to play a little pig.”


      “A little pig? I have no idea what you’re talking about, but we’ll share some of our fish with you if you’re planning to stick around for a while,” said Haruka. “I bet you’d appreciate some variety in your diet. You know how to clean the fish and grill them yourselves, right?”


      “Cooking isn’t exactly our forte; neither is cleaning fish. However, we should be able to wrap our minds around it since they’re simple enough tasks,” said Yoshino. “But are you sure about this? Metea seems a little wary about parting with part of her bounty, so...”


      Yoshino casually glanced toward the young girl, but Metea shook her head and reassured her friend.


      “Don’t worry, I can bear with it,” said Metea. “After all, our parties are friends, big sis Yoshino!”


      “Oh, you’re such a good girl.” Kaho softened her eyes as she gently patted Metea’s head, but the former suddenly lifted her hands and clapped them together. “Oh, I completely forgot about something! You see, we caught some emperor salmon while we were in Sarstedt and intended on gifting it to your party. We didn’t have anything like a magic bag at the time, so we had them processed into dried fish. Dried emperor salmon is fantastic as is, but it tastes even better if you sear it. This isn’t meant to be part of a trade, but feel free to accept this from us.”


      Kaho took out a small bag, pulled out a stick-shaped object, and handed it over to Metea. The fox girl proceeded to place her bag down on the table in front of us.


      “Oh, this looks like something that we can eat just about anywhere,” said Yuki. “Is this like a salmon toba?”


      “Correct, but it’s fairly salty,” said Kaho. “It’d be perfect in a soup too.”


      “Since it’s so light and easy to carry around, this salmon comes in handy as a snack or a meal replacement when you’re short on time,” said Yoshino. “It can be used as an emergency ration too.”


      Metea had been staring at the dried emperor salmon in her hands for a while now, but it seemed that she’d loosened up after listening to Yoshino. She finally took a bite, and her eyes beamed with joy afterward.


      “Whoa, this is really good!” Metea exclaimed as she continued gnawing on the fish.


      Haruka turned to Kaho while she kept an eye on Metea the entire time.


      “Are you sure about this?” Haruka asked. “This dried emperor salmon could fetch you a lot of money, right?”


      “Yes, we don’t mind. As I mentioned earlier, we’d intended this to be a gift for you all to begin with,” said Kaho. “It might not be a bad idea to head back to Sarstedt and catch some more if Metea loves them so much. Hooking an emperor salmon isn’t exactly easy though.”


      “I see. In that case, we’ll gladly accept your gift,” said Haruka. “We haven’t processed our fish at all, so you’ll need to make sure they’re thoroughly grilled before you eat them. They should still be fresh since they’ve been in our magic bags, but just be careful in dealing with raw fish.”


      “An upset stomach is a dangerous one,” said Sae. “And I don’t intend on experiencing it again.”


      “Indeed. We’ll show the utmost caution,” said Kaho. “It would be best to leave the pain of food poisoning behind as a distant memory.”


      Sae muttered as she looked off into the distance while Kaho nodded along. It seemed the fox girl had some earnest regrets as well. According to the three of them, no one had the Robust skill at first, so they ended up with food poisoning almost immediately. Luckily for them, Yoshino’s light magic had helped the trio survive it. They’d obtained Robust since then, but it seemed like they’d really struggled before they’d learned it.


      “Any food we bought from the market tended to be quite dangerous,” said Yoshino. “The monsters we hunted were perfectly safe to eat, provided we thoroughly cooked the meat, but an all-meat diet isn’t very healthy either.”


      Yoshino muttered the words “It was very tiring to take care of Sae and Kaho” as she glanced at Haruka. From there, her eyes wandered over to Natsuki and me.


      “I’m impressed by how you approached the situation with a calm mindset, Haruka. It’s just like your party’s namesake,” said Yoshino. “Even with Nao and Natsuki stranded, you didn’t panic and even grilled a little fish instead of stress eating through your rations.”


      “The first to panic in a horror or disaster flick is generally the first to die,” I said. “Acting as if nothing has gone wrong is the best way to proceed if you want to stay out of danger.”


      “Yeah. It’s difficult to think straight if you’re panicking or feeling hungry,” said Haruka. “The whole ‘building garden furniture for teatime’ thing is kind of going overboard though.”


      “Oh, I didn’t expect such a sudden stray bullet,” I said. “Can you give Haruka another slice of cake, Natsuki?”


      “Sure,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki chuckled as she obliged my request, but Haruka continued to glare at me and angrily puffed out her cheeks. It seemed like the cake probably wasn’t going to be enough to mellow her out.


      “Did you really think a piece of cake would make me back down, Nao? Am I that simple?”


      “Come on, just take a bite,” I said. “Here you go.”


      “...Fine.”


      I handed over the piece of cake, but Haruka continued to complain as she stuck in her fork and took a bite. On the other hand, Natsuki smiled gently as she looked on.


      “We were worried about you too,” said Natsuki. “We just had more faith that you would be fine even without us.”


      “Yeah, exactly,” I said. “It’s not like you fell with us, so we were sure that you’d be able to easily escape the dungeon.”


      “Okay, okay, I’ll let you off the hook this time,” said Haruka. “In any case, let’s stay the night and we’ll head back to Laffan tomorrow. It’d be best if you finished up those walls before we left, after all.”


      “I’m down with that idea,” said Yuki. “I’m kind of tired too, and we can probably rest safely here.”


      Yuki casually glanced in the direction of Metea and Mary as she chimed in. Metea was still gnawing on a piece of that dried salmon, but her eyes were half closed. Meanwhile, Mary was blinking frequently, so she obviously looked tired.


      Now that I think about it, everyone else has probably been climbing while Natsuki and I spent the last couple of days kicking back. Metea and Mary are still kids, so I’d imagine they’re probably pooped. I guess they really can’t stay up for much longer.


      “In that case, feel free to use our house,” said Sae. “Four walls around you and a roof over your head should make a big difference.”


      “Are you sure?” I asked. “If we set up there for the night, there won’t be any room for the three of you, so—”


      “That is not an issue. It wouldn’t feel right if we were all comfy inside while your party slept outside, exhausted after a prolonged escape,” said Kaho. “We’ll have the whole place to ourselves after tonight anyway. Besides...”


      Kaho looked toward Met, and it seemed the little girl had reached her limit. Her mouth was half-open, and she was still holding a piece of dried emperor salmon in her hands as her body swayed around. She would probably fall onto the ground if she was left to her own devices, but Haruka chuckled as she supported Metea from one side.


      “...I see. In that case, we’ll gladly accept your offer,” I said.


      I expressed my gratitude to Kaho’s party before I walked over to lift up Metea. The next day, Sae, Yuki, and I finished working on those defensive walls before my party set out for Laffan. We thanked the Wings for their help and wished them luck in the dungeon as we walked off.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3—Preparations


      After we got back to Laffan, my party took a rest day before we started preparing to take on the twenty-first floor again. Haruka and I focused on practicing our Wind Magic while Yuki and Natsuki tackled parachute construction. We’d probably end up needing a ton of rope, so we left the task of gathering it up to Mary and Metea. As for Touya, he met up with Gantz-san to work on improving our rope ladder and designing a door-like panel that could stand up to a flying needlefish barrage.


      Everyone else had already set about their work, and while I wanted to work just as hard at my magic, the whole mana problem came up again. I only had so much of it, so I couldn’t train all day. As a result, I quickly came into a bit of spare time, so I decided it would be a good idea to get some exercise in. But as I headed toward our yard...


      “Can I bug you for a minute, Nao-kun?”


      I was suddenly interrupted by Natsuki before I could reach my destination.


      “Hm? Yeah, of course,” I said. “What’s up?”


      “Um, come on over with me to a corner of the yard,” said Natsuki. “You’ll understand once we get there.”


      Natsuki acted a bit evasive as she beckoned at me to follow her. An invitation like this would seem very suspicious to me if it was from someone else, but I didn’t need to be wary of Natsuki, so I nodded along and followed her. But thanks to a certain person who suddenly leaped out of the shadows, we were stopped dead in our tracks just a few steps later.


      “A wild Yuki has appeared! What will you do?” she said with a huge grin on her face.


      “Run, of course, so—”


      “If you run away, my tongue might slip in front of Haruka about how I witnessed a suspicious and secret rendezvous between you and Natsuki in our yard!”


      “...What should we do, Natsuki?”


      I didn’t mind if Yuki wanted to tag along as well, but I hadn’t a clue what Natsuki wanted to show me. After asking Natsuki about it, she let out a sigh and shook her head.


      “I have nothing to hide, but we might as well let her tag along,” said Natsuki. “It’s the simplest way to deal with this hassle, after all.”


      “Hassle? Oh, come on,” said Yuki. “I’m just someone who never loses my sense of humor, that’s all.”


      Yuki casually stood next to me and tilted her head as she looked up at Natsuki and me.


      “I suppose you’re right. Your endless cheer has been a great help,” said Natsuki. “Even if your jokes fall flat sometimes.”


      “U-Ugh. I-I mean, it’s impossible for everything to kill it with the crowd, so I guess that’s only natural,” said Yuki. “So, what are you up to? You’re not about to start flirting over in that corner, right? A pair who are affectionate with each other, and they’ve just crawled out of the jaws of death? I heard such a couple met up the other night. Something is bound to happen, so—”


      “Nothing will happen.”


      Natsuki and I pushed back on Yuki at exactly the same time. Natsuki couldn’t help but glare at Yuki for a little while after that.


      “I’m not dumb enough to forget what had just happened, Yuki,” said Natsuki. “The two of us fell into an unknown part of the dungeon. It was way more dangerous than your delusions imply.”


      “C-Calm down, Natsuki! I-It’s just a joke!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “Yep, your jokes fall flat quite often,” I said.


      “Yeah, it’s not a laughing matter,” said Natsuki. “Besides, if I were to make a move, I would be open about it instead of trying to hide, so...”


      Uh, can you dial that back there, Natsuki? I’m not quite ready to deal with that on my end.


      “Come on, please go easy on me,” said Yuki. “Oh well. Anyway, why are you actually sneaking around?”


      “I more or less just told you that I didn’t need to sneak around, but it’ll be faster if you see it for yourself,” said Natsuki. “Look over there.”


      Natsuki looked exasperated by Yuki switching gears in the blink of an eye, but she pointed toward a corner.


      “Hm? Wait a second, didn’t we plant some corn in that spot a few weeks back?” I asked.


      “Yes, indeed,” Natsuki replied.


      I’d been around at the time, and it was fairly normal for corn to grow in that location. However, my brain had been unable to process the sight in front of me for a brief moment due to the plant’s shape. The tassels that surrounded the stalk were reminiscent of the corn I knew, but the plant was unusually large. I stood at about 180 centimeters, but the stalk’s tip was at the same level as my eyes.


      “Whoa, this is amazing,” said Yuki.


      “This isn’t normal, right, Natsuki?” I asked.


      “Yeah. A normal stalk of corn usually takes a week to germinate after it’s planted, and should only grow up to somewhere between ten to twenty centimeters,” Natsuki replied. “But this one stands at over 150 centimeters for some reason.”


      “It’s probably because of the compost that we used,” said Yuki. “I’m pretty sure we used the least amount of compost for this seedling. Has the corn grown this tall in the other places we planted it?”


      I hadn’t dropped by to check on the corn until now, and it seemed that it was the same case for Yuki as well. Yuki furrowed her brows as she glanced at another corner of the yard, but Natsuki shook her head.


      “No. From what I was able to observe, it seemed like the rest were more or less the same size, so there’s probably a limit to how much they can grow,” said Natsuki. “It doesn’t seem like going crazy with the fertilizer has caused any issues either...”


      “Yeah, I figured as much,” said Yuki. “Using too much fertilizer is a good way to kill a plant.”


      “The corn seems to be growing healthy,” I said. “Maybe our compost is magical.”


      “It’s kind of strange, but you’re probably right,” said Yuki. “There wasn’t much of a difference before these stalks germinated though.”


      Since we wouldn’t be back for a while, we’d buried our corn pots in the field before we left for the dungeon. I had helped Yuki bury the pots together with Mary and Metea, so I’d been able to observe the seedlings as we set them in, but...


      “If I recall correctly, the sprouts in our pots were only a few centimeters tall at the time, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah. They grew somewhat fast compared to the average seedling, but it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary,” said Yuki. “Remember how we talked about selling our compost a while back because we have too much of it? Well, I did some experiments after that chat, so come along with me to see the results.”


      Yuki had a serious look on her face as she racked her brain over the details, but paused and led us to the backyard. Once we got there, I noticed a series of six pots neatly lined up in a row—each one with vines sprouting out. Five of the plants had thick leaves, and their vines were twisted around a stake, but the sixth plant stood at under twenty centimeters and had very few leaves.


      “What’s the deal with these pots?” I asked.


      “They’re the result of the compost experiments,” Yuki replied. “But as you can see, it’s not exactly a proper experiment with a control to compare against.”


      “There doesn’t seem to be much of a difference between most of these,” said Natsuki. “Are these peas?”


      “Yeah, I used ones that resembled peas,” said Yuki. “Peas are ideal for experiments, after all.”


      Gregor Mendel, huh? I’m pretty sure those were genetic experiments, but I guess peas are useful because they grow fast.


      “Why’s the one plant limping along? Did you leave the compost out of that pot?” I asked.


      “Nah, I used some compost that I bought in Laffan,” said Yuki. “I figured that it would be easier to convince Diola-san to pick it up if we had evidence of our blend’s amazing effectiveness compared to the normal stuff.”


      “I see. There’s no real need for us to sell our compost at a high price, but that’s understandable,” I said.


      The whole “selling our extra compost” idea was meant to just get rid of the stuff, so I wouldn’t mind if someone just took it for free if they were willing to. However, a seemingly serious Natsuki shook her head after she heard what I had to say.


      “No, we should actually aim for a high price so we don’t disrupt the market,” said Natsuki. “We’d cause trouble for the folks who sell the normal stuff if we sold our extra effective compost for the same price.”


      “Yeah, exactly. The amount I used in each pot is different, but the one with the most is filled with about ninety percent compost,” said Yuki. “I figured that half of the pots would wither because I used too much, but...”


      “All of them are perfectly healthy, and there’s no real difference in growth between the pots with the most and least compost, right?” I asked.


      “Right,” Yuki replied. “It’s very strange, isn’t it?”


      “The ingredients in our compost are probably the cause,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, I can’t think of any other reason,” said Yuki.


      Natsuki sounded a bit exasperated as she shared her opinion, and Yuki shrugged in agreement. The difference between our compost and the store-bought kind came down to one key difference—we used monster corpses instead of leftover food. However, the results of Yuki’s experiment had me worried if it was actually safe to eat anything grown with our compost.


      “If the compost’s effects lasted longer depending on how much you used, then it would be way too convenient for simple gardening,” said Yuki.


      “Convenient, yes, but strange as a fertilizer,” said Natsuki.


      Fertilizer wasn’t something that you could simply use in large amounts without any drawbacks. Too much fertilizer could make plants more susceptible to disease and insects along with stunting growth. Not to mention that the beneficial effect of a fertilizer would fade over time, making it inefficient. However, it seemed as if none of these problems had applied to the plants in Yuki’s experiment. If they kept on growing and were healthy, then...


      “Our compost seems like it’d be handy for people in our shoes. You know, the sort of folks who can’t always be around to tend to their plants,” I said.


      “I’m not sure if you could simply boil it down to being ‘handy’ considering how it affects growth,” said Yuki. “It’s already proven itself to be super effective in such a short period of time, so it can easily double or triple a yield. We’ll have to continue these experiments to make sure our compost doesn’t harm the soil. With that in mind, we can’t just go around selling this willy-nilly. Its use could have major consequences.”


      “Yeah, I guess we’ll need Diola-san’s help in order to resolve this,” I said.


      Diola-san was the vice branch master of the Laffan Adventurers’ Guild, so she had connections to the officials around town and to Viscount Nernas himself. Relying on Diola-san’s help was the best way to go if we wanted to avoid as many risks as possible.


      “Yep. We might end up causing her some trouble again, but oh well,” said Yuki. “In any case...”


      “In any case?”


      “Let’s apply additional compost for now! Corn uses a lot of fertilizer, so we need to apply even more to make them bigger and sweeter!” Yuki exclaimed. “If we manage to yield some real tasty ears, we can ‘gift’ some to Diola-san. We’d be killing two birds with one stone that way!”


      Yuki then grinned and gave me a thumbs-up.


      We ended up deciding that it’d be best if we waited to see how these plants turned out in the harvest before figuring out what to do with the compost. A bundle of sweet corn had a good chance of motivating Diola-san to work a little harder. While we wouldn’t be blasting past any deadlines if we waited for Yuki’s experiment to wrap up, it would be a total waste of time if we didn’t get any sweet corn out of it. But if that didn’t work out, we always had a surefire way of keeping Diola-san happy—dindels. With that in our minds, the three of us set about spreading a little extra fertilizer and weeding around the corn. Afterward, we headed back into the house.


      “Ah, that’s right. Tomi and Gantz-san were whining about how we hadn’t finished making sake yet,” said Touya.


      “...I completely forgot about that until now,” I said.


      Right before dinner, Touya had returned from a trip to Gantz-san’s shop. And well, we all kind of started staring at each other after our wolf boy brought up the topic. You see, we’d talked about traditional Japanese sake at one of our house parties, but making the stuff required a fair bit of rice and koji mold. It sounded like the boozehounds among us were looking forward to a sip.


      “Sake, eh? The koji mold is coming along quite well, but we’ll need some more time to fully cultivate it,” said Natsuki.


      “That’s right. I’m not all that interested in drinking sake, but having that and a little bit of mirin to cook with would be great,” said Haruka. “What if we took our time getting ready to hit the twenty-first floor again? Maybe occasionally chip away at making sake as a way to relax?”


      “Well, I won’t be much help to you with this, so I’ll leave it to you, ladies,” said Touya.


      Touya was primarily concerned with beefing up and becoming stronger. Seeing as he didn’t need to hone his magic and couldn’t contribute much to parachute construction either, Touya’s prompt response made a fair amount of sense.


      “Haruka’s idea sounds good to me,” said Yuki. “We’ve been super busy ever since we did that escort job for the viscount. Not to mention everything else that’s been going on, like when Nao proposed to Haruka.”


      “Mm. We’ve got plenty of money stashed away, so it wouldn’t hurt us to take a load off for a while,” said Natsuki. “We’d probably have better luck whipping up miso and sake in the winter, but it’d be a good idea if we started getting our plans around now.”


      Thanks to the boatload of precious wood we’d sold to Simon-san, our coffers were filled with cash before we even stepped into the dungeon, so we could easily kick back and live fairly comfortably for a while. Tomi had mentioned that he was eager to help us establish a sake brewery, so Natsuki’s early planning idea wasn’t just good—it was great. Not to mention that all the mana we’d burn while training up Airwalk meant that Haruka and I would need our fair share of breaks. After all, no one could keep casting spells with sheer willpower alone.


      “I’d like to train up my magic as much as I can, so you’ll hear no objections from me,” I said. “Mary, Metea, what are you two thinking?”


      “I-I’m fine with either option,” said Mary.


      “As long as we get tasty food, I’m happy!” Metea exclaimed.


      The older tiger sister remained reserved as always, but the younger sister wasn’t hiding her gigantic appetite.


      “...Now that I think about it, I remember hearing that Aera-san was working her butt off to put ice cream on the menu at her café,” said Haruka. “It sure doesn’t seem like an easy task, especially because strike ox milk is a key ingredient.”


      “Ice cream! I’m in, I’m in!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Heh heh. In that case, we should drop by her café! We’ll bring along an omiyage to share with her while we’re at it,” said Natsuki.


      “Let’s go!”


      Met was already raring to go, but she looked over to me as if she wanted to know what I thought. I couldn’t help but smile as I nodded back.


      “Sure, I’ll go along with you, Metea,” I said. “A little bit of our dungeon meat and the like should do the omiyage trick!”


      “I’m sorry about this, Nao-san,” said Mary.


      “Nah, don’t worry about it,” I said. “We drop by Aera-san’s café with meat all the time anyway.”


      We’d sometimes stop by Aera-san’s with the occasional omiyage, gift, or souvenir for us to share with her. Given that our party kept the café stocked with meat, it wasn’t a big deal if Met and I walked over for a bite to eat.


      “Ahhhh, thank you so much, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki. “By the way, I’ve been out running around looking for rope, but every store I’ve checked is fresh out. It might be a while before anyone gets more in.”


      “Well, we did buy a ton of it not long ago. So, that makes sense,” I said.


      There was no such thing as a “rope-making machine” in this world, so producing a large amount of the stuff in a short window of time just wasn’t possible. Shipping rope from town to town wasn’t a cake walk either. And if we rushed the rope-makers, we’d end up with some truly abysmal rope. Quality was key when it came to safety in the dungeon, so it’d be more than worth it if we waited for well-made coils of rope to come along.


      “Well, I guess we’ll be waiting around anyways, so there’s no need to rush,” I said.


      I nodded while sharing my thoughts, but Mary hesitantly chimed in right as I finished.


      “Um, what if we ask the children over at the orphanage for help?”


      “Huh? Are you suggesting we let the kids make our rope for us, Mary?” Haruka asked.


      The rest of us kept glancing at each other as we listened to the pair chat—it looked like we all felt uneasy about Mary’s idea. We knew the kids at the orphanage quite well and trusted them enough to let them do a little farmwork if they wanted to. However, rope was a vital lifeline for us in the dungeon, so...


      “Uh, I’m not trying to be mean when I say this, but I’m not crazy about using amateur-made goods down in the dungeon,” said Yuki.


      Despite her initial hesitancy, Yuki had been frank in voicing her concerns, causing Mary to lift a hand up to her mouth.


      “Oh, there’s something that completely slipped my mind,” said Mary. “You don’t need to worry about the quality; it seems that the kids make the rope sold in stores too. In fact, I’m sure they’ll work even harder than usual if they find out we need rope for our next adventure.”


      “Oh, really? I guess we can rest easy then,” said Yuki.


      Yuki let out a sigh of relief, and Natsuki nodded before she chimed in.


      “The orphanage should make a little more money if we order directly,” said Natsuki. “Ishuca-san is probably the person in charge too, so...”


      “Whew. Yeah, that’s reassuring to know,” said Touya. “There’s no way she’d let cruddy rope out the door.”


      “In that case, let’s place that order,” said Haruka. “Can you take care of this for us, Mary?”


      Since Touya chuckled, it seemed he was cool with the kids taking care of the rope. As for Mary, she smiled and puffed out her chest.


      “Of course! Just leave it to me!” Mary exclaimed.


      “That should be about it for our future plans,” I said. “Well then, let’s keep it loosey-goosey around here for a little while. But I still expect everyone to be diligent with their own work!”


      As I started to wrap up our little meeting, I looked around the room and made sure there was nothing left on my comrades’ minds. However, they quickly nodded back toward me, effectively ending the conversation.


      So, what should I tackle first? Hmm...


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Outside of practicing my magic, I had plenty of time to do whatever I wanted. However, a certain furball had been hovering around during my training session, and she had seemingly made my decision for me.


      “I don’t really mind, but it isn’t a little too cold for ice cream right now, Metea?” I asked.


      We’d had a few warm days as of late, so it was actually a decent time to start making ice cream, but it would taste way better if we waited a few months. However, Met simply cracked a huge smile and leaped at me.


      “Nah, don’t worry! I’ll warm you up with a hug if it makes you feel cold, big bro Nao!”


      “Huh, I guess I can rest easy then.”


      Metea felt very warm as I gave her a piggyback ride. I made sure she wasn’t going to slip off before Mary gently took my hand and led the way. I was sure I’d stand out with a kid on my back, but Aera-san greeted us the same way as always when I walked into her café.


      “Oh, Nao-san! I’m glad to see you!”


      “Yeah, it’s been a while, Aera-san,” I said. “I brought some goodies to share with you. Feel free to dig in whenever you’d like.”


      “Meat! Wonderful!” Aera exclaimed. “Oh, and fish too?! Thank you very much!”


      Aera-san’s big, bright, beaming smile was downright adorable, making me hope that it wasn’t just the fish that’d made her happy. As an elf, she’d been blessed with inherent beauty and the kind of youth that made many think she was a tween. In reality, she was about ten years older than me, but her small stature made her seem younger than Haruka. If I wasn’t already hitched, you could be sure that I’d be stopping by Aera-san’s café almost every day. It didn’t hurt that she was a fantastic cook either.


      “Seriously, thank you for all the deliveries. We all appreciate it,” said Luce. “I remember you stopping by the other day with some strike ox milk, so I hope these regular trips haven’t been a hassle for you.”


      Luce-san was someone who worked as a waitress for Aera-san, and sounded incredibly grateful for all of my party’s help around the café. Since she was so good at her job, Luce-san had won Aera-san’s trust despite never once stepping inside the kitchen.


      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “But if you wanted to use our milk in a dish or two, I wouldn’t say no to a little cash in return.”


      “Yeah! I think it’d be great if you added ice cream to your menu!” Metea exclaimed.


      Her gaze quickly darted between Luce-san and Aera-san, and Metea was seemingly excited that she’d just blurted out her frosty desires. Luce-san simply smiled before she turned toward Aera-san.


      “Oh, did someone say something about this to you? Aera’s been busy exploring all sorts of ideas and test meals,” said Luce. “I think they’re quite good, so I’d love it if you tried them out and gave us some feedback. You’re fine with this idea, right, Aera?”


      “O-Of course!” Aera exclaimed. “I think there’s still plenty of room to improve, but I’d be more than happy to share what I’ve cooked up so far!”


      Aera-san nodded deeply and dashed toward the kitchen before Luce-san had a chance to stop her.


      “Gosh, she’s so fidgety,” said Luce. “Sorry about this. Go ahead and sit down at that table over there. I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”


      “Okay!” Metea exclaimed. “Tee hee. Fun times await!”


      “You sure are looking forward to this, aren’t you, Met?” said Mary. “The ice cream that we had last time was so sweet and tasty, so I have some high hopes too.”


      Once the sisters sat down, they both were relaxed and smiling wide. I took a seat next to them before I turned to Luce-san, who seemed to be staring in the kitchen’s direction.


      “So, how do you make your ice cream? Did Aera-san buy a new magical device or something?” I asked.


      The topic of churning our own ice cream was something of a recurring thought among the girls of Meikyo Shisui, but it seemed like Aera-san was having a rough time doing it herself. Probably because she needed the Freeze spell throughout the process. She had a giant fridge in the kitchen, but I was fairly sure it didn’t have a built-in freezer.


      “Oh, well—”


      “I’ve brought the samples! I actually used the yaston fruit you shared with me a while back for these!”


      Luce-san had been suddenly cut off by Aera-san, holding a tray that had a few small bowls lined up on top of it. As for yastons, they were an extremely sour citrus fruit that my party had grown in our yard. The girls had managed to make them work as substitutes for yuzu, but we’d ended up harvesting way too many of them to use on our own. So, we shared them with our many acquaintances and learned the fruit’s name in the process.


      Apparently you could harvest tons of yastons without even bothering to tend to them. Adventurers often brought the fruit back from their travels, making yastons an acidulant that even commoners could easily come by.


      “Go ahead and dig in, Nao-san,” said Aera.


      “O-Okay,” I said.


      At Aera-san’s urging, I took a nice-sized scoop of the ice cream and plopped it into my mouth. Almost instantly, a fresh yaston flavor exploded atop my taste buds, quickly giving way to a multilayered assault of sweet and sour. Thankfully, the little bit of water in that scoop went a long way to help with the powerful aftertaste. It tasted more like a sherbet than your average ice cream. Also, it wasn’t anywhere near as rich as the frozen treat whipped up by the Meikyo Shisui girls. However, this “sherbet” was still great and would’ve hit the spot in the middle of summer.


      “Damn, this tastes great,” I said. “Though I think it’s still a bit too early in the year for ice cream.”


      “Y-Yeah, but that’s the only downside. Even if I compared it to what we had last time, this is still good,” said Mary.


      “Yep! It’s perfectly crunchy!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Ha ha, thank you. Sadly, I can’t make ice cream as great as Haruka-san’s, but this is my best shot at it,” said Aera. “Luce is always badgering me about reducing my ingredient costs without compromising the ice cream’s quality, but that’s a fool’s errand.”


      Aera-san glanced at Luce-san as if she were calling her employee out, but the stalwart waitress simply brushed it off, shrugged, and smiled.


      “If you’re using strike ox milk to make ice cream, the cost of a single serving will easily be more than a gold coin,” said Luce. “There’s no way a product like this would sell well.”


      “A whole gold?! I wouldn’t be able to afford it with my allowance!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Exactly. There are very few who can afford to spend their gold on a snack or dessert, so it doesn’t matter how delicious those goodies might be, Metea-chan,” said Luce. “Actually, wait, doesn’t your party make a lot of money?”


      Luce-san frowned as if she were puzzled by something, but Mary hastily chimed in before I could offer a rebuttal.


      “Oh, my sister and I receive far more money than either of us deserve. We’ve only been able to earn this much thanks to Nao-san and our friends, so we asked for an allowance while we’re still kids,” said Mary. “But I’m fairly sure our allowance is much larger than that of other kids around our age.”


      “Yeah, but it’s a waste to spend a whole gold coin on a snack!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Just to set the record straight, they’re drowning in meals and snacks at home. We also have a separate savings pool set aside for the essentials like tools and clothing. So, the girls are only using their allowance on books and the occasional bit of street food before dinner,” I said.


      I’d tried my best to clear up any misunderstanding on Luce-san’s end, but she ended up blinking in surprise a few times as I went along.


      “Books, huh? It’s amazing those girls can even afford books with an allowance,” said Luce. “In any case, I’m glad to hear that your party is being quite mature and responsible with money. After all, there are plenty of adventurers who’ve ruined their lives after seeing some success.”


      “You shouldn’t expect anything else from Meikyo Shisui, Luce,” said Aera. “They’re not your average adventures, so there’s no need for you to worry.”


      Aera-san sounded very proud of us for some reason, and Luce-san chuckled in response as she gently placed a hand atop her boss’s head.


      “And there’s also no need for you to brag for them either,” said Luce. “In any case, it’ll be virtually impossible for anyone to sell ice cream at one gold coin per serving, but Aera did her best to cut down on the costs.”


      “Yep. If I keep giving it my all, I should be able to cover the cost by selling my ice cream at one large silver coin a pop,” said Aera.


      “Oh, I can afford that from time to time!” Metea exclaimed.


      “One tenth of the original cost, huh? How did you manage to cut those expenses so much?” I asked.


      “Well, I basically just diluted it,” Aera replied. “To be more specific, I used water, eggs, and oil extracted from kuttoes. The ice cream would turn out bland if I diluted it with only water, so I used eggs and oil instead to compensate for the difference.”


      Hmm. If I remember correctly, there were a few frozen Earth desserts that called for vegetable oil, so this sounds similar. I’m pretty sure the chefs back on Earth had to use an emulsifier too. But if Aera could make these tasty treats without those tools, she must truly be an amazing chef in her own right.


      “Wait, I thought you couldn’t use ice spells, Aera-san?” I asked.


      “Well, I practiced and learned one!” Aera exclaimed.


      “Seriously?!”


      “Yeah! I really wanted to make my own ice cream, so I worked my butt off!”


      While Aera-san could already use Water Magic and her elven heritage gave her the potential to learn more, I was still very impressed. It was perfectly normal for most adventurers to dedicate themselves to a training regimen, but Aera-san was a working chef. Not only was she waking up at the crack of dawn for morning prep, she was running a fully booked café most nights. Well, at least that’s what I’d heard. Regardless, I was certain that she’d had a hell of a time setting aside a moment for magic practice.


      “I’m sure you’re super busy with the day-to-day around here, so I’m amazed that you were able to learn a new spell,” I said.


      “Well, using the Freeze spell as intended on my ingredients is the best I can do,” said Aera. “I can’t use any real damage dealers like Ice Sphere, so this isn’t anything particularly impressive.”


      Aera-san tried to remain humble as she hastily waved her hand about, but Luce-san let out an exasperated sigh shortly afterward.


      “Even looking at it with my pair of regular ol’ human eyes, it’s still an amazing accomplishment,” said Luce. “Aera really knows how to lock in on anything cooking-related. Actually, I think she gets a little carried away from time to time.”


      “O-Oh, come on, there’s nothing wrong with that,” said Aera. “Don’t you love ice cream too, Luce?”


      “Yeah, of course. It’d be awesome to have on a hot day,” said Luce. “But I don’t think it’s worth pulling an all-nighter over.”


      “I-I couldn’t control myself!” Aera exclaimed. “Creating a new recipe was just too exciting to resist!”


      As Luce-san told it, Aera-san had sacrificed her regular eight hours a day so she could work on her magic and a new ice cream recipe. The samples we’d just tried were the fruits of her labor, so it had definitely paid off, but...


      “It’s perfectly normal to get carried away when you’re working on something you enjoy, Aera-san. However, it’s best if you don’t push yourself to the limit in the process,” I said.


      “Exactly! Show her no mercy, Nao-san!” Luce exclaimed.


      Luce-san stood next to me and nodded as she pointed at Aera-san. I tilted my head back at her before I turned around to glance at Aera-san again.


      “Of course. You wouldn’t be able to cook at all if you get sick, and getting over an illness is way harder than an injury,” I said. “I wouldn’t feel all that great if you got sick, so it’s important to get plenty of rest.”


      “Ugh. I mean, I appreciate the thought, Nao-san, but new ideas just keep popping up in my brain. Mostly thanks to all the rare ingredients and goodies your party shares with me,” said Aera. “I wouldn’t have been able to serve this ice cream without your original recipe, after all.”


      Aera-san seemed upset as she glared at Luce-san, but the waitress immediately fired back.


      “Are you implying that I’m the bad guy here because I told you to cut down on the cost? Please. Like I said earlier, it doesn’t matter how delicious your food is if you can’t profit from it, Aera,” said Luce. “Sure, the people who live around here are relatively well-off, but who’s actually going to order a dessert that costs one gold coin? It’d be a different story if Nao-san was willing to sell us his strike ox milk at a cheaper price, but...”


      “Ha ha, sorry, but we can’t sell it for any lower than what the guild offers us,” I said.


      My party could toss around the meat all we liked since we’d end up with so much of it while moving through the dungeon, but strike ox milk was another story. We often had to go out of our way to get our hands on it, so I couldn’t make the call to sell it for cheap on my own—especially considering it would significantly affect the party’s earnings on the whole.


      “I-I figured as much,” said Aera. “By the way, would you be willing to tell us how much the guild offers for strike ox milk?”


      “Yeah, sure,” I said. “We sell them in bottles, and if you exclude the price of the bottles themselves, then one bottle of strike ox milk can fetch about twenty gold coins.”


      I showed the girls one of the bottles we sold our milk in, causing a greatly disappointed expression to creep across Aera-san’s face.


      “Yikes, that’s quite expensive, but it makes sense to me,” said Aera. “It’s much better than any of the strike ox milk I’ve had before anyway.”


      “Oh, yeah, I thought the exact same thing. The smell didn’t really bother me, but you usually need some sort of flavoring to mask it,” said Luce. “On top of that, twenty gold coins is still cheaper than what they charged for it at the last place we worked at.”


      Aera-san and Luce-san had once worked at a high-end restaurant, and it seemed like they’d used strike ox milk a fair bit in the dishes they served. But they told me that they apparently had trouble sourcing it—no bottles and no direct magic bag shipping either. So, the restaurant had been forced to purchase its milk from the average adventurer passing by.


      “I really want to serve ice cream here!” Aera exclaimed. “What do you think, Luce?”


      “...Well, if that’s the milk price, then a large silver coin per serving should be enough for us to stay out of the red,” said Luce. “However, there’ll be next to no profit in it, even if you use the recipe you’ve worked so hard on. You’ll just end up exhausted and will need to put more time into it, so I’m honestly not a fan of the idea.”


      Luce-san remained paused in thought after sharing her honest opinion with Aera-san, but she eventually ended up just shaking her head. It sounded like a large silver coin per serving was nowhere near enough for Aera-san to make money off of her ice cream. Any of the lower earners on her menu could make a little money if paired with another item, but that wasn’t exactly a realistic option here—mostly because desserts were Aera-san’s biggest seller in the afternoon.


      “I-I’d like to stock up on strike ox milk if we can. I need it for all the snack recipes that Haruka-san, Natsuki-san, and Yuki-san have taught me. I’ve got plenty of fresh ideas on my end too,” said Aera. “But as a café owner, it’s not great if we’re not making any money on one of our menu items, so...”


      “...New snacks? Please, big bro Nao?”


      “You really can’t make an exception for them, Nao-san?”


      Metea and Mary looked up at me with teary eyes, and I couldn’t help but waver a little. Aera-san was doing the exact same thing, and while she wasn’t a kid, her “attack” was still very effective. She was a beautiful young lady, after all.


      “I-I mean, I’d love to help if I could,” I said. “However...”


      My party had made an agreement with Diola-san to supply the guild with fifty bottles of strike ox milk every month. We only needed to milk around ten oxen in order to meet our quota, and it took us less than thirty minutes per ox if we also included the capture time. Excluding the time it took getting in and out of the dungeon, it would take roughly half a day to get the milking done. Also, we could fill a few dozen extra bottles if we worked overtime.


      Hmm...


      “...Well, if you’re fine with an irregular delivery schedule, how does two gold coins per bottle sound?” I asked. “However, I’ll only be able to spare the extras we’ll have left over after we’ve sold the guild theirs.”


      “Huh?! Are you really okay selling to us at such a low price?!” Aera exclaimed. “Even if you’re not in a rush to sell them, your party can store the bottles in your magic bags, right? Sure, it’ll affect your party’s overall earnings, but...”


      “Yeah, you’re right, but I think the girls would love it if they could try out the treats you made with our strike ox milk. That said, I should be able to convince them to agree to this,” I said.


      The girls were generally focused on re-creating the desserts we knew from Earth, but since Aera-san was a native of this world, they were apparently fascinated by her sweets. And even if we sold our milk to Aera-san at the discounted rate, every member of Meikyo Shisui would still be making a wage of three gold coins an hour. With that in mind, I was sure no one would complain if they knew we were selling to Aera-san. As your average Japanese joe, the rough equivalent of ten thousand yen for a liter of milk still felt very expensive to me.


      “Thank you very much! In that case, I’ll be able to increase the number of snacks on my menu!” Aera cracked a bright smile and paused to clasp her hands together before she continued with her words. “Oh, right! I’ve made a few other samples too. Want to give them a try?”


      We’d already blasted past the café’s morning hours, so Aera-san and Luce-san would usually be getting ready for the afternoon at about this time. I didn’t want to take up too much more of Aera-san’s time, nor did I want to load up on sweets. I’d wanted to pass on the other samples, but a certain someone had once again made my choice for me.


      “Sure! I’ve eaten so many delicious sweets, so I’m sure I’ll be able to give a fair yet harsh cri-critique!” Metea exclaimed.


      “I-I have high standards around food as well, so I’m sure I can also be of help,” said Mary.


      Metea had interrupted me almost immediately, and Mary chimed in right after. Their ice cream was already gone, and they were both looking at me like I was going to react positively. Aera-san looked at me with the same attitude, so I glanced at Luce-san for help, but she simply shrugged.


      “Don’t worry about our afternoon prep time,” said Luce. “We’ve already finished getting everything around for the most part.”


      “...In that case, I guess we’ll stick around for a while and try these out,” I said.


      Once I’d squeezed out that answer, it only took a few seconds of realization for a trio of overjoyed voices to ring out. But as a result, I was forced to take part in a taste-testing party until the café opened for its afternoon hours.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      It had been ten days since we’d added more fertilizer to our corn, so Natsuki, Yuki, and I dropped by the yard to check in on the crop. Natsuki hadn’t been part of the initial planting and was probably busy with her own work, so she didn’t need to tag along, but...


      “Do you really have the time to come along with us, Natsuki?” I asked. “What about the koji mold?”


      “Yeah, I do, Nao-kun. Isolating koji mold is a mentally draining task due to all the care and focus it requires, so checking in on the crops is a good opportunity for me to unwind,” Natsuki replied. “By the way, I’m making steady progress thanks to the acceleration box you and Haruka made.”


      “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “It wasn’t exactly easy to throw that box together either.”


      True to its name, an acceleration box was a magical device that could increase the flow of time for anything inside it. It functioned similarly to a magic bag’s time-slowing properties, but it was far more difficult to craft. Since these boxes weren’t exactly in high demand, there was nothing in the alchemy books regarding their construction. I was confident that an acceleration box could be very useful in the right situation, but the magic bags were more convenient overall. I couldn’t think of anyone who’d buy an acceleration box over a magic bag.


      Not to mention that the box’s lack of popularity also led to a lack of innovation, meaning they could only speed up time by a factor of three or four. They were nowhere near as sophisticated as magic bags, but those acceleration factors were perfectly fine for practical usage. If one of those boxes could speed up time at the same rate as a bag’s slowing properties, there was a good chance that anything thrown inside would instantly crumble. It’d be way too dangerous to stick a hand in without installing a safety function first.


      “Well, I’ve actually already finished isolating the koji mold,” said Natsuki. “As for the current phase of this process, I’m currently fermenting a small amount to test whether or not the koji can actually be used for making miso and sake.”


      “Oh, does that mean we’ll be able to drink some real miso soup soon?” I asked.


      “I can’t promise you anything, but our chances are looking good,” Natsuki replied. “Even if this goes up in smoke, I’m confident I’m on the right path forward, so we should be able to make ourselves some miso soup eventually. Anyway, let’s take a look at that corn.”


      “Yeah, you should forget about the mold for a while if you’re here to unwind,” said Yuki. “Let’s see.”


      Yuki peeled the tip of a corn husk, cracking a huge smile once she saw what was inside.


      “Nice! I was a bit worried because this was growing fast, but we’ve got a perfectly fine ear of corn here!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “What about the risk of cross-pollination?” I asked.


      “I chopped off the staminate flowers after I pollinated the corn by hand, so it should be fine,” Yuki replied.


      At first, we’d planned to plant six types of corn in six different locations, and then we would use fertilizer in a way that would stagger the blooming of each patch in order to avoid cross-pollination. However, we had more or less failed because our compost was just too strong. Yuki resorted to swiftly removing the staminate flowers instead to reduce the risk of pollen being blown around.


      “I had a feeling that this would be the case, but these corn stalks definitely grew several times faster than they normally would, right?” I asked.


      “Indeed,” Natsuki replied. “I’m curious how the corn tastes and if it’s actually safe to eat, but let’s toss them in the magic bags first. Even sweet corn will lose its sugar content if we let it sit here as is.”


      According to Natsuki, the sugars inside of an ear of corn would break down into starch over the course of a few hours if preserved at room temperature. The sorts of corn we’d planted weren’t going to be all that sweet, so we had to keep this detail in mind.


      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get at it.”


      Harvesting corn wasn’t all that difficult—we just had to grab an ear and bend it down so we could pluck it from the stalk. We’d spent a bit of time running around because we’d planted a patch over at Edith’s along with the four corners of our yard. However, as this bit of corn cultivation was part of an experiment, the harvest ended rather quickly because we hadn’t planted much to begin with. The final result was wonderful, producing corn ears that more or less looked like the ones sold back home in Japan. The corn hadn’t been dried out, but it still looked way better than the stuff we bought in Kelg. I found myself confident that our corn would look absolutely delicious if we boiled an ear, so it seemed like our experiment had been successful at first glance.


      “So, who’s trying them out first?” Yuki asked. “Should I do it?”


      “Nah, this is just the job for Touya,” I replied. “Let’s go find him and drag him in by the tail.”


      Since Haruka and Natsuki were the healers of our party, they obviously weren’t great options for trying out this corn. However, Touya was the first name that popped into my mind, not because I liked picking on him, but because he was the best equipped to handle this task. He had the highest-level Robust skill among the entire party, so it seemed like a rational decision to me. But after hearing my idea, Natsuki looked like she was feeling bad for the guy and raised her hand.


      “Nah, I can handle this. My Robust skill is at the same level,” said Natsuki. “I have the Poison Resistance skill too, so I should be more up to the job.”


      “Your Poison Resistance skill is exactly why you can’t do it, Natsuki,” said Yuki. “Food that’s safe for you might end up being dangerous for others. In fact, since you also have the Disease Resistance skill, any results you could provide wouldn’t be of much help.”


      “Exactly,” I said. “Thanks for putting your hand up, but I’m afraid we’ll have to turn your offer down, Natsuki.”


      “I see,” said Natsuki. “Are you sure this will be safe?”


      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure nothing will happen,” I said. “We’ve already eaten a boatload of monster meat, so it’s too late to start worrying now.”


      Monster meat was standard in almost all of our meals, so there was no point in fussing over corn grown with a compost made from the bones off that same meat. We’d already used the compost to grow rapeseed, and the oil from it didn’t screw us up, so I felt that we probably didn’t need to test the corn. However, our corn had grown unnaturally fast compared to stalks you’d see grown with normal compost, so it was better to be safe than sorry.


      “Sure, but I think that fact makes it more important that we ensure the corn is safe, even if we do boil it. Cooking them after they’ve been dried is apparently a standard method,” said Yuki. “The kids headed out earlier in the day, so now is a good time for testing.”


      Mary and Metea had set out for the orphanage that morning, and I was sure that they’d be champing at the bit to try this corn since they’d planted it with us. With that in mind, Yuki was right to suggest wrapping this up while the kids were out. So, I hopped out to find Touya, and Haruka too, just in case we needed her.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Oh, so the harvest was a success, eh? They’re looking really good!” Touya exclaimed.


      “Indeed. They look much better than I expected,” said Haruka.


      I felt a little bad about what I was about to do, given how excited Touya was over the corn. However, I’d already made up my mind and played it cool as I steered him toward an ear.


      “Well, it is fresh corn,” I said. “We’ve already boiled up an ear for you, so go ahead and take a bite. It was your idea to plant some corn anyway.”


      “Oh, do I get the first bite? Thanks, dude!” Touya exclaimed. “Hmm. It’s nowhere as good as an ear of sweet corn, but this isn’t half bad. The husks are a bit hard and have a chalky taste, but the corn itself is sweeter than I expected.”


      “I see. I’m glad to hear it,” I said.


      “Hm? Where’s my ear?” Haruka asked.


      Haruka seemed a bit confused as she tilted her head, but Yuki tiptoed over and whispered into her ear. The look that appeared on Haruka’s face shortly after indicated she understood what she’d just heard. She then glanced at Touya as if she felt bad for him.


      It’s not like we were being mean or anything by not telling Touya ahead of time. We just wanted to hear his honest opinion.


      Ever the carefree soul, Touya never once noticed how we were all looking at him, yet he muttered “might need a pinch of salt” as he wolfed down his cob in record time.


      “Yeah, this was pretty all right,” said Touya. “If we’re getting this quality of corn on our first go around, then we can probably grow a lot more and— Hm? What’s wrong?”


      “...Are you feeling okay?”


      “Huh? Wait, am I the only person who’s tried this corn? It doesn’t look like Haruka even touched a cob...”


      He was now looking at me very suspiciously. It seemed like he’d finally noticed that Haruka had been avoiding the corn.


      “You’ve finally realized it, huh? Took you long enough,” I said.


      “There’s no way I wouldn’t realize by now!” Touya exclaimed. “What’s going on? Am I the guinea pig here?”


      “Oh, please, it’s not what you think it is,” I said. “It would’ve been bad if we all ended up with food poisoning, so we gave you the first bite. You are the toughest member of Meikyo Shisui, after all.”


      “That’s more or less the same, so— Well, I mean, that makes sense to me, but please just tell me first next time,” said Touya. “I wouldn’t say no if you asked me straight up.”


      Touya interrupted himself and sighed before he could finish complaining to me. I was sure he understood the rationale behind my decision, but it probably didn’t sit right with him.


      “Well, we wanted to hear what you thought about corn’s taste too,” I said. “We wouldn’t know how you really felt if you ate that ear with any apprehension, am I right?”


      “Yeah, I know, but...”


      “I’m sorry about this, Touya-kun. I originally volunteered to be the guinea pig here,” said Natsuki. “However...”


      “Nah, I understand that it was probably best that I did this, Natsuki. So don’t worry about it,” said Touya.


      Touya shook his head and sighed again, as if he’d seemingly lost the will to push this further with me after Natsuki apologized.


      “I figured that a little bit of indigestion was the worst thing that could happen,” I said. “That said, please eat another five ears and tell us what you think when you’re done. We’ll use your thoughts to figure out what kind of corn we’ll grow in the future.”


      I set a couple of plates stacked with other kinds of corn atop them, seemingly shocking Touya into a stupor as he stared at me.


      “...Seriously? Sure, the cob I had was pretty good, but corn isn’t something that you’re meant to eat a lot of in one go, right?” Touya asked. “Besides, I just ate breakfast, so...”


      According to what Yuki had told us, the morning was the best time for harvesting tasty corn. Because of that, it was still rather early in the day, so I nodded back in response to Touya.


      “That means that you can calmly assess the pure umami of corn without an empty stomach to sway your heart,” I replied.


      “You’re putting me on the spot again!” Touya exclaimed. “Well, in any case, I guess I can do this. Here goes.”


      He’d never say “no” to a request from a friend, even if he complained about it later. This was something I really appreciated about Touya. He clasped his hands together before he started mowing down the cobs, eventually looking like he was in a bit of pain by the time he finished. He even placed a hand on his stomach and let out a disgusting burp.


      “Ugh. That was really painful in all sorts of ways, including the taste,” said Touya.


      “The taste? Does that mean the corn didn’t taste good?” I asked.


      “Nah, it was more like they tasted bland and chalky,” Touya replied. “The first cob tasted decent, but I got sick of the taste after throwing back a couple of those cobs in a row. Also, I gotta say, it sucks when you get a bit of the husk stuck in your teeth.”


      According to Touya, the second cob he ate wasn’t very sweet and seemed watery, while the third was more chalky despite being sweeter. As for the last three, he apparently thought that they were quite hard and chalky.


      “Taking everything into consideration, I guess the corn we grew was much more edible than we expected,” I said.


      “Indeed. At first I thought it would be hard to actually grow something like sweet corn because of those ears Yuki had bought in Kelg,” said Natsuki. “Also, the chalkier types of corn are seemingly similar to dent corn.”


      “Dent corn? What’s that?” Touya asked.


      “In terms we’re familiar with, it’s a type of corn that’s used in making grits and cornstarch,” Natsuki replied.


      This explanation had come after Touya frowned and tilted his head, but it didn’t seem like he was getting it. In fact, he kept on blinking and turned his head in the other direction.


      “I’ve heard of cornstarch before, but what are grits?” Touya asked.


      “Hmm. Well, the kind of stuff you’d usually see on the outside of an English muffin is a kind of grit you might recognize,” Yuki replied. “They’re also used as an ingredient in all sorts of snacks.”


      Touya’s eyes beamed with excitement after Yuki brought up a simple example.


      “Snacks, you say?! Are you talking about those sticks and curly or pointy things?! Hell yeah!” Touya exclaimed. “Can we really eat those things again?!”


      “O-Oh, um...”


      Yuki’s eyes wandered around because she hadn’t expected to receive such an excited reaction from Touya, but Haruka chimed in to save her.


      “The snacks you’re thinking of aren’t actually all that easy to make,” said Haruka. “For example, a potato chip might seem simple, but it’s difficult to re-create the same crispy texture you’d find in a bag at a conv. Snack manufacturers are super committed to maintaining a consistently high quality.”


      “I see,” said Touya. “I guess the glory of snacks is too far away to be reached with a soft bite, right?”


      Touya smirked, as if he were proud of the metaphor he’d just strung together.


      “That’s so lame, Touya,” I said. “Besides, it’s not really a big deal.”


      “I occasionally crave a snack or two myself, but those cravings tend to fade away fast,” said Yuki.


      “I wouldn’t mind trying my hand at recreating convenience store snacks, but hearing your wordplay just took all the wind out of my sails, Touya,” said Haruka.


      A series of cold looks from Yuki, Haruka, and me flew directly at Touya, who then put a hand to his forehead.


      “Oh, damn it,” said Touya. “I guess I’ve ruined my chances.”


      “Ha ha. We can get around to making snacks in our spare time, but let’s focus on growing that corn for now,” said Natsuki. “While dent corn has all sorts of uses, we were trying to grow sweet corn.”


      “Yep. We might be able to breed something in the neighborhood of sweet corn with cross-pollination. We’d just need to exclude the three types of corn that Touya had described as hard and chalky,” said Yuki. “These plants can grow super fast if we use our compost, so it should be possible to make this happen.”


      Through normal methods, cross-pollination could only be used once a year, but we had a chance of increasing that to three times a year with our compost. However, we weren’t farmers—we were adventurers. So, I wasn’t sure if doing all this was really all that necessary.


      “It’ll take a lot of time and effort, so I think we should ask someone else to help us out if we really want this to succeed,” I said. “We should also wait and see how Touya feels in the long run before we go ahead with this. If you’re feeling rough after eating all that corn, Touya, talk to Haruka.”


      “I’m pretty sure I’ll be all right, but okay,” said Touya. “It looks like my condition’s ‘healthy’ based on what I’m seeing on my status screen.”


      “...Oh, yeah, I completely forgot about that category,” I said.


      It had slipped my mind because I hadn’t been checking out my status screen much lately.


      “I’m curious what the status screen will do if someone’s dealing with indigestion,” said Haruka.


      “It might make some beeping sounds before the text changes,” said Yuki.


      “This could end up being a useful experiment for learning more about the inner workings of status screens...” said Natsuki.


      The girls looked at Touya as if they were more concerned with the quest for knowledge instead of his health.


      “...I’d really appreciate it if any of you acted like you were a little worried about me,” said Touya.


      A simultaneously weird and uncomfortable expression washed over Touya’s face as he spoke his mind.


      Thankfully, Touya woke up feeling perfectly fine the next morning, so it seemed the “Condition” slice of the status screen could actually be trusted. But just to be safe, we kept an eye on him until we finished dinner. However...


      “...Looks like there’s no problem here,” I said.


      “Hm? What are you talking about?” Touya asked.


      I was kind of worried about the guy, honestly, but he seemed completely oblivious to the situation. Instead, he just turned his head to the side and looked at me all funny.


      “Dude, this is exactly why no one ever worries over you,” I replied. “I’m talking about the corn that you ate yesterday.”


      “Oh, you got to eat some corn first, big bro Touya? I wanted some too!”


      “Don’t be so selfish, Met,” said Mary. “That corn was planted at Touya’s request, so it is only fair that he got the first bite.”


      Metea started pouting in response, but Mary swooped in and patted the little girl’s head in an attempt to calm her down.


      “This is the first time we’ve ever grown corn, so we wanted Touya to do the initial taste test. We needed to see if we’d had a boom or bust,” I said.


      “Oh, okay, but I still want some eventually!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Sure, let’s boil up a ton of it and dig in together sometime,” I said. “But just to make sure, you’re feeling completely fine, right, Touya?”


      “Yeah. I kept checking my status screen before bed, and my condition came back as ‘Healthy’ every time,” said Touya.


      Touya’s brain had been offline earlier, but it seemed like he still remembered what happened yesterday.


      “While you might simply have a cast-iron stomach, it’s still good to know you’re all right,” said Haruka. “Well, since we’ve just wrapped up dinner, why don’t we bust into a little bit of this corn while we’re here?”


      “Yay!”


      Metea was so excited, she started shouting right away, and it didn’t take long for the rest of us to join in. After that, the girls boiled Touya’s three highest-rated types of corn and passed it out around the table.


      “...I see,” I said. “Seems like wolf boy was right on the money.”


      I found our corn to be fairly similar to the lower-quality ears you’d find in a Japanese supermarket. The ears I’d sampled were at their best since they’d just been boiled, but the taste didn’t hold a candle to sweet corn back on Earth.


      “Mm. We threw a pinch of salt into the pot before boiling them, but all three types of this corn are perfectly fine to eat as is,” said Natsuki. “The husks are a bit annoying to eat around, but we’ll just have to put up with it.”


      “Aggh! They’re so delicious, sweet, and crunchy!” Metea exclaimed. “I’d love to have more every so often!”


      “This is the kind of corn you can buy from the market in Kelg, right? I had no idea there were veggies like this around those parts,” said Mary. “We could’ve been eating a much more balanced diet if we knew about this before.”


      The expression on Mary’s face had taken a sad, almost regretful turn. It was as if she were dwelling on memories of the days she spent in Kelg with her father. However, Yuki just awkwardly shook her head in response.


      “Uh, well, you wouldn’t have been able to preserve raw corn. Those ears would’ve lost their sweetness fast. I don’t think it would’ve made much of a difference,” said Yuki. “After all, I’m pretty sure there aren’t any farmers in those parts who own a magic bag. The ears we bought were dried out, remember?”


      “...Oh, right,” said Mary. “I guess this is something you can only taste if you grow corn yourself.”


      “Indeed. There aren’t many people who have the time to experiment with their corn, so that’s probably why it isn’t a particularly popular vegetable,” said Haruka. “But if the first batch is this solid, I suppose it would be a good idea to keep growing our own corn.”


      “Yeah. We have plenty of room to spare in the yard,” said Yuki. “And we can afford to convert more of it into a field too.”


      “Yep, a little over half of the yard is still free to use,” I said.


      We hadn’t tried our hand at a mass grow operation in the fields since our first rapeseed harvest, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to ask the kids over at the orphanage for their help again.


      “Nah, let’s shelve the extra farmland idea for now,” said Haruka. “Anyway, didn’t we talk about building a brewery in a corner of the yard? With that in mind, it’d be a shame if we narrowed up the yard too much and lost the space for flower-viewing parties and the like.”


      “Oh yeah, I completely forgot about that,” said Touya. “By the way, how’re the koji mold experiments going, Natsuki?”


      “Swimmingly and moving along without a hitch,” said Natsuki. “I was planning on sharing the results tomorrow, but would you like to see them today?”


      Touya nodded, so Natsuki ran off to the lab and returned with a petri dish in hand. However, the “results” only looked like moldy rice to me. Mary and Metea also took a peek at it, but they were both baffled by the mold. As for Touya, he put a hand to his chin and started nodding to himself.


      “So this is koji mold, huh? I have no idea what’s going on in this dish, but it’s amazing,” I said.


      “Really? Isn’t moldy food inedible?” Metea asked.


      “Some edible molds do exist, Met,” I replied. “You know how there are fruits and nuts that are too bitter to eat? Even with all the tasty ones you can eat? It’s kind of like that.”


      Metea’s eyes went wide after she heard my explanation.


      “Wow! But there are some of them that make you feel sick even though they look delicious, so we gotta be careful!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Exactly,” I said. “It’s best to avoid eating anything you don’t recognize.”


      There were plenty of fruit and nuts that looked edible at first glance, so I understood the temptation. You’d usually be hurting and feeling mighty regretful if you tried something just because a bird did.


      “I don’t do that anymore,” said Metea. “I’m a smart girl who’s hit the books!”


      “Yeah, books sure are wonderful,” said Mary. “They’ve made exploring forests so much fun!”


      The sisters both nodded to themselves. I’d seen them pluck a fruit on occasion, mostly whenever the party was trudging through a forest. It seemed that the tidbits they’d been picking up through reading had been put to good use—primarily for their enjoyment.


      “I’d already heard that things were going well, but I’m impressed you were able to turn around with actual results so quickly, Natsuki,” I said.


      “My Pharmacy skill came in clutch here,” said Natsuki. “I’ve been consistent with my training, after all.”


      Natsuki’s smile implied she was fairly confident in herself, so I simply nodded along. The Pharmacy skill rarely had opportunities to shine since it was often outshone by Light Magic, but Natsuki kept tinkering with it regardless. She’d ended up becoming capable of making all sorts of drugs and medicines that were stored away for an emergency.


      In a way, we’d been lucky that we’d never needed any of them. Since Natsuki could also use Light Magic, a situation that actually called for her drugs would’ve been a dire one. She could whip up energy drinks too, but since we were all still fairly young, we could just rest if needed. All that said, Natsuki’s Pharmacy prowess hadn’t been of much use to the party, but it sure came in handy with her experiments.


      Well, I guess this isn’t anything out of the ordinary. We’ve used our skills in all sorts of unorthodox ways to begin with.


      “Your acceleration box helped out so much, especially when I used it in tandem with my Warmth, Disinfect, Cure Poison, and Treatment spells,” said Natsuki. “There’s no convenience like magic.”


      “Cure Poison and Treatment, eh?”


      “Yeppo,” said Natsuki. “I’m super grateful for Yuki and Haruka’s help too.”


      Damn, did they work super hard or something?


      I glanced over to the pair, only for them to awkwardly smile back at me. I had no clue who’d helped with what when it came to magic and taste testing the mold, but I was sure it was no easy task.


      “By the way, how exactly did you get the mold cultivation to work?” I asked.


      “Well, you see, it’s possible to cultivate an alkaline koji mold, so I isolated the mold and grew it on an alkaline agar plate,” Natsuki replied. “After that, I moved each colony to separate petri dishes, and—”


      “Oh, yeah, okay, thanks for the explanation,” I said. “I get the picture.”


      All I understand here is that I don’t understand this, Natsuki.


      “W-Well, I think all that matters is that this will let us make koji rice, right?” Touya asked. “Is that how it’s supposed to look? It’s kind of yellow, so...”


      “There are all different kinds of koji rice. I used white rice back in Japan, but I know there’s a black kind for making shochu,” Natsuki replied. “This time around, I went with what seems to be the strongest strain of the bunch. The taste of things like miso, soy sauce, and sake can change drastically depending on the koji that you use. So, if we don’t like this, we’ll have to use something else that better fits our tastes.”


      “I see,” I said. “I guess koji is way harder to make than I first thought.”


      I’d been under the impression that Natsuki could make all sorts of goods with that little koji sample, but it seemed I was wrong.


      “Well, it’s less that it is hard to make, and more that certain kinds of koji are better suited to specific purposes. The strain Natsuki cultivated seems to be quite powerful anyway,” said Haruka. “I’m not sure what your standard koji mold is like, but this one can survive being mixed in with freshly steamed rice. Also, if we sprinkle a little koji on top of a rice bowl and throw it into the acceleration box for an hour at room temp, we should have ourselves some rice koji.”


      “Even without the box, it only takes a few hours to make rice koji,” said Yuki. “Actually, you can make some amazake in about an hour if you mix koji rice into rice porridge! We took a few sips of the amazake and it ruled. So, we were pretty happy with the results.”


      I’d been completely unaware of this, but it seemed that Yuki and Haruka had already taken that koji mold into the kitchen. Their first couple of tries had been a complete failure, but the girls had walked out of it all with a finalized koji mold that was powerful and suitable for what they wanted to make.


      “Amazake? What kind of drink is it?” Metea asked.


      “Oh, well, it’s a traditional sweet drink from our homeland,” Yuki replied.


      Amazake was kind of strange in a way because you could find it with and without alcohol, but the nonalcoholic variety was far more common. Metea seemed quite interested in the drink and leaned forward after Yuki went over the broad strokes.


      “A sweet drink? I want to try it!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Really? I’m not sure if we have any left over, but I’ll take a look,” said Yuki.


      Yuki walked away to hunt down some amazake and eventually returned with a milky white liquid. She poured what little she had left into a handful of small cups, then passed them all around the table. As they weren’t familiar with amazake, Metea and Mary cautiously brought the cups to their lips. However, they both looked surprised immediately after taking their sips.


      “Whoa, this isn’t just sweet, it’s delicious!” Metea exclaimed.


      “The sweetness is a little different from sugar, but it’s amazing that such a tasty drink can be made in only an hour!” Mary exclaimed.


      Upon trying it out for myself, I noticed the amazake was almost sickly sweet, but went down real smooth. It seemed that it only took an hour to transform a bowl of rice porridge into this sweet drink, so Mary’s reaction was totally natural.


      “Hmm. We sort of knew this from our time messing around with inspiel sauce, but the bacteria and fungi in this world are pretty incredible,” I said.


      “Yeah, and it’s a good thing we’ve found the useful ones,” said Touya. “Imagine what would happen if something like flesh-eating bacte—”


      “Keep your mouth shut, Touya!” I yelled as I hastily threw my hands over his mouth.


      We’ll be doomed if we run into fast-growing bacteria like that, Touya! Don’t jinx us! Sure, we might be able to handle it with the Disinfect spell, but I’d rather not think about it! I hope the prayers to Advastilis-sama will lower the scary bacteria encounter rate. And I have the Luck! blessing anyway, so it should help keep us safe, right? Please...


      “We haven’t had any problems yet, so relax,” said Haruka. “More importantly, Natsuki’s efforts allowed us to collect a whole bunch of koji spores, so we should let Tomi in on this. Believe me, we nabbed way more than we ever expected.”


      “Really?!” I exclaimed.


      “Yes, really,” said Haruka.


      She nodded back at me with a completely straight face. Apparently, the koji mold could grow rapidly if cultivated under favorable conditions.


      “After doing a little reverse math based on the amount of koji mold we need, I’d say we already have enough spores to make a metric ton of koji rice,” said Yuki.


      “I see,” said Touya. “In that case, I’ll dash over to Tomi’s place.”


      “Huh? There’s no need to rush, Touya,” said Haruka.


      It’d been a while since we’d finished dinner, so it was already fairly dark outside. Haruka looked confused by how eager Touya was to get going on this, but he just shook his head.


      “Well, I mean, Tomi and Gantz-san have been nagging at me about this for a while now. I think it’d be best if we got this out of the way quickly,” said Touya. “If I tell them now, they should be able to get going on it tomorrow. Also, I’d like a little sake myself, so see ya!”


      Touya got out of his chair, waved at everyone, and ran out in a flash.


      “...I wonder if he wants to kick off the brewery construction tomorrow,” said Haruka.


      “Nah, I don’t think he’d rush things that much,” I said. “In any case, let’s just leave this up to Touya. All we need is this koji to make sake, right?”


      “Well, the answer is both yes and no,” said Natsuki.


      “Huh? What do you mean?” I asked.


      I was very confused by Natsuki’s ambiguous answer. Koji was the first thing that popped up in my mind whenever I thought of Japanese sake, so...


      “Do you know how to make sake, Nao-kun?”


      “Uh, well, you just have to make koji rice, add water, and leave it alone after you mix them together, right?”


      “Oh, that’s what I thought too before Natsuki set me straight,” said Yuki.


      Yuki nodded along, as if she were on my side. Meanwhile, Natsuki simply chuckled.


      “You’re more or less right, but I suppose you will probably understand things a little better if I give you a simple explanation on how sake is made,” said Natsuki. “You see...”


      According to Natsuki, sake was made in two major steps. One, converting starch into sugar, and two, converting that sugar into alcohol. Koji mold was used in the first step, and something else was apparently applied in the second.


      “There’s a handful of naturally occurring yeasts that are conducive to fermenting alcohol, so the sorts of bacteria and fungi found within breweries were once used in the process. However, producing a consistent tasting sake wasn’t possible with that method, and it didn’t always work either,” said Natsuki. “As a result, the breweries back in Japan ended up cultivating a specific strain of yeast for the exact purpose.”


      To kick it all off, you apparently needed to make a starter mash—a mixture of water, rice koji, steamed rice, and yeast. After a few more rounds of adding water, rice koji, and steamed rice, you’d end up with a mixture known as moromi once it had been fermented.


      “After the moromi has fermented for a while, you’re meant to press it, filter, and pasteurize it. Then you just have to adjust the alcohol content before wrapping things up and you’re left with Japanese sake,” said Natsuki.


      “O-Oh, this is way more complex than I thought,” I said. “You’ve already made amazake; I thought you just had to let it ferment to get sake.”


      “That could work if you’re lucky, but you’d be gambling with a very low chance of success,” said Natsuki. “It could turn into vinegar or simply rot.”


      She continued on, mentioning that the starter mash was used to create an acidic environment for the mixture. It would give rise to a culture of lactic acid bacteria that would inhibit the growth of the kind of bacteria that would lead to spoilage. Apparently, this would increase one’s chance of successfully brewing some sake.


      “There are apparently some newer methods that involve adding in lactic acid separately,” said Natsuki. “However, adding in water and rice koji little by little over several batches is done to keep the acidity from diluting too much.”


      “I see,” I said. “By the way, how’d you make sake back at home, Natsuki?”


      “We used a traditional method. I think the taste was never consistent, but it didn’t matter since it was being brewed for use in rituals,” said Natsuki. “Oh, just to be clear, I’m referring to how it was all done at my folks’ shrine.”


      Natsuki lifted one of her fingers as she added that caveat to the end. I had a feeling that she knew way more, but it might’ve been a really bad idea to push the topic further.


      “Well, I thought koji mold was the key to it all, but I guess it’s not that simple,” I said.


      “Koji mold is definitely important, but yeah,” said Haruka. “Though, we can make miso and soy sauce now.”


      “That’s all I really care about, so I don’t mind if we put sake on the back burner for now,” I said. “Wait, you don’t have the yeast needed to make sake yet, right? Touya already headed off to contact Tomi, but...”


      “Yes, that’s right,” said Natsuki. “We haven’t gone looking for it yet.”


      It was easy to find the right kind of yeast for brewing in Japan, but not in this world. Since we didn’t have a brewery of our own, we couldn’t work with any of those naturally occurring yeasts either. Not to mention that it wouldn’t just conveniently appear out of the blue if we built a brewery tomorrow.


      “Haruka, are you sure we don’t need to stop Touya?” I asked. “Given what he said earlier, I have a feeling that this might get us in trouble.”


      Gantz-san and Tomi desired booze like no one else, especially the latter, given his dwarven proclivities for alcohol. If Touya ended up bringing them over, I was sure they’d whine and moan for ages if I said we couldn’t make sake yet. However, Haruka simply shrugged and shook her head.


      “Yeah, just relax,” said Haruka. “It’s not like you can build a brewery in a day anyway.”


      “That’s true,” said Natsuki. “There’s no need for us to go out of our way to finish all the necessary preparations.”


      “Yep! The guys need to put in their fair share of hard work too,” said Yuki.


      The girls smiled after glancing at each other, so it seemed like isolating a koji mold had been a struggle even for them. If it was a cakewalk, they wouldn’t have needed to use Cure Poison on occasion.


      “Well, I don’t mind working on this until we successfully brew our own sake at least once,” said Haruka. “If we do, we should be able to isolate the yeast.”


      “Indeed. After that, we can either keep using that yeast or start looking for another one,” said Natsuki. “Trying out various different types of koji and yeast is perfectly fine if we’re looking for a variety of flavors in our sake.”


      “We’ll leave that task up to the alcoholics,” said Yuki.


      The girls only really wanted to brew something that could be used as cooking sake. They had no plans to sell it, nor did they care about brewing devious hooch either.


      “I think it’s better to make amazake than booze,” said Metea. “I’d love to drink more.”


      “I can’t drink booze either, so I’d also prefer amazake,” said Mary. “A sweet drink is very valuable, after all.”


      “Oh, right, most sweet beverages aren’t exactly affordable,” said Yuki. “Not to mention that fruit and sugar are both rather expensive.”


      Yuki nodded a few times, as if the sister’s thoughts made perfect sense to her. Most kids could never afford any sort of sweet drink.


      “In that case, let’s make some more amazake,” said Haruka. “After all, it’s rather sweet and nutritious.”


      “Back home, people apparently drank amazake in the summer as a remedy for heat stroke and fatigue,” said Natsuki. “I’m down with this idea too.”


      Summer was right around the corner, and it’d be the first one we’d spend as a family with Mary and Met. The sisters were nothing but smiles after they heard Natsuki and Haruka’s decision.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      I’d expected to see Tomi and Gantz-san standing outside the front gates first thing in the morning, but it was Simon-san instead. His arms were crossed and he seemed pretty grumpy from what I could tell. Everyone felt intimidated by his presence, but we couldn’t just ignore him. So, I walked over to see what he wanted.


      “Um, I was kind of expecting to see Tomi or Gantz-san this morning. What are you doing here, Simon-san?” I asked.


      “I’m here because you need to build a brewery if you’re gonna make booze, you dunce!” Simon-san yelled. “I’ve been waiting for your party to reach out, but you never got around to it! I heard that you’ve finally made some progress on this, but that’s only because Gantz said something!”


      Simon-san was always something of a loudmouth, so he probably wasn’t all that upset with what I’d asked. However, my party had caused a few problems for him since we’d been vague with the finer details.


      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “But, brewing booze isn’t exactly a high priority for the party right now, so...”


      “Not a high priority, huh? Hooch and hollerin’ adventurers usually go together like crackers and cheese, but I guess that isn’t the case here,” said Simon. “So?”


      He let out a huge sigh, loosening up after taking a quick glance at the kids and the girls. After that, his gaze recentered on me.


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      The sudden “So?” that came out of Simon-san’s mouth confused me, but he slapped me on my back.


      “I’m asking where you’re planning to build that brewery!” Simon-san yelled. “Better show me the way, and do it now!”


      “N-Now? There’s no need to rush, so—”


      “Whenever there’s a new king of hooch at stake, we absolutely have to rush, you dunce!” Simon-san yelled. “The local official overseeing Laffan also has high hopes for this project!”


      Man, it’s really hard to reason with alcoholics. Hm? Wait, what?


      “What does the local official have to do with this? Doesn’t this only involve Tomi, Gantz-san, and yourself?” I asked.


      The aforementioned official was a fellow by the name of Joseph Feida. My party had only done business with him once, and that was through Diola-san for the sale of red tyrant strike ox bones. But since the furniture business was the backbone of Laffan, Simon-san was in regular contact with Feida. This was because Simon-san was not only a veteran carpenter but was also in charge of the largest workshop in town. The pair met up in person quite a bit, actually, and the topic of booze had recently been brought up between them.


      “Um, Simon-san. Just to be clear, we need this grain known as ‘rice’ so we can make this drink we have in mind,” said Haruka. “But it doesn’t seem like rice is commonly grown in these parts, so this isn’t a venture we can tackle right now, and—”


      She’d just hesitantly laid out the biggest hurdle we’d need to climb before brewing sake at a large scale would be possible. However, Simon-san completely ignored Haruka, choosing to stomp the ground as he made a declaration of his own.


      “That’s none of my business! It’s up to Gantz and Feida to take care of this!” Simon-san yelled. “My job is to build a brewery! Besides, you can just have those two order whatever you need!”


      “Seriously?”


      I mean, sure, I guess someone of the official’s standing could have rice shipped this way in bulk, but is that really a viable solution? Or rather, did Simon-san and Gantz-san have him in mind back then when they mentioned having connections they could count on? Brewing sake is really just a fun side hobby for us, so I’m worried how things will turn out if Feida-san gets involved.


      However, Simon-san pushed me along as he didn’t care about the specifics at all.


      “Come on, tell me where you want that brewery built!” Simon-san yelled.


      “O-Okay,” I said.


      ★★★★★★★★


      We walked toward a plot of land located to the left of our home and just inside the front gate—in between the house and the fields. This stretch was on the narrow side, but still wide enough to fit your standard-sized home. I hadn’t a clue as to what sort of brewery Simon-san was looking to build, but this was probably the right place to do it.


      “What do you think of this area, Simon-san?” I asked.


      “Hmm. It’s not bad at all,” Simon-san replied. “Yuki, Nao, the two of you can use Earth Magic, right? Give me a hand here for a while.”


      “Huh? Us? I mean, we can install a foundation just fine, but carpentry isn’t our forte,” said Yuki.


      “I’m not expecting that from you two at all!” Simon-san yelled. “I just need your help with building an underground cellar!”


      He started off by roping off the construction site, driving a stake into each corner, and tying them all together so he could roughly map out the building’s footprint. The space was six by twenty meters and took up around 120 square meters, covering up a majority of the plot I’d pointed out to Simon-san. On top of the underground cellar Simon-san had asked about, there’d be a decent-sized one-story building. All in all, there’d probably be plenty of floor space.


      “That should do it,” said Simon-san. “Get digging inside this space.”


      Simon-san pointed toward the rope as he grabbed a stick to draw in the ground. Everyone else seemed to understand this would probably take a while. After sending each other signals with their eyes for a few moments, they all came to a conclusion.


      “In that case, we’ll be heading back inside,” said Haruka. “Good luck, Yuki, Nao.”


      “Please remember to take a break whenever you’re feeling tired,” said Natsuki. “If either of you need something, I can whip it up right away.”


      “You got this, Nao-san,” said Mary.


      “Good luck, big bro Nao and big sis Yuki!” Metea exclaimed.


      “We’re all rooting for you,” said Touya. “Let me know if you need my help with anything that needs a little raw strength.”


      Everyone smiled at Yuki and me as they tried to run off. I didn’t mind if Mary, Metea, Touya, and Natsuki wanted to leave, but...


      “Oh, wait, Haru—”


      “Get to work right away!”


      I tried asking Haruka to stay around since she could use Earth Magic too, but Simon-san slapped me on the back before I could finish. She ended up using that opportunity to slip away.


      Damn it. I can’t believe my own fiancée has abandoned me like this! Haruka, I am so dragging you out here once my mana’s gone!


      “...Fine, fine. How exactly do you want us to go about digging here?” I asked.


      “Yeah, we’re gonna need some specific instructions,” said Yuki. “We can’t just go digging holes willy-nilly, right?”


      I had no clue how you’d go about building a proper cellar, so I had a feeling that it wasn’t just digging a hole. A proper foundation, footings, and sturdy pillars would be absolutely vital in supporting the building built atop it. Simon-san lifted a hand up to his chin and paused in thought for a bit after he heard our questions.


      “Hmm. How strong is your magic?” Simon-san asked. “It’d make things a lot easier if you could harden the walls, so...”


      “Yeah, we should be able to do that,” said Yuki. “Right, Nao?”


      “It depends on the hardness you’re looking for, but we can probably make a wall as hard as your standard rock,” I said.


      Adding any sort of glassy property to the ground would be a major strain on our mana, but if we just made the soil hard as a rock, then it wouldn’t be much of a problem—especially if we pushed the ground out from each hole. In fact, it would be much easier than piling up earth and forming sturdy walls from there.


      “Well, it also depends on how deep we’re digging,” I said. “How far down do you need us to go, Simon-san?”


      “Well, I was planning on one floor at first, but it’d be great if you could dig up three floors worth,” said Simon-san. “It’d be hard to do it by hand, but your magic should do the trick.”


      Oh, please, magic isn’t as omnipotent as you think it is, Simon-san.


      “Three underground floors? That’s very deep, Simon-san,” said Yuki. “How many meters down are you thinking?”


      “Twelve meters should do the job,” said Simon-san.


      “...Twelve?”


      Wouldn’t that give us three underground floors with super high ceilings? Once you factor in the ground and ceiling thickness, it’d easily exceed three and a half meters per floor. Sure, tall floors might be normal for a brewery, but I don’t think we have the mana to pull this off. Hmm...


      “Won’t we be stuck down there if we dig that deep, Simon-san?” I asked.


      “That’s what scaffoldings are for,” Simon-san replied exasperatedly. “There’s no way a carpenter could do what they do best without them, right?”


      Yuki and I glanced at each other.


      “Right. The job won’t be over after we dig those holes and harden the walls, so that makes sense,” said Yuki.


      “Yeah, I guess we can do that,” I said. “What if we hit groundwater and the like?”


      “We shouldn’t have to worry about that here,” said Simon-san. “There was a village around here years and years ago, so I know how far down the groundwater will be. The well behind your house is quite deep, right?”


      “Oh, yeah,” I said.


      Our home was located in Laffan’s old town district—a place where people lived in Laffan’s early days, before it had become a town. Apparently, knowledge surrounding the nearby water veins had been passed down through the generations. We rarely looked down the well since we could make our own water, but Simon-san was probably right in it being rather deep if my memories were correct.


      “Leave the fine details to me and my fellow carpenters,” said Simon-san. “You two just need to dig these holes to my exact specifications.”


      “Is that so? Okay,” I said.


      “But let’s head back to the gates first,” said Simon-san. “My guys should be here soon with the necessary tools for this job.”


      ★★★★★★★★★


      After waiting in front of the gate for a while, we spotted a group of people pulling a wagon behind them. I had a hunch that many hands would be needed for this project after I saw how Simon-san went about roping things off, but the total number still exceeded my expectations. According to Simon-san, he planned on erecting a two-story building for the aboveground section as well.


      Man, this is gonna be a huge project, isn’t it? What’ll happen if we can’t make sake? Won’t we lose a lot of money? Hmm. Well, it’s not like we went out of our way to bring in Simon-san, so I hope it’ll all work out okay by the end.


      “We’ve brought everything over, boss!”


      After he parked the wagon next to the gate, one of the young guys who worked at Simon-san’s workshop walked over to us. Most of his coworkers were fairly young guys as well, probably because the start of any construction project involved a lot of manual labor.


      “Carry all of it inside!” Simon-san yelled. “You two don’t mind, right?”


      “Yeah, of course,” said Yuki. “Try not to bash any walls while you’re walking in. We also have a home security system set up, so it might be dangerous if you accidentally wander off.”


      “O-Oh, I see,” said Simon-san. “Did you guys hear that properly? Heed her warning!”


      “Y-Yes, sir! We’ll be careful!”


      Simon-san and his dudes seemed a bit taken aback by Yuki’s warning and gestures toward our compound’s outer walls. Haruka and Yuki had developed the security system through alchemy and a little help from Edith’s research. The system had been installed to protect our home while we were away, and was incredibly reliable since it’d been crafted by a genius alchemist. However, the systems hadn’t seen much action so far since our neck of Laffan was fairly quiet.


      It’d only activate if someone tried to hop over or destroy a wall, so it wasn’t all that aggressive of a system. However, the one installed inside our actual house was far more attentive and lethal. If any of Simon-san’s dudes tried to make an unsightly move on Yuki or Natsuki, they’d either deeply regret all of their life choices or die before they even had the chance to.


      “Don’t worry, even if you do activate it, you’ll probably still manage to survive,” said Yuki.


      Yuki smiled as she tried to reassure the carpenters, but it had the opposite effect. All of them looked terrified as they carefully pulled the wagon toward the construction site.


      “All right. Start unpacking everything and prepare the scaffolding!” Simon-san yelled. “Yuki, Nao, start digging away!”


      “Okay,” I said. “How do you want us to dig? Do you want us to dig up the entire area?”


      “If that’s possible without burning through your mana, then go ahead,” said Simon. “Can you really do it?”


      “Oh, nah, I don’t think so,” said Yuki. “Right, Nao?”


      “Well, it’d be impossible to do in one day,” I said.


      We could slowly work our way down bit by bit for a while, but I wasn’t sure if that’d actually be efficient. I glanced at Simon-san for his opinion, and he nodded back at me, pointing toward the roped-off zone and tracing its boundaries.


      “I figured as much. In that case, start off by digging out and hardening the ground along where the cellar’s walls will be,” said Simon. “The rest of us will dig out the inner soil and carry it out. I called a lot of my boys out here for this anyway.”


      The roped-off zone was so huge, it would need tons of manual labor to dig it out. However, such a task was perfectly normal since heavy machinery didn’t exist in this world. The average physical ability of most people was better than that of most people on Earth, so there was a chance that this job wouldn’t be as hard as I thought.


      “Okay. Let’s get to work, Yuki,” I said.


      “Yep,” said Yuki. “This won’t be easy, but it’ll never end if we don’t get around to it.”


      We started off by digging a meter-wide hole down to Simon-san’s requested depth. From there, we set up scaffolding inside the hole and expanded it outward. We swapped back between digging to the left and to the right as we kept digging. Yuki and I alternated between digging and setting up scaffolds in order to make our progress more efficient.


      The two of us occasionally took a load off so we could recover our mana. While we did that, carpenters used the time to shovel out the middle and carried out the dirt in straw baskets—a slow and harrowing process from the looks of it. Those dudes were working hard, but there was only so much they could do by hand, even if they had plenty of stamina. Touya hopped in partway through to give the guys a hand, but even he struggled because he wasn’t familiar with this kind of work.


      “How long is this going to take, Simon-san?” I asked.


      If it was twelve meters deep, we’d end up with fourteen hundred cubic meters of space in total. Additionally, if we assumed that the bulk density of soil was one, then that would still add up to 1.44 million kilos. It would take up to fifty thousand trips back and forth to carry everything out if each straw basket could hold up to thirty kilos, and the distance of each trip would increase as we dug deeper, so...


      “Hmm. It’ll probably take a few days at this current pace,” Simon-san replied. “I guess it might be a good idea if I’d call more of my guys over.”


      Simon-san tilted his head as he watched his men work, but I was shocked because it sounded like he intended to seriously overwork them. The end seemed as if it were nowhere in sight—even if the number of people on-site doubled.


      “Um, do you have the budget to afford that?”


      I actually wanted to ask if Simon-san was sure nobody would run away from such harsh working conditions, but fleeing from work was somewhat suicidal in this world, so I changed my question.


      “Don’t worry about that,” Simon-san replied. “I’ve made a lot of money thanks to your party, so this is just a way of redistributing the wealth.”


      Through Simon-san’s efforts, the precious wood we’d harvested last year was now available to the many workshops across Laffan. He mentioned that he didn’t rip anyone off, but he’d been able to turn a profit due to the sheer volume and quality of that wood. Most of the guys here on-site were actually carpenters from other workshops, and it seemed that his “redistribution of wealth” was one of the reasons Simon-san had brought them on for this job. He apparently planned to pay them more than what construction workers would earn on average, so that was probably why they were all working very hard.


      “I’d love it if we could somehow make this process more efficient,” said Touya.


      Touya had a shovel slung over his shoulders when he chimed in. He looked like just another construction worker, so he fit in perfectly with the other guys. He wasn’t all that familiar with construction, but his powerful beastman physique allowed him to do the work of two people.


      “Well, it’s a lot more efficient than what we had to work with in the days before shovels,” said Simon. “You guys invented those, right?”


      “I mean, yeah, but I still think there’s room to improve,” said Touya. “For example, the straw baskets aren’t working all that well. Should we get around to building a wheelbarrow?”


      Touya brought up a new idea for a tool, but Simon-san furrowed his brows.


      “Huh? What’s that supposed to be?”


      “Oh, well, it’s a sort of tool that’s useful for carrying out tons of dirt and doing it quickly,” I said.


      Wheelbarrows were one-wheeled carts that were commonly used around construction sites back on Earth. A single worker could carry way more dirt with a wheelbarrow than two dudes lifting up a straw basket. It wasn’t nearly as draining either, since you wouldn’t actually need to lift anything, making the tool very useful for such a task. However, a wheelbarrow more or less needed a slope to work since they didn’t handle sharp angles all that well. Not to mention that we had another problem specific to the situation at hand.


      “Sure, a wheelbarrow would definitely help, but—”


      “Hell yeah! I’ll ask Tomi to build some for us!” Touya exclaimed. “He mentioned that he was looking for a new hot seller, so this’ll be perfect!”


      “Wait, Touya!” I exclaimed.


      He almost immediately threw his shovel into the ground and ran off toward the gates. I wanted to mention that it’d be pointless to see Tomi now since there was no way he could develop and craft a wheelbarrow in time for this project. However, Touya had ignored me and disappeared too fast.


      “Huh? Where did Touya go?” Yuki asked.


      Yuki hopped out from the nearby hole and tilted her head as she watched Touya fade into the distance.


      “He headed off to get Tomi’s help with building wheelbarrows,” I replied.


      “Oh, yeah, it’d be nice if we had some, but isn’t it a bit too late now?”


      “Exactly. Sorry about this, Simon-san.”


      “I still have no idea exactly what a wheelbarrow is, but I don’t mind,” said Simon. “Besides, we’re the ones who brought up the idea of building a brewery in the first place. There won’t be any delays in the construction schedule, even if Touya’s not around.”


      “...What about us?” I asked.


      “You’re irreplaceable, you dunce!” Simon-san yelled. “Sure, it’s technically possible to do all this by hand, but your magic makes things a lot easier. Let me know if you two ever need a job, because I’ll hire you right on the spot.”


      “Huh? What do you mean, Simon-san?” Yuki asked. “We’re already adventurers, so...”


      “I know, but it’s not a profession you can carry on with forever,” Simon-san replied. “You need to get married and have some kids. You especially, Yuki.”


      “Oh, ha ha, yeah...”


      Yuki chuckled awkwardly and glanced in my direction.


      Hmm. Well, I mean, this would be a blatant case of sexual harassment back in Japan, but Simon-san’s way of thinking is perfectly normal in these parts.


      Most girls around Yuki’s age in this world were already married, and they were expected to have kids. So, living the life of an adventurer was sort of an exception. Apparently, there’d been many cases in which women who couldn’t bear children were accused of being infertile and thrown out by their husbands in a divorce, and that didn’t sound too far off the standards in the past back in Japan. Farmers needed kids to pass their farmland down to, and it was the same for artisans and their workshops. Whether you had children or not was an important matter to resolve if you ever thought about retiring.


      Now that I think about it, Yasue got married a while back, right? I wonder if she’s already had a kid. She’ll definitely need someone to take over the family business, right? Hmm. Having kids is perfectly normal, but it’s still weird to think that one of my classmates might be a mom.
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      “Hm? Why are you looking at Nao, Yuki? Are you two in a relationship?” Simon-san asked. “I assumed that Nao was already with Haruka, so...”


      “Yeah, that’s rig—”


      “Nao actually plans to take care of all three of us, including Haruka and Natsuki,” said Yuki.


      “Huh?!”


      I was shocked by what she’d said, but Simon-san calmly nodded along as if he weren’t bothered by it at all.


      “I see. I guess there’s no need for me to worry,” said Simon. “In that case, I wouldn’t mind if you want to work for me part-time whenever you’re taking a paternity leave from adventuring.”


      “...It’s not right, Simon-san,” I said.


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      “I’m talking about the idea of marrying three girls,” I said.


      Polygamy was something that I had a hard time accepting, but Simon-san blinked a couple of times and looked at me as if I were speaking in tongues.


      “Really? Your party makes way more than I do, right? If so, then it’s perfectly normal,” said Simon. “Most artisans with money have more than one wife. I happen to have two wives myself.”


      Seriously? I mean, I’ve never heard Simon-san talk about his family before, but this is still really surprising. I initially thought only nobles have more than one wife. Is this really normal?


      “Is it normal to marry more than one person, Simon-san?” I asked.


      “If it’s someone who makes good money, then yeah,” Simon-san replied. “Marriage is tricky for guys who can’t take over the family business, and it only gets messier for the ones who work shady jobs, like adventuring. There’s high demand for guys who make good money.”


      “Yeah, that makes perfect sense!” Yuki exclaimed with a smile on her face. “Financially stable men definitely need to do their part!”


      The type of guy who could get married and support their family was somewhat rare apparently. For example, only the eldest child in a farming family could take over the family business, so their siblings would either end up working menial jobs or get sent packing. The same applied for artisans as well, so those who could find stable employment in a town tended to be very lucky. Most people either had to work as a day laborer sort of adventurer or be part of an actual party like mine to survive. Essentially, if you weren’t the eldest child, your prospects for the future were slim. Be it finding a job, climbing out of poverty, or getting married.


      “Most men can figure out a way to survive, but this is a tough life to live if you’re an unmarried woman,” I said.


      It was quite harsh and difficult for women to live by themselves in this world. This was mainly because most open jobs involved manual labor, so most women wouldn’t be earning as much as their male coworkers. I also had a feeling that sniffing out an eligible bachelor was a rather cutthroat competition. There were some professions that women excelled at, but that was a completely different story altogether.


      “Well, there are a handful of female adventurers out there who surround themselves with oodles of young guys,” said Simon.


      Oh, that makes sense. I guess reverse harems are viable if the woman surrounded by young dudes is someone capable of earning good money.


      “Yuki’s definitely not that kind of girl though,” said Simon.


      Simon-san shook his head after looking at Yuki, and she immediately nodded in return.


      “Yeah, exactly. I’d never do something like that,” said Yuki.


      “I figured as much,” said Simon. “Those sorts of adventurers usually don’t end up becoming mothers either.”


      “Really?” I asked.


      “Of course. Once they’ve got a bun in the oven, they’re not making any more money off adventuring and their party crumbles,” said Simon. “Do you really think that men who have become used to the life of a sugar baby will suddenly gain the will to work for themselves? Or rather, do you think they could actually find work even if they wanted to?”


      “Nope,” I said. “You can’t expect anything from moochers.”


      If the moneymaking adventurer were to get pregnant, the sudden lack of cash would probably doom the entire party. Childbirth was also inherently risky, and there was no way that even someone who lived the tough life of an adventurer could bounce back immediately after giving birth.


      “You’d probably get by just fine money-wise if you saved up beforehand, but I doubt the queens behind those harems have ever thought that far ahead,” said Yuki. “Bringing children into the world and raising them is hard work, after all.”


      “Yeah. There’s also a limit to what a father can help out with too,” I said.


      Day cares and nurseries didn’t exist in this world, and breast milk was essential because powdered milk wasn’t a thing either. Not to mention the lack of disposable diapers too. Overall, it wasn’t exactly easy to be a stay-at-home dad here.


      Simon-san suddenly patted my back while I was lost in thought, smiling at me as if he sympathized with me.


      “Supporting three wives won’t be easy, Nao, but money won’t be your only problem,” said Simon. “Good luck!”


      “Huh?”


      “Feel free to ask me for advice whenever you’d like,” said Simon. “I’ve learned a thing or two about this after all these years, after all!”


      “Oh, wai—”


      Simon-san firmly slapped my back one last time before he walked away to bark out instructions to his guys. I didn’t even have the chance to say something back to him. I was mighty puzzled as I watched him walk off, but Yuki suddenly appeared from below. She was grinning quite a bit as she looked up at me.


      “Good luck, Nao,” said Yuki.


      “...Have you been sneaking around trying to corner me, Yuki?”


      I had a feeling that Yuki always pounced at the opportunity to keep me from escaping the idea of polygamy, but she just shook her head in response as if I were actually completely wrong.


      “Of course not.”


      “Really?”


      “Yeah. I’ve been very open about this instead, and I’m sure I’ll eventually be able to corner you from all sides!”


      “What?!”


      “Ha ha! It’ll be too late by the time you realize it!”


      Yuki stuck out one of her hands as she declared her intentions. Man, I really can’t let my guard down around Yuki.


      “Now, then, we’ve been resting for long enough,” said Yuki. “Let’s get back to work.”


      “Uh, I kind of want to know about what you’re planning first, Yuki,” I said.


      “Don’t worry about it, Nao. If you haven’t realized anything yet, then it means my traps haven’t had an effect yet. So, there’s no point in fussing over them now, yep!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “R-Really?”


      I had a feeling that Yuki had dodged the subject, but she’d already climbed back down on the scaffolding. So, I was left pondering the answer as I followed her down and got back to work.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “I still can’t believe that Feida’s also in on this,” said Haruka.


      After leaving Nao and Yuki at the construction site, the rest of Meikyo Shisui headed back into the house. Once settled in the living room, the gang started talking about everything Simon had just shot off.


      “Yeaaaah, that was completely out of the blue,” said Natsuki. “Or more to the point, are you sure about leaving Nao-kun on his own out there? You can help him out with the wall conjuring, right?”


      Natsuki glanced out a window to watch Nao and Yuki hard at work, but Haruka sheepishly looked away, shaking her head.


      “I mean, yeah, I can technically help him, but Earth Magic isn’t my forte,” said Haruka. “Besides, there’s something more important that I wanted to bring up.”


      “Ah, you’re talking about Feida?” Natsuki asked.


      “Yeah,” Haruka replied. “We can’t just ignore his involvement, right?”


      “I thought this little project was only about making a little bubbly to go with dinner, but I guess we’re about to have a brewery in our backyard,” said Touya.


      It might’ve been just a roped-off plot of land to the party, but it was obviously spacious.


      “I’m also concerned about what’ll happen if we can’t make sake,” said Haruka.


      “Yeah, but I don’t think that Joseph Feida’s the kind of guy who’d throw a ton of ludicrous demands our way,” said Natsuki. “He should know about our ties to the viscount, and we’ve got Diola-san around too.”


      As far as making sake went, Meikyo Shisui hadn’t talked with Feida about it at all. The situation had only snowballed because Simon yapped to Feida about the party brewing some booze—there’d been no direct business pitch or anything of the sort. Nor had the party received any funding to tackle this project, so Feida couldn’t whine if things didn’t work out. Normally, this wouldn’t lead to any consequences for Nao and the gang, but...


      “...We really shouldn’t underestimate the powerful hands with a vested interest in the booze business,” said Haruka.


      Between alcohol taxes and issuing liquor licenses, Feida could stand to make a lot of cash off a new kind of booze. That much money could easily blind the man in greed.


      “Illias-sama said we could always count on her for help, big sis Haruka!” Metea exclaimed.


      Haruka grimaced, but Metea kept pulling on her sleeves and smiling in an attempt to reassure her. Mary nodded along and chimed in as well.


      “Yeah, that’s right!” Mary exclaimed. “She said we can reach out whenever!”


      “She made us a wonderful offer, but it’d be best if we handled this ourselves,” said Haruka.


      “That’s right. It’d be fine to ask Illias-sama for help with something regarding Metea-chan and Mary-chan, but we’d probably end up owing the viscount a favor if he gets involved,” said Natsuki.


      After resolving a situation surrounding a string of kidnappings, Meikyo Shisui found themselves under the patronage of House Nernas. In essence, the viscount had vowed to shield the party from noble interference. They’d also taken care of the time Metea and Mary went missing at the viscount’s mansion. But as the party had received mithril coins for their troubles, no one was currently on the hook for a favor. Since Meikyo Shisui wanted to remain independently operated, everyone was keen on avoiding situations that would alter their relationship with the viscount.


      “It should all work out as long as we can make that sake, so—wait. We don’t have a reliable rice source. We still need to take care of that,” said Haruka.


      “Simon-san mentioned something about Feida and Gantz-san taking care of it,” said Touya.


      “He did, but we shouldn’t let Feida get involved,” said Natsuki. “It’d be preferable if we could find some rice around Laffan, but...”


      “Well, the climate around here isn’t half bad for growing rice, so it could be doable,” said Touya. “For example, do you remember those wetlands—around where Riva fell down a hole? You might be able to grow some rice there, especially since there’s plenty of water nearby.”


      There’d been a barrash mushroom problem in Laffan a while back, and Meikyo Shisui had been brought on as bodyguards for Riva. They traveled to the wetlands southeast of town in order to take care of that problem, but Riva had suddenly fallen into the water through a marshland hole. The sight of her disappearing into thin air had likely left a lasting impression on Touya, but Haruka just glared at him.


      “Is that really the first thing that popped into that brain of yours, Touya? That’s super mean,” said Haruka.


      “Oh, yeah,” said Touya. “I’m sorry.”


      “Did you forget why we went there with her in the first place? There’s no way anyone would go to the trouble of farming out there,” said Haruka.


      The wetlands were incredibly dangerous for the average person, so farming out there with a constant detail of adventurers playing guard wasn’t a particularly realistic idea.


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” said Touya. “That said, I guess we’ll need a rice field or two closer to town.”


      “The nearest river is a decent way away, so we’d probably need to dig out a reservoir or figure out an irrigation system if we want to set up some new paddies. Both of those options will be quite the undertaking from a construction standpoint,” said Haruka.


      “Well, Haruka, there’s also the possibility that we bought some upland rice,” said Natsuki.


      Haruka blinked a couple of times, seemingly confused by Natsuki’s statement. However, Haruka seemingly had an epiphany seconds later and nodded back.


      “That’s true, I guess that not all rice is grown in paddies,” said Haruka. “If so, we wouldn’t need to fool around with either of those options, but monocropping could hurt the soil.”


      When applied to most crops, the practice of monocropping often came with significant negatives—tanking a plant’s growth rate chief among them. On the other hand, those issues could be avoided by simply draining the paddies, allowing other crops to grow there without resorting to rotation methods like the Norfolk four-course system. Paddies were an incredibly effective way of farming, but they were only possible with access to a suitable water source.


      “Uh, I think growing or importing rice might be beyond us right now,” said Touya.


      “Yeah, you’re right about that,” said Haruka. “Making delicious sake is the best we can do for now, but that can be used as bait to spur on a large-scale grow operation around here. It’d be great if we didn’t need to make a big trip out of getting rice.”


      The party had bought some rice in Clewily—enough to last them a whole year. However, that rice supply wouldn’t last if it was also used for making sake. They’d run out of rice eventually, so Haruka’s reasoning behind setting up a large-scale operation was sound.


      “Well, we’ve got the koji mold, so we might as well try our hand at brewing up every kind of booze we can,” said Haruka. “We might earn ourselves a little more sway this way too.”


      “Huh? There’s no way you can create a new kind of hooch so easily, right, Haruka?” Touya asked.


      He let out a chuckle and shrugged after hearing Haruka’s out-of-the-blue idea. However, Haruka lifted a finger to her chin, tilted her head, and smiled right back at Touya.


      “Nah, it’s actually not as hard as you’d expect,” said Haruka. “You only really need sugar or a starch to get started anyway. You can make booze out of the wildest ingredients. For example, you’ve heard of tequila, right?”


      “Yeah, don’t they make it in Mexico?”


      “Correct. Now, do you know what it’s made from?”


      “Hm? Uh, well, um, potatoes?”


      Tequila couldn’t be made with potatoes nor through the sole use of the country’s most important crop—corn. Touya had answered just as Haruka expected, prompting her to crack a wide smile.


      “Bzzt. Wrong answer, ha ha,” said Haruka. “I said you can make booze from the wildest ingredients, didn’t I? You know what I’m talking about, right, Natsuki?”


      “Mm. It’s rather famous, actually,” said Natsuki. “Blue agave is the answer she was looking for.”


      “...Huh? Isn’t that the massive plant that only blooms once in its lifetime? And doesn’t it only happen every couple decades or so, meaning it might show up in the news?”


      “Yeah, that’s right, Touya,” said Haruka.


      The date of an agave bloom tended to scale with the plant’s overall growth, so it could bloom within a decade if kept in its natural habitat. However, it would take anywhere from twenty to thirty years if moved to a climate like Japan’s. In that case, they’d wither away shortly after blooming.


      “If I recall correctly, agave stems are used to make tequila,” said Natsuki.


      “R-Really? I had no idea that they were grown like any other crops,” said Touya.


      He’d instantly thought of the massive agave plants that could be found in a botanical garden, and to his credit, he wasn’t off the mark by that much. These plants were harvested before they could bloom, so they’d lack the huge stalks one would see in the news. However, an agave’s leaves were far larger than the average wingspan of most people. Considering that it could take over a decade for the plant to reach maturity, Japan’s small fields weren’t exactly a great place to grow agave.


      “I think there’s also another kind of booze you can make with potatoes, but I can’t for the life of me remember what it is,” said Haruka.


      “I believe it’s called ‘aquavit,’” said Natsuki. “But as Haruka’s already said, we can make hooch with all sorts of ingredients, including food waste. However, whether or not it’ll taste any good is a completely different story.”


      Blackstrap molasses was a very common kind of food waste, often used in making drinks like shochu. But it was hard to say if it was actually a waste product or a by-product.


      “Uh, isn’t making booze pointless if it doesn’t taste good?” Touya asked.


      “Don’t worry, Touya. Most alcohol is drinkable as long as you distill it,” Haruka replied. “Probably, that is.”


      “‘Probably’? You can’t be serious, right?”


      Touya couldn’t really find it in himself to believe Haruka after she gave that half-assed answer. If someone was going to sell booze, they absolutely had to be mindful of the product’s quality. However, Haruka seemingly didn’t care and simply shrugged it off.


      “I mean, I’m not a drinker, so it doesn’t really matter to me,” said Haruka. “Anyways, we can just slap something together and let our resident alcoholics try it out. I’m sure that Tomi and Simon-san will give us their fair and accurate opinions that way.”


      “I-If you say so,” said Touya. “Well, actually, what would be the point in going out of our way to make booze anyway?”


      “Diversification of our revenue streams,” said Haruka. “We can’t rely on a steady drip of adventuring jobs forever. Sure, we’ve managed fine so far, but we’ll need to think about retirement eventually, so...”


      She’d just brought up their future in response to Touya’s question. Natsuki paused in thought and blinked a few times after she heard that, the confusion on her face quickly giving way to a serious expression. She then turned to face Haruka.


      “...Wait, are you thinking about this because we fell off that cliff, Haruka?” Natsuki asked.


      “Well, that’s definitely one reason,” Haruka replied. “We wouldn’t need to scramble with multiple income streams in place.”


      Everyone in Meikyo Shisui had agreed to continue their adventuring work to the best of their abilities, but there hadn’t been a common consensus as to exactly how much money they should all be saving up for retirement. Haruka and Nao could take their time because they were elves, but those who lived shorter lives would be forced to retire earlier. Not to mention the myriad of wrenches that could be thrown in from huge life events like marriage. There was no guarantee that everyone would end up retiring at the same time, and it was also very possible that a lack of funds could keep them from doing so.


      “It’s important that we make plans ahead of time to ensure our future selves won’t have to take any unnecessary risks to survive,” said Haruka.


      “I mean, yeah, I’ve heard stories of how people have struggled to find work after retiring from the adventurer’s lifestyle, so you’re not wrong,” said Touya. “It’s apparently super hard to find a steady gig, so opening up a food cart might be an option, and—actually, you girls might do just fine if you open up a restaurant.”


      “Mm. I don’t mean to brag, but I’m fairly sure we could make it happen without a hitch,” said Haruka. “But what about you, Touya? Nao can probably find work just fine since he can use magic, but what are you gonna do if your joints start wearing out? Do you have enough money for retirement?”


      “Argh! You hit a sore spot!”


      Touya was the only party member who’d struggle in retirement. His friends could keep on raking in the money with their magic or hard-earned skills, but blacksmithing was all Touya could do. Since he knew Gantz and Tomi, Touya could probably work as their assistant, but it wouldn’t net him much money at all.


      “You could always save up tons of money while you’re still working. That way, you could live comfortably, but as a person and potential father, it would be best if you kept working after your adventuring days are over,” said Haruka.


      “Indeed. Your kids might start asking why you’re not working if you don’t have a job,” said Natsuki.


      An anxious look appeared on Touya’s face as he suddenly clutched his chest. It seemed as if he’d just vividly imagined Natsuki’s nightmare scenario.


      “Y-Yikes, that’d be so embarrassing!”


      Touya aimed to find himself an adorable, fuzzy-eared wife and start a family with her. But if his future children asked him about his work, he probably wouldn’t be courageous enough to say something to the effect of “I worked a lot when I was young.” Not to mention if those kids would even respect him for bringing himself to admit that.


      “Having money isn’t enough?”


      Touya looked to the ladies as if he were begging for their reassurance, but they both shook their heads. A man who was all lovey-dovey over his wife without putting in a hard day’s work would never be a good father. Children could possibly comprehend that their father was a capable man who’d made all his money years ago, but it was up to Touya to decide if he could handle their icy gaze until they grew old enough to understand this. Not to mention that he hadn’t saved all that much money since he’d been screwing around at the brothels.


      “B-By the way, Mary, Metea, do you know what usually happens to most adventurers after they retire?”


      Touya had hoped to hear something positive from kids who’d grown up in this world, but his hopes were quickly dashed by the cold, hard truth.


      “Uh, I don’t know,” said Metea. “All I’ve heard is that they’re weird, lonely guys who get drunk at pubs every day.”


      “From what I know, most of them become deadbeats, and—well, I’m sure there are plenty of normal and respectable former adventurers out there, yep!” Mary exclaimed.


      Unfortunately, she was completely wrong. The adventurers who opened up their own food stand were fairly successful compared to those who’d gone down other routes—even if the food was cheap and crappy.


      “...Yeah, I guess that income stream stuff is necessary,” said Touya. “I’ll do my best. Let me know what I can do to help out!”


      He closed his eyes and nodded deeply, displaying an eagerness to work. However, the girls simply brushed him off.


      “Well, making our own miso and soy sauce is still higher up on the priority list than booze is,” said Harukaa.


      “Indeed. We can probably wait to hear back from Simon-san before we start messing with liquor again,” said Natsuki.


      “Oh, seriously? Did I hype myself up for no reason at all? What am I supposed to do now?” Touya asked.


      “Why don’t you just head off to the forest? There are a handful of spirits that can be made with wood,” Haruka replied. “In fact, you can look for plants that might be useful for that. You have the Appraisal skill too, so this might be the perfect task for you.”


      “You should be on the hunt for starch or sugar-filled plants and fruits,” said Natsuki.


      Along the way, the pair had casually dropped a difficult task into Touya’s lap. Wood could be used in making spirits, but it had to be smashed at the cellular level, broken down into sugars with enzymes, and then fermented. Needless to say, this wasn’t something an amateur could easily pull off. Natsuki was right about the viability of high-sugar plants and fruits along with honey, but there was no way these valuable resources would be left alone in a forest.


      With that in mind, the next best option was plants filled with starch. However, such plants were often eaten by people and animals alike, making for fierce competition over these resources. By comparison, it was much easier to gather inedible plants. Unfortunately, Touya was completely oblivious to all this, so he simply nodded without much thought.


      “Yeah, that sounds like a realistic plan of action,” said Touya. “In that case, I have nothing else to do, so—”


      Touya was about to take the first step on a journey with no clear goal in sight, but a friend swooped in to save him at the very last moment. “I have good news for you, Touya,” said Nao. “We need your muscles for a little manual labor.”


      “Oh, right, I forgot that there’s work for me here,” said Touya. “Gotcha, I’ll come right over.”


      Nao had walked into the right place at the right time for his wolf boy buddy. Touya came to the conclusion that manual labor was more his speed over going on an aimless forest expedition. Shortly after that, the sisters raised their hands.


      “Would you like me and Met to help out too, Nao-san?” Mary asked.


      “I’m sure we’ll be tons of help!” Metea exclaimed. “Big sis Haruka and big sis Natsuki can take care of the more complicated things!”


      After minutes and minutes of boring adult talk, the sisters were seemingly excited and ready to spring into action. But Nao paused for a moment before eventually shaking his head.


      “Nope. I know you’re both stronger than most grown-ups, but just take it easy,” said Nao. “I’d be worried if I saw two little girls working alongside a bunch of burly men.”


      “Really?” Mary asked.


      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it’d be dangerous,” Nao replied.


      The scaffolding littered across the construction site was made for the average-sized adult. Nao and Yuki could fall in line alongside the workers just fine, but most of them didn’t know about the party’s kids—making it dangerous for the girls to work with them. Mary and Met could help out from a safe location, but since this undertaking was the brainchild of alcoholics instead of Meikyo Shisui itself, Nao had no intention of letting the girls help around the construction site. In fact, Nao and Yuki didn’t really need to contribute their magic to the project, seeing as they didn’t care for booze, but they wanted to give their friends a hand.


      “Do you need Haruka’s help, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked. “Aren’t you feeling a little pooped by now?”


      “Hm? Oh, well, I’m definitely tired, but I’ll be fine if I take it easy,” Nao replied. “I wanted Haruka to chip in at first, but since we can’t wrap up this project in a day, there’s no need to rush.”


      Nao chuckled, shrugging as he looked out the window and toward the construction site. Haruka rarely used Earth Magic, so she only had Level 1 proficiency with it. She could still greatly contribute to the project due to her gigantic mana pool, but she couldn’t harden cellar walls like Nao and Yuki. As a result, she would only be able to dig up dirt with the rest of the workers, so there was no real need to make her pitch in at the construction site.


      “Is that so? In that case, we’ll try making miso and soy sauce before the sake brewing gets serious,” said Haruka.


      “That’s wonderful to hear,” said Nao. “I wish you luck in making the good stuff.”


      “We’ll do our best, but don’t expect too much from me,” said Haruka. “Natsuki is the nerve center behind this project, after all.”


      Haruka suddenly tossed responsibility into Natsuki’s hands, drawing an awkward smile out of her.


      “At first, I planned to make miso and soy sauce with the same methods I’d learned back home, but our rice, beans, and koji mold are different from what I worked with on Earth. So, I’m not sure how it’ll all turn out,” said Natsuki. “We’ve had some success with our experiments so far, but...”


      There were many different types of koji mold in Japan—some used for miso, others for sake, and a few for shochu. In the case of sake, it could be made with a wide variety of koji molds. Most molds were quite similar to each other in their qualities and effects, so the same sort of koji was occasionally used, but it would affect the final product’s taste. The types of mold set aside for specific uses were generally known as high-quality and therefore suitable for making delicious food.


      “We’ll have to start searching for another kind of koji mold if our miso and soy sauce are terrible,” said Natsuki. “However, we’ve learned a lot about isolating koji mold, so I’m sure we’ll eventually have a winner even if we fail this time.”


      “I see,” said Nao. “I guess we’d be very lucky if it all goes well on the first try.”


      “Indeed,” said Natsuki. “Mary-chan, Metea-chan, can the two of you help us out instead?”


      “Okay!” Mary exclaimed. “I’m looking forward to this!”


      “Let’s make something tasty!” Metea exclaimed.


      The sisters had never tried miso before, but they were sure that whatever Haruka, Yuki, and Natsuki made with it would be amazing. With that in mind, their gigantic appetites had left them very curious about it. Actually, the sisters’ eyes were beaming as they started to roll up their sleeves.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      While Nao and Touya headed back to the construction site, the kids accompanied Haruka and Natsuki to the kitchen to start working on that miso. Haruka usually took the lead whenever it was time to cook, but since she didn’t have much experience with miso from her high school days, Natsuki stepped in this time.


      “Do you know about the different types of miso, Haruka?” Natsuki asked.


      “Hm? Like white and red miso?”


      “Oh, nah, I’m talking about rice miso, barley miso, soybean miso, and the like.”


      “I haven’t bought any miso with those uses in mind, but I’ve heard about them,” said Haruka. “The ingredients used are different in each case, correct? If I recall correctly, rice and soybeans are used for rice miso, barley and soybeans are used for barley miso, and soybeans alone are used for soybean miso, right?”


      “Yep, you more or less have it,” said Natsuki.


      Salt and koji mold were needed to make it, but miso itself was rather simple to cobble together ingredient-wise. However, there were many different flavors one could end up with.


      “...Hold on,” said Haruka. “Doesn’t that mean that we could’ve made barley and soybean miso even if we hadn’t gone out of our way to find rice?”


      Haruka assumed they could’ve been rolling in miso ages ago, but Natsuki tilted her head.


      “I’m not really sure,” said Natsuki. “It would have depended on whether or not we could have isolated and cultivated a koji mold from barley or soybeans, so...”


      “Oh, right,” said Haruka. “I forgot that koji mold doesn’t grow naturally.”


      “Indeed. Barley koji and soybean koji do exist, so I’m sure it would be possible to grow them. But I’m not as familiar with those two as I am with rice koji,” said Natsuki. “And besides, we had inspiel sauce on hand, so there was no need to rush.”


      The girls hadn’t been able to add an actual dash of miso or soy sauce to their meals yet, but they’d gotten close flavor-wise thanks to their inspiel sauce. They would’ve probably worked hard at it if the inspiel sauce hadn’t done the trick, but they were satisfied with it as is. With that in mind, the girls had previously postponed their koji experiments, given how expensive it would be—in time and capital.


      “Yeah, it wasn’t a high priority for us,” said Haruka. “In any case, I guess this means we’re making rice miso this time, right?”


      “That’s not a bad idea, but I was thinking of trying my hand at my family’s miso,” said Natsuki.


      “Oh, did you do things differently at home?” Haruka asked.


      “Yeah. We started off by using equal amounts of rice and barley to make koji,” Natsuki replied. “As for soybeans, we’d use an amount that was roughly half of the koji we made. The four of us should be able to save a little rice this way, so this method should work just fine for our needs.”


      “Really? I never knew how many soybeans you should use, but that’s interesting to learn,” said Haruka.


      “In most situations, you’ll want to use an amount that’s over half as much koji,” said Natsuki. “How many soybeans you use will also affect the flavor, so let’s just add them little by little. That’ll let us make small adjustments and different kinds of miso. Though, it’s all a matter of personal preference.”


      “Mm. Some types of miso are probably better for cooking than others,” said Haruka. “How much are you planning to make?”


      “Let’s start off by preparing twenty kilos of rice and barley each, then we’ll immerse them in water,” said Natsuki. “Factoring in the water content and salt, we should end up with around seventy kilos of miso.”


      “Huh? Seventy kilos? Isn’t that quite a lot?” Haruka asked.


      “Well, that’s partially because we’ll be making a few different kinds of miso. But we also need a lot of it because we’ll be sharing it with a lot of people,” Natsuki replied. “I’m sure that Tomi and the Jade Wings would love to try some miso, and I’d bet Aera-san would be curious about it too.”


      “Yeah, I suppose you’re right,” said Haruka. “Aera-san is always eager to learn new tricks in the kitchen.”


      “Yeppo. All that said, I’m sure that seventy kilos of miso won’t be overkill. Making the miso will be hard work, but we should be able to manage if we work together as a team of four,” said Natsuki. “Let’s start by steaming the ingredients. Metea-chan, can you take care of the barley with Haruka? As for you, Mary-chan, give me a hand with this rice.”


      “I’m ready for action whenever!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Same here,” said Mary. “Um, all we need to do is to steam them in a steamer first, right?”


      Haruka, Natsuki, Mary, and Met each had to handle ten kilos. It wasn’t possible to steam everything all at once, so the girls prepared their own steamers and threw in about two kilos before the proper steaming got underway.


      “How long do we have to steam this, Natsuki?” Haruka asked.


      “You can stop whenever you think it’s ready,” said Natsuki. “Just make sure to take a break every so often to taste it. We need to steam it until it’s completely broken down.”


      “Okay,” said Haruka. “The sizes at play are different as well, so that makes sense.”


      The barley was more or less the same as it was on Earth, but the rice had been split into four portions because it was too big to deal with in its initial state. As a result, Natsuki’s previous experiences with making miso weren’t exactly useful in this situation. So, the girls occasionally tasted their steamed goods from time to time as they waited.


      ★★★★★★★★


      “All right, we’ve waited long enough,” said Natsuki. “Go ahead and spread out your steamed rice and barley into these wooden boxes.”


      Natsuki took out a stack of large yet thin boxes that were reminiscent of the ones used to carry food at a ryokan. She ended up putting together a stack over ten boxes high, seemingly stunning Haruka.


      “When did you get around to making all these, Natsuki?” Haruka asked.


      “Right after we picked up that rice and got back to Laffan,” Natsuki replied nonchalantly. “I figured we would need them eventually anyway.”


      Haruka was entirely clueless about this, so Natsuki had simply been one step ahead of her.


      “Once you’ve spread out the rice and barley at about the same thickness, we’ll add the koji while it’s being steamed. If I were home, I’d usually watch the temperature while doing this, but we don’t have thermometers in this world,” said Natsuki. “Once the mixture isn’t hot to the touch, this kind of koji should be ready for mixing. Just gently spray a pinch over everything and thoroughly work it into the mixture.”


      “Sprinkle and mix, sprinkle and mix, yay!” Metea exclaimed. “A tasty delight is around the corner!”


      Met seemed very happy while mixing up the barley; her tail was wagging up a storm. Haruka and Natsuki smiled as they watched on, but Mary had some hard words for her sister instead.


      “You need to mix it thoroughly, Met,” said Mary. “It’ll be a disaster if you mess it up.”


      However, Metea seemed very confident as she voiced a rebuttal.


      “Don’t worry, I can handle this!” Metea exclaimed.


      She’d carefully watched Natsuki’s movements in order to copy them, so she was confident for good reason. She wasn’t as good as Natsuki due to her smaller frame, but Metea still put in a great effort for being a kid.


      “You don’t need to worry all that much, Mary-chan,” said Natsuki. “We’re adding plenty of koji mold, so I’m fairly sure our chances of failure are very low.”


      “Really? Okay, then,” said Mary. “However, I still think you’re being a bit too gentle, Natsuki-san. Feel free to be more strict and scold Met more for her sake!”


      It didn’t seem like Mary was exactly happy with Natsuki’s attempts to soothe her. Natsuki and Haruka glanced at each other for a moment before they turned around to smile at Mary and Metea.


      “Honestly, there’s not really anything we’ve needed to scold the two of you over,” said Haruka.


      “Exactly,” said Natsuki. “You’ve never made any trouble for us to begin with.”


      A smug look appeared on Metea’s face after she heard her big sisters’ praise.


      “That’s right!” Metea exclaimed. “I’m a good girl!”


      “Don’t act like that, Met!” Mary exclaimed. “You need to fix that kind of behavior!”


      Mary was using her hands to mix koji, so she used her tail instead to slap Metea’s back as if to scold her.


      “Tee hee. Relax,” said Natsuki. “You’re both good girls.”


      “Yeah. We actually wouldn’t mind it if either of you were a little more selfish on occasion,” said Haruka.


      The sisters quickly tilted their heads in a similar fashion.


      “You’ve already treated us very well, so we can’t ask for more,” said Mary.


      “Yeah. We can’t be selfish because we’re good girls,” said Metea. “People doom themselves once they start assuming it’s natural for them to receive things from others. If you stop showing gratitude to others, you’ll become a scumbag right away!”


      Metea wasn’t wrong, but her phrasing was a touch extreme. Haruka and Natsuki fell silent because they hadn’t expected to hear something like that come out of Metea’s mouth. Meanwhile, Mary was confused by this.


      “...Um, Met, where or who did you learn these words from?” Mary asked.


      “Dad mentioned this before,” Metea replied.


      “Dad...”


      Mary sounded a bit exasperated after hearing her sister’s nonchalant answer.


      “If I recall correctly, your dad was also the person who told you that you shouldn’t let a potential sugar daddy escape, right?” Haruka asked. “Hmm...”


      “Um, I’m not a fan of criticizing how other people raise their kids, but you should be more careful with the words you use,” said Natsuki. “Depending on how you say something, you might be asking for trouble.”


      “O-Oh, I haven’t heard anything like this before, so this isn’t how our folks raised us at all,” said Mary. “I’m pretty sure our dad wasn’t expecting Metea to remember something like this.”


      Mary panicked as she hastily let out a rebuttal, and Haruka tilted her head in response.


      “Metea was a fast learner during those lessons with Illias-sama,” said Haruka. “I wonder if this all happened when you were still very young.”


      Their father had probably slurred out those words while he was drunk, but they’d apparently fallen into Metea’s steel trap of a memory. Luckily for him, it seemed like he hadn’t muttered anything too strange back then.


      “Kids tend to remember way more from their early childhood than most parents expect,” said Natsuki.


      “Really?” Haruka asked.


      “Yes. In fact, I remember most of my life from when I was two,” Natsuki replied. “The exact timeline of it all is a bit fuzzy these days, but I can still remember it.”


      “Hmm. I’d say it was around three on my end,” said Haruka. “In any case, I guess it’s important to watch the strange talk around kids, even if they’re babies.”


      “Oh, are you planning on having kids, Haruka?” Natsuki asked.


      Natsuki smiled playfully as she teased Haruka, and Haruka hastily shook her head in response.


      “O-Of course not!” Haruka exclaimed. “P-Probably, that is. Uh...”


      Haruka seemed to lack a bit of confidence despite her rebuttal, and Natsuki smiled as she nodded.


      “Is that so? Well, in any case, I’ll be around to help if you need me. You can rest at ease,” said Natsuki.


      “Th-Thanks, that’s goo— I mean, we’ve probably mixed in the koji mold thoroughly enough by now, right?!” Haruka exclaimed.


      “Ha ha. Yeah, you’re right,” said Natsuki. “All we need to do next is to place these mixtures into acceleration boxes.”


      Haruka had hastily attempted to change the subject, and Natsuki played along as she lifted a wooden box.


      “To my knowledge, most koji mold takes somewhere between one to two days to propagate, but that doesn’t apply to the mold we have here,” said Natsuki. “We also have the acceleration boxes to factor in, so let’s watch this carefully.”


      Natsuki placed a mixture-filled wooden box into an acceleration box, and the quartet proceeded to repeat the process five more times after that. Once the last box was in, Natsuki looped back around to check the first box.


      “...Hmm. It already looks like we’ve had some success here,” said Natsuki.


      “I-I’m not sure how to describe this,” said Mary.


      “It’s moldy!” Metea exclaimed.


      The mixture was now in a lumpy state, with the stuck-together rice covered in a pale yellow substance. Most moldy surfaces were a kaleidoscope of colors, so the presence of a single color was out of the ordinary. However, it was still mold at the end of the day, making the sisters’ uneasiness perfectly normal.


      “Is this how things are supposed to go, Natsuki?” Haruka asked.


      “More or less. It doesn’t seem like other molds have been mixed in, after all,” Natsuki replied. “You’d normally have to mix in more halfway through so you can adjust the temperature, but this result is far better than what I expected.”


      Natsuki scooped up a random patch of the koji and loosened its grains between her fingers to check the mixture’s hardness, smell, and taste.


      “Mm. It looks like we haven’t run into any issues,” said Natsuki. “Let’s get around to making the miso next.”


      “Uh, we should start off by boiling beans, right?” Haruka asked.


      “Correct. You’re meant to mash them after they’ve been boiled,” Natsuki replied. “Make sure to boil them until they’re soft enough to crush by just picking them up with your fingers.”


      Natsuki opened the fridge and took out a bowl of beans she’d had soaking in water ahead of time. The girls had searched up and down the market to find a bean that fit the soybean bill, and despite the darker color, these beans did the trick. As for the flavor, the girls were reminded of another kind of bean, but it was very close to the soybean taste they’d been looking for.


      “We’d be able to wrap this up faster if we had a pressure cooker, but oh well,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki tossed the beans into a large pot and slowly simmered them over time.


      “...Okay, they’re soft enough now,” said Natsuki. “Next, we’ll drain them into a colander before mashing them. We can technically mash them by hand, but...”


      “Are we going to do it? I’m quite good at things like this,” said Metea.


      Metea was somewhat excited as she wriggled her hands around, but Natsuki simply smiled and shook her head in response.


      “Nah, let’s use a mincer instead,” said Natsuki. “If we have the tools around, we should use them.”


      “I see...”


      Metea seemed a bit disappointed to learn she’d have nothing to do but...


      “Please toss the beans into the mincer from above, Metea-chan,” said Natsuki. “I’ll catch the ones that fall out.”


      “Yay! Let’s do this!” Metea exclaimed.


      From that moment on, the little tiger girl had a determined look on her face. Meikyo Shisui’s mincer was a little different from the mincers Tomi sold in the market. This one could run all by itself as long as someone poured mana into it. Natsuki could easily toss the beans in by herself, but she wouldn’t say no to letting an eager kid help out.


      “Slowly pour the beans in from above and try your best not to drop too many,” said Natsuki.


      “Okay!” Metea exclaimed.


      Metea used a cup to scoop up the boiled beans and tossed them into the mincer from above. The wheels inside started to move after Natsuki started pouring mana into the machine, and a paste was squeezed out shortly afterward from one of its sides.


      “Whoa,” said Metea. “You know, something squishy getting squeezed out like this kind of reminds me of—”


      “Stop right there, Metea,” said Haruka.


      Haruka swiftly covered Met’s mouth before holding a finger up to her own lips. Haruka smiled, but this particular smile was way more intimidating than usual. In response, Met hastily nodded and fell silent as Haruka kept her mouth shut. It was a mystery as to what Metea actually wanted to say, but it was fairly obvious that it wouldn’t have been something appropriate.


      “It’s hard to believe that we’ll be making something tasty with this eventually,” said Mary.


      “I feel the same way even though I know how it works,” said Haruka.


      “Really?” Mary asked.


      “Yeah, but there’s nothing to worry about,” Haruka replied. “Natsuki can absolutely make something delicious with this.”


      “Well, I mean, this will be my first time using this koji, so I’m actually feeling a bit uneasy about this,” said Natsuki. “Just to be clear, we’re still in the testing phase here. We’re just trying out different mixtures to see what’s the tastiest.”


      After hearing how Haruka had seemingly tossed all of her hopes upon her shoulders, Natsuki just chuckled as she lined up a row of jars. Each one looked like it could contain up to two liters. In fact, these were the jars Yuki and Nao had crafted with magic. After that, Natsuki placed a mountain of salt near the jars. One tenth of a proper miso needed to be salt, so having tons of it on hand was necessary.


      “Metea-chan, Mary-chan, please mix our ingredients thoroughly and fill these jars up to the top. I’ll handle the measurements,” said Natsuki. “As for you, Haruka, please directly engrave the volume onto each jar.”
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      Natsuki deftly measured the ingredients and tossed them into a bowl. Metea stuck her hands into the bowl and happily mixed them together, then Mary shaped the mixture into a ball before she stuffed them inside of the jars. As for Haruka, she wrote the ratio of ingredients on the side of each jar and sealed them off with a lid as the finishing touch. The quartet repeated the process a couple of times so they could make some different kinds of miso, but they also had the soy sauce to work on. Since the kids were so eager to help, Haruka and Natsuki spent the rest of the day working alongside them to wrap up the soy sauce prep too.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4—Side Gig


      Two days into construction and work on the brewery was coming along swimmingly. Everyone on-site had familiarized themselves with their jobs, but that also meant Yuki and I had gone a little ham with the Earth Magic. I ended up burning through all my mana at the start of the work day, so I eventually found a spot to watch everyone work away while I took a load off.


      “Looks like we haven’t run into any issues so far,” I said.


      Yuki and I were about halfway through putting up the cellar walls, and since she was still at it, we’d probably finish the job sometime tomorrow. However, the inner sections of each floor had to be dug out by hand. There was a limit to how fast the project would move along, even with all these beefy young dudes around. Overall, we’d yet to break through at least a meter down. Not to mention that the deeper we dug, the longer it would take the boys to haul out the dirt. I’d thought that progress would eventually slow to a crawl, but the hole before me was deepening at a faster pace than yesterday—and that was with brute force alone.


      I’d thought Simon-san had already brought a ton of guys to the worksite, but he brought even more today. It was like he’d doubled his number of dudes at the very least. Digging holes and carrying out dirt was the sort of manual labor that didn’t call for any expertise, so I had a feeling that Simon-san had hired day laborers through the Adventurers’ Guild.


      Man, I can’t believe he’s actually going through all this trouble to set up a brewery. Meikyo Shisui hasn’t dumped any money into this project, but I’m starting to feel a little uneasy about this.


      “...Well, I guess he’s just pouring in all this time and effort because he can afford to do it,” I said.


      Laffan didn’t have much of a job market, so this project was likely beneficial for the town overall. There was also the chance that Feida had coughed up the money for this himself.


      On a sidenote, it seemed that Touya was still hell-bent on building a wheelbarrow, so he headed over to Tomi’s place first thing in the morning. He’d said he wanted to make the dirt removal process easier and more efficient, but I wasn’t sure if he’d have something workable in time. Actually, I felt it would’ve been more efficient if he’d stayed on-site instead.


      Hmm...


      “We’re back!”


      After hearing a sudden rush of footsteps and an energetic greeting, I turned around to discover the Jade Wings walking my way. Kaho waved to me while Yoshino simply smiled, but Sae was a different story. She stood more than a few steps behind her comrades and looked exhausted. Despite that, their clothing wasn’t dirty at all—probably thanks to a little Light Magic.


      “Oh, welcome back,” I said. “It seems like you’ve returned without a scratch, huh?”


      “Indeed! We remained vigilant, even after our parties went their separate ways for a while,” said Kaho.


      “Well, we did get a little roughed up, but I took care of it,” said Yoshino. “Somehow, we made it all the way to the seventh floor’s return device and activated it.”


      “Seriously?! That’s amazing!” I exclaimed.


      Considering how many days it’d been since I last saw them, the Wings had probably reached the return device way faster than my party did on our first trip to the seventh floor. We’d given them some advice, but there were far fewer people among their ranks. This meant their combat-focused skill builds were undoubtedly powerful.


      “Well, a return device is kind of a ‘one-way ticket,’ so I don’t know if it’d be accurate to say you ‘activated’ it,” I said.


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” said Yoshino. “You’d see something similar in a video game that’d take you both ways, so it’s kind of disappointing.”


      “Mm,” I said. “The teleportation devices set up by the Adventurers’ Guild can go both ways apparently.”


      A sense of accomplishment was all that came with finding a return device, but they were still incredibly useful for exploring a dungeon. After all, they allowed adventurers to escape in the blink of an eye.


      “We had a fairly easy and relaxing trip into the dungeon actually. Probably thanks in part to those magic bags you lent us, especially since we won’t really need to worry much about money,” said Sae. “But more importantly, it’s super loud around here.”


      She looked behind me, and I casually did the same before turning back toward her and nodding.


      “Yeah, there’s some construction going on,” I said. “We’re building a brewery.”


      I filled in the Wings on our plans to brew sake with koji mold. They looked simultaneously surprised and impressed.


      “I see that your party has a keen eye for seizing a business opportunity,” said Kaho.


      “It’s amazing that you were able to find koji mold,” said Sae. “Most people couldn’t do this.”


      “Most people couldn’t afford to build a brewery either,” said Yoshino.


      “Oh no, Meikyo Shisui is only providing our knowledge, mold, and land for this brewery,” I said. “A couple of acquaintances of ours have taken the lead here, so we haven’t sunk a single piece of gold into it. However, it isn’t easy to find any rice around here, so I’m not sure if sake brewing is actually a viable business in this world.”


      I shared my current concerns, and Yoshino folded her arms and nodded to herself in response. After a few moments, she tilted her head to the side.


      “That’s right, rice isn’t on the market in these parts,” said Yoshino. “But if that’s the case, how did you guys get your hands on koji?”


      “Well, we stocked up on rice while off in a faraway town,” I said. “We have a ton for our own uses, but it’s nowhere near enough for brewing sake. Traveling all that way to get more rice every time we run out isn’t exactly realistic either.”


      If we moved fast enough, my party could probably make the trip from Laffan to Clewily and back in about a month. However, I wasn’t sure if it’d actually be worth the trouble just to buy some rice. I had no problem with picking up rice for the party, but it’d be a different story if we were running a brewing business. Exploring the dungeon and slaying the monsters we ran into would be a much more efficient way for us to make money anyway.


      “Rice, eh? Your party’s found rice in the world?” Kaho asked.


      “Sort of,” I replied. “It’s tricky to eat since each grain is massive compared to rice from back home, but it’s perfectly edible nonetheless.”


      Each grain had to be broken down into smaller chunks before we could eat it, so there was way more prep work involved compared to other sorts of food. However, my friends and I craved rice since we were still Japanese at heart.


      “Massive grains, huh? Hmm,” said Kaho. “This sounds oddly familiar to me. Hmm...”


      “That’s probably because we saw something like that back in that village. You know, the one where you got to do some clobbering, Kaho,” said Yoshino.


      “Yep, the same village where that scumbag assaulted me,” said Sae.


      Yoshino and Sae chimed in after Kaho took a pause. A moment later, the puzzle pieces clicked in Kaho’s mind.


      “Oh, indeed! The crop that we discovered there was very similar to rice,” said Kaho. “I had forgotten about that because of the disgusting porridge served to us by the village elder.”


      “Wait, what are you talking about?! There are way too many things I’d like answers to!” I exclaimed.


      Was Sae all right in the end? What did Yoshino mean when she said Kaho “got to do some clobbering”? And most importantly, was that “disgusting” porridge made with rice?


      I wasn’t sure where to start, but Kaho simply shrugged nonchalantly back at me.


      “It’s nothing particularly important. We were brought to the village on a goblin-slaying quest, and the elder’s son tried to jump Sae later that night,” said Kaho. “I dished out a simple pugilist punishment and that was the end of it, ha ha!”


      As she described what’d happened, Kaho did a little shadowboxing, chaining a kick into a right straight. Since she was mighty enough to wield a greatsword, her movements made a sharp whoosh through the air. I had a feeling that anyone at the receiving end of Kaho’s fists wouldn’t be leaving in one piece. Apparently, the scumbag tried to push himself on Sae, so he had no one but himself to blame if he was suffering from a cracked jaw afterward.


      “I guess this means that Sae was safe in the end, right? I’m glad to hear that,” I said.


      “Mm. Kaho appeared almost instantly,” said Sae. “I would’ve broiled that scumbag if she’d shown up a little later though.”


      “We could’ve crushed his family jewels if it happened outside the village, so that’s a shame,” said Yoshino.


      Whew. I guess he was lucky that Kaho got to him first. Sae’s magic has some serious firepower, and Yoshino wouldn’t have let him off easy either. He truly lucked out.


      “...What about the rice? Were they growing rice in that village?” I asked.


      It’d be pointless to ask what happened to the guy afterward, so I changed the subject to get things back on track. Kaho furrowed her brows and nodded.


      “In a way, yes and no,” Kaho replied. “These crops had huge grains, but they were referred to as ‘aquatic wheat.’ The porridge didn’t taste like rice either.”


      “Well, it certainly didn’t look like wheat. We’re fairly sure it’s a kind of cereal similar to rice,” said Sae.


      The Wings likely had a good reason to believe that aquatic wheat was like rice. I was concerned that they didn’t seem to care for the taste, but that might’ve simply come down to how it’d been cooked. There was a chance the wheat would work for brewing sake, regardless of its taste. However, the availability issue at hand needed to be resolved first.


      “How far away is that village?” I asked. “It’d be convenient if it was close by.”


      “Well, it’s in the same region as our entry point to this world. So, it’s not too far away, but it isn’t exactly close either,” Yoshino replied.


      According to her, it would take my party about a week to get there and back, meaning we couldn’t just casually drop in to buy a few things. Additionally, we’d pass a highway along the way that was often covered in orcs. That made it impossible for the villagers to sell their crops in Laffan.


      “I was hoping that would’ve been the perfect solution to my problem, but I guess it won’t be that easy,” I said.


      Could Feida take care of this for us if we told Simon-san about it and had him pass the word along? Hmm. If Feida handles the import of aquatic wheat, then he’ll probably prioritize its use for sake. There’s a good chance it’d make it harder for us to get wheat for our own use. I suppose this idea won’t work. Oh well.


      “If that’s the case, would you like us to go there and negotiate on your behalf? We know where it is, so we can go there ourselves,” said Yoshino.


      “I believe that is an excellent idea,” said Kaho. “This shouldn’t be a particularly difficult task for us, especially since we have those magic bags you lent us.”


      Yoshino brought up an offer to help out, and Kaho nodded in agreement as well, but...


      “Can the three of you actually negotiate with the villagers after what happened? I mean, I’m well aware that Kaho’s not guilty of anything, but still,” I said.


      “Yeah, it should be fine,” said Yoshino. “Kaho pretty much punched the elder and his creepy son into the distant past anyway.”


      I was curious as to what she exactly meant by that, but I decided to ignore it in the end. There was no way I could come up with a smooth response, even if they told me that they had “disposed” of the scumbag and his dad.


      “Does that mean your party can buy some aquatic wheat from the village?” I asked.


      “Probably. The villagers didn’t seem to think it was an important crop, so there’s a good chance that they’ll be more than happy to sell some to us,” Yoshino asked. “In exchange for our help, would you be up for letting us help with your little project?”


      I nodded back at Yoshino as she smiled at me. They’d definitely need a reward for their hard work, and it seemed like she was game to talk terms with me.


      “We’ll gladly pay you a fair price for the wheat if it ends up having the rice taste we’re looking for, but it’ll be hard to get you a cut of the potential profits from brewing sake,” I said. “My party isn’t technically in charge of the project.”


      “Oh, that’s not what I meant at all!”


      Yoshino hastily shook her hands as her eyes wandered around for a bit, but she eventually turned back and looked me in the eyes—as if she had made up her mind about something.


      “Honestly, we’d simply like to establish a relationship with you that guarantees we’ll never be abandoned!” Yoshino exclaimed.


      “...Huh?”


      Is she looking for the same kind of thing Kaho said she’s hunting for?


      “These magic bags have ended up being way more convenient and useful than we thought they’d be. It’s to the point I’m not sure I’d have it in me to keep adventuring if you took them back from us,” said Yoshino. “It’s almost as if our efforts up until now were nearly pointless, if you know what I mean.”


      Whew. I guess I was just a bit too self-conscious.


      “I feel the same,” said Sae. “Yoshino’s Light Magic has always been essential to our adventuring, but these bags were the missing piece of our puzzle. I’m so grateful that you and your party decided to share them with us.”


      “Indeed. There’s nothing as useful as a magic bag,” said Kaho. “Not to mention that we started making a lot more money too.”


      My party had experienced the incredible versatility of magic bags on a daily basis, so the desire to keep them was perfectly understandable. I’d imagine that’s why they thought their lead on a rice-like crop and their connections would come in handy while negotiating with me. This was sort of a shrewd move on the trio’s part, but I was relieved to learn that the Wings could think, plan, and act with their own futures in mind.


      “I see. Sounds like you’re looking to take control over an essential element of our lives,” I said. “Smart move.”


      “Th-That’s not what we had in mind at all! We were just thinking that we can’t keep relying on your party in a one-sided relationship,” said Yoshino. “We want to help out wherever and however we can. We gotta look out for each other in this world, right?”


      “I get you. I’m not against this idea, but I’ll have to talk this over with the rest of my party first,” I said. “But I can promise that we’ll buy that wheat if you manage to stock up on it.”


      While I was technically the party leader, I avoided giving the trio a straight answer because I couldn’t make such an important decision on everyone’s behalf. However, Yoshino just smiled and nodded along.


      “That’s more than enough for now,” said Yoshino. “It’s not like we can head on over to the village right now anyway.”


      “Indeed. We’ve just returned from the dungeon, so it’ll be essential that we rest for a while,” said Kaho.


      “True, it’s important to take a break every so often,” I said. “My party’s been taking it easy while we prepare to face the dungeon again.”


      Since I saw them last, the Wings had probably spent two or three weeks within the dungeon. They’d likely been in there for way longer than my party had on a single dive, so they definitely needed to rest for a while.


      “Wait a second. Why did you come by then? Didn’t we let you borrow our other house?” I asked. “Did you just drop by to say that you’re back?”


      “That’s part of it, but we’d really just like to use your bathtub,” said Kaho. “The Purification spell has kept us clean, but I’d bet you agree that a bath is a different sort of luxury, right?”


      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” I said. “I forgot there isn’t a bathtub in Edith’s mansion.”


      Most people in Meikyo Shisui could use Purfication, but we’d still gone out of our way to devote oodles of time and money to setting up our bath. When it came to relaxation, there was nothing more important than having a soothing soak in the bath.


      “I don’t mind letting the three of you use our bath, but just so you know, it’s not filled with hot water at this time of the day,” I said. “If you want to take a bath right away, then you’ll have to draw the hot water yourself. You could also wait till tonight, but...”


      My party lived rather comfortably, but we rarely bathed at noon. I normally wouldn’t mind drawing it myself, but the brewery building was still underway. I was also waiting for my mana to recover, so I couldn’t use it to fill up a bath either.


      “No need to worry. None of us can conjure hot water as well as your party does, but I believe you have installed a magical device that acts as a heating element, right? We have a supply of magicites at our disposal, and Sae can conjure up the water. So, that should take care of any obstacles in our way,” said Kaho.


      Kaho had an oddly smug look on her face as she puffed out her chest, but Sae was clearly the most exhausted of the trio. With that in mind, I had a hard time believing Kaho would mercilessly work Sae to the bone. It was true that you could conserve some mana by using the heating device instead of conjuring the water, but it still wasn’t easy to do.


      Man, it’s a shame elves don’t have the stamina of other races. But burning through a ton of mana at once is exhausting too, so I’d bet Sae will be incredibly uncomfortable if she does this.


      “Will you be okay, Sae?” I asked. “Haruka might be willing to take care of it if you ask for her help, so...”


      “Yeah, I should be able to handle this,” Sae replied. “But I’m pretty sure this is a textbook example of power harassment. Is this what it feels like to become a working member of society?”


      “N-No, that is not what I intended!” Kaho exclaimed. “You just happen to be the only person in our party who can use Water Magic, Sae, so...”


      Kaho’s fox ears sadly drooped after she hastily turned around to check in on Sae. However, it sounded like she was still muttering about wanting to take a bath, so I walked over to place my hand on her shoulder.


      “Here’s a useful tidbit for you, Kaho. There’s actually a well in my backyard, and you can draw water from it with a bucket and a rope,” I said. “My party really never uses it anyway.”


      It was much easier to conjure up some water with magic, especially since roughly half of my party could use Water Magic. Additionally, we hadn’t bothered with installing a hand pump or water-drawing device in the well since we never used it.


      “Are you suggesting that I should carry water all the way to the bath from the well?!” Kaho exclaimed. “H-How many round trips would it take?”


      “Ha ha! With your muscles, I’d bet you could do it in no time if you used a giant bucket,” said Yoshino. “Manually drawing water would probably be annoying for you, but this is a perfect chance for you to use your ‘power’ for something other than power harassment!”


      “Please don’t imply that I’m harassing you two on a daily basis!” Kaho exclaimed. “Don’t believe her, Nao! Besides, the ‘power’ you’ve mentioned is totally different from my raw physical power!”


      It seemed like each of the Jade Wings were equals, so “power harassment” probably wasn’t the right term to be throwing around. However, using force to make others obey you would probably be blackmail.


      “Well, in any case, start brainstorming as to how you’re gonna fill up that tub,” I said. “Mary and Metea should be inside too, so they might be willing to help if you ask them.”


      “Right. We shall thoroughly consider every option available to us,” said Kaho.


      Kaho slouched a bit as she walked toward the house.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      About an hour had passed since the Jade Wings walked away. Meanwhile, Yuki had already used up all of her mana and headed inside. As for me, I kept watching Simon-san’s boys work away. I couldn’t contribute to the effort since my mana hadn’t come back yet, but I wasn’t in the mood to roll around and relax inside while others were hard at work in my yard. I eventually got bored of just watching and walked over to Simon-san as he was barking out orders.


      “Thank you for your hard work, Simon-san. It seems the job is moving along smoothly,” I said. “Is it usually always like this?”


      “Of course not. We’ve only been able to move this fast because of your help,” said Simon. “I have spent a nice chunk of change to hire these folks, but magic can do things that no one will ever be able to do by hand. Regardless of how much time you spend on it.”


      “Yeah, I guess that’s true,” I said. “Magic is very convenient.”


      Hole digging could easily be sped up by hiring more workers, but building a wall wasn’t as simple. According to Simon-san, after a hole was dug out, walls would normally be built by stacking bricks, waiting for them to harden, and tossing in additional soil to harden the exterior. Such a task would usually take quite a while, but Yuki and I had been able to completely skip over it by using magic, and this had apparently switched up the pace of the entire project.


      “Magic really is amazing,” said Simon. “I’d be glad to hire you guys whenever you need a job.”


      “Ha ha. Thanks for the offer, but I hope we never end up in a situation where that’ll be necessary,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind working part-time though.”


      I chuckled as I brushed off Simon-san’s offer. A full-time job in construction would only make sense if we couldn’t work as adventurers anymore.


      “Part-time would be perfectly fine with me, but you guys don’t really need money. Do you, Nao?”


      “Yeah, we have plenty saved up for now.”


      “I suppose that means you’ll only be available for part-time work when you’re really bored or when the girls are pregnant.”


      “...This again?”


      I was fairly sure that I had firmly told Simon-san that Haruka was my fiancée. However, Simon-san simply chuckled as he patted me on my back.


      “...Life doesn’t always go according to plan,” Simon whispered.


      “What do you mean?”


      I felt like there was a sincere and heavy weight behind Simon-san’s words despite his quiet voice. I was curious to learn more, but he closed his eyes and folded his arms as if to avoid my gaze.


      “You see, Nao, life is like a horse carriage that travels through the wilderness,” said Simon.


      “...Huh?”


      I was so confused by the metaphor he’d suddenly pulled from out of nowhere, but he was still rather old for a resident of this world. With that in mind, I quietly listened in case he had some words of wisdom for me.


      “The rain might fall upon you from time to time, and your wheels might get stuck in mud too,” said Simon. “Sometimes, you’ll even wander over a river that looks uncrossable. However, we still have to climb every hurdle and keep moving forward to survive, especially when new passengers hop on board.”


      “I see,” I said. “That makes sense.”


      For my friends and me, our lives had been derailed by an accident. So, I found myself nodding deeply at everything Simon-san had to say. The direction of my life had gone completely astray from the joyous journey I’d imagined as a child. However, I had no other choice but to survive and work hard alongside my friends in order to carve out a happy life for myself with Haruka.


      “Besides, a horse carriage doesn’t necessarily always get to decide by itself where to go,” said Simon. “You might lose control of the reins from time to time, especially if there are new passengers aboard.”


      “...What do you mean, Simon-san?”


      Simon-san had used the same horse carriage metaphor, but his words left a different impression on me this time. If I recall correctly, Simon-san has two wives, right? Hmm. I glanced at him for an answer, but he averted my eyes as he raised his voice.


      “Oh, it seems Touya is back!” Simon exclaimed.


      I followed his gaze to discover Touya from beyond the gates, but it wasn’t enough to distract me from what I was really curious about.


      “It sounds like you were speaking from experience, Simon-san,” I said. “Is this what life is like in a family with two wives? Free—”


      “N-No, it’s not what you think it is!” Simon exclaimed. “My wives are wonderful!”


      I hadn’t been able to say anything specific before Simon-san interrupted me, but he sounded a bit nervous as he firmly voiced a rebuttal. However, he paused for a bit and looked off into the distance before he continued.


      “...Well, it’s true that I’ll be in trouble if this project fails,” said Simon. “Getting stuck in the mud is something we can bounce back from, but it’d be a disaster if the entire carriage falls over. Actually, I have high hopes for Touya.”


      Simon-san, Gantz-san, Tomi, and Feida probably all had a hand in this brewery project. I had no idea how they’d divided up the costs, but I was sure that it wasn’t a small sum. Simon-san probably wouldn’t be making any money while working on the brewery since his workshop had to stay closed. Brewing sake had nothing to do with Simon-san’s primary furniture business, so his wives likely hadn’t approved of this venture. I wasn’t sure how screwed he’d be if this ended up falling apart, so I was keen to learn a few of his tips for calming down and dealing with angry women in such a situation.


      “I’m sure things went well on Touya’s end,” I said. “Right, Touya?”


      Touya appeared from the gates as I spoke to him, and he nodded back at me with a big smile on his face.


      “Yeah!” Touya exclaimed. “We’ve managed to build one so far! Check it out!”


      He looked so confident as he whipped out a contraption from his magic bag. Other than the tire, it was similar to what I had in mind for a wheelbarrow. I had no idea what material they’d used for the tire, but it seemed to be something harder than rubber. It didn’t seem like a pneumatic tire either, and it probably lacked cushioning as well. The rest of the wheelbarrow seemed perfectly fine, but I wasn’t sure how well the tire would hold up against the bumpiness of a construction site. However, I was still impressed by the fact that Touya and Tomi had been able to produce a practical prototype in a single day.


      “Is this that ‘wheelbarrow’ you brought up yesterday, Touya?” Simon asked. “You said that it’ll be useful for carrying out dirt, but...”


      “Yeah, I’m sure it’ll come in handy,” Touya replied. “But it’ll need a little bit of user adjustment to carry dirt from underground.”


      “Hmm. I suppose this might be able to make the workload easier,” said Simon.


      Simon-san nodded to himself, seemingly quite interested in the wheelbarrow as he inspected it. Seeing as wheelbarrows weren’t all that great with elevation, it’d be necessary to use scaffold boards and the like to create workable slopes. Regardless of the headache, devoting the time to establish a wheelbarrow-friendly working environment would produce gains in efficiency. I had no idea how much of a difference it would actually make, but I couldn’t recall straw baskets being used back on Earth, so the answer seemed fairly obvious.


      “I’m impressed you guys were able to build something like this so quickly,” I said. “It looks like you’ve more or less managed to successfully build a wheelbarrow.”


      “Nah, not really,” said Touya. “You’ve probably noticed this already, but the tire needs some work.”


      Touya shook his head and sounded a touch dissatisfied despite the praise. He apparently had the same concerns about the wheelbarrow.


      “There’s also a lot of room for improvement in regards to our manufacturing efficiency,” said Touya. “We don’t have any tubes, so it takes a good long while just to build one.”


      “Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” I said. “If I remember correctly, you need to bend a metal tube in order to get a wheelbarrow frame.”


      Metal tubes could be found around most construction sites on Earth. Wheelbarrow building would be easy if there was an industry for producing tubes in this world, but that wasn’t the case.


      “Wait, you made this by manually bending a metal plate or two? That’s a real hassle!” I exclaimed.


      “Right? It wasn’t easy to make. We want to simplify the assembly process if we’re going to sell this for money, but something like a metal rod would be too heavy. So, we’ll need to find a material that’s durable but light,” said Touya.


      “Durable but light, huh? That’s a big ask,” I said.


      Despite being made of iron, the physical structure of a tube was rather well designed.


      “Any good ideas, Nao?” Touya asked. “I really don’t want to be bending metal plates forever, so...”


      “Hmm. Oh, what about that thing I picked up recently? It should be light and tough enough to meet your standards,” I said. “Though, I am a bit worried about how well it’ll hold up in a construction site.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Touya hadn’t actually duked it out with that monster, so he probably couldn’t figure it out without a hint. I lifted a finger and grinned as I told him the answer.


      “I’m talking about treant wood, Touya,” I said.


      “Nobody would buy something like that, you dolt!” Simon yelled.


      Damn, I didn’t think Simon-san would immediately shoot that down. Well, I mean, he’s a timber expert so I probably should have expected this, but still.


      “Really? I’m pretty sure treant wood is very sturdy, so...”


      “No, that’s not it. The issue is that no one’s crazy to use something so expensive on a job site!” Simon yelled. “More importantly, does this mean your party has fought a treant?”


      “Y-Yeah, we ran across some of them in a dungeon,” I said.


      I felt a bit confused as I answered Simon-san’s question, and then a deep sigh escaped his lips.


      “Do you know how much treant wood goes for? It’s many times more expensive than the precious wood you supplied to me,” said Simon.


      Oh, yeah, that sounds like a high price tag. The branches would probably be enough for a frame, so you wouldn’t need to use too much of it, right? Hmm. Now that I think about it, treant wood was used to craft Haruka’s bow, and that was eighty gold coins. Sure, you’d probably have to carefully select and process the parts of a treant suitable for making a bow. That’d add on to the total cost, but treant wood alone isn’t cheap. Well, I guess it isn’t suited to the constant wear and tear of a construction site.


      “Yeah, I guess it wouldn’t be worth the cost to use treant wood,” I said.


      “Wrong again!” Simon yelled. “Here’s your problem: The wood will be stolen if you use it on a site!”


      “Makes sense,” I said. “By the way, we have a decent amount of treant wood stocked up. Would you like to buy some off us, Simon-san?”


      I nodded in response to Simon-san’s swift rebuttal as I attempted to make a pitch, but...


      “Hmm.” Simon-san paused in thought for a while, but he eventually shook his head. “I mean, I’d love to get my hands on some treant wood, but I can’t take you up on that offer. Or rather, I wouldn’t be able to make use of it, even if I bought some from you.”


      “What do you mean? Would you be unable to handle it?” I asked.


      “Of course not, you fool! I have the skills to easily process treant wood for all sorts of projects!” Simon yelled. “It’s just that I run a furniture workshop. Do you really think anyone would be willing or capable of purchasing furniture made from treant wood?”


      “Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” I said.


      Furniture made from precious wood was already a luxury good left to the nobles, so I couldn’t even imagine how expensive treant wood furniture would be. The only reference point I had was Haruka’s bow, so there was a chance that such furniture would be valuable enough to cover the cost of building a house.


      “Treant wood is great stuff, but it’d be overkill in furniture. It’s not like it looks beautiful in the special way precious wood does either, so there’s no reason for a furniture maker to go out of their way to use it,” said Simon. “Sure, you might be able to sell treant wood furniture to the handful of nouveau riche who want to shower themselves with excess, but again, they’re just a handful.”


      It sounded like it’d be hard to make this sort of furniture a viable business in Laffan. We could technically pay Simon-san to use the treant wood to make furniture for us, but we didn’t actually need super expensive furniture. We already had high-quality furniture at home anyway. Each piece had been carefully crafted by hand and made from solid wood, so we didn’t have any cheap junk around—the kind of furniture that’d been slapped with cheap wood grain.


      “Treant wood isn’t viable for furniture, huh? That’s a shame, Nao,” said Touya.


      “Yeah,” I said. “I thought it could become our second dungeon cash cow, but oh well.”


      Our first cash cow came from just that—our strike ox milk. Other materials like meat and fur could be found outside the dungeon, and we didn’t sell our fruit because we wanted to eat it ourselves. That said, we actually hadn’t found many valuable materials in the Summer Resort Dungeon yet.


      “Well, I’m pretty sure Gantz would be willing to buy some treant wood off you,” said Simon-san. “It’s a solid weapon crafting material, after all.”


      “Gantz-san, huh? I bet he wouldn’t be willing to buy all that much though,” I said.


      “Of course. As far as I know, your party members are the only adventurers who can actually afford treant wood weapons,” said Simon. “Besides, such weapons aren’t necessary for adventurers that only work near Laffan.”


      “That makes sense, but I’m still a bit disappointed considering how much Nao and Natsuki struggled to slay them,” said Touya.


      “We only struggled during our first few encounters,” I said. “The way they camouflaged themselves caught us off guard, but the slaying itself wasn’t all that difficult.”


      But given that the wood was super hard, it hadn’t been easy to prune those dead treants. As for the machetes and axes we’d used to do it, Touya had sharpened them once we returned home. According to him, the blades were chipped, so he suggested the idea of using a better metal for these tools. Natsuki and I had realized this ourselves during the pruning process, so it was probably smart if we coughed up the money to have our axes and machetes reforged with some sterner stuff. Especially if we were planning on pruning more treants in the future.


      “Why don’t you guys just use the wood to upgrade your weapons instead? It works quite well as a spear handle and the like,” said Simon. “It’s usually not an option for most adventurers due to the cost, but...”


      “Is treant wood better than ironwood? It’s what my current handle’s made out of, so I’m curious,” I said.


      Ironwood was lighter, harder, and more flexible than an iron bar. It was a special type of processed wood, but Simon-san casually nodded back at me.


      “Yeah. In fact, even a sword made from treant wood would be stronger than an iron sword,” said Simon-san. “Ironwood is good too, but those swords aren’t great for slashing like a treant one is.”


      “Seriously? Damn, I kinda want to upgrade my wooden sword now,” said Touya.


      “...Why? I think it’d be pointless,” I said.


      Touya looked very surprised after he heard Simon-san’s words, but I sighed after I witnessed his reaction. He still hadn’t discarded the wooden sword that he’d bought as his first weapon, and it still saw action during our training sessions. There was no point in upgrading the wooden sword into something more lethal, especially if it could inflict a serious injury.


      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to hold on to most of our treant wood,” I said. “I thought we’d be able to sell a good bit of it here in Laffan, but oh well.”


      “Sorry. I’d love to help, but none of my clients need or want treant wood. The guys who build palace doors could probably afford it, but I’m not connected to anyone like that. I think you’ll need to either sell the wood elsewhere or discuss this with Feida.” Simon-san seemed genuinely sorry that he couldn’t help us, but he suddenly paused in thought and lifted a hand to his chin. “Actually, would this work? Hmm...”


      “What do you mean, Simon-san?” I asked.


      “Oh, an idea just popped into my mind,” Simon replied. “If you’re not hurting for money, could you hang on to the wood for a while?”


      “Sure, I guess,” I said.


      We had sold a decent amount of precious wood recently, so we had plenty of money to spare.


      “I’ll talk with Feida and bring up the topic of treant wood on my end,” said Simon. “I might be able to convince him to buy some depending on how things turn out.”


      “Really? It’d be great if we could actually sell treant wood in bulk, so we’d really appreciate it,” I said.


      We probably wouldn’t be able to sell treant wood anywhere within Viscount Nernas’s domain if we couldn’t sell it in Laffan. Not to mention that’d be a hassle to travel out in search of potential buyers. The guild would probably be willing to buy some off us, but I was fairly sure that it would be better for us in the long term if we could directly sell and contribute treant wood to Laffan as we had the precious wood.


      “Gotcha. Just wait and see. This is just an idea off the top of my head, after all,” said Simon. “In any case, let’s focus on the brewery for now. I’m sure that it’ll be easier to convince Feida if I have some tasty booze to lubricate him with.”


      “Yeah, that makes sense,” I said. “It’s best to take things one at a time, so I’ll work a bit harder.”


      With my mana mostly restored, I returned to work alongside Touya. His wheelbarrow was put to use right away and ended up being very useful. He demonstrated how to use the tool first before others tested it out, and it was well-liked by all who used it. Mostly because it allowed them to carry a lot of dirt in one go and conserve their energy while doing it. One downside was that planks and boards needed to be installed for the wheelbarrow to pass through elevations and gaps which were easily passable by straw baskets, but the construction workers still thought it was worth the trouble.


      Unfortunately, there was only one wheelbarrow around, so it didn’t make much of a difference when it came to speeding up the project. However, it was clear that the tool was very useful for moving heavy loads around, and Simon-san was apparently willing to buy a few once they were available depending on the price. However, the manufacturing process was incredibly time-consuming due to the lack of easily available industrial metal tubes. At the end of the day, the viability of a wheelbarrow as a moneymaking product depended on Tomi’s future endeavors.


      I floated the Wings’ idea of getting in on the brewery project over dinner, but...


      “Sure, why not?”


      Almost immediately, Haruka shot back with a nonchalant reply.


      “...Don’t you need a little time to think this over, Haruka?” I asked.


      “Well, we’ll have to figure out exactly how they’re pitching in, but their offer will work in our favor,” Haruka replied.


      “Exactly. And we can just toss a few magic bags their way since they’re jonesing for them anyway,” said Yuki. “We’re renting out some bags at the moment, but we can probably sell those to the Wings or hit them up with some sake-related perks.”


      “The magic bag option would probably be the least onerous on our end,” said Natsuki. “Then again, I can’t craft them, so it’d all depend on Haruka and Nao-kun.”


      “Well, you do have a point about the bags being a low-cost solution, but there’s no need to worry about it,” I said.


      It seemed like Natsuki felt guilty for laying all this on Haruka and me, but I just shook my head to reassure her. We still had to hash out the fine details around the Wings’ supposed reward, but nobody in our party had objected to their involvement.


      Whew. I guess this means I won’t be footing the entire bill, even if the Wings manage to stock up on rice.


      “So, I’m not against this idea, nor am I trying to be stingy here, but do we really need to let them in on this?” Touya asked, hesitantly raising a hand. “We can sort out the rice situation ourselves, right?”


      From a certain perspective, Touya’s opinion made perfect sense. However, Haruka couldn’t stop shaking her head after hearing it.


      “No, Touya. The rice is just a perk. The Jade Wings themselves are way more important,” said Haruka. “Do you remember all the high-level skills they have? Level 7 Light Magic, Level 8 Greatsword Fighting, Level 8 Fire Magic; people with those kinds of skills are a scarce commodity. Even if you tore the entire kingdom apart looking for such a person, your chances of success would be low. Not to mention that it’s important we have strength in numbers.”


      “Hmm. We don’t have many acquaintances, so you’re right. I guess allies like the Wings would be a valuable feather in our cap,” said Touya. “Strength-wise, those three could probably solve most of their problems with brute force instead of relying on numbers alone.”


      “Those strengths are part of why I believe they could be quite beneficial to us,” said Haruka. “I rather appreciate their cautious attitude as well.”


      “That’s definitely an important factor to consider given the other times we’ve run into our classmates,” said Yuki.


      While the rest of us let out a deep sigh, Yuki just stared at the floor as the past replayed in her mind. Aside from the Wings, Tomi was the only classmate we’d come across who hadn’t acted with arrogance or reckless abandon. Hell, he had been a little too carefree about the situation at first. As for everyone else, they had either learned a painful lesson or died without learning anything because they couldn’t grow as people. We’d come to terms with this reality ages ago, but it was still something of a depressing topic to dwell on. Yuki then raised her head and voice in a strange yet upbeat fashion, as if she were trying to change the mood.


      “But I gotta say, this world’s carpenters are really something else!” Yuki exclaimed. “Man, they work real fast!”


      “Mm. I had the same thought back when they built this house, but I’m still floored by what they can achieve by hand,” said Natsuki.


      “Yuki and I have thrown in a bit of elbow grease too, but it seems like the cellar’s foundation should be finished sometime tomorrow, and I’m sure the brewery will quickly follow,” I said. “By the way, have you girls wrapped the miso prep yet?”


      “Yep, and we’ve finished up the soy sauce too,” said Natsuki. “It’ll be a while before you can taste any of it, but please look forward to digging in.”


      “Good to know,” I said. “I could really go for a teriyaki dish with some actual soy sauce in it.”


      “Hell yeah!” Touya exclaimed. “I’m already drooling thinking about some dipped and teriyaki grilled corn!”


      “Tee hee. Very well,” said Natsuki. “If our experiments end up having a delicious result, we’ll do just that.”


      Natsuki smiled gently, seeming unbothered by Touya and me going on about chowing down on something new. The inspiel sauce had been a solid substitute for soy sauce, but it was just that—a substitute. Sure, the girls could whip up all sorts of mouthwatering morsels with that sauce, but it just couldn’t be used like the real deal. Apparently, they’d struggled to get the taste right almost every time they cooked with it. All that said, going through all the trouble to make our own miso and soy sauce would be worth it if the girls could skip the futzing step.


      “By the way, how’s the sake brewing going? As you can tell from the construction outside, there’s already been a lot of cash thrown into this project,” I said, glancing at the carpenters’ handiwork. “I have a feeling that Simon-san’s family might be in a bind if this doesn’t work out, so...”


      Gantz-san and Tomi would probably be up a creek without a paddle if the project failed. For her part, Natsuki tilted her head off to the side.


      “Technically, we’d seen some success. However, I’m not sure if our results have been good enough to be sold commercially,” said Natsuki.


      “She’s right. It’ll take way more trial and error before we can consistently produce sake at a large scale,” said Haruka. “It’ll be up to our resident boozehounds as to whether they can weather the storm of losses until then.”


      “Hmm. I guess that means we can leave the rest to them,” I said.


      Even when working with the exact same recipe, the final product from an amateur could vastly differ from the handiwork of a professional. Since our lovable drunkards were the ones who really wanted to drink sake, there was no need for my party to help them figure it out. So I’d planned to leave it all up to them from there, but Haruka actually shook her head.


      “No. The rest of us talked it over while you were out, and we’ve decided to be more proactive in brewing sake as a side gig,” said Haruka. “We were originally planning to do this later on, but we can speed up the timetable if the Jade Wings are willing to help.”


      “Hm? Really? Why?” I asked.


      We made plenty of money through adventuring, and we weren’t struggling to make ends meet either. I didn’t think we needed to resort to brewing booze as a side gig.


      “I mean, side gigs are one of the big trends lately, right?” Haruka replied.


      “...Big trends? Maybe back on Earth, but that doesn’t apply here,” I said.


      I’d heard rumors that more Japanese companies had started letting their workers have side gigs, but nothing like that had popped up in this world. Or rather, there was almost no one who could actually afford to take on a side gig. After all, most people were so busy, they couldn’t take any time off to rest properly. Stable employment was considered a sign of success in this world, so it wasn’t all that easy to survive in these parts.


      “Speaking of side gigs, aren’t you raking in some money selling backpacks, Haruka? What happened to that?” I asked.


      “It’s almost nothing compared to what our party makes overall. Whatever I get from the backpacks will disappear in no time if used for living expenses. It’s nowhere near enough,” Haruka replied. “Besides, it’s not like I can keep making money forever, so...”


      “Hm? What do you mean? Do you need money?” I asked. “I can give you some if you need me to, so just let me know.”


      I was a bit confused because it sounded like Haruka was beating around the bush. There was no way she’d need money for something like one of Touya’s nights out at the brothel, so I was more than willing to contribute my own pocket money if needed. However, Haruka awkwardly averted her eyes, and Natsuki glanced between the two of us before chuckling.


      “Haruka is thinking about retirement and a time in her life when adventuring is out of the question, Nao-kun,” Natsuki replied. “There are a few things in life that tend to put people out of work for a little while.”


      “Things in life? Oh.”


      I-I guess this is what Simon-san was talking about, right? I wonder if I should start budgeting out a year or two without Haruka alongside the party. We’ll definitely have some money saved up ahead of time, but she might feel a little uneasy about just burning through our savings to survive. It might actually be important to secure those multiple revenue streams for our own stability and peace of mind.


      “In that case, you’ll hear no objections from me,” I said.


      “We can technically turn to work involving healing magic, but we can’t rely on that alone,” said Yuki.


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.


      Back when we’d just started out as adventurers, we were terrified of the real possibility we’d be forced into a life on the street if we ran into injury or disease. The Robust skill had likely kept us all in good health up until now, but there was no guarantee that our luck would last forever. Working for Simon-san was a last resort, but that would likely be part-time work given the number of construction jobs around Laffan. It wasn’t something we could rely on as a steady source of income.


      “...I guess it’s the guy’s responsibility to hash all this out and take care of it,” I said.


      I had muttered my thoughts quietly, but Haruka looked like she was embarrassed. She had probably heard me and understood the meaning of my words.


      “M-More importantly, we should clarify the necessary rights and distribution of profits related to the brewery,” said Haruka. “We wouldn’t need to talk about this if those boozehounds were simply brewing for themselves, but it’s a different story if it is going to be a business for us. More interested parties will enter the fold, and it’ll be a headache for us if any conflict bubbles up in the future.”


      “Indeed,” said Yuki. “Natsuki worked very hard to isolate and cultivate koji mold, so we can probably provide a bit of that along with her sake-brewing knowledge. However, we’ll need to lay down some ground rules and figure out fair compensation in exchange for it all.”


      “Well, you and Haruka helped me with the koji mold, so it was a team effort,” said Natsuki.


      It had all started with Tomi’s desire to drink his own sake, but it’d somehow snowballed to the point where Feida got involved. Chances were good that there’d be some trouble ahead if we simply allowed things to carry on in others’ hands.


      “Hmm. If we’re going to let the Wings join in on this, then I guess we should probably clarify a few things and get it all hashed out soon. It might be a good idea to draft a contract or two at the very least,” I said. “By the way, Touya, Mary, Metea, what do you three think about this side gig?”


      “I have no objections at all!” Touya exclaimed. “It’d be great if we could earn fat stacks of cash from this!”


      “Oh, yeah, I figured as much,” I said.


      I bet this dude has burned through so much of his money by now. Well, I mean, we’re usually out of town adventuring, so I’m pretty sure he hasn’t drained his savings, but I guess it’s hard for him to resist acting on his raging hormones.


      “I-I think it would be great if we had money coming in from all sorts of places,” said Mary. “There were times when a stretch of bad weather kept dad from earning anything, so...”


      Unlike Touya, Mary had sound reasoning behind her input. However, she had muttered the caveat that she tacked on at the end, and the adults in the room fell silent after we heard it. It was true that the weather could directly impact what day laborers brought home, and this could affect us as well, so it wasn’t something that we could ignore.


      “Well, there’s not much I can do, but I can definitely handle chores, so please let me know what I can help with!” Mary exclaimed.


      “Hmm. I’m good at trying out new food, but booze isn’t as easy,” said Metea. “I guess that helping out with the chores is the best I can do too.”


      Mary clenched her fists, displaying an eagerness to work. As for Metea, she folded her arms and swayed from side to side.


      “Ha ha. You don’t need to work too hard, so it’s all right if you don’t have any objections,” I said. “More importantly, how exactly should our party get more involved? Should we be the ones doing most of the brewing?”


      “Nah, I’d feel bad for our hooch chasers if we did. I will attempt to secure satisfactory payment in exchange for our mold and knowledge, but that’s not going to give us a bigger pie or piece of it,” said Haruka.


      “I believe it’d be best if we left the brewing to them. As for our party, we should focus on developing new booze that can’t be made with rice or anything you’d find in the grog around Laffan,” said Natsuki.


      I hadn’t expected that suggestion to come from Natsuki of all people, and it looked like Yuki was just as stunned. She probably hadn’t heard about it until now since we’d both been working away on the construction site.


      “Are you saying that we should fill out the entire pie so we can up our own share, Natsuki?” Yuki asked.


      “That sounds ideal, but it won’t be easy to make it happen,” I said.


      “Right? If there are some ingredients around here that can be used to make booze, then I’m sure the townsfolk are already well acquainted with them,” said Yuki.


      Most of the booze around Laffan was either wheat ale or wine. Apparently there were a handful of luxury wines made with apples and the like, but it wouldn’t be wise for us to try to make them. After all, Laffan wasn’t known for apples. Now while you could find dindels and similar fruit in this area, I had no idea how pricey a dindel wine would be. Any price would likely skyrocket given how expensive dindels were to begin with. The same could be said for any fruit grown in the Summer Resort Dungeon—it just wasn’t feasible.


      “Besides, can we actually brew something that’ll be competitively priced for the Laffan market?” I asked.


      Fruit tended to be expensive on the whole, and the same applied to most grains—Laffan wasn’t the kingdom’s breadbasket. Pining had become famous for its ale due to the abundance of fresh water and wheat nearby, but that wasn’t possible in our neck of the woods, and this wouldn’t meet Natsuki’s list of conditions either. Are dindels really our only choice? Could we even profit from selling dindel wine at a premium? Hmm...


      “You’ve made a handful of fair points, and those are exactly why we’re looking to use uncommon and cheap plants for our new booze,” said Haruka.


      I guessed wrong, huh? Whew.


      “That sounds super hard,” I said.


      “I don’t think we’ll be able to do it right away, but we probably still have another decade or so of adventuring work ahead of us,” said Haruka. “All we need to do is to find the proper business to settle on before we retire.”


      “Thinking back on the hooch they’d make back home, it might be possible to get our own around with unexpected ingredients. So, it should be doable,” said Natsuki. “Compared to most people in these parts, we have a head start when it comes to our know-how.”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.


      We knew about saccharification, alcoholic fermentation, yeast, and all the sorts of hooch you could find back on Earth. It was much easier to replicate an old discovery rather than discovering it ourselves, so the girls’ idea seemed feasible.


      “However, this will only work if we’re using uncommon, cheap, and easy-to-find ingredients, right? I think we’ll have a lot of trouble stumbling across something so convenient,” I said.


      “Yeah, so we’ll just have to be patient and hope we get lucky eventually,” said Haruka. “I asked Touya to take a look around the woods looking for any potential ingredients, so it’s a game of wait and see.”


      Seriously? I hope you’re not expecting much out of a fool’s errand like that, Haruka.


      I glanced at Touya to ask if he was fine with this, but he simply smiled and shrugged back at me.


      “She’s having me take care of it since I have the Appraisal skill,” said Touya. “I’m planning to get started on this tomorrow.”


      “I’ll tag along and help out too!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Oh, really? Sure, I guess,” said Touya. “We can have ourselves a fun stroll while we’re out and about.”


      “If Metea’s going, I’ll be coming along as well,” said Mary.


      It seemed like the beastfolk trio had arrived at a consensus. When we first arrived in this world, we couldn’t exactly drop by a forest for fun. However, we’d become much, much stronger in the time since then.


      “Can you really find the right stuff for making booze in a forest?” I asked.


      “Anything with a high sugar content, like honey or fruit, would be ideal, but it’d kind of be a waste to use them on liquor. With that said, I believe that something like a starch-rich corm, bulb, or stem would be our best bet,” said Haruka.


      “That makes sense,” I said. “Even if it doesn’t get distilled, most sweet ingredients are still edible.”


      The hooch meant more to the boozehounds than any of us, but we would appreciate all those raw ingredients.


      “As for those starch-rich plants, it would be better to seek out crops that seem like they easily grow even if left alone,” said Natsuki. “Going out to forage every time we need more ingredients wouldn’t be reliable if we’re planning on turning this into a business.”


      Yuki blinked a couple of times and tilted her head once she heard the extra condition Natsuki had just tacked on.


      “So you’re saying that Touya’s been tasked with tearing forests apart in search of a new, starch-rich crop that’s easily cultivated? If this was a game, I’d bet that he’s taken up a Nightmare difficulty quest,” said Yuki.


      “Indeed. Touya-kun needs to be very lucky to finish this one,” said Natsuki. “There are plants like arrowroot around too, so his chances of success aren’t zero. However, handling said plants might be difficult.”


      “Yeah, arrowroot’s been deemed an invasive species in certain countries on Earth,” I said. “The very thought of planting any of it in our yard spooks the hell out of me.”


      “Hell’s what we’ll be in for if we did that,” said Haruka. “There’s also the possibility it’d be affected by our compost.”


      “Ha ha. The whole house would probably be covered in vines by the time we got back from the dungeon if that happened.” Yuki laughed cheerfully at first, but a serious expression overtook her face before she shook her head. “Actually, I guess this might be a realistic scenario given how fast the corn had grown, so we shouldn’t be joking around.”


      Under favorable conditions, arrowroot could apparently grow dozens of centimeters in a single day, so I had no idea exactly how fast it could grow with a hit of our compost. Yuki’s hypothetical situation could be very real if we left home for a month or so.


      “To sum it up, it sounds like I’m searching for robust plants that can grow by themselves, aren’t invasive, are rich in starch, and they’re easy to harvest, right? Hmm. Instead of Nightmare, I think the difficulty you’re looking for is Lunatic,” said Touya.


      Touya had an awkward look on his face, as if he wasn’t sure how to feel about this, but Haruka simply laughed in response.


      “You don’t have to take this job too seriously, Touya. You can just look around while you’re taking that fun stroll you mentioned,” said Haruka. “Asking around town will be our best bet for success. We can make booze with the corn we bought in Kelg, so I have a feeling there should be another suitable ingredient we haven’t found just yet.”


      “Hm? Corn liquor? I’ve never heard of anything like that before,” I said.


      “Really? You haven’t heard about the corn used to produce bioethanol?”


      I didn’t know a thing about booze, but I had seen a story about that bioethanol on the news before. However, I hadn’t been able to connect the dots until Haruka pointed it out.


      “Oh, right, I guess it does count as alcohol,” I said.


      “I don’t think a spirit made from super high-purity bioethanol will taste any good, but yeah,” said Haruka. “It’s generally used in the making of whiskey and shochu.”


      “We weren’t old enough to drink back home, so it’s normal that you’ve never thought about the raw ingredients that go into making alcohol,” said Natsuki. “However, the major part corn plays in making bourbon whiskey is probably a well-known detail.”


      “Oh, yeah, I’ve heard about bourbon whiskey before!” Yuki exclaimed. “I see. Corn is used to make it, huh?”


      Yuki looked very surprised after she heard Natsuki’s explanation. As for Touya and me, we just nodded along. I’d heard about bourbon quite a bit, but I had no idea corn was the main ingredient.


      “Man, I never expected that you could make booze with corn,” said Touya. “Oh, by the way, the buckwheat we bought back in Kelg isn’t popular at all, right? I’m pretty sure that we could buy a ton of it for cheap then.”


      A smug look appeared on Touya’s face, so it seemed like he was very confident about his idea. He was probably right, considering what I’d heard from merchants around the market, but Natsuki smiled awkwardly in response.


      “Buckwheat, huh? Soba shochu is made from buckwheat, so it would be possible to make,” said Natsuki. “However, buckwheat comes with its own risks, so it’d be best if we avoided it if possible.”


      “Risks? What are you talking about?” Touya asked.


      “You’ve heard of buckwheat allergies before, right? It would be fine if they were a well-known fact in this world, but there’s a high chance that we’d be blamed if something happened thanks to our new liquor,” Natsuki replied.


      Regular old wheat could also spark an allergic reaction, but people tended to eat that way more than buckwheat. Anyone who drank ale certainly knew about bread, but the people around Laffan might’ve never had buckwheat before. With all of that in mind, Natsuki’s concerns were perfectly valid.


      “Damn, I guess my idea is no good, huh? All right,” said Touya. “I’ll just do my best during my forest strolls.”


      “Thanks,” said Natsuki. “We’ll look around the market and stores on our end.”


      “It might be a good idea to reach out to folks like Riva, Aera-san, and Diola-san too,” said Haruka. “In fact, I think we’ll definitely need Diola-san’s help since Feida’s involved.”


      “Yeah, we’re probably no match for him come negotiation time, so it’s best to leave this to Diola-san,” I said.


      Diola-san had the skill and experience to negotiate even with nobles, so bringing her on board would probably be a great idea if an exchange were to happen.


      “In that case, we might as well ask Diola-san for advice in regard to our compost while we’re at it,” said Yuki. “We’ve got some tasty corn treats we can butter her up with too, so I’m fairly sure she’ll be quick to act.”


      “That’s not a bad idea, but are you sure you have the time for this, Yuki? Construction on the brewery isn’t finished yet,” said Natsuki.


      “Oh, right.”


      At first, Yuki seemed super excited as she looked up, but that enthusiasm had taken a turn for the awkward. She glanced my way after Natsuki admonished her, and I simply shrugged in response as I smiled back.


      “Don’t worry, I can handle the rest by myself, Yuki,” I said. “Go ahead and tag along with Haruka and Natsuki.”


      Simon-san had mentioned that his boys were going to handle everything that could be taken care of by hand, so there wasn’t much in the way of magic-based construction left to be done. In fact, I could probably finish off all my tasks alone by the time noon rolled around tomorrow.


      “Really? Okay!” Yuki exclaimed. “We’ll do our best to wrap it all up!”


      “That’s reassuring, but try to avoid asking for anything unreasonable,” I said. “All we really need is a way to get rid of our extra compost anyway.”


      Our compost was incredible, but it was only worth having if it could be put to good use. We had no idea what would happen if we threw the stuff out willy-nilly, so we couldn’t approach this issue lightly. The compost would end up becoming a large pile of garbage if Diola-san didn’t want to buy any from us, but we could technically dump it in the dungeon as a last resort.


      “By the way, Mary, can you think of any plants that might work in terms of what we’re looking for?” Haruka asked.


      “Workable plants, huh? Hmm...”


      Mary tilted her head as if she wasn’t sure how to answer Haruka’s ambiguous question. If Mary had taken the same science classes that those of us from Earth had, something might’ve popped into her head right away. However, she wasn’t all that knowledgeable when it came to plants, and Haruka quickly realized that she needed to provide Mary with more details.


      “Feel free to mention anything that comes to mind, including the sorts of plants your family bought in Kelg when it was time to save some money,” said Haruka. “The taste doesn’t matter as long as it’s easily found.”


      “Oh, that happens to be my forte!” Mary exclaimed. “Our family ate notatoes when we didn’t have money, and you can find them for very cheap at the market! They don’t taste good at all though.”


      Mary looked very happy right after she gave that answer, but Met started grimacing and flailing her hands all over her face.


      “Notatoes are sooooooooo bad! I almost wanted to throw up after eating them, and they bugged my throat too!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Ha ha, yeah. They have a strong bitter taste, so you have to mash and soak them in water before serving them,” said Mary. “However, they still tasted awful after all that work. I often felt like losing my lunch too.”


      The rest of us glanced at each other and chuckled after we heard the kids’ straightforward description. It was probably true that notatoes were terrible, even if we factored in Metea’s childish palate.


      “Are notatoes easy to find?” Haruka asked.


      “We were able to buy them from the market in Kelg, but I don’t know if you can find them in Laffan,” Mary replied. “In a way, we’ve been lucky that we haven’t had to eat a notato since you took us in, so...”


      “Don’t worry about it,” said Haruka. “We’ll look for them when we have the time.”


      Mary seemed a touch apologetic for not knowing much more, but Haruka nonchalantly shook her hands to indicate that she didn’t mind at all.


      Notatoes, huh? I’ve never heard of them before. Maybe there are many things we can find on the market if we simply have a look around.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      The next day, I was able to wrap up my end of the job by noon, so I guess I’d been right on the money. Simon-san told me that his guys would take care of the rest after I finished hardening the cellar walls and forming the building’s foundation.


      Construction probably would’ve finished faster if I kept pitching in, but the distribution of the excess wealth that Simon-san had obtained from his precious wood monopoly was one of the hidden goals of the project. My party was technically at fault since we had supplied the precious wood, so it would potentially torpedo that goal if we decreased the workload of the others too much. As a result, I went along with Simon-san’s orders and was free from noon onward.


      “What should I do now? Hmm,” I said.


      The beastfolk trio had happily headed out toward the forests early in the morning, and the girls had also already left to negotiate with Diola-san. I could probably catch up to either group if I really wanted to, but it wouldn’t be easy to actually find the beastfolk trio. Not to mention that I wouldn’t be of any help if I joined the girls midway. I could’ve probably napped to recover my mana, but I wasn’t tired at all, so it would probably be a waste of time.


      “...Well, I guess I’ll mull over this again after lunch,” I said.


      The girls had set aside a premade meal for me, though it would’ve been a little lonely to eat all by myself. So I decided to treat myself to a tasty lunch over at Aera-san’s café instead, but I bumped into the Wings just as I left the house.


      “Oh, perfect timing, Nao!” Kaho exclaimed.


      We noticed each other at about the same time, but Kaho waved and happily dashed toward me before I had a chance to speak.


      “Yo, what’s up? What brings the three of you this way?” I asked.


      Kaho cheerfully requested a high five from me, so I obliged her request as I said hello to Yoshino. While smiling, she then tapped Kaho on the head in an attempt to calm her down.


      “We offered to work as your party’s rice brokers, remember? We simply decided to stop by and ask what everyone settled on,” Yoshino replied.


      “Oh, right. I mentioned this to everyone right away, so we’ve figured it out,” I said.


      Since magic bags were a part of this topic, I didn’t want to discuss the particulars outside in case someone overheard us. On the other hand, I didn’t really want to head back inside since I’d just left for lunch, so...


      “Have you sat for lunch already?”


      I was willing to discuss the matter with them over lunch if they hadn’t eaten yet, but Yoshino awkwardly averted her eyes for some reason.


      “U-Uh, not yet, I guess?”


      “Hm? What do you mean, Yoshino?”


      “We intended to discuss the details with you over lunch,” said Kaho.


      Opposed to Yoshino, Kaho had just clearly stated the Wings’ intentions, but I was still a bit confused. Sae then took a step back as she pointed at Kaho.


      “Kaho had the bright idea of mooching off you for lunch to begin with,” said Sae.


      “A sudden betrayal?! Why?! You agreed to this too, Sae!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Kaho swiftly turned back toward Sae, but the latter simply shook her head.


      “No, all I said was that we might cause an inconvenience for Nao-kun’s party and their lunch plans if we dropped by at noon,” said Sae. “Though it’s true that I didn’t speak up against it.”


      “Y-You set up an unavoidable trap for me!” Kaho exclaimed. “It is impossible for me to resist the opportunity for lunch with the Meikyo Shisui folks; the food around is just too delicious!”


      Kaho shuddered in a slightly exaggerated manner as she stared at Sae in shock.


      I see. Kaho assumed that we’d be willing to have them join us for lunch if they popped by at the right time, huh? I’m pretty sure the girls would’ve let them join us if they had the time, so Kaho certainly thought right, but...


      “Well, the girls actually aren’t around right now,” I said. “There are some premade meals I can share with you, but I think it’d be better if we ate out instead.”


      “Ate out? Are you sure? The restaurants around Laffan generally suck, don’t they?” Yoshino asked.


      It had been a good while since the Jade Wings first arrived in town, so they’d probably eaten out a few times by now. They didn’t seem very keen about my idea as they glanced at each other, leading me to chuckle a bit.


      “Don’t worry, there’s a place my party frequently drops by that I have in mind, and I guarantee you that the food’s great,” I said. “In fact, I’ll treat you to lunch today.”


      “Is that so? In that case, marching forward is the best course of action!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Kaho immediately jumped at my offer, but Yoshino looked very exasperated as she glanced at the fox girl.


      “Please, Kaho. We’re not hard up for money, so show a little restraint,” said Yoshino. “Sure, it’d be a different story if we’re going to a fancy restaurant, but yeah.”


      “Little strokes fell great oaks, Yoshino! It is absolutely necessary for us to obtain cool and comfortable actons before summer descends upon us!” Kaho exclaimed. “We also need to upgrade our weapons and armor, remember?”


      “Ugh. I mean, yeah, you’re right that we need money for all sorts of things, but...”


      It seemed like Kaho’s words had proven effective on Yoshino, even if she hadn’t been fully convinced yet. The fox girl clenched her fists as she continued to reason with Yoshino.


      “Besides, this is the first time a man has ever offered to treat me to a meal! There’s no way I can turn down this offer!” Kaho exclaimed.


      She spoke a little more normally than usual as she shared this sad truth. It actually seemed like she was feeling very desperate about this. Yoshino looked at Kaho as if she felt some pity for her now, and Sae sighed as well.


      “Gosh,” said Yoshino. “Um, are you okay with this, Nao?”


      “Yeah, I don’t mind. It would’ve been a different story when I first arrived in this world, but treating the three of you to lunch won’t hurt my wallet too much these days,” I said. “If you end up liking the food, feel free to frequent the place we’re going to. It’s really good and my party’s fond of it too.”


      “Thank you very much,” said Sae. “In that case, we’ll take you up on your offer.”


      “Yeah, thanks,” said Yoshino. “It sounds like you and your party are big fans of this place, so I’m looking forward to it!”


      “Indeed!” Kaho exclaimed. “Let’s hurry!”


      As promised, the Jade Wings accompanied me to Aera-san’s café. The girls were so shocked by the café’s stylish exterior, I had to grab their attention so they’d get moving again. Right after we walked inside, the four of us were greeted by Luce-san’s cheerful tones.


      “Oh, Nao-san, welco— Hm?”


      She stopped smiling and then blinked a few times—seemingly lost in thought after taking notice of my company. Luce-san frowned as she tiptoed over to whisper something into my ear.


      “Um, do you want me to keep this a secret from Haruka-san?”


      “Huh? Oh, nah, you don’t have to do that!” I exclaimed. “Haruka and the girls know about this!”


      My mind froze for a second, but I clearly smelled what Luce-san was stepping in—especially after she glanced at the girls. Naturally, I hastily turned down her offer.


      “Ah, I guess you’re not a horndog player then, right?”


      “Of course not, Luce-san! They’re just some old friends!”


      “Really? If you say so,” said Luce. “In that case, please follow me.”


      Luce-san looked at me as if she didn’t fully trust me, but she still showed us to a table for four. Kaho took a seat next to me while Yoshino and Sae sat on the opposite side of the table. Luce-san then smiled and told us to wait for a bit before she walked away.


      “There sure is a nice atmosphere to this place,” said Yoshino.


      “This café seems stylish,” said Sae. “We had no clue there was a place like this in Laffan.”


      “Indeed. Casual dining halls are fairly common, but this is a pleasant surprise,” said Kaho.


      The trio seemed quite impressed as their eyes darted around the room, but Yoshino looked a touch worried by the time her gaze landed on me.


      “Just to double-check, this place is expensive, isn’t it? Just look at how fancy this interior is,” Yoshino said.


      “Well, the food here is definitely pricier than the random dining hall you’d find in town, but there’s only one lunch special here, so it’s not too bad,” I replied. “However, if we’re talking about dinner, then you’ll need to reserve a table in advance, so it’s a bit expensive.”


      Even though Aera-san had rented out the space to us many times, my party had never actually had to deal with the bill.


      “I see,” said Yoshino. “Oh, looks like the lunch menu is just drinks and sweets aside from the special.”


      “Whoa, there are so many different goodies on here too,” said Sae.


      “Yeppo. It’s pretty cool, isn’t it? Everyone in Meikyo Shisui really likes the grub, and it’s all high quality too,” I said.


      A menu filled to the brim with sweets and desserts was a perfectly normal sight in a Japanese café, but that wasn’t the case in this world. If you found a restaurant that actually offered sweet treats, they’d often be stupidly expensive and not all that good either. Aera-san’s café was an outlier. Between her keen skills in the kitchen and all the help she’d had from Meikyo Shisui’s ladies, Aera-san’s has plenty of tasty treats on offer. They didn’t beat what we had back on Earth quality-wise, but the difference was very small.


      “Everything on the menu seems worth the cost with how delicious it all looks,” said Kaho. “I-If I may, would you be willing to treat us to some of these, Nao?”


      “Kaho, please, that’s asking for too much,” said Yoshino.


      Kaho looked up at me with puppy dog eyes, and Yoshino gave her a light kick. However, I just casually nodded along.


      “Yeah, I don’t mind,” I said. “Just don’t go overboard, all right? Two or three things per person should be okay.”


      “Are you sure about this, Nao?” Yoshino asked. “It’ll make for a steep bill after tallying up all the sweets and specials, right?”


      “Don’t worry about it. Order whatever you’d like, and the same goes for both you and Sae,” I replied. “I’d like to talk about a few things, including rice, after we finish up. I’d feel bad if we just sat here without ordering anything, so this works out.”


      And if I spent more of my money, I’d be contributing to Aera-san’s daily profits. She probably didn’t need any help considering that business was apparently booming, but I still wanted to help her in any way I could.


      “In that case, we’ll take you up on your offer,” said Yoshino.


      “Thank you very much, Nao-kun,” said Sae. “I’ve been wanting to try a few sweets myself.”


      “It’s actually somewhat difficult to make a decision given the sheer number of options available to us,” said Kaho. “We are definitely fortunate that dealing with excess weight isn’t a concern for us.”


      “Yeah, it’s easy for us to get plenty of exercise in this world,” said Yoshino. “Then again, we lost our easy access to sweets, so I guess they kind of canceled each other out. However, we finally have the chance to indulge in sweets once more!”


      The Wings cheerily chatted among themselves as they flicked through the menu. I glanced at them as I waited, but it wasn’t long before a quartet of lunch specials arrived at our table. But instead of Luce-san bringing them out, Aera-san had done it herself for some reason.


      “Welcome, Nao-san,” said Aera.


      She smiled as she set my meal in front of me but proceeded to slowly scan over each of the Wings as she gave them theirs. It was as if she were trying to gauge them. After that, she looked down at her own body and sighed to herself quietly.


      “Yeah, hello,” I said. “Is it okay for you to leave the kitchen?”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I’ve already finished my cooking,” said Aera. “And Luce can take care of the plating by herself, so I can relax for a bit.”


      She lifted her head as she looked toward the kitchen, where Luce-san stood. For some reason, she was smiling and giving me a thumbs-up.

    

  

  
    [image: insert6]
  

  
    
      “I-I see,” I said. “By the way, can we take our time here today?”


      “Of course. Our lunch hours should be over soon, so feel free to stick around for a while,” said Aera. “Um, please let me know later if you’d like to order more.”


      Aera-san glanced at my company once more before she hurried off to the kitchen. Luce-san sighed and drooped her shoulders as Aera-san passed by.


      “Um, Nao-kun, is she the owner of this café?” Sae asked.


      “Yeah, that’s right,” I replied. “She’s the owner, the manager, and an excellent cook on top of all that.”


      Ever since she hired Luce-san, Aera-san had apparently left the front of house to her waitress while she stuck to the kitchen. However, Aera-san always popped out to say hello whenever my party dropped by.


      “I see,” said Sae. “I feel like she was staring daggers into my skull.”


      “Hm? Really?”


      I mean, yeah, Aera-san did look at the girls a few times, but I’m sure she was only trying to remember their faces. She’d only do that because I brought them along, right?


      “Tee hee. Maybe she sees you as a rival, Sae,” said Yoshino.


      “A-A rival? Wouldn’t Kaho fit the bill way better if that’s the case?”


      Yoshino playfully smiled as she teased Sae, but her tormentee seemed a bit confused as she glanced at Kaho instead.


      “Me? Perhaps that may be the case if Nao has brought me up before, but...”


      “Nah, I haven’t mentioned you at all, Kaho,” I said.


      “I figured as much. In that case, if Sae wasn’t imagining things, then I believe this is an issue of race,” said Kaho. “Marriage between those of different races is very rare in this world, so it’s completely natural for the owner to be wary of Sae. Are you on good terms with her, Nao?”


      “Yeah, more or less,” I said. “This café used to be a ghost town; not a customer to be seen. My party helped her recover from the brink of ruin.”


      “Is that so? She’s pretty cute, so it makes sense since you’re a guy,” said Yoshino.


      “Well, I can’t deny that, but we actually offered to help because one of my classmates got her into a pickle,” I said. “We couldn’t just abandon her, and since we could take care of it, we did. That’s why we got involved.”


      I filled in the Wings on what had happened, and they all looked rather concerned afterward.


      “Hmm. Sounds like our classmate didn’t mean to cause trouble, but it still happened anyway,” said Yoshino.


      “Depending on the situation, the absence of malice can be quite dangerous,” said Kaho. “After all, it’s difficult to see through someone if they possess no intention of deceiving you.”


      Kaho had made an excellent point. She might not have looked like it, but Aera-san was actually a decently experienced adventurer. She could’ve possibly avoided disaster if malice was a factor, but it was impossible to suss out ill intent from a suggestion made by someone who sincerely believed they were in the right. Satomi had thought she’d been helpful, but she had no clue that her advice had backfired until my party informed her.


      “Success isn’t easy to come by in the restaurant business,” said Sae. “Trying to act as a consultant based on superficial knowledge alone doesn’t really work out.”


      “Yeah, exactly,” I said. “We were only able to help Aera-san dig herself out thanks to Laffan’s unique quirks,” I said.


      Every single stall and dining hall in Laffan basically sucked, so a restaurant that actually offered good food was something of a rarity. If the restaurant business around here had been as competitive as it was in a town like Clewily, Aera-san’s chances of recovery would’ve been slim.


      “Well, in any case, I’m glad that such an adorable little girl was able to sidestep a bad ending,” said Yoshino.


      “...Just to be clear, she’s actually over thirty,” I said.


      “Huh? Sure, I know she’s an elf, but there’s no way, right?”


      Yoshino seemed utterly baffled as she looked between me and Sae, and then the air—as if she were pondering the girls in my party. Eventually, she glanced down again and nodded to herself after her eyes wandered toward Kaho.


      “...Yeah, I suppose people do grow at different rates,” said Yoshino.


      “Why did you look at me last?!” Kaho exclaimed. “Don’t explain yourself!”


      Kaho sulked, huffed, and grabbed a fork before stabbing it into her cube steak—the lunch special’s main entrée. She proceeded to angrily toss a hunk of meat into her mouth, and her eyes went wide in surprise. Heck, even her ears perked up.


      “Whoa, this is absolutely delicious!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Yoshino, Sae, go ahead and start eating before it gets cold.”


      “Okay,” said Yoshino as she took a bite from her plate. “Damn, Kaho wasn’t joking at all, huh? I can’t believe you can find food as good as this for an affordable price. I wish we knew about your secret spot sooner.”


      “Mm. This is just as good as whatever the Meikyo Shisui girls can whip up,” said Sae.


      The four of us mostly remained silent as we started eating, but the girls huddled around the menu once again after they finished their lunches. Sae suggested they order just one dessert, leading her to clash with Kaho because the fox girl wanted so much more than that. As for Yoshino, she pretty much ignored both of them and kept perusing the menu at her own pace. Because of that, I eventually stepped in with a two-item limit, leading them to each go with a drink and a dessert. After everything arrived, I finally got around to the main topic that I had in mind.


      “I’ve managed to nab the seal of approval from everyone in the party, so once you get your hands on that aquatic wheat, we’ll buy it from you,” I said.


      “Oh, really? I’m glad to hear that,” said Yoshino. “In that case, we’ll head out here soon to stock up on it.”


      “Thank you. As for your compensation, we thought of shifting away from renting to leasing our magic bags to you. From there, you can make your payments in aquatic wheat,” I said. “How does that sound? It basically means the bags will be yours once we’ve received enough aquatic wheat.”


      My party was willing to let the Wings pay for their bags in installments of aquatic wheat, but there was only so much they could lug back in a single trip. It would take them a while to pay off their lease, but we couldn’t just sell the bags without any strings attached. So we thought this would be a solid compromise.


      “Oh, are you really sure about this? That’d be wonderful for us!” Yoshino exclaimed.


      “Indeed! There’s no way we could keep on adventuring without these bags. It’d be a blow to our dignity,” said Sae. “We finally understand what Yuki-san meant when she said she never wanted to hoe out a hole in the ground again.”


      Hoe? Oh, is she talking about portable toilets? While “portable” is in the name, it’s not exactly realistic to carry them around without a magic bag. They’re absolutely essential in a few-days-long adventure, especially for folks like us who are familiar with modern cleanliness standards back home.


      “Well, just to be clear, we haven’t made a final decision on how to handle the magic bags yet. You’ll probably have to wait until we can pick the brains of a few experts on this,” I said. “When it comes to the sake brewing, there’s a good chance this’ll become a side gig for our party. We should be able to share a portion of the profits with the three of you, but...”


      “Nah, that would be too greedy on our end. The best we can do is supply you with raw ingredients; we can’t contribute to your party’s knowledge or the technology,” said Kaho. “Besides, it would be much harder for us to get our hands on a magic bag than money, so we’d prefer them as our compensation instead.”


      “Okay,” I said. “In that case, I’ll mention your party’s opinion on the matter when I discuss this again with everyone else.”


      Kaho ended up answering exactly as I had expected. My party would lose out on the extra money from renting the bags to the Wings, but it wasn’t like we were planning to rake in the dough to begin with. This was the least onerous option on our end. We had to hash out a few more details with Diola-san before we could make a final decision, but that depended on the level of protection Viscount Nernas had offered to our party.


      “That should be just about everything I wanted to go over with the three of you,” I said.


      “Okay. Thank you so much for looking out for us,” said Yoshino. “At first, we just wanted to return the favor since you’ve helped us out so much. We figured that it could benefit us too if both of our parties got along.”


      “Same here,” I said. “We actually have high expectations for the three of you, especially your powerful combat prowess.”


      I’d decided to match Yoshino’s honesty with my own. I preferred relationships that didn’t call for a battle of wits anyway.


      “I am confident that we can meet those expectations,” said Kaho. “There isn’t much else that we can offer, so we really appreciate this.”


      “Indeed,” said Sae. “We don’t have the talent to pursue a side gig like your party has.”


      “I don’t think that’s actually the case, but oh well,” I said. “What do you girls think about side gigs?”


      “Are you talking about brewing sake? If I recall correctly, you initially didn’t plan to get too involved, right?” Yoshino asked.


      “Yeah. The original plan was to let others take the lead, but the girls in my party suddenly brought up the idea of turning it into an actual side gig. So, I’m curious to hear your thoughts on this,” I replied.


      With everyone probably still out and about, it was too early to head home just yet. So, I went ahead and spent some more time at Aera-san’s with the Wings. They seemed jazzed about the idea for the most part.


      “I believe it’s a fine idea. However, it would be troublesome if you poured all of your time and effort into this project. If you slacked off on your main job too much, it’d affect your ability to make money that way. But that shouldn’t be the case with your party, correct? I’m fairly confident that Meikyo Shisui will be able to make a decent profit off of this project, even if you only work on it from time to time,” said Kaho.


      “Indeed. With your members, I can’t see your party not raking in the dough from a side gig,” said Sae.


      “Well, it kind of works out for us that you and your party are seriously throwing your hats into brewing sake,” said Yoshino. “We might secure an important position as your rice supplier, so it should work out as a win-win for both of us, right?”


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.


      There was a chance that people around town would try their hand at growing rice once the sake business actually took off, potentially providing us with an easily obtainable source of rice. But if that happened, Laffan would become the only supply route, and my party would lose its bargaining power if Feida seized control over the rice. On the other hand, if the Jade Wings could keep us topped off with a steady supply, we’d have the upper hand. After all, that rice would be coming from a land ruled by a neighboring lord.


      “Besides, I believe that Haruka and the other girls were thinking of the future when they brought this up,” said Kaho. “Families start after marriage, and there’s no guarantee that they will be able to work as adventurers forever, correct?”


      “Well, yeah, they did say something like that to me.”


      If I lived alone, I could easily make enough to support myself through selling conjured ice or working in construction. However, I wasn’t sure if that could support a family. There was no such thing as maternity or paternity leave in this world, nor were there any government-funded subsidies available for couples raising children. So, without our own parents around in this world, we had no choice but to provide for ourselves.


      Man, now that I’m an independent adult, I really appreciate the social safety nets we had back home. The fact that they don’t exist here is enough to make me feel a little queasy, but I’d bet it’s even more stressful for Haruka since she’d be the one bringing life into the world.


      “I figured as much. With that in mind, you have nothing to lose if you can afford to take on a side gig,” said Kaho. “I am well aware that Haruka might have purposely avoided making any clear statements, but part of her livelihood could be forfeit if you were to die, so— Or isn’t that the case?”


      Kaho suddenly corrected herself as her eyes wandered around, and I nodded in agreement. If I compared Haruka’s take-home to mine, I’d probably be in the losing camp. She could take care of herself by charging for her healing magic alone, but I had a feeling she’d be just fine even if she couldn’t use it.


      “W-Well, it would still be a blow to your income, correct? Additionally, if you died in an adventuring accident, Haruka would likely go down alongside you,” said Kaho. “With all of that in mind, I believe it would be wise if you had a career you could leave behind if children ever enter the picture.”


      “We know this is a morbid topic, but the adventurer’s life is a perilous one,” said Sae.


      “Indeed. It’s good to have a family business in this world,” said Yoshino. “Your party seems to know plenty of people you can count on, so some of them might be willing to watch after your children until they come of age if you happen to have a profitable family business.”


      “I see,” I said. “I guess these are the kind of perks that pop up from starting a side gig, eh?”


      I once thought that everything would be all right if I left behind enough money for my children to survive until they grew up. However, there wasn’t anything like a bank around for me to leave my money in nor was it easy to find trustworthy guardians. After all, most children who were left an inheritance could easily be swindled or mugged if they didn’t have the means to protect themselves. There was a chance that a family business could be stolen as well, but it was a far better option compared to something hard to track like cash.


      “And here I thought this could be a hobby to tinker with from time to time, but I guess I should be taking this more seriously,” I said.


      “Yeah,” said Yoshino. “Oh, do you actually have plans for the near future to keep you going?”


      Yoshino tilted her head as she glanced at me, but I hastily shook my own head in response.


      “Nah, that’s not it at all,” I said. “It’s just that I can rest easily if I’m already prepared for any future bumps in the road.”


      “Indeed. You can’t simply stick your ‘head’ into something without proper preparation, after all!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Don’t phrase it in that way!”


      I know what you’re trying to imply, Kaho!


      “Tee hee. I have no idea what you’re talking about. There’s no hidden meaning behind anything I just said,” said Kaho.


      “You’re lying for sure!” I exclaimed.


      Kaho awkwardly whistled while feigning ignorance. I immediately shot back, but she casually brushed me off and stared at me instead.


      “Besides, it’s kind of mean that you’re discussing this of all things with me, Nao.”


      “O-Oh, uh, sorry, I guess,” I said.


      I had no idea exactly how serious Kaho had been when she had tried to make a move on me, but it was possible that I was a bit inconsiderate of her feelings. However, she covered her eyes in an exaggerated fashion after I apologized.


      “No need to apologize. I am a woman who can endure hardships, after all. Sniff.”


      Kaho hit me with the puppy dog eyes while faking tears, but I knew that this was clearly a trap. I glanced away and remained silent, causing Kaho to pout as if she were unhappy about how I’d reacted.


      “Oh, if only you humored me and played along,” said Kaho. “You don’t have to be so cold.”


      Sae and Yoshino looked at her as if they thought their friend was a pitiful creature.


      “That was obviously an act,” said Sae. “You’re not earning any sympathy, Kaho.”


      “Yeah, I felt embarrassed just looking at you,” said Yoshino. “You need to try harder, Kaho.”


      Sae and Yoshino probably hadn’t shown Kaho any mercy precisely because they were friends, leading the fox girl to clutch her chest.


      “Ugh. My chest hurts from the pain of betrayal wrought upon me by my dear friends,” said Kaho.


      “You mean your flat chest?” Yoshino asked.


      “Yes, my flat che— Oh, please, silence!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Her ears perked up as she angrily slammed her fists down on the table. Sae chuckled at first, but a serious expression soon washed over her face. Paused in thought, Sae tilted her head to the side.


      “Well, I think we should be worrying more about life after retirement than Nao’s crew,” said Sae. “Yoshino can probably get by with her healing magic, and I suppose I can work in construction with my Earth Magic. Hmm...”


      “My overwhelming strength is the only thing I’m confident in, but I won’t be able to rely on it forever. Not for money anyway,” said Kaho.


      “Yeah. Well, you do have your Greatsword Fighting skill too, but doing something like opening up a dojo would probably be quite difficult,” I said.


      Kaho’s Greatsword Fighting skill had reached an incredibly high level, but that didn’t mean it’d be easy for her to make money by teaching others. She could probably earn some easy chump change by teaching fellow adventurers, but trust and credibility were essential in winning over students with deep pockets. No one would bother to show up if she suddenly opened up a dojo tomorrow.


      Even if she became a Rank 8 adventurer before she retired, Kaho’s chances of success would be slim. Her other option was to ingratiate herself with the nobles and slowly chip away at earning their trust. Both options required a huge amount of skill and luck, with the latter being the linchpin in that second option—making it a very risky path to traverse. Anyone who’d lived in this world for a while knew this, so Kaho furrowed her brows and growled to herself. However, she suddenly looked at me as if she’d just thought of an excellent idea. In fact, her eyes were positively sparkling.


      “It appears that my options for the future are limited at the moment,” said Kaho. “Perhaps I should attempt to opt in to the Nao fraternal insurance policy in earnest so that—”


      “Oh, Kaho, I just noticed that your plate is empty,” I said. “Would you like to order something else? It’ll be my treat, of course.”


      “Sure!”


      It seemed like trying out new sweet food mattered more to Kaho than her own anxieties about the future. I raised a hand to call Luce-san over in order to seal Kaho’s mouth with the power of money.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Right as day three of construction got underway, Haruka, Natsuki, and Yuki hoofed it over to Gantz-san’s. They wanted to pick his brain on the current state of rights, benefits, and privileges related to brewing sake. They also wanted to ask him about his plans for the future so we could work on our own plans regarding the brewery. However, Gantz-san had apparently hit them with a whammy.


      As they told it, he’d said that since we were providing the land and brewing know-how, it was perfectly natural for us to retain most of the associated rights. He also told us to manage the endeavor as a proper business, because a boozehound like him would always be happy as long as there’s a tasty drink around. He originally planned to round up everyone involved once the girls had succeeded at brewing sake to hash out further details—things like whether or not to continue the project, how to manage it, how to divvy up benefits, and the like. However, he’d taken this opportunity to drop this all on the girls’ laps.


      We still weren’t sure if we could actually brew any sake, or even if it could be a successful product taste- and cost-wise. Gantz-san and Tomi were still looking at this project as a hobby, but the scale of it had shot up because Simon-san was using the brewery’s construction to redistribute the extra money he made selling precious wood. As a result, Tomi had told us that we’d still have more time to think things over after we’d brewed a successful batch. But the girls—generally meticulous people—weren’t comfortable with the idea of anything being postponed and left unresolved. So, the next person they paid a visit to was someone they knew they could rely on.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Hello, Diola-san,” said Haruka.


      “Hello,” said Diola. “It’s been a while. What brings you here today?”


      Haruka, Natsuki, and Yuki had dropped by the Adventurers’ Guild to visit Diola, and she’d greeted them with a smile like always. However, that smile quickly turned awkward, as if she felt sorry about something.


      “If you’re here to ask about the war hammer you brought the other day, I’m afraid the appraisal process will need a few more days,” said Diola.


      Meikyo Shisui was currently on an adventuring sabbatical, so it’d been a while since they had last dropped by the guild. The war hammer Nao and Natsuki had found while stranded seemed as if it’d be very useful for dealing with gargoyles, so they’d turned it over for appraisal almost immediately. Unfortunately, there was no one around to do the appraising since Laffan was off in the countryside. As a result, the war hammer had been sent to a major city just like other rare items Nao had brought by, meaning the appraisal hadn’t been completed yet. The girls had expected this result, so Haruka shook her head as she hesitantly spoke up.


      “We’re not in a rush with the war hammer,” said Haruka. “We’ve stopped by for another reason. There’s something we’d like to discuss with you.”


      It wasn’t unusual for the girls of Meikyo Shisui to arrive at the Adventurers’ Guild with any matters they saw as slightly troublesome. Such occurrences generally benefited the guild, but Diola was often left to handle them on her own since the Laffan branch was short-staffed and she served as the vice branch master. If a situation didn’t require overwhelming force, the proper branch master was useless, and the staffers lurking around didn’t have the experience to work with high-rank adventurers. Bringing in these staffers to get some hands-on experience would’ve been possible at other branches, but these situations were rare in Laffan due to the fact that most of the adventurers running around were rookies. And so, this heavy burden was left upon Diola’s shoulders since she was the only person who could handle this kind of work.


      “...Very well,” said Diola. “I’ll prepare a private room for us.”


      After a brief moment of silence to sort herself out, the smiling Diola stood up and led Haruka, Yuki, and Natsuki to the private room. She implored the trio to take a seat on a sofa before she sat on another sofa across the table between them. She took a deep breath, seemingly to prepare herself, and then she looked back at the girls with that same smile.


      “So, what would you like to discuss with me?” Diola asked.


      “Thanks as always, Diola-san. Well, um, let’s start off with the gifts we’ve brought,” Yuki replied.


      Yuki whipped out some of the corn they’d just boiled following the harvest. The girls were almost drooling over the corn because they knew how juicy and delicious sweet corn could be, but Diola was just confused. She’d only ever had dried corn before after all.


      “Um, this looks like raw corn, right?” Diola asked.


      Diola appreciated that the girls had a gift for her, but raw corn wasn’t a convenient treat. Corn often had to be hung and dried, have its kernels removed, and be ground into powder with a stone mortar. A few cobs wouldn’t leave anyone with much to eat at all, so it would take quite a while to obtain a sufficient amount. From top to bottom, corn wasn’t exactly a great crop to share with others in small amounts. This actually shocked Diola because the girls were often so thoughtful with their gifts, and she just stared at Yuki in confusion. However, Yuki nodded and smiled as if she had expected this reaction.


      “Just give this a try first and you’ll understand!” Yuki exclaimed. “We’ve boiled it thoroughly!”


      Yuki then whipped out more corn, a cob slice that had been seemingly separated into four even parts. The girls had prepared this ahead of time as they thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to make Diola bite into a whole corn cob. Biting into food in itself was bad manners for a noble like Diola, but she displayed hesitation for a different reason as she carefully glanced at Yuki.


      “U-Um, are you telling me to bite directly into the kernels?” Diola asked.


      “Yep. Make sure to avoid the core!” Yuki exclaimed.


      It was hard for Diola to turn down Yuki’s offer since she’d offered the corn to her with a beaming smile. Diola stared at the corn for a while, then finally took a small bite after mustering up the courage to do it. She was briefly confused by the corn’s crispy texture at first, but her eyes went wide when its sweetness hit her tongue.


      “Whoa, this is so sweet!” Diola exclaimed. “Did you really get this from just boiling corn?!”


      “Yep. We simply boiled some fresh corn in hot water,” said Haruka. “We added a pinch of salt too, but yeah.”


      The corn was only lightly sweet compared to other kinds of corn on Earth, but Diola had assumed that corn was bland based on prior experiences because sweet food was a rarity in this world. Given that perspective, Diola thought the corn tasted very sweet and quite delicious.


      “...I see. I suppose your party discovered a new type of corn you’d like to sell, right? Very well,” said Diola. “Something this tasty should be able to fetch a decent amount of money, so I shall contact the viscount immediately and—”


      “Oh, no, we’re just intending to share it with you as a gift. We weren’t planning on discussing corn,” said Yuki. “The corn itself is something we bought back in Kiura.”


      Yuki hastily shook her hands about as she interrupted Diola. However, Diola had already frozen with her mouth left agape.


      “Huh? Can this corn really be commonly found in the market?” Diola asked.


      “Yeah,” Haruka replied. “But we’ve planted a couple different strains and have brought you the best-tasting one.”


      “I see. In that case, would it be possible to start a business selling this corn without drying it first? Hmm...”


      Diola-san was excited about the prospect of a new revenue stream, but Haruka shook her head and shrugged as she attempted to calm her.


      “No, I don’t think it’ll be easy to achieve that. Once it’s been harvested, the corn gradually loses its sweetness, so it has to be boiled right away. But it can’t be kept for very long after that,” said Haruka. “We can technically circumvent this problem by using a magic bag, but that’ll just make the final product more expensive. Also, I’m not sure there will be much demand among those who can afford it.”


      “Oh, you make a good point. Demand among the wealthy will likely be low if the corn must be eaten like this,” said Diola.


      Biting into a corn cob whole wasn’t the only way to eat corn, but breaking it down into an easier-to-eat form wouldn’t lead to high demand if the cost rose along with it. Corn wasn’t anything new to begin with. The wealthy could easily hire someone to grow corn nearby if they learned how and why it was sweet, leading Diola to sigh because she’d realize this wouldn’t be viable as a new business. She then shifted her gaze to the girls, indicating she was ready for them to move on to the next topic.


      “We wanted to ask you for advice about dealing with our extra compost,” said Yuki. “I’m not sure if we’ve mentioned this to you before, but we toss all of our dead monster waste into a magical device that turns it all into compost, and we’ve stocked up on quite a bit of it by now. We’ve used the compost on occasion to grow things in our yard, but...”


      Yuki proceeded to explain that the amount of compost they had on hand greatly exceeded what they used. The party wanted to find a way to dispose of the excess, but Diola furrowed her brows as if she hadn’t understood anything Yuki had just said.


      “Hmm. I’m pretty sure you’ll be able to get rid of the excess if you just take it to a store that deals in fertilizer,” said Diola. “The guild may act as a middleman if you desire, but I’m sure your party is capable of handling negotiations on your own if necessary, correct?”


      Most adventurers were idiots without a lick of common sense, but Haruka, Natsuki, and Yuki were a rare example of well-adjusted people in the profession. They didn’t really need to rely on the guild as an intermediary while dealing with the average merchant, but Diola looked wary knowing that.


      “Ha ha. Yeah, we’d definitely handle it ourselves if it was normal compost,” said Yuki. “However...”


      “This blend can make crops grow two or three times faster than average,” said Natsuki. “Additionally, it seems that overfertilization isn’t an issue either, even if we drown a plant in the stuff. That said, we figured that we’d run into some problems if we tried to sell it.”


      “Huh? Is it actually a dangerous product of alchemy that just happens to be compost?” Diola asked.


      “It’s definitely compost in how it’s made,” Haruka replied. “It’s true that we used alchemy to create our compost-churning magical device, but it’s nothing speci— Well, I think it’s nothing too special, yep.”


      Haruka corrected herself a bit at the end, and then Diola pressed a hand against her forehead as if she had a headache.


      “Um, it’s frankly abnormal for someone to end up with so much monster waste that they can’t easily dispose of it,” said Diola. “Most adventurers gut their monsters on the spot and toss the worthless materials right away. I’m sure this is how your party operated when you were just getting started as adventurers, correct?”


      “...Oh, yeah, now that I think about it, you’re probably right,” said Haruka.


      Meikyo Shisui had ended up with so much monster waste because they were bringing entire corpses home in their magic bags. Most adventurers couldn’t do that, so the guild wasn’t generating much waste from breaking down monsters either.


      “Additionally, what do you mean by your magical device being nothing too special?” Diola asked.


      “To put it simply, our device uses mana to accelerate the composting process,” Haruka replied. “It would take forever if we waited for the waste to naturally decay, and it would be impossible for us to finish cleaning up those monsters if that was the case. That’s why we installed this function.”


      “I believe your party can only do that thanks to the massive amounts of mana you have at your disposal. It sounds like a very convenient magical device, but it probably won’t be easy to replicate,” said Diola. “It’s also possible that you ended up with so much extra compost due to that very feature.”


      “Mm. Tossing monster corpses into that device has turned into a habit for us, and that’s why it churns out so much,” said Yuki. “We’d floated the idea of randomly tossing the excess into a forest, but—”


      “P-Please don’t do that! It’ll be a disaster if it disrupts the forest’s natural ecosystem and brings about an outbreak of dangerous beasts!” Diola exclaimed. “Even tusk boars are incredibly perilous for the average person to deal with!”


      Diola panicked as she hastily stood up from her sofa. However, Haruka nodded in a composed manner as she attempted to calm down Diola.


      “We realized this ourselves, so we have no intention of doing that,” said Haruka. “It would be a waste if we just tossed it out, and it’s a very powerful product if it can be put to use.”


      “Indeed. This definitely sounds like a matter that I should get involved in,” said Diola. “Verifying the effects of your compost is vital, and it might be smart if I discussed this with my aunt as well. Would you be willing to share a sample with me?”


      A serious look appeared on Diola’s face once she realized that the matter at hand could possibly affect the management of land under Viscount Nernas’s rule. However, Yuki was nonchalant as ever while causally removing a few bags of compost from her magic bag and then lining them up on the floor.


      “Sure, we’ve got plenty of it,” said Yuki. “Will a few bags’ worth be enough?”


      “Of course. I’ll reach out to a farmer I know and ask them to test it,” said Diola. “From there, I’d like to decide on the retail prices and how to handle the compost depending on the farmer’s findings. Is that all right with your party?”


      “Yeah, that’ll work perfectly fine. It’s only a by-product for us anyway,” said Yuki. “It just happened to be more powerful than we expected after we used it in our kitchen garden, so we initially thought of selling the compost.”


      “A kitchen garden, huh? Your yard is much larger than a kitchen garden, but oh well,” said Diola. “I’m fairly certain that your party earns so much that you don’t actually need to bother with growing your own vegetables too.”


      If Meikyo Shisui had the time to grow plants, they could easily be making more money by hunting monsters and buying those plants instead. However, there were very few people that maintained an efficiency-based kitchen garden, and the girls were no exception. They actually chuckled after hearing what Diola had to say.


      “Nah, that’s apples and oranges,” said Yuki.


      “Indeed. Gardening is kind of a hobby for us, so it doesn’t really matter as a necessity,” said Natsuki. “Besides, it allowed us to harvest some tasty corn.”


      “Your party certainly seems to be living comfortably,” said Diola. “On the other hand, there are plenty of adventurers out there who struggle to earn enough money for a place to spend the night.”


      “You’re one of the major reasons we’ve been able to earn a steady income, Diola-san,” said Haruka. “We’ll be counting on you once again.”


      “Ha ha. Sure. In that case, let’s—”


      Haruka placed a finger in front of her lips as she winked at Diola, and a dry laugh escaped from the woman’s mouth. Diola attempted to stand up from her sofa once again, but Haruka hastily stopped her midway through.


      “Oh, please sit back down,” said Haruka. “There’s one more thing that we wanted to discuss with you.”


      “Yeah, we were just looking for advice on the extra compost, so the next thing is the main reason we’re here today,” said Yuki.


      “Really? I’ve had more than enough by now, so...”


      Diola grimaced as she sat back down, but Yuki waved around her hands in response.


      “That’s a funny joke, Diola-san,” said Yuki. “You’ve only had one cob, so I’m sure you still have enough room left over for more!”


      “I’m not talking about the corn! Or rather, that topic really surprised me, but it paled in comparison to the compost!” Diola exclaimed. “I still can’t believe a mere ‘gift’ has led to this. Oh well. Go ahead.”


      The existence of a sweet cereal was definitely important, but Meikyo Shisui’s special compost was even more so. As a result, Diola accepted her fate and pressed the girls to get on with it.


      “Oh, there’s no need to be cautious, Diola-san. It’s nothing too serious,” said Haruka. “You see, we’re thinking of starting up a new side gig: brewing and selling a new kind of liquor known as sake. As such, we were looking for your advice.”


      “...That’s still a very serious and important topic. The alcohol business is a complicated one, after all,” said Diola. “While there aren’t any organizations that oversee the flow of spirits, you’ll still need permission to sell some. Nor is it actually all that simple to brew or sell it either.”


      Selling spirits was an entirely different ball game from the girls’ adventuring work, so Diola had become very confused once she knew this all exploded out of a mere kitchen garden. However, she didn’t dismiss it outright and tell them that it was impossible since she was well aware of their party’s accomplishments so far.


      “We should be successful on the brewing end of things,” said Haruka. “We’re just not sure if it’ll be a viable business.”


      “It all started when Gantz-san, Tomi, and Simon-san mentioned that they wanted to pursue this as a hobby,” said Yuki. “However...”


      “And it seems like Joseph Feida’s getting involved too, so we should be able to get that permission,” said Natsuki. “With all of that in mind, we’d like to ask if you were also interested in getting involved, Diola-san.”


      “Huh? Is this a large-scale project? Or rather, what do you mean by ‘getting involved’?”


      “You’ve helped so much, Diola-san, so we figured it would only be fair to offer you the opportunity to participate,” said Yuki. “The potential earnings might make it easier for you to find a spouse too.”


      Since this venture wasn’t related to adventuring, Diola couldn’t offer her services for free, so the girls were ready to compensate her accordingly. Yuki grinned as she tacked on that extra bit of bait, and it was very effective because Diola clutched her own chest shortly afterward. However, Diola snapped out of it right away and grimaced as she averted her eyes.


      “I-I cannot give in to such a temptation as a dignified adult, so...”


      The trio glanced at each other and grinned as they casually nodded back at Diola.


      “Oh, yeah, sorry. I suppose this was a bit thoughtless of us,” said Haruka.


      “Indeed. Besides, partners only in it for the money aren’t worth it at all. We’ll bring this up with someone else instead,” said Natsuki. “Simon-san should be our best bet, right?”


      “We could also bring this up directly with Viscount Nernas instead,” said Yuki. “It should be possible for him to make more in taxes if we ensure our sake doesn’t compete with local ale. Not to mention that it’ll probably work as a new exported product, so he’ll probably cooperate with us.”


      “Mm. In that case, sorry for taking up your time, but we’ll be leaving—”


      “P-Please wait!” Diola exclaimed.


      The trio were apparently willing and ready to leave, so Diola hastily leaned across the table and grabbed Haruka’s waist with both of her hands. The poor woman was looking right up at Haruka.


      “There’s no need to rush to conclusions, Haruka-san. It might not seem like it, but I actually happen to have many connections and knowledge in regard to such things,” said Diola. “I’m an incredibly reliable woman. You can count on me, you know?”


      “R-Right. You’ve helped us so much, and we’re well aware of your reliability,” said Haruka. “My confidence in you has wavered a bit due to the current situation at hand, however.”


      “Oh. Cough.”


      Diola faked a cough, removed her hands from Haruka’s waist, and sat back down.


      “I guess I was acting a bit immodestly for a moment there,” said Diola.


      The trio thought that it had been for way longer than just “a moment,” but they were levelheaded enough to ignore it and ask for confirmation once again.


      “You basically said no to our offer, right?” Yuki asked.


      “U-Um, well, the potential profit from the sale of a new kind of liquor is rather attractive. But as someone who’s many years your senior, I’m slightly hesitant about receiving a share solely out of the goodness of your hearts.”


      Diola still appeared to be hesitating despite what had just happened, and her eyes were regularly darting toward Haruka. The girl seemed amused by Diola’s act and nodded as she gently sat up.


      “I see,” said Haruka. “I suppose we have no choice but to find someone else, so—”


      “V-Very well! If you absolutely insist, then I will do my best to help out!”


      Diola patted her chest as she made her intentions clear, and the girls were kind enough to not point out that they’d never “insisted” on needing her help. They simply glanced at each other and smiled as they carried on with the discussion.


      “In that case, we’re counting on you, Diola-san,” said Yuki. “We’ll handle the brewing, so we’ll just need sales permits and extra manpower if we end up going into mass production.”


      “Don’t worry, I can take care of such matters,” said Diola. “If Feida’s already been informed, then I’ll handle the necessary adjustments from there. Please let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help!”


      Diola was ready to give it her all and had the overwhelming enthusiasm to match. The House of Meredith stood out for no other reason than their connection to Viscount Nernas, but there was a real chance that Diola’s family could see a future shake-up. Haruka paused in thought after she saw Diola’s reaction, and a thought popped into her head shortly afterward.


      “Oh, uh, have you heard of notatoes before, Diola-san?” Haruka asked.


      “Notatoes? Are you talking about the crop that’s known as ‘man’s first and last source of nourishment’?”


      “Whoa, that’s a cool nickname!” Yuki exclaimed.


      Yuki’s curiosity had been piqued, but Diola chuckled and shook her head.


      “That nickname doesn’t come from a very nice place. You see, notatoes are the first crop that hits the soil when new land is being developed and cultivated,” said Diola. “As long as they have water, a notato can sprout up like a weed even in a wasteland. That’s why they’re known as ‘the first source of nourishment.’”


      “I see. Even if notatoes are foul, they’re easily available to new settlers,” said Haruka.


      “Its origin doesn’t sound like a nice one at all,” said Natsuki. “What about the other part of the nickname?”


      “Now that’s a far darker place. It refers to how the deeply poor can live off notatoes as a last resort,” said Diola. “Notatoes are cheap and easy to grow, after all.”


      “Whew, now that’s a sad story,” Yuki muttered.


      Met and Mary’s recollections of their days eating potatoes had just crossed Yuki’s mind. Diola’s position among the nobility wasn’t high, but she was still a noble who remained close to society’s upper crust. However, stories surrounding notations had still managed to reach her. From the perspective of an ordinary, poor commoner, notatoes weren’t all that good, but they’d still show up on their plates on occasion. Nobody actually went out of their way to eat a notato, but that didn’t mean that Mary and Metea were on the lowest rungs of society either.


      “Even an inexperienced amateur can grow a notato, so it seems that those with no money to their name end up growing them,” said Diola. “They can apparently grow quite big within the span of one to three months if you just randomly cut up the tubers, bury them, and water them from time to time.”


      In the air, Diola drew a circular shape that measured about thirty centimeters in diameter and about fifteen centimeters thick. Even if that abnormally large size took three months to achieve, it was proof just how fast notatoes could grow.


      “However, it appears that notatoes have a hard time growing in more secure, rural areas with fertile land. It’s led some to believe that prana affects the crop’s growth rate, but I’m not fully informed on such matters,”said Diola.


      “Prana, huh? That’s what most consider to be the cause behind monster spawnings, right? Interesting,” said Haruka.


      “Indeed. Notatoes would be perfect if they actually tasted good, but that’s probably asking for too much,” Diola said. “They’re one of the reasons frontier settlement can actually be set up.”


      “I see,” said Natsuki. “By the way, Diola-san, don’t you think it would be amazing if we could make booze with a tuber like a notato?”


      Natsuki smiled as she posed the idea, surprising Diola. However, a doubtful expression soon appeared on the older woman’s face.


      “Is that really possible? It would be absolutely fantastic if you can pull it off, but I’m sure it won’t be easy at all,” said Diola. “Many before you have tried their hands at finding new uses for a notato.”


      Notatoes had been well researched since they were efficient crops, so people from across history had tried their hand at figuring out the best way to eat them and how to process them into other foods. The nickname of “man’s first and last source of nourishment” had been passed down through the annals of time. Given that history, the results of all that research were fairly obvious.


      “I am well aware that your party could succeed in this endeavor,” said Diola. “But disgusting spirits do not sell well, so...”


      Diola had never actually eaten a notato for herself, but she’d heard plenty of stories regarding how awful they were. She was fairly certain that a spirit made from notatoes wouldn’t be similarly awful, but Meikyo Shisui were no strangers to defying logic and common sense. So Diola hadn’t dismissed the trio’s idea outright.


      “But it doesn’t sound impossible per se, so it should be worth trying,” said Haruka. “We’re primarily looking to use rice in our alcohol, but our business will probably be more profitable if we can brew something with an unexpected or typically inedible ingredient. It’d be basically pointless if we used something like a dindel anyway.”


      “That would absolutely be a waste of dindels!” Diola exclaimed. “Well, I can’t deny that I’d be curious to sample such a beverage, but still!”


      Diola reflexively shot down Haruka’s dindel drink idea, but her eyes wandered around shortly afterward as if it were a sign of hesitation.


      “Don’t worry, we’re never gonna make something with dindels,” said Haruka. “We’re not really drinkers, and we’re fairly sure that a dindel is tastier if eaten as is.”


      “I see,” said Diola. “Whew.”


      Diola seemed simultaneously relieved and somewhat disappointed when she heard Haruka’s reply. She absolutely loved dindels, so she couldn’t stop thinking about what a boozy dindel drink would taste like. However, tasty fruits and fruits that could produce tasty liquor weren’t always the same.


      “In any case, we’d like to get our hands on some notatoes so we can attempt to make a sample or two,” said Haruka. “Can we buy them from the market?”


      “I’m not sure as I’ve never bought any myself, but you should be able to find some. Give me a moment,” said Diola. “Here you go. Take a look at this book.”


      Diola briefly stood up and walked away to fetch a book. Once she returned, she flipped that book open to an illustration of a notato—one that looked a fair bit different than what most would see as a tuber. While its shape was reminiscent of a konjac, the tuber was black and round like a large pumpkin. Sticking out of the “konjac” was a roughly one-and-a-half-meter-long stem with long and thin leaves that sprouted from it in a radial pattern. However, konjac tended to be somewhat difficult to grow, and it often took a few years before it was harvest-ready. Notatoes were completely different because they could grow without any additional care.


      “So this is what a notato looks like, huh? I’ve actually seen something like this at the market before,” said Natsuki. “But I didn’t buy it at the time because it clearly looked like a difficult ingredient to work with.”


      “Yeah, I’ve seen this before as well, but I ignored it because I thought it was konjac,” said Haruka. “I don’t know how to make konnyaku, and I don’t really want to make it either, so yeah.”


      “Yeah, we really don’t need to go out of our way to mess with konnyaku. Although, I wouldn’t mind picking some up if they’re on the market,” said Yuki. “By the way, Diola-san, is it easy to grow more notatoes? We’re not looking to cause trouble for others if supplies dwindle because we’ve been trying to make booze with it.”


      Yuki was worried that those who lived off notatoes would suffer if they went on a careless buying spree, but Diola immediately nodded in response.


      “As I’ve said before, notatoes can be easily grown without much extra time or attention required. They’ll become harvest-ready quite quickly, and most farmers will be willing to grow some for you in a corner of their fields if you ask,” said Diola. “In fact, if your party will just need a few hundred kilos of them, then I’m fairly sure you can grow them in your own yard. You don’t need to tend to them, so you can rest easy if you’re away from home for an extended period.”


      “I suppose that’s a viable option for us,” said Haruka. “We can use all that compost too.”


      Maintaining a kitchen garden had been difficult for Meikyo Shishi for one reason: They were often away from home for extended periods. They could ask the kids from the orphanage for help, but if available, a crop that grew on its own would be the most ideal solution. Notatoes fit that bill. If the tubers were simply sliced and buried, they could grow naturally over time with just a little rainwater. Not to mention that a larger yield per acre was possible too. In fact, Meikyo Shisui would probably have more than enough notatoes in the days to come if they just planted those slices in empty stretches of their backyard.


      “We should only do that if the notato booze experiment is a success,” said Natsuki. “After all, it’d be pointless to bother with growing them if they can’t be used. For now, let’s just buy some at the market and take them back home.”


      “Good point. I have a feeling Mary and Metea might start crying if we end up having to eat the extra notatoes,” said Haruka.


      The trio glanced at each other and chuckled after they thought back to Metea’s reaction at the sheer mention of notatoes.


      “In that case, we’ll see you later, Diola-san,” said Haruka. “We’ll be back for another chat once we’ve made some progress.”


      “Okay. I’ll be waiting for you,” said Diola. “I’ll handle the necessary preparations on my end, so please let me know once you’ve decided how to proceed with the project. I’m certain that I’ll be able to obtain the necessary permissions!”


      Diola clenched her fists tightly to express her overflowing motivation—a complete one-eighty from the mindset she had when the girls first arrived. The trio waved at Diola before they left the guild.


      Once the girls returned home, they placed four large tubers on the dining room table.


      “These notatoes turned out to be really cheap,” said Natsuki.


      “Mm. It’s still a little hard for me to believe,” said Haruka.


      Each tuber had a diameter of roughly thirty centimeters and cost one large silver coin all together. Generally, that amount of money was only enough for a loaf of bread.


      “With how cheap they were, I’m going to guess the taste won’t have much to write home about,” said Yuki.


      “Yeah, but we still need to try them out for ourselves,” said Natsuki.


      “Whoa, you sure are brave, Natsuki!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “We can’t make any further decisions until we check them, so we don’t really have another choice,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki lifted up a notato, gently washed it, and sliced it into thin pieces before tossing a slice into her mouth. She was generally well-mannered, but the tuber was apparently too much even for her. She immediately grimaced and spat it out, proceeding to shake her head after rinsing her mouth.


      “Yep, vomiting would be perfectly normal with that irritating sensation around. Not to mention that it’s super bitter to boot,” said Natsuki. “Would the two of you like to try a slice of this too?”


      “Nah, I’ll pass,” said Haruka.


      “S-Same here,” said Yuki.


      Haruka and Yuki both shook their heads as they stepped away from the slices. Natsuki had the Poison Resistance skill, and even she couldn’t stop herself from spitting out that bit of notato. After they saw Natsuki’s reaction, Haruka and Yuki couldn’t muster the courage to try it for themselves.


      “Anyway, do you think we’ll be able to make use of these, Natsuki?” Yuki asked.


      “Hmm. It’ll probably be too much of a headache to actually make something tasty with notatoes,” Natsuki replied. “Mary-chan and Metea-chan have apparently cooked them before. They mentioned removing the scum before eating them, but it would be a better use of our time to just buy something else.”


      Natsuki was fairly certain that notates could work as a source of starch if processed, but it wouldn’t be a sensible option. Their time would be better spent if they made some money and bought wheat instead. Notatoes were perfectly viable in a new settlement without a proper job market or food supply in place, but there wasn’t a good reason to buy them otherwise.


      “It might be possible to brew a little booze with these though,” said Natsuki. “I technically do have a Level 5 Pharmacy skill, after all.”


      “Pharmacy, huh? Yeah, I guess that skill will be more handy in this scenario than Cooking,” said Haruka.


      “Calcium oxalate is probably the source of that irritation, but it should be possible to distill it out,” said Natsuki. “As for the bitterness, that’s likely due to tannins, but we should be able to remove those too.”


      The extraction and separation of calcium oxalate or tannins was no small task, but ethanol extraction had popped into Natsuki’s mind. Through that process, the large number of unnecessary elements within a fermented liquid wouldn’t pose much of a problem. But on the downside, the final product would end up being rather bland alcohol. However, there was a demand for these sorts of distilled spirits, and they could be barrel-aged as well. If they succeeded, this trio would have some commercially available booze on their hands.


      “Uh, this isn’t my expertise, but will yeast still work under such conditions?” Yuki asked.


      “We’ll probably have to run a few experiments to get an answer. Mixing the tubers with koji or using malt to induce saccharification are a few ideas that come to mind, but a different method might be necessary as well,” Natsuki replied. “I’m thinking this won’t be easy, but it might also be possible to turn these tubers into koji with the mold we have on hand.”


      “Oh, yeah, that koji mold definitely seems like it can handle almost anything,” said Yuki.


      Yuki folded her arms and nodded to herself as she pondered the mold. It’d been capable of producing rice in such a short amount of time, and it was capable of easily spreading to other foods if the girls weren’t careful. They had employed meticulous and frequent use of the Disinfect spell, so they had been able to hold off such a situation so far.


      “In our tests, we’ll also have to figure out the best way to process a notato, be it leaving them raw, boiling them, or steaming them,” said Natsuki. “We might also end up having to hunt down a yeast suitable for converting sugar into alcohol.”


      “Whoa. I thought we could easily brew something with notatoes if we can make sake, but that sounds like quite the undertaking,” said Yuki.


      “Mm. It’s much more complex than sake, and it’ll probably be a hurdle worth clearing,” said Natsuki. “I plan to primarily handle this by myself, but I’d like your help with many things along the way, Yuki.”


      Natsuki had smiled back at her, but Yuki ended up breaking out in a cold sweat as she recalled exactly how her friend had made her “help” with isolating koji mold. The experience hadn’t been pleasant, even with magic around to cure any resulting illness. Yuki wanted to say “no” so badly, but she couldn’t complain because Natsuki had volunteered to take the initiative. So, a tense Yuki simply nodded in response.


      “Y-Yeah, of course, you can count on me!” Yuki exclaimed.


      “Well, we’ve got plenty of incomplete projects going on—like those parachutes—so let’s take our time with this on,” said Haruka.


      Haruka let out a chuckle and shrugged as she chimed in to wrap up the conversation.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Our beastfolk trio had yet to make any tangible progress in their many forest outings, but this wasn’t unexpected. I’d even tagged along with them after wrapping up my to-do list at the brewery site, but there was no way we’d find a starch or sugar-rich plant by just walking around in a forest. If we did a little digging around, there was a chance we could find something like a yam in the dirt, but that didn’t exactly gel with the purpose of this mission. Now, those notatoes the girls found were truly something special, so our trips into the forest had turned into leisurely strolls after the first handful of excursions. Touya and I had taken out the occasional goblin that got in the way, while Mary and Met handled the boars we came across.


      Once we were sick of the forest jaunts, Touya went back to helping Tomi with building wheelbarrows. As for me, I accompanied the sisters on an orphanage visit, walked through town, and did a little training in our backyard. From time to time, I would also invite the girls, Riva, Aera-san, and the Wings for a dip in the lake just south of town. Additionally, I did some river fishing for shrimp and fish, along with helping out with parachute testing. It wasn’t always a particularly pleasant time, but everyone had had a relaxed and enjoyable early summer overall. Not much later, construction on the brewery had finally finished up.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Whoa, this looks like a fantastic brewery!” Tomi exclaimed.


      Tomi sounded very impressed as he looked up at the three-story building. He’d dropped by in the middle of construction work, but not more than once since he was busy with his own work. In fact, Tomi and Touya were able to polish off three more wheelbarrows when it was all said and done. They had apparently improved the wheelbarrows’ design a bit, but they still hadn’t solved the cost problem. As for Gantz-san, he hadn’t shown up today because he had to manage his store, but he was apparently also a bit scared of how his wife would react if he sneaked out.


      “You initially planned to build a two-story building, right, Simon-san?” I asked. “Then why is our brewery three stories tall?”


      “I did it on a whim!” Simon exclaimed. “Don’t worry about it!”


      “A whim? Seriously?”


      Is it really okay to just change construction plans on a whim? Isn’t it necessary to like, carefully plan out the engineering and building of a structure? Hmm...


      “I’m a touch curious as to why the brewery is taller than our own home,” said Haruka.


      “Oh, do you want me to extend your house?” Simon asked.


      Simon-san brought up an offer in a joking tone as Haruka glanced between the brewery and our house, but she immediately shook her head in response.


      “Nah, that won’t be necessary,” said Haruka. “We’re not in need of any more rooms.”


      “Well, it’s not like the brewery will get in the way too much, and it doesn’t look all that bad either. I think it’s fine,” I said.


      The brewery was definitely taller than our home, and it also partially blocked the view from out our windows. However, since it was off in a corner of our property, it wasn’t much of an actual eyesore. The building’s outer walls had been plaster in a beautiful white, and Simon-san had somehow replicated the namako wall design that Touya had taught him for fun, so the brewery was actually kind of pleasant to look at.


      “These walls sure look thick,” said Natsuki. “This probably drove up the cost, right?”


      “Yeah, it wasn’t cheap at all, but I don’t mind as long as it’s necessary for brewing booze,” said Simon.


      I’d honestly been spooked about how serious Simon-san had been about this endeavor when construction first started, but it ended up turning into a boon for our party. Especially since we’d settled on turning brewing into a side gig. Looking at how we’d divided the responsibilities, Meikyo Shisui was in charge of the technology, knowledge, and research. Then Diola-san handled all the paperwork and sales responsibilities. Finally, Simon-san, Gantz-san, and Tomi took care of the actual construction and building of any necessary tools. My party had taken the larger share, and our day drinkers had the least. However, they’d put the most money into this so far, so they would suffer the most if the business didn’t work out. They probably had a lot of faith in us, so we had to do our best.


      “It’d be great if we can get started on production right away,” said Simon. “Is it possible to start now?”


      “This isn’t something we can hash out in a few minutes while standing around, so let’s continue the conversation inside,” said Natsuki.


      She looked very confident as she smiled at Simon-san.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Once inside, we all gathered in the dining room. Among us was the majority of my party—with the exception of Mary and Met—alongside Tomi, Simon-san, and Diola-san. Gantz-san had his own business to take care of, but Diola-san had apparently sneaked out of the guild using the excuse that she had to attend something important that would affect her future. As for the sisters, they weren’t around because they’d gone to the orphanage to play with the kids. I had actually suggested the idea to them since they’d probably be bored listening to a bunch of grown-ups talk booze.


      “First of all, the rice in front of you is the key ingredient in brewing sake. As for the other two bowls, they’re what rice looks like when cooked,” said Natsuki. “We served some rice at that party we hosted the other day, so these grains might look familiar.”


      She’d lined up a trio of bowls containing raw, steamed, and boiled rice. As part of the raw grain display, she’d also set up another trio of bowls with hulled, brown, and white rice.


      “We also have a bit of steamed rice with koji mixed in, and when that’s mixed with boiled rice, you get this sweet drink in my hands. It’s called amazake,” said Natsuki. “There’s no booze in it, but feel free to give it a sip.”


      Natsuki poured some amazake into a trio of cups and set them before Tomi, Simon-san, and Diola-san. Tomi was the only one who reached out for the cloudy white liquid without any hesitation. Simon-san and Diola-san squinted their eyes as they peeked inside of their cups, but they hesitantly reached and took a sip after they watched Tomi go for his own cup.


      “Whoa. This is my first time drinking koji amazake, but it tastes like this, eh? Interesting,” said Tomi.


      “Oh, you’ve never had it before?” I asked.


      “Yeah, but I have sipped on sake lees amazake before,” Tomi replied.


      Koji amazake and sake lees amazake were both classified as amazake, but they tasted very different. The former contained a unique kind of sweetness, and it was generally alcohol free as well. On the other hand, sugar provided the sweetness in sake lees amazake, so it generally had a smoother taste, and it tended to contain alcohol as well. The alcohol content would change depending on the type of sake lees you used, but some of them could be used to create an amazake that could easily knock someone on their butt, so you had to be careful. Speaking for myself, I was actually more fond of sake lees amazake. The koji amazake’s unique flavor tasted a little off to me.


      “This is actually very sweet, and it also tastes better than I expected,” said Simon.


      “You didn’t use any sugar in this, right? If so, I’m very impressed,” said Diola.


      Simon-san and Diola-san both seemed taken aback by the koji amazake’s sweetness. I was clueless as to how much sugar was actually in the drink, but it was pretty sweet for us even though we knew a thing or two about sweets. Indulging in a sweet treat in this world was a rarity, so our koji amakaze had probably left a strong impression.


      “We have also fermented the amazake, turning it into an alcoholic drink: sake,” said Natsuki.


      Natsuki took out something that looked similar to the amazake from earlier, but she also had a clear liquid on hand. She poured both kinds of liquid into cups, then started passing them out to Tomi, Simon-san, and Diola-san.


      “The clear liquid has been filtered, while the cloudy one has been left alone,” said Natsuki. “You might know them better as ‘refined’ and ‘cloudy’ sake, Tomi-kun. Although, ‘doburoku’ is a more accurate term for the latter.”
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      Looking back on what Natsuki had told me before, the difference between doburoku and cloudy sake lay in the coarse filtering of the former while the latter was untouched. However, there really wasn’t a point in differentiating them in this world.


      “Whoa, this is a bit fizzy and sweet! This cloudy sake tastes great!” Tomi exclaimed.


      Tomi sounded overjoyed after taking a sip of his cloudy sake. As for Simon-san and Diola-san, they both sipped without hesitation and looked quite surprised to boot. Cloudy sake was actually a very smooth drink. Part of this was because it didn’t contain much alcohol, but the carbon dioxide generated during fermentation was the main reason it was so smooth. That said, it was still necessary to avoid drinking too much of it.


      “The refined sake tastes pretty good as well,” said Simon.


      “It’s clear as spring water, and it has a complex flavor and sweetness too. I’m confident that this will sell well!” Diola exclaimed.


      “Refined sake is made by straining cloudy sake with a cloth before pasteurizing it, and we’ll be intending to primarily sell refined sake,” said Natsuki. “But we still need to run more tests and see if we need to raise the alcohol content or if that’s even necessary. We also have the option of potentially making the refined sake smoother or sweeter.”


      “I think it’s perfect as is, but more options are good,” said Diola.


      “I’d prefer to drink something more smooth and refreshing,” said Simon. “Is it actually possible to increase the alcohol content?”


      “Yes, but it won’t be easy to do so with the yeast we’re currently using, so we’ll need to look into it further,” said Natsuki.


      Yeast could convert sugar into alcohol, but it would stop working in a high-alcohol environment due to fermentation. According to Natsuki, each kind of yeast lasted for a different amount of time, and the ones with a high tolerance could be used to make the stronger stuff. However, it wasn’t that simple because changing the yeast used would also change the flavor of the final product.


      “Now then, please listen up!”


      Haruka clapped her hands together so she could grab the attention of the boozehounds still in alcoholic bliss.


      “As you can probably tell from these samples, we’ve successfully brewed sake and we’re quite confident in the taste,” said Haruka. “Next up is to discuss whether or not to mass-produce it, so—”


      “That’s a great idea!” Tomi exclaimed. “Let’s get started right away!”


      Tomi was on board right away, and it seemed he was really into the samples since he leaned forward with such gusto. As for Simon-san and Diola-san, they both nodded, their faces filled with content.


      “I have no objections on my end,” said Simon. “My investment was absolutely worth it if it means I can drink something of this quality.”


      “I’m in as well. I’m fairly certain that I’ll be able to obtain further support if I send some of these samples to my aunt,” said Diola. “It’d be great if you got your hands on the stable supply of rice needed to do this. You’re currently using up your own personal supply, right, Haruka-san?”


      “Mm. We can acquire some by relying on our own connection, but we’ll rest easier if we can buy rice from various sources,” said Haruka.


      The Jade Wings were the only people that we could rely on to supply us with rice. They’d casually sauntered over to that village and stocked up on a ton of it. The price they’d offered was what we’d paid for the rice in Clewily minus the Wings’ cut. However, the villagers had profusely thanked them since the rice sold for more than they’d expected.


      According to Haruka, transportation was costly in this world, so the villagers had reacted fairly normally. Everyone involved in the transaction would benefit in one way or another, so it ended up being a good thing. Additionally, the villagers had apparently also told the Wings that they were willing to grow more rice if needed. However, as we didn’t know if my party could make sake with rice or sell it, we asked them to wait on making that decision.


      “Oh, by the way, this rice happens to be known as ‘aquatic wheat’ within the village it’s grown in,” said Haruka.


      “Aquatic wheat, eh? Thank you very much for that information,” said Diola. “I’ll do my best to keep my eyes open.”


      “Mm, we’re counting on you, Diola-san,” said Haruka. “We’ll be able to add more flavors to our sake if we have different kinds of rice on hand, after all.”


      “You’ll probably need some extra manpower as well if you’re taking this to mass production. I already have a solution for this, so I can call people over if you’re okay with it,” said Diola. “I’ve already scoped out the moral fiber of these people, so I’m fairly confident that they won’t cause any problems.”


      “Huh? Do you mean that you’re going to call in people from outside of Laffan?” Yuki asked.


      “Yes, that’s right. I figured having some experienced hands around would be helpful, so I asked around Pining,” Diola replied.


      Diola-san mentioned that she’d gathered a collection of former ale workers in Pining. Due to a series of events regarding one of the city’s water supplies. Viscount Nernas had overseen the consolidation and streamlining of Pining’s ale breweries, and a handful of apprentices had lost their jobs as a result of this.


      “The apprentices I’ve chosen are all hardworking and capable, but priority has been given to those with ties to Pining and families in the area. That’s why they lost their jobs,” said Diola. “With all of that in mind, I’m very sure that they’re all highly motivated workers.”


      “Really? Well, if you’re sure that they’re safe to hire, then there are no objections on our end,” said Yuki.


      “That’s good to know,” said Diola. “I’ll contact them as soon as possible.”


      “In that case, I’ll get around to crafting the necessary tools on my end,” said Simon. “I can handle anything that requires wood to build.”


      “I can take care of forging any metal tools you’ll need with Gantz-san,” said Tomi. “Though I don’t think you’ll need many for making sake.”


      Most tools used in making sake were made of wood. While metal barrels were used in modern production methods, there was no need for us to actually use any metal tools. It would’ve required more time and money to build a metal barrel by hand instead of a wooden one. But since Tomi’s help was paramount in producing another kind of liquor, there was the off chance Touya would end up suffering since he had the Blacksmithing skill.


      “Oh, actually, Tomi, we’re gonna make a different type of alcohol too,” said Touya. “It’s a distilled spirit, so—”


      “You’re going to need stills for distillation, right?! You can count on me to take care of it!” Tomi exclaimed. “Are you guys gonna make whisky or brandy? We don’t have much of the strong stuff around here, so I’ve been hankering for some! Please share a sample with me once you have it!”


      Before Touya had even finished speaking, Tomi had already interrupted him and firmly grabbed his hands.


      “Y-Yeah, of course,” said Touya. “I’m glad you’re willing to help. There’s no real way we could build a still by ourselves anyway.”


      “Ha ha, yeah. Nao and I can make glassware for experiments, but massive stills are a bit too difficult,” said Yuki. “Oh, Simon-san, we’ll need barrels for storing distilled spirits too, so we’ll probably need your help with that in the future.”


      “Sure. Just let me know whenever,” said Simon.


      Simon-san confidently patted his own chest, and he drank the rest of his sake in a single gulp before he stood up.


      “Is this all that you have for booze for now? If so, I’ll get back to work,” said Simon.


      “Yeah, I should probably get back to work too,” said Tomi. “I have a feeling that Gantz-san is tired of waiting for me by now.”


      “Yeah, that’s all from us,” said Yuki. “Do you have anything to add on, Diola-san?”


      “Nah. We can call it a day here for now. I’ll reach out to everyone if something happens,” said Diola. “Oh, actually, Haruka-san, can your party spare some time after this? I’d like to talk about the compost you mentioned the other day.”


      “Sure. By the way, Tomi, we’ve filled some bottles with both kinds of sake, so please take them along with you,” said Haruka. “Gantz-san’s poured some of his own money into this, so it wouldn’t be fair if he was the only one who didn’t get to try these out.”


      “Thank you very much!” Tomi exclaimed. “I’m sure that Gantz-san will really appreciate this!”


      “Huh? Where’s my share?” Simon asked.


      “Please, you’ve already had plenty, Simon-san,” Yuki replied. “Oh well. We have some left, so I guess we can share a few bottles with you.”


      Yuki looked exasperated as she filled a handful of bottles with sake before handing them over to Simon-san. With his bottles in tow, Simon-san headed home. Tomi looked overjoyed as he sauntered off with a couple bottles in his hands. Diola-san waited until the drunkards had taken their leave, but a serious expression soon washed over her face. She paused before suddenly slamming on the table.


      “Exactly what was that compost?!” Diola exclaimed. “It’s able to make crops grow three times faster than normal if you set up a favorable environment!”


      “Three times faster, huh? I guess a farming professional knows how to use compost way better than we do,” said Yuki.


      “This is a far more serious matter than what you might think!” Diola exclaimed. “In fact, there’s a chance that this compost can become a strategic resource!”


      Diola-san placed a hand on her forehead and shook her head as if Yuki’s nonchalant reaction had given her a migraine.


      “We know that it’s amazing compost, but is it really that amazing?” Natsuki asked.


      “Yes. There’s a decent amount of unused land available around Laffan, but that compost will be invaluable in places without much in the way of fertile soil,” Diola replied. “In fact, it’s possible that outsiders will butt in once word gets out about this.”


      Hmm. I guess a country could easily grow its power if it could harvest a ton of food with a small patch of soil. A larger population doesn’t exactly equate to greater national power back on Earth, but people around here are generally stronger thanks to magic and the like. So it’s easier to imagine how a kingdom’s strength can scale with its population.


      “In that case, would it be better if we didn’t sell our compost?” Haruka asked.


      “No. It can’t be mass-produced, so this should be manageable,” Diola replied. “Besides, the farmer who tested it for me has already made an inquiry. They’re apparently willing to pay up to thirty times the going rate for normal compost so they can get more of yours.”


      “Huh? Thirty times? Isn’t that a bit too expensive?” Haruka asked.


      “That’s just how powerful and convenient your compost is,” Diola replied.


      Apparently our compost was highly beneficial, particularly in that it made the effective use of farmland possible. Crops that could only be grown once a year under normal circumstances could be grown in the exact same fields three to four times a year with our compost. It would make it possible to achieve a yearly yield that was multitudes greater than normal. Another benefit lay with the compost’s effectiveness in dealing with pests. With the plants growing three times faster, there was no way a pest could keep up. Alongside traditional precautions and countermeasures, any related damage could be reduced by two thirds. The same applied to the progression of diseases as well. The vegetables themselves also had more vitality than their normally grown counterparts, so it was harder for diseases to affect them.


      However, using our compost came with one downside: It needed lots of water. It was necessary to properly irrigate plants by hand because they grew much faster, but it seemed as if it wasn’t a serious issue due to the abundance of water around Laffan. Farmers would have to spend more time in the fields if they were going to continuously cultivate their crops, but the greater yield outweighed that due to the availability of cheap labor. So, that wasn’t much of an issue either.


      “Taxes are another factor to take into consideration,” said Diola. “You see, within land under Viscount Nernas’s rule, taxes are imposed according to field acreage, so...”


      “That means that a farmer could make way more money if they can grow tons of produce in the same fields, eh? Is that really okay?” I asked.


      Farmers would probably love this, but the viscount wouldn’t be a big fan. I was curious as to what Diola-san thought since she was a noble herself, but she simply chuckled in response.


      “It shouldn’t be an issue for the time being. It’ll be a net positive as a whole, and I’m fairly certain that the farmers won’t be dealing with any huge losses if there are any changes to the tax system,” Diola replied. “But it might affect what the guild is willing to pay for your compost.”


      “We’re perfectly fine with that,” I said. “Or rather, can we actually just sell the compost to the guild?”


      “Of course,” said Diola. “The guild will buy your compost at a price that’s about twenty times the rate of normal compost. Is this fine with you?”


      Her price was perfectly reasonable if we considered that the guild needed to make some money too. In fact, it was an excellent offer if the guild was willing to handle all the potential hassle and issues that could arise. We accepted her offer without any hesitation and found a way to deal with our extra compost in the process.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “It’s a pleasure to meet you!”


      It’d been ten days since we all sat around that dining table, and Diola-san had brought in a trio of young men to help us with mass production. With an energetic hello, a few guys named Jay, Peter, and Kise had joined us. They seemed to be around our age or a little younger, but they were also looking nervous as Natsuki provided them with technical training.


      At first I thought they were nervous because Natsuki was cute, but that didn’t seem to be the case. There was no way they could work well around the brewery if they were too anxious, so Touya walked over to have a chat with them during their break and asked why they were so high-strung. Apparently they’d been warned and intimidated to the point of bordering on blackmail before they arrived. Gantz-san, Simon-san, and Diola-san had all warned them what would happen if they slacked off or accidentally leaked information about this project.


      Gantz-san and Simon-san were obviously terrifying, and Diola-san was a tough customer since she served the Laffan Adventurers’ Guild as its vice branch master. However, she was kind and gentle most of the time. Natsuki told our trio of new employees that they could loosen up a little, but they all desperately shook their heads and told us that they had to work hard because their futures depended on it. They had been fired from the breweries in Pining, so they were in a do-or-die situation. They had no family businesses or land to inherit, so their only other option was to become adventurers. Essentially, if they were able to contribute to the brewery’s success and got the stamp of approval from everyone on this project, they would secure a stable job. Perhaps a better life with the chance of marriage would be in the realm of reality for them.


      On the other hand, they’d leave a bad taste in Diola-san’s mouth if they messed it all up. Then they’d have to start working as adventurers, basically spelling doom for the three of them. I felt a little guilty that they were dragged into our project, but our chances of success were high. With that in mind, I could only wish them the best of luck. Luckily for them, Natsuki’s training came to an end after three days, and our initial preparations for mass production had wrapped up as well. We would have to wait a while to see any results, but I prayed it would work out for the sake of everyone involved. And with that, it was finally time for my party to return to our dungeon exploring adventures.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story—Remi’s First Adventure


      Since Meikyo Shisui was seemingly always in need of rope, business was booming at the Laffan orphanage. There had always been a stable demand for rope, as it was needed for felling trees and other tasks. However, Meikyo Shisui was looking to get their hands on enough rope to last them a year under normal circumstances. It wasn’t easy to fulfill such a massive order, but Ishuca thought it’d be an excellent opportunity for the orphanage to make a little extra money. Mary knew that rope-making was a side gig for Ishuca and the kids, so she’d figured she would at least ask about it. With the party’s order placed, everyone worked their butts off to get it done—even the little kids like Remi. But since she was too young and weak to braid rope herself, Remi had been tasked with picking out the necessary material needed to do so.


      “Oh, Met-chan, that’s no good,” said Remi. “As you can see, this part is frayed, so we won’t be able to use it.”


      “Really? Does that mean we have to toss it?” Metea asked.


      “Nah, it can still be used in less sturdy rope, but it won’t work for the kind your party needs,” Remi replied. “We need to use only the best materials for your rope!”


      Mary, Metea, and Remi all intently stared at the spread of hemp before them as they sorted and picked through it. The tiger sisters didn’t actually need to assist Remi in her work, since they were the orphanage’s clients, but the girls wanted to use this task as an excuse to hang out with their friend. Out of the wide variety of hemp fibers available to them, the kid had elected to use a rather strong and wear-resistant fiber. A rope made with this hemp could pull massive logs along and even be used for rock climbing. The orphans were incredibly hard workers, so the rope business ended up being quite beneficial for both the orphanage and Meikyo Shisui.


      “Hmm, this is actually kinda hard,” said Metea. “Can you tell apart the good ones from the bad ones, big sis?”


      “Sort of? One thing that you should always keep in mind is that any fiber that tears when you pull it is no good,” said Mary.


      “Oh, yeah, good point,” said Remi. “Well, Remi can detect the good ones with my eyes! The ones that look good are okay!”


      The fibers up to Remi’s standards were all of the same color and had no loose threads. It was a bit excessive to use such high-quality fiber for climbing rope, but it also meant that the final product would be very reliable.


      “I see,” said Metea. “In that case, I bet something like this one is the strongest!”


      “Yep, it’s very strong! Nice one, Met-chan!” Remi exclaimed.


      “What about this other one here?” Mary asked.


      “I’d rate it as medium, but it still passes,” Remi replied.


      The trio chatted away as they continued to sort out the hemp fibers. Since Metea and Mary were helping Remi with her workload, the sorting ended relatively quickly. They’d finished two stacks, separating the fibers out into two piles—Remi approved and failed.


      “Yay, we’re done with work!” Remi exclaimed.


      She smiled and clapped her hands, prompting Metea to share in the joy.


      “Does this mean that we can play now, Remi-chan?” Metea asked.


      “Yep! Oh, actually, Remi would like to hear about your adventures, Met-chan,” Remi replied.


      “My adventures, huh? I’ve been through a lot, so I’m not sure which one to pick,” said Metea.


      Metea folded her arms and started tilting her head from side to side. Her tail ended up moving alongside her body, and Remi unconsciously tried to grab the tiger by her tail. However, Metea perked up her ears and clapped her hands together right before Remi could even touch her tail.


      “I can tell you the story about the time me and my big sis went on an adventure with Illias-sama. She’s the daughter of the lord who rules over the land we live in!” Metea exclaimed.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      Off in a corner of the orphanage’s grounds, Metea stood within a tree’s shadow as she recalled one of her adventures. Remi sat quietly in front of the tiger girl as she made wild gestures to better sell her story.


      “The well tunnel suddenly turned into a slope, causing us to roll down it without any way to escape!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Whoa!” Remi exclaimed.


      “However, we quickly got our balance back and made a safe landing in the end!”


      “That’s amazing, Met-chan!”


      “Right? I’m a skilled adventurer, so it was a piece of cake for me!”


      Metea proudly puffed her chest as she described her miraculous feat. However, Metea’s self-assessment wasn’t entirely accurate, and Mary was the only person around who could push back. But Mary kept quiet and simply watched over Remi and Metea.


      “What did you find after that?” Remi exclaimed.


      “We stumbled across an underground ruin filled with rooms,” said Metea. “There were a couple treasures in those rooms, but we couldn’t find an exit! We were trapped!”


      “Oh no!”


      Remi placed her hands over her mouth, and her eyes widened in surprise. Metea had started to get a little carried away thanks to her enraptured audience’s colorful reactions.


      “However, we remained perfectly calm! We had food and water ready to go ahead of time, so we weren’t in any immediate danger. You can never be overprepared when going on an adventure!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Yeah, that makes perfect sense!” Remi exclaimed.


      “The three of us endured a lonely journey as we searched through the underground ruin, and we eventually found some stairs that led aboveground,” said Metea. “There, we were able to solve a puzzle, escaping the darkness and—”


      “Stop right there, Met,” said Mary. “You shouldn’t tell lies.”


      Mary interrupted her little sister before she could finish boasting. She didn’t mind if Metea exaggerated things a bit, but as a good big sister, she wasn’t going to let Metea spout out lies.


      “O-Oh, um, yeah, I guess I did exaggerate things a bit,” said Metea.


      Metea awkwardly averted her eyes away, leaving Remi confused as she tilted her head and stared back at the storyteller.


      “Really?”


      “We actually still have much to learn as adventurers, Remi-chan,” said Mary. “We weren’t able to escape by ourselves, but Nao-san and the rest of the party arrived to save us.”


      “Whoa, that’s awesome!”


      Remi was a big fan of Nao, so her eyes had started sparkling once she heard that he’d pulled off that feat. However, an envious, sad expression washed over her face shortly afterward.


      “Remi wants to go on an adventure too,” said Remi.


      “Hmm. Compared to the two of us, you’re still too young. So, bringing you along might be a bit difficult,” said Metea.


      Even Metea herself was too young to actually be an adventurer, but her guardians—the adults of Meikyo Shisui—had vouched for her. As for Remi, she couldn’t leave the orphanage without Ishuca’s permission, and it was the same case with becoming an adventurer. However, the adolescent trio was well aware of the fact that Ishuca would never allow this to happen.


      “Going on an adventure inside an orphanage should be just fine for a kid like you, Remi,” said Metea.


      “Remi is bored of that already!” Remi exclaimed. “Remi has done it many times by now!”


      “I see,” said Metea. “The orphanage is quite big, so I thought it’d be fun.”


      “Remi has thoroughly explored the temple as well!”


      Mary and Metea’s old home was so small that most people could get a grasp of the entire space by just peeking their heads inside. Or rather, their house didn’t have a proper entrance or even a yard of its own. With that in mind, Metea saw the orphanage as gigantic, with plenty of space to play outside and a temple nearby. However, there weren’t any new places around to explore for a longtime resident of the orphanage.


      “I can’t think of anything else right now,” said Metea.


      “Hmm...”


      Metea and Remi both folded their arms, lost in thought. A real adventure was actually quite dangerous, so it was rather unsafe and reckless to take a child as young as Remi out on one. Metea tried her best to come up with something, but Remi raised her voice first.


      “Oh, actually, there’s a mysterious place in the temple!” Remi exclaimed.


      “A mysterious place?” Metea asked.


      “Yeah! There are some stairs that lead underground, but there’s only a dead end ahead,” Remi replied.


      “That sounds interesting,” said Metea. “Let’s go investigate it right away and—”


      Metea’s eyes were beaming with curiosity, but Mary placed a hand on her sister’s head before she could move.


      “No, Met,” said Mary.


      “Big sis...?”


      “Nao-san and the grown-ups said we couldn’t recklessly act on our own, remember?”


      The time Mary, Metea, and Illias went missing had actually been a grave matter. They’d been rescued in the end, but they could’ve been seriously hurt or stranded if something had gone wrong. Worst-case scenario, they could’ve met an untimely end. In response, the adults of Meikyo Shisui warned the kids not to act on their own again. If Mary and Metea wanted to do anything outside the norm, it was best if they talked it over with the grown-ups first.


      “I’m pretty sure that any place inside a temple will be safe, big sis,” said Metea.


      “The place doesn’t matter. We were taught the importance of being wary when it comes to any potential danger,” said Mary. “We were trapped in Illias’s mansion the other day, so you can’t just assume that the temple is completely safe. We need to keep Nao-san and everyone else from worrying about us again.”


      The kids could find themselves in a dangerous situation by just climbing up onto the roof at home, so a suspicious set of stairs leading underground would also count as dangerous.


      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” said Metea. “Sorry, Remi-chan, but it seems like we can’t take you on an adventure.”


      “Oh well,” said Remi.


      “I’m sorry about this too, Remi-chan,” said Mary. “We’re not exactly independent adventurers yet, so we can’t take responsibility.”


      “That’s okay. Remi knows that being selfish is bad,” said Remi.


      Remi was a kid who lived in the orphanage, so she was used to playing the good girl, but her initial excitement had left her very disappointed. She pouted while looking down at the ground, but she suddenly lifted up her head shortly afterward.


      “Oh, in that case, Remi will go ask Nao-chan about this!” Remi exclaimed.


      Remi looked excited and spread out her arms as if she thought her idea was perfect.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “So this is why Remi came back with the two of you, huh? I see,” said Nao.


      “Please, Nao-chan,” said Remi.


      She looked up at Nao with puppy dog eyes, causing his gaze to dart around as a result.


      “Well, I’m not exactly against this,” said Nao. “But what do you think, Haruka?”


      “It’d be highly unlikely for such a dangerous place to exist near a populated area,” said Haruka. “However...”


      Haruka smiled awkwardly as she spoke, with Yuki and Natsuki nodding along in agreement.


      “But if something happened at the Viscount’s mansion, anything is possible,” said Yuki. “We can’t simply make assumptions based on our own perceptions of common sense.”


      “There might be a suspicious underground area beneath an old temple like that,” said Natsuki.


      “It’s the same temple that we frequently visit, right? I don’t think it’ll be much of an adventure. But if those stairs lead to a dead end like Remi says they do, I think it’ll be fine as long as Nao tags along,” said Touya. “Or rather, what did Ishuca-san say about this, Mary?”


      Remi’s presence before the party meant that she had received permission from Ishuca, so Mary nodded back at Touya.


      “Ishuca-san said that she was willing to give us the okay if everyone else is fine with it. Apparently, that underground area hasn’t been sealed off,” said Mary. “But she did mention that outsiders aren’t normally allowed inside.”


      The stairs were located somewhat deep within the temple, so normal visitors would never come across them. However, it was well known among the kids at the orphanage because they were sometimes tasked with cleaning up the temple. Other kids had headed down the stairs before, but there was nothing but a dead end ahead. Ishuca had purposely left it alone because telling the kids there was a place they couldn’t go would likely make them more interested in doing the opposite.


      “I can’t tell whether she’s given you the okay because nothing’s down there or if she thinks you’ll be all right as long as we’re around,” said Nao.


      “Yeah, you never know when it comes to Ishuca-san,” said Yuki. “There’s always the chance she’s found a convenient excuse to have us take care of a problem for her.”


      While Meikyo Shisui was still on a vacation of sorts, Nao, Mary, and Metea were the only ones out of the bunch actually relaxing. Haruka, Natsuki, and Yuki had been knee-deep in parachute development and alcohol research. Meanwhile, Touya was helping Tomi improve their wheelbarrow designs. There hadn’t been any deadlines set in stone, so the entire party could spare some of their time if necessary, but...


      “Is this not possible, Nao-chan?”


      Remi sounded a bit sad as she asked for Nao’s confirmation once more. It was hard for him to say “no” since he didn’t want to disappoint a kid who thought the world of him, so he awkwardly shook his head in response.


      “Nah, not exactly,” said Nao. “However, I think we need to discuss the details with Ishuca-san first, so—”


      “I’ve heard enough!” Kaho exclaimed.


      The doors slammed open as Kaho barged in at the perfect time to interrupt Nao, and she looked a bit warm for some reason.


      “Did you borrow our bathtub again, Kaho?” Nao asked.


      “Indeed! Baths are one of mankind’s most wonderful inventions, and—more importantly, if your party cannot go, then the Jade Wings will accompany the kids instead!”


      Kaho placed her hands on her waist and stuck out her chest as she firmly declared her intentions. However, Nao glanced away from the fox girl and looked to Sae and Yoshino as they entered the room behind her.


      “Your party definitely has the combat chops, but are you sure about this?” Nao asked.


      “We didn’t hear everything, but it sounds like we just have to supervise the kids,” Yoshino replied. “Am I right?”


      “Well, yeah, more or less,” said Nao.


      “In that case, we can definitely handle this,” said Yoshino. “After all, we’d like to contribute to the cause and make some progress toward getting our hands on a Light Orb.”


      “Mm. Yoshino’s Light Magic is very important for our party,” said Sae.


      Owned by the temple, Light Orbs were magical devices that could be used in practicing Light Magic. The Jade Wings could probably obtain the proper permission to borrow it if Meikyo Shisui tagged along and asked for permission themselves. However, the Wings wanted to earn the privilege for themselves because it would become too much of a hassle if they had to ask Nao’s party for help every time they wanted to use it. Nao was well aware of this reasoning himself.


      “In that case, can we count on the three of you to accompany the kids?” Nao asked.


      “Of course!” Kaho exclaimed as she turned around toward Remi and bent down a bit. “Your name is Remi, correct? Are you fine with having us accompany you?”


      “Sure,” said Remi. “Can Remi touch your tail?”


      Remi nodded casually because she was fascinated by Kaho’s huge, wiggling tail, and she asked for permission to touch it without any hesitation.


      “Hmm. I suppose there is no reason for me to say no to a kid, so feel free to touch it for a short while,” said Kaho.


      “Yay!” Remi exclaimed. “Whoa, this is very fluffy! It’s wonderful!”


      “Indeed! You have a keen eye for quality.”


      Kaho looked very satisfied by Remi’s reaction, and she glanced in Nao’s direction a couple of times. However, Nao looked toward a slightly unhappy Metea who sadly wagged her own tail. Nao gently patted Metea’s head in an attempt to comfort her, and Kaho’s shoulders drooped in disappointment after she saw that.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      The next day, Nao, Mary, Metea, and the Wings stopped by the temple. While accompanying Remi home the night before, the group had penciled in an appointment with Ishuca. Once they arrived, a smiling Ishuca guided them into one of the temple’s rooms and urged them to take a seat.


      “Thank you for coming out to greet us right away, Ishuca-san,” said Nao. “So, what’s your real plan here?”


      He’d bluntly questioned Ishuca’s intentions, but she faked a frown and gently looked to the floor.


      “Oh, please, Nao-san, I simply obliged to Remi’s cute wish, that’s all,” said Ishuca. “I’m honestly a little hurt that you’d assume that I’m up to something.”


      However, Nao was well aware of Ishuca’s sharp mind. In fact, he glared at her as if he were absolutely convinced that she was hiding something.


      “If there really isn’t anything hanging out at the bottom of that staircase, then it wouldn’t be a problem if the kids went down there on their own,” said Nao. “However, you went ahead and mentioned that we had to sign off on this too, so...”


      “Tee hee. There’s an honest method to my madness here, and it’s because I have no clue what’s down there either,” said Ishuca.


      Nao frowned after learning this unsettling factoid.


      “...You don’t know?”


      “My predecessor told me that it was fine to leave those stairs be, but that’s all I’ve heard about it,” said Ishuca. “Apparently there’s a door-like structure down there, but it’s locked up tight. I’m fairly sure there’s nothing of note at the end of that staircase, but it’d be a shame if something actually happened because I let the kids go down by themselves.”


      Ishuca smiled as she casually admitted a terrifying truth. A head priest being oblivious to a mysterious area in her temple was a sizable problem, and her plan to pin the blame on Meikyo Shisui for any potential mishaps was another. However, Nao could easily sidestep that second issue by simply refusing to give his party’s permission.


      “Have you really kept your hands off those stairs, Ishuca-san?”


      Nao found it hard to believe that someone like Ishuca would carry on so irresponsibly as the temple’s head priest. He cast a doubtful look toward Ishuca, but she simply shrugged back at him.


      “Well, no, I’ve technically investigated it myself before,” said Ishuca. “Unfortunately, I couldn’t find a way to open the door, and there were no documents in the temple about it either. I simply had no choice but to leave it alone.”


      “You must’ve thought this was your chance to have your stair mystery solved, right? You wouldn’t need to pay us either,” said Nao.


      “Mm. It would be pointless to request the assistance of random adventurers, and hiring the skilled ones costs a fair bit of money, so I found myself hesitant to use our donations to cover the cost,” said Ishuca.


      Nao kept glaring at Ishuca, but her casual response implied that she felt no guilt at all. The temple didn’t have the financial leeway to actually hire high-ranking adventurers, so it wasn’t exactly wrong to avoid pouring money into an investigation when nothing had happened so far. Her ability to pounce on opportunities to resolve a potential problem for free was an example of excellent business acumen, but Nao had no intention of simply remaining silent and allowing Ishuca to take advantage of him.


      “...Do you really think that you can make us do anything if you use the kids as an excuse, Ishuca-san?” Nao asked.


      “Of course not! I am well aware that your party are all wonderful souls known for their kindness to children, ” Ishuca replied. “However, I’m sure that your actions will not go unnoticed by Advastlis-sama.”


      Ishuca smiled in a flawless way as she confidently stated her opinion, leaving Nao at a loss for words. He couldn’t refute her by claiming his party wasn’t kind, and suddenly canceling their plans was sure to upset Remi. Basically, he had no other choice.


      “Ugh. Oh well. I guess I’ll just have to pray to Advastlis-sama and hope that nothing will go wrong,” said Nao.


      He’d already started to assume that there was something down there and that Advastlis would likely intervene if that wasn’t the case. In sharp contrast, the Jade Wings were rather carefree about the whole thing.


      “A door that doesn’t open, huh? That’s a classic part of any mystery or puzzle,” said Yoshino.


      “A secret hidden beneath a countryside temple, eh? Sounds like a fun quest to me!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Uh, ‘hidden’ and ‘secret’ basically mean the same thing, Kaho,” said Sae. “Something like a ‘hidden truth’ would be more fitting.”


      Mary and Metea had been quietly listening along as Nao and Ishuca spoke, but their tails started wagging like crazy after they heard how the Wings had hyped up the mystery. The sisters’ eyes then darted between Nao, Ishuca, and the Wings. Nao eventually realized that the kids couldn’t wait for much longer, and then he sighed deeply to himself.


      “All of you seem real optimistic about this. Oh well,” said Nao. “By the way, Ishuca-san, is it okay for these three to tag along in place of my party members? This is Yoshino, Kaho, and Sae, and I can vouch for their adventuring prowess.”


      “Of course. I have no reason to turn down adventurers that have your approval,” said Ishuca. “If I recall correctly, the three of you have stopped by our temple from time to time, right?”


      “Yeah, although we don’t visit as frequently as Nao’s party does,” said Yoshino.


      “We happen to believe in Advastlis-sama as well, and we would love to receive his blessing,” said Kaho.


      “I’m sure your wish will be answered if you pray sincerely from the bottom of your heart,” said Ishuca.


      Ishuca gently bent her arms and opened her palms upward as she flashed a compassionate smile at the Wings. Her actions and words made her out to be a proper priest, but she received some cold looks in response. It seemed that Nao wasn’t the only one who assumed that Ishuca was thinking of money for prayers. However, Ishuca wasn’t bothered at all as she stood up and kept on smiling.


      “Let’s get going,” said Ishuca. “Remi is probably tired of waiting for us, after all.”


      “...Are you going to tag along with us, Ishuca-san?” Nao asked.


      “Of course. It would be deeply irresponsible of me if I simply sat here and waited for you to return with your findings,” Ishuca replied. “I would feel uneasy going down there by myself, so I’m glad that you’re around.”


      Ishuca was a very shrewd and resourceful person, but she wasn’t someone who’d pushed all the responsibility onto someone else. In fact, she was actually a competent boss who could fulfill her own duties and take responsibility when needed. Nao and the gang were well aware of this, so they couldn’t bring themselves to hate the woman—even if she brazenly asked them for donations. However, they still had mixed feelings about the whole thing every time it happened.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “Remi has been waiting for very long, Nao-chan!”


      As the group walked into the temple proper, they spotted Remi sitting on a chair and idly swinging her legs. It wasn’t long before Remi ran toward Nao and gave his legs a big hug.


      “Sorry. I had to discuss a lot of things with Ishuca-san, and our conversation dragged on for a bit,” said Nao.


      “Oh, okay. Remi can forgive you for that!”


      “Ha ha. Thanks,” said Nao.


      Nao gently patted Remi’s head, and Kaho looked in as if she thought it was a heartwarming moment.


      “This thought crossed my mind yesterday as well, but it seems like she really adores you, Nao,” said Kaho. “Wait, are you actually a lo—”


      A look of shock appeared as Kaho was about to yell something that would severely damage Nao’s reputation, so he hastily interrupted her before she could finish speaking.


      “Of course not! Don’t say such things out loud!” Nao exclaimed. “You’ll get me in trouble!”


      “Mm. I figured as much. I would physically fall within your strike zone otherwise,” said Kaho.


      “Your phrasing could cause many misunderstandings, so knock it off!” Nao exclaimed. “Or rather, don’t you feel a little bummed that you just insulted yourself like that?”


      “...Yeah, somewhat,” said Kaho. “I felt a sense of emptiness that overwhelmed my chest.”


      A sullen look appeared on Kaho’s face, but Yoshino chuckled and gently patted her friend’s chest.


      “Yeah, there’s definitely nothing here at all,” said Yoshino.


      “I am not completely flat!” Kaho exclaimed. “Don’t be so rude, Yoshino!”


      “Oh, please, I meant no harm at all,” said Yoshino.


      “I would prefer it if you actually did!” Kaho exclaimed. “Casual insults can be very painful!”


      Kaho puffed up her own tail out of anger, and Yoshino lightheartedly laughed as she patted her friend’s head. Remi tilted her head as she watched them, so it seemed like she had no idea what was going on.


      “What are they talking about, Nao-chan?”


      “It’s nothing you need to worry about, Remi. Let’s start our adventure instead!”


      The playful banter between Yoshino and Kaho was basically pointless, so Nao stuck one of his fists into the air as he changed the subject. He succeeded because Remi immediately clenched both of her fists and used her entire body to express her excitement.


      “Right! Let’s go! Follow me!”


      “Oh, Remi-chan, you shouldn’t run around!” Metea exclaimed. “It’s important to be careful when exploring a new area!”


      “Oh, yeah, let’s be careful!”


      Metea grabbed Remi’s hands before the little girl could dash forward, and Mary chased after them from behind. Yoshino and Kaho kept bantering with each other while Sae and Nao walked close behind the kids, and Ishuca brought up the rear. They made their way through the temple, walked past the initial area where people prayed, and eventually arrived at a staircase at the temple’s center.


      These stairs measured out at about one and half meters wide—wider than the ones found in most homes. There was more than enough room for a trio of adults to walk down together, but the stairs weren’t exactly wide for a place that saw so much foot traffic. As for the slope, it was less than thirty degrees—vaguely similar to the slope of stairs in public facilities meant for young children. Made of stone, these stairs weren’t adorned with any decorations. In fact, they were so normal looking that most would probably ignore them if they didn’t know about the dead end ahead.


      “Those are the stairs with a dead end!” Remi exclaimed.


      Remi pointed at the stairs before all three kids ran toward it and peeked downward. The adults walked over to the kids shortly afterward and took a look for themselves, but everything had been obscured by the darkness, so they couldn’t see the dead end.


      “Uh, well, this looks kind of plain,” said Nao.


      Nao carefully chose his words, and Ishuca nodded awkwardly in response.


      “Right? At first glance, it looks like a normal staircase that leads to an underground warehouse,” said Ishuca. “It doesn’t seem like there’s any need to deal with it, so that’s why I’ve more or less left it alone so far.”


      As the temple’s head priest, it wasn’t good if there were sections of it out of Ishuca’s control. However, it didn’t seem like it’d be worth the trouble for her to squeeze out the money from the temple’s tiny coffers to launch an investigation. It would have been a different story if the stairs looked obviously important or dangerous, but there was nothing notable about them aside from the dead end. With that all in mind, Ishuca had been unable to decide whether or not to act on this knowledge.


      “It would be very helpful if we’re able to find something,” said Ishuca.


      “Uh, sure, but please don’t get your hopes up too much,” said Nao. “Light.”


      “Time to climb down!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Yeah! Let’s start an adventure!” Remi exclaimed.


      Nao illuminated the staircase with his magic, and the little girls led the way down. Everyone else followed them from behind, and they reached a landing before they decided to continue down another long set of stairs. The group eventually reached the dead end—a space the size of a wide landing or a small room. There, they discover a carved out section of the wall that had been sealed off by a stone slab instead of a proper door.


      “Is this really a door? Hmm,” said Nao.


      “Well, it looks like there’s a spot for us to place our hands, so it counts as a door,” said Yoshino.


      There was a vertical gap to the left of the stone slab that was about three centimeters wide and five meters deep, but it didn’t seem like anyone could open the heavy stone door with it.


      “Can I try opening this, big bro Nao?” Metea asked.


      “Yeah, feel free to give it a go,” Nao replied.


      “Okay!”


      Metea placed one of her hands into the gap and tried to pull it, but the door remained firmly shut. She planted her feet against the door jamb as she tried again, but nothing changed at all.


      “Ugh, this is really heavy,” said Metea. “Help me as well, big sis!”


      “Fine, fine. Let’s do this together on my mark,” said Mary. “One, two, three!”


      Metea asked for Mary’s help after realizing she couldn’t do it on her own. Remi joined in as well, but the door remained in place.


      “This door is way too heavy!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Too heavy!” Remi exclaimed.


      Mary sat down on the ground in complete silence as Metea slapped the door, and Remi raised both of her hands to indicate that she wasn’t happy. Remi couldn’t provide much help, but Mary and Metea were stronger than most adults because they were beastfolk. It’d been made clear that the door couldn’t be forced open with brute strength alone.


      “I guess the door really is sealed tight,” said Mary.


      “Yeah. I’ve tried to open it myself before, but the power of a fragile woman was nowhere near enough,” said Ishuca.


      Ishuca placed her right hand on one of her cheeks as she tilted her head awkwardly. She’d demonstrated her competency and shrewdness in many arenas, but she was also rather strong compared to most women despite her looks. However, no one around actually knew this tidbit about her.


      “Well, if even Mary and Metea can’t open this, then there’s a few possibilities that come to mind,” said Nao. “There might be some hidden mechanism for opening the door, or a key might be needed. It might also just be designed in a way so that it can’t be opened.”


      “Is that really the case? We’re not in a warehouse right now, right?” Yoshino asked.


      “This place is a bit too small to work as a warehouse,” Nao replied. “Besides, installing a door is a perfectly normal thing regardless of a space’s purpose.”


      “I figured as much,” said Yoshino. “There’s no way this stone door is here just for decoration.”


      While there was a decent amount of storage space nearby, the structure of this space overall wouldn’t be a natural fit for a warehouse. Nao lifted up Metea, asking her to let him take over as he placed her to the side and started to investigate the door.


      “Haruka and Natsuki are better at solving puzzles like these, but I can’t seem to find anything suspicious here,” said Nao. “I haven’t spotted a trap or a keyhole either. What if there’s something else in the temple that needs to be triggered?”


      “As far as I’m aware, there isn’t anything else suspicious that exists in the temple,” said Ishuca.


      Nao turned around toward Ishuca for an answer, but she immediately shook her head back at him. No one in Laffan would know more about the temple than Ishuca, so the group’s chances of coming across another secret inside were very low—even if they all worked together to find one.


      Acting as if nothing was down there and just heading home was perfectly fine by Nao, but the kids looked at him as if they believed he could solve this mystery. He turned toward the Wings for suggestions, but they just awkwardly stared back at him as they were running low on ideas too. After a few minutes, Kaho stepped forward.


      “It appears that it is my time to shine!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “What do you mean, Kaho?”


      Nao had a doubtful look on his face, but Kaho smiled confidently back at him as she placed her hands on the door.


      “Hmph! Oh, this is very hard,” said Kaho.


      “Of course it is. Besides, we don’t even know if this door can even be opened,” said Nao.


      Despite her dramatic entrance, Kaho had resorted to the same approach the kids had used. Nao looked utterly exasperated when the door didn’t bother to budge at all. However, Kaho hastily waved her hands around as she tried to come up with an excuse.


      “I only used about sixty percent of my power, so you have yet to witness my true potential!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “Who are you? The antagonist of a shonen manga?”


      “I-I am different from the characters that lose in the end!” Kaho exclaimed. “I shall pull off a feat with 120 percent of my power!”


      Kaho puffed her tail as she planted her feet against the door jamb just like Metea had earlier and completely ignored the fact that using all of her strength wouldn’t make her look very cute.


      “Shouldn’t you start with one hundred percent fir—Wait, what?”


      Nao thought that it’d be impossible to move that door, but he soon heard something crack open despite his expectations. A heavy thud then echoed throughout the stairway as the door slowly opened.


      “Seriously?”


      “Oh my.”


      “That’s amazing!”


      “Whoa...”


      Everyone’s jaws hit the ground as Kaho continued to yank open the door. Once it was fully open, Kaho clapped her hands together and smiled as she wiped some sweat off her forehead.


      “Whew. It seems that the door was just a little bit rusty!”


      “Stone doors don’t rust, Kaho,” said Yoshino.


      Yoshino sounded a bit exasperated as she muttered a comment, but it was true that the sliding door had no hinges. Additionally, there were no metal rollers underneath it, nor was there a hanger attached to it either. The stone door had simply been installed after the ground had been dug away to make some space for it, so no part of the door could’ve rusted.


      “I assume that you now truly understand how useful I can be, right, Nao?”


      “Well, yeah, Kaho, you definitely pulled off something amazing, but was this door really meant to be pried open with brute force?”


      He’d just asked a perfectly reasonable question, but Kaho proudly held her head high in response.


      “The fact that it opened means my approach was a valid solution,” said Kaho. “It is important to maintain a flexible mind. There isn’t always just one correct solution to life’s problems!”


      Kaho had the mentality of a veteran tabletop RPG player, so she was open to any solution that worked, even if it wasn’t a standard one.


      “You make a good point, but it’s a bit hard for me to swallow. Oh well,” said Nao. “Can we head past the door, Ishuca-san?”


      “O-Of course,” said Ishuca. “Kaho-san is very small, but I’m impressed by how strong she actually is.”


      “Yeah, she happens to be the strongest person I know,” said Nao.


      As a beastwoman, Kaho was naturally strong, but that power was bolstered by her Level 4 Peerless Strength skill and the Enhanced Muscles skill she’d learned after meeting Nao’s party. These skills synergized, granting Kaho an incredible amount of strength despite her short stature. Actually, she’d probably beat Touya with ease in an arm wrestling match since he only had Enhanced Muscles.


      “I suppose that’s very reassuring to know,” said Ishuca.


      “Physical strength is my best trait, so— Actually, it is the second best next to my cuteness!” Kaho exclaimed.


      Kaho looked very proud as she boasted about herself, and Yoshino grinned after hearing her friend gawk.


      “Nice confidence, Kaho! However, would you be able to repeat that in front of Haruka, Natsuki, and Yuki?” Yoshino asked.


      “Ugh. No, unfortunately,” Kaho replied. “I suppose I shall have to accept the fact that my strength is my best trait.”


      Kaho averted her eyes as if she felt a bit upset, but Ishuca looked at the fox girl with a compassionate gaze.


      “There is no need to put yourself down, Kaho-san. I think you are a very cute girl, so you should have more confidence in yourself,” said Ishuca. “You completely agree as well, right, Nao-san?”


      “O-Oh, yeah, of course,” said Nao.


      Ishuca sounded very intimidating despite the fact that she was smiling, so Nao had no choice but to agree with her. It was true that Nao thought Kaho was cute, after all.


      “I-Is that so? Tee hee.”


      Kaho’s fox ears moved around restlessly as she grinned. Sae and Yoshino both glanced at Kaho for a moment, and then they glanced at each other before nodding.


      “She’s really gullible,” said Sae.


      “Yep,” said Yoshino.


      “S-Silence! Praise makes me happy just like any other girl!” Kaho exclaimed. “Let us march forward right away!”


      “Oh, wait a second, Kaho. I’ll tag along with you at the front,” said Nao. “Yoshino, Sae, can you stand behind us and remain ready to provide backup?”


      “Sure,” they replied together.


      “What about me, big bro Nao?”


      Metea raised her hands in an attempt to grab Nao’s attention, so it seemed like she wanted to show off in front of Remi. However, they were walking into an unfamiliar place, so there was no way Nao would allow Metea to stand up front.


      “Please stick with Mary behind Yoshino and Sae, and focus on protecting Remi,” said Nao. “This is a very important task that needs to be handled.”


      “Very well,” said Mary. “Please leave this to us.”


      “Yeah, okay,” said Metea. “Don’t wander off by yourself during this expedition, Remi-chan.”


      “Okay!” Remi exclaimed. “What about Remi, Nao-chan?”


      “Uh, you need to hold Mary’s hand and make sure not to let go,” said Nao.


      “Sure! Time to hold hands!”


      Nao glanced at Mary as if to indicate he was counting on her. For her part, Mary nodded back as she firmly grasped Remi’s outstretched hand. Mary wouldn’t be fighting while doing this, but Nao prioritized safety above all else.


      “All right. Let’s get going,” said Nao. “Don’t let your guard down just in case.”


      “Of course,” said Kaho.


      Given the inherently sketchy nature of a sealed underground temple chamber, Nao’s group walked through the doorway with an abundance of caution. On the other side, they discovered a terracotta-tile-covered passageway that was about two meters tall and roughly the same length wide. The passageway itself stretched onward for about ten meters, and another stairway at the end of the room appeared to lead farther down. As for the aforementioned tiles, each one was about thirty centimeters and framed by plain borders. Aside from covering the walls to the party’s left and right, these tiles were filled to the brim with small text.


      “Hmm,” said Nao. “What’s the deal with these tiles?”


      “It seems as if they’re a record of our town’s origin,” said Ishuca.


      The tiles had thrown Nao for a loop at first, but Ishuca was able to help him fill in the gaps once she had a look. However, her usual gentle smile had disappeared as she set about precisely examining the text on the walls.


      “So this is basically the story of Laffan, right? Then why was it jotted down here and sealed away?” Nao asked.


      It wasn’t exactly strange to document history, but Nao thought the act to be pointless if that knowledge couldn’t be passed down to future generations. There must’ve been a reason as to why this history had been sealed away beneath the temple.


      “Perhaps these records were never meant to be seen by the public? That’s probably unlikely though,” Yoshino replied.


      “Indeed. Nothing in particular stands out to me so far at a glance,” said Sae.


      The tiled text read more like a report of prior events than it did a history textbook. It mentioned topics such as progress on a forest clearing, the completion of buildings, and when the yearly harvest had been bountiful or scant. Additionally, there was a small collection of names and a death toll associated with the people who’d lost their lives along the way—proof that establishing a new homestead on the frontier was incredibly brutal work. Despite that, the text itself was incredibly dry, almost instantly losing the attention of the kids. However, Nao and the Wings kept skimming through the entries while Ishuca lit up the room with a Light spell. The serious expression refused to leave Ishuca’s face as she continued reading.


      “I wonder if the conditions here were so harsh that the town’s founders had to preserve their history here so it wouldn’t be lost,” said Nao.


      “I highly doubt the sturdy door that I forced open was actually necessary,” said Kaho. “Even an orc wouldn’t be able to push that out of the way.”


      The image of a lava boar crashing right through the stone door had suddenly popped into Nao’s head, but any settlement under such an attack would be in serious trouble.


      “Yeah, I guess that’s definitely not the case,” said Nao.


      “What are you talking about?” Kaho asked.


      “Oh, I was just mulling over the possibility that the door was meant to withstand an attack from a real big monster,” Nao replied. “It would’ve been more logical to prioritize the settlers’ safety over these documents. But then again, this place isn’t half bad as a shelter either.”


      The stairs leading down to the passageway were fairly wide and had a shallow rise. There were no handrails in place, but children and the elderly could easily traverse the steps. This also meant that a large monster, like a lava boar, would have a lot of trouble trying to pass through. The passageway’s back entrance was even narrower, making for a relatively easy-to-defend bottleneck if orcs attacked. As long as one could ignore the poor accommodations, the area could serve as a temporary shelter if need be.


      “Do you think this might have been a shelter that was repurposed for document storage? I personally think it’s possible, but then there’d be no actual reason to seal the door if that was the case,” said Kaho. “The message Ishuca-san received from her predecessor seems to have a hidden meaning behind it as well.”


      “Hmm. We might be able to figure something out if we comb through all this text, but that’ll take a while,” said Nao.


      Between both walls, there seemed to be nearly a thousand text-covered tiles. The engraved text was larger than most printed fonts, but there was still enough of it to fill a giant tome. Knowing this, the group kept their eyes out for any notable bit of text as they walked around the passageway. Since the kids weren’t all that great at doing tons of reading, they stood in front of the staircase to the back of the room. Yoshino had casually tagged along with the kids to watch over them.


      “Uh, ‘herein lies the people who laid down their lives for the town’s future,’ huh?”


      “Oh, can you actually read this bit of text, Metea? That’s impressive,” said Yoshino.


      Metea had slowly read through the chunk of text engraved in the doorway just above the stairs. Yoshino couldn’t help but clap along as she praised the little girl.


      “Yeah, I did my homework, so this was easy peasy yaston squeezy!” Metea exclaimed.


      She looked so proud of herself, but Remi just kept pouting as she struggled to read the same text.


      “Ugh, this is still a little too hard for Remi to read,” said Remi.


      “Don’t worry, Remi. Metea’s just an avid reader, so I’d bet that’s why she can read this,” said Nao. “I’m sure you’ll be able to do it too if you study hard.”


      Nao patted Remi’s head as he comforted her and then glanced at the text himself. He read it another time to confirm his suspicions, leading him to suddenly frown while he stood paused in thought.


      “...Wait, does that mean we’re standing in a catacomb right now? Hmm,” said Nao.


      “If so, why was this resting place sealed off? Perhaps it is similar to a pyramid,” said Kaho.


      “If this is really the tomb of Laffan’s founders, there are a lot of things that aren’t adding up,” said Yoshino.


      “Yeah. These kinds of structures are usually built to stand out,” said Sae. “The temple itself might fulfill that purpose, but it feels like that would be incredibly disrespectful. Then again, I could be wrong. I’m working with limited knowledge here.”


      Since she didn’t have the General Knowledge skill, Sae looked to Kaho and Yoshino for their input. However, the pair were paused in thought and had serious expressions on their faces. The kids were of no help either, so the entire group turned to Ishuca. The holy woman caught up a few moments later and proceeded to hesitantly chime in.


      “After skimming through all of this text, I have a feeling that Yoshino-san might’ve been on the right track with her ‘never meant to be seen by the public’ idea,” said Ishuca.


      “Is there something problematic on the walls?” Nao asked. “Everything looked just fine to me at first glance.”


      Nao and his friends had technically skimmed over the text, but they had no idea what Ishuca was talking about. The holy woman simply nodded back.


      “The vast majority of these writings detail the struggles and achievements of Laffan’s founders,” Ishuca replied. “However, many had lost their lives before the settlement became a safe place to live.”


      “Well, there’s nothing weird about that, right? I’m pretty sure that’s a natural part of developing a new frontier settlement,” said Nao.


      “Indeed. Our forefathers understood this well, and there’s no reason to hide that. But among the lost were those who scouted the roads, warriors who fought to let others escape, and craftsmen who worked construction in dangerous places,” said Ishuca. “These brave souls were the true foundation of Laffan. The lord of that age promised that he’d provide them with proper burial rites and commend their deeds once the town was complete.”


      Nao and the wings had never heard anything like this before. The same went for the kids, who confusingly glanced at each other shortly afterward.


      “Uh, I haven’t been in Laffan for long, but is there an actual cenotaph here?” Yoshino asked.


      “I don’t recall ever seeing one,” Sae replied. “There is a cemetery next to the temple, but...”


      “I’ve been to the cemetery myself, but I haven’t seen anything like that there,” said Nao.


      Most citizens of Laffan were cremated once they passed, and their ashes were buried together in temple-managed cemetery plots. On the other hand, nobles and members of the elite bought their own bespoke plots and were buried individually. The town cemetery was right next door to the temple and orphanage, so Nao had walked into it before, but he had only seen normal tombstones inside.


      “Indeed. As far as I’m aware, there is no cenotaph in Laffan,” said Ishuca.


      Ishuca was the temple’s head priest, and yet she hadn’t known a thing about this passageway. That gap in knowledge meant that the deeds and achievements of those who sacrificed themselves for Laffan’s future had never been passed through the ages as they should’ve been.


      “Sounds to me like the lord broke his promise and sealed this place off to hide it,” said Nao, frowning.


      “Lying’s bad!” Metea exclaimed. “You have to keep your promises!”


      “Yeah, that’s right! Remi was taught this as well!”


      Metea and Remi railed against the old lord’s action, but Ishuca gently patted their heads and smiled.


      “That’s only if these records are telling the truth. Everything written here could very well be a lie, meaning that such a promise might have never been made,” said Ishuca. “You shouldn’t jump to conclusions right away.”


      “Oh, yeah, there’s no way to tell who’s lying!” Metea exclaimed.


      “I don’t really get it, but okay!” Remi exclaimed.


      “I-I see,” said Mary. “The text here is just one side of the story, huh?”


      Metea understood what Ishuca had said right away, but Remi just gave up on it. As for Mary, she paused in thought for a while and nodded to herself once she’d arrived at a conclusion.


      “Text recorded in a meaningful way isn’t necessarily always true,” said Yoshino.


      “Yeah. History can be interpreted from many different perspectives,” said Sae.


      “Misinformation and miscommunication may have occurred as well,” said Kaho. “The person in charge of the settlement could’ve made this unilateral promise to keep his people motivated.”


      Nao silently thought away as the Wings shared their ideas, and he looked up suddenly shortly afterward.


      “Perhaps we’re standing in the ‘proper burial’ site for those who’d sacrificed themselves for the town,” said Nao. “With that door sealed tight, it seems like no one else has stepped into this room in ages. But maybe the temple was built to preserve these heroes, along with their deeds and achievements.”


      This passageway resided deep within the temple—away from the areas most people could access—and was seemingly a hidden location. However, pyramids and tombs weren’t meant to be easily accessed to begin with. It made more sense to build with terracotta tiles in a place meant for the public, but then there’d be no point in displaying them if copies of the records were preserved elsewhere. The murals present on the walls of pyramids and ancient tombs served as a handful of examples of this practice. Nao had shared these factoids with Isucha to back up his theory, but she cracked an awkward smile in response.


      “Tee hee. I suppose you might be right, Nao-san. It’s possible that some of the temple’s prior visitors made their way down here,” said Ishuca. “But if that’s the case, it’s very likely that one of my predecessors was responsible for sealing this place off.”


      “This is much more complicated than I thought,” said Mary. “It sounds like there’s no clear bad guy here.”


      “Yeah, I’m a bit confused now,” said Metea.


      Mary furrowed her brows after listening to the grown-ups, and Metea placed a finger to her head while she mulled things over as well.


      “It’s important to calmly think things over without jumping to conclusions. People who say they’ve been wronged might be lying for their own gain, and there are also times when people can’t or won’t tell the truth,” said Nao. “It’s the same on the opposing side, so it’s never really possible to get the whole truth even if you talk with everyone involved.”


      “In that case, Nao-san, what are you supposed to do if you want to learn the truth?” Mary asked.


      Nao had a serious look on his face as he stood there with his arms folded.


      “Your best bet would be to look through any records left behind by a third party, but you never know if someone was actually a ‘third party’ in the situation,” Nao replied.


      “Oh, yeah, that’s true,” said Yoshino. “Even if they’re not directly involved, people might still take a side if they stand to benefit from it.”


      “People who are completely related to the situation can also benefit by mucking things up, regardless of what people see as ‘right.’ That makes it really hard to get clear answers,” said Sae. “Conspiracy theories and the like have caused more than their fair share of problems.”


      Nao, Yoshino, and Sae couldn’t give Mary a proper answer, but Kaho looked a touch confident in herself. She lifted a finger and swung it from side to side as she talked to the kids.


      “If you truly desire to seek the truth, you should consult indirectly related documents. If there are records detailing the recruitment and pay of those who worked on the settlement, then there’s a good chance that the people settled down of their own accord,” said Kaho. “If some of those records mention how the then-king punished that lord, it’s possible that the latter had a penchant for forcefully bringing people into his service and never keeping his promises. The nearest path isn’t necessarily always the right one.”


      “Whoa...”


      “Th-That was very informative.”


      Metea and Mary both nodded as if they were very impressed by Kaho’s words, and Yoshino widened her eyes in a very dramatic way in response.


      “I can’t believe Kaho actually said something intelligent for once!” Yoshino exclaimed.


      “What do you mean?! I am not a fool!” Kaho exclaimed. “Sure, I have nowhere near the intelligence of the Meikyo Shisui girls, but still!”


      Back on Earth, Kaho actually had slightly above average grades. However, the former high schooler’s grades were affected by the fact that she prioritized her own interests above studying.


      “Yeah, I definitely think you’re a smart cookie, Kaho,” said Nao. “Everything you said makes perfect sense, after all.”


      “Right? In any case, it is easy to make mistakes and misjudgments if you factor in your emotions!” Kaho exclaimed.


      A smug look appeared on Kaho’s face after Nao praised her, but Remi pulled at one of his hands shortly afterward.


      “Is it bad to feel sorry for someone, Nao-chan?” Remi asked.


      “Well, no, but it’s kind of different from the answer we’re looking for,” Nao replied. “I’m not sure how to explain this.”


      “Don’t worry, Remi understands! There are people who feel sorry for us kids at the orphanage, but that doesn’t mean we have the right to do bad things! And lying is bad too!” Remi exclaimed. “It’s important to be thankful for the people who help you!”


      “O-Oh, yeah, of course,” said Nao.


      While Remi was one of the orphanage’s youngest, she had still been taught by Ishuca. Nao suddenly glanced at the head priest, but Ishuca simply smiled back and looked at the stairs as if to pass a message back to him.


      “Given that we live in today and not the past, it might be difficult to uncover what happened here. Particularly, the events that led to the construction of this chamber. However, we’ll probably find more information if we press on,” said Ishuca.


      “Oh, do you think we should still continue exploring?” Yoshino asked.


      Looking at all the information around her, Yoshino thought that this was the end of this expedition. She wasn’t alone in this assumption, but Ishuca continued to smile at the group.


      “Yes. Remi probably isn’t satisfied yet, and ending this adventure right here wouldn’t sit well with everyone else either, right? I’d also like to avoid coming back here alone if I can help it,” Ishuca replied.


      Since she was the temple’s head priest, Ishuca couldn’t just step away from a mysterious chamber under her supervision. Her final caveat was probably the main reason as to why she wanted to keep exploring, and everyone else understood this as well. However, it was hard for anyone to say no after they saw Remi excitedly nodding to herself. Curious as to what awaited them, the rest of the group glanced at each other and nodded in agreement.


      “In that case, I guess we should get going,” said Nao.


      “Indeed,” said Kaho. “I am fairly confident that there is no real danger ahead.”


      “You sure are skilled at jinxing us, Kaho,” said Yoshino. “We’re definitely going to get spooked by something.”


      Nao and Kaho walked down the stairs, and an exasperated sigh escaped from Yoshino as she walked after them. Everyone else followed from behind, but they soon paused after Nao came to an abrupt stop.


      “What’s wrong?” Yoshino asked.


      “Oh, uh, I suddenly heard something,” Nao replied. “Was it just me?”


      He turned to his comrades for confirmation, but he was met with confused faces from everyone. There were plenty of people around that had good ears like Kaho, but nobody answered Nao’s question.


      “I see. I guess I was just imagining things,” said Nao.


      The sound he noticed was incredibly faint, so he assumed that his ears had deceived him since it was easy for noise to bounce around the passageway walls. He attempted to resume walking, but Kaho interrupted him first.


      “I am confident that this is a foreshadowing event,” said Kaho. “Brushing off an odd occurrence and neglecting to share it with the party is sure to result in a most regrettable disaster!”


      “That’s way too cliché, so— Actually, something might actually happen now that you’ve mentioned it, Kaho,” said Nao.


      “Yep. Just to be safe, what did you exactly hear, Nao?” Yoshino asked.


      Kaho wailed, but Yoshino ignored her and turned toward Nao. He mulled things over for a moment while looking up at the ceiling, then hesitantly opened his mouth.


      “Well, it kind of sounded like a thin pane of glass being broken,” Nao replied. “But I’m not sure if that was actually a sound though.”


      “The sound of breaking glass, huh? Hmm,” said Ishuca. “If this wasn’t a product of Nao-san’s imagination, then...”


      “Do you happen to have a clue, Ishuca-san?” Yoshino asked.


      “Well, I’m not completely sure about this, but the entrance was sealed tight, so it wouldn’t be strange if there was some sort of magical seal ahead,” Ishuca replied. “Nao-san is capable of using magic, after all.”


      Ishuca’s hypothesis made perfect sense to everyone that heard it, but Kaho voiced an objection after some thought.


      “Yoshino and Sae are proficient at magic as well,” said Kaho.


      “Yeah, but the two of us were standing behind Nao,” said Yoshino.


      “Indeed. You were next to us, but you can’t use magic yourself, Kaho,” said Sae.


      “Hmm. I have no rebuttals,” said Kaho. “I suppose we have no other choice other than to advance forward, huh?”


      “Yeah. If Ishuca-san’s hunch is right, then we definitely can’t leave this place alone,” said Nao.


      If a magical barrier or the like was in place, the party absolutely needed to confirm its existence. After starting back down the stairs, they eventually made it to the end without incident. The party had arrived in a corridor supported by oodles and oodles of pillars. The room appeared to be over twenty meters deep and wide. Definitely spacious, but also vaguely oppressive given the two-meter tall ceiling and those pillars. Additionally, a fired-off Light spell had illuminated many well-organized rows of what appeared to be stone coffins. Given the message engraved over the stairs, it was easy to assume what might’ve been inside these hunks of stone.


      “Whoa, it feels a little drafty down here,” said Nao. “I bet it would be pretty comfy down here on a hot summer day.”


      “Y-You sure seem to be very composed, Nao,” said Kaho. “Are you not terrified in the slightest?”


      “Well, something like this would’ve scared me back in the day, but I’ve been through a lot since then,” said Nao.


      Nao’s miraculous encounter with an actual god had kicked everything off, and he’d been through quite a bit since learning how to use magic, fighting monsters, and fending off the undead. A dark and scary temple wasn’t going to make someone of Nao’s experience lose their cool. However, not everyone was someone like him, as evidenced by the warm and trembling hands that took hold of Nao’s. At first he’d assumed it was Metea, but as he turned around...


      “...Sae?”


      Nao blinked in surprise, and Sae felt a bit awkward as she glanced away from him. However, she continued to tightly grasp his hands.


      “S-Sorry,” said Sae. “I’m kinda afraid of ghosts, so...”


      “Afraid of ghosts, huh? Haven’t you already fought the zombies and skeletons running around in the dungeon?”


      That particular pair of monsters commonly appeared on floors five and six of the Summer Resort Dungeon.
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      The Wing had used the return device on the seventh floor, so they’d passed through the fifth and sixth floors to reach it. Sae had used her magic to blast the monsters in the way, but...


      “They’re completely different from ghosts,” said Sae. “Those monsters didn’t feel all that real to me.”


      Nao thought that ghosts were way more unrealistic, but that was just him. So, he simply nodded along instead of adding fuel to the fire.


      “Are you okay with ghosts, Nao-kun?” Sae asked.


      “Yeah. My party has tangoed with shadow ghosts and the like before, so it’s nothing new for me,” Nao replied.


      Meikyo Shisui had actually encountered those ghosts in a well-lit forest, so there was a chance Nao would’ve seen them differently if he’d fought them in a more fitting location—like these passageways. He’d thought the shadow ghosts were a bit of annoyance at first, but they could easily be dealt with by casting Purification. Well, at least when the party had become familiar with the monsters.


      Nao thought that the enigmatic nature of ghosts was what made them scary, but the undead were a very real and slayable threat in this world. Because of that, he’d been more spooked by the dangers ghosts posed over their status as paranormal creatures.


      “Yoshino, Kaho, are you two okay with ghosts?” Nao asked.


      “Yeah. I can slay them with my magic, after all,” Yoshino replied. “In fact, I dislike zombies more because they’re disgusting.”


      “Same here. Ghosts aren’t a threat as long as Yoshino is around,” said Kaho. “Oh!”


      Kaho nodded right after Yoshino, but she suddenly leaped at Nao’s arms after she realized something.


      “I’m so scared!” Kaho exclaimed.


      “This is way too obvious!” Nao exclaimed.


      Nao hit Kaho in the head with a karate chop—which made her yelp as she proceeded to cover her own head.


      “Gah, I messed up the timing,” said Kaho. “Oh well. Mary, Metea, what about the both of you? Are you afraid of ghosts?”


      “Uh, not really,” said Mary. “Undead monsters are dangerous, but there’s no need to worry if Nao-san and everyone else are around.”


      “It’s perfectly safe if you properly cremate the dead, bury them at a temple, and pray for them,” said Metea.


      Mary and Metea had interpreted Kaho’s words in their own ways, but neither sister was afraid of ghosts. This locked Kaho in the moment of deep thought.


      “Hmm. Is this simply a difference of perspective? Perhaps this is a result of death being a familiar phenomenon,” said Kaho.


      “In any case, I’m amazed by the sheer number of stone coffins here,” said Yoshino. “I wonder if any of the mages who could use Earth Magic saw a lot of action.”


      “I’d imagine there were more than a few mages in these frontier settlements,” said Nao.


      It would take way too long to carve these coffins by hand, and it wasn’t like there was an abundant amount of stone lying around Laffan. So, Yoshino had probably hit the nail on the head. However, crafting such a sturdy coffin would drain a good chunk of mana out of the average Earth Magic practitioner, so it was obvious that conjuring up this many coffins had been a tough task.


      “Well, I must say, all these coffins lined up together makes me think that something might jump out from them and attack us,” said Kaho. “I bet my brother would come up with a tabletop campaign that had this in it, but there is no way it would actually happen in real life, ha ha!”


      Sounds of movement reverberated throughout the room right after Kaho let out that laugh.


      “Kaho...”


      “Th-This isn’t my fault! We’re in an underground passageway beneath a temple, right?!” Kaho exclaimed. “A dead person won’t turn if they’re given a proper burial, right, Ishuca-san?!”


      Yoshino and Sae shot exasperated looks at Kaho, and she hastily turned around toward Ishuca for help. However, the head priest remained calm as she placed a hand on her own cheeks.


      “Well, yes, something like that shouldn’t happen if the proper procedure is followed,” said Ishuca. “Though it is possible that our town’s founder didn’t have that luxury.”


      The average citizen of Laffan often opted for cremation since their other options were significantly more expensive. If they were properly burned down into ashes, then there was no risk of them becoming zombies or skeletons.


      “Perhaps there was a sort of barrier that prevented corpses from turning, and the sound that Nao-san heard earlier might have been that barrier breaking,” said Ishuca.


      “Oh, was the entrance sealed for that reason as well? Hmm,” said Yoshino.


      “Am I the one at fault here...?”


      Kaho looked a bit uncomfortable after she heard Yoshino’s words. However, Yoshino immediately shook her head and refuted the fox girl’s assumption.


      “Nah, we all agreed to try to open the entrance together, so it’s not just your responsibility,” said Yoshino. “Besides, this still needs to be dealt with one way or another.”


      “Yeah. It would be quite a scandal if the undead started flooding out a temple, especially if word got out that we were involved,” said Nao. “Even the weakest of the undead are dangerous to the average joe.”


      Given her proficiency with Light Magic, Yoshino stepped forward and Nao readied his own weapon in the meantime. Over a hundred coffins surrounded the party, but it would be a perfectly manageable situation if they were only dealing with skeletons. However, there was a possibility they’d have to retreat if stronger undead monsters appeared. Nao thought that it would be best to have Metea fetch the rest of Meikyo Shisui just to be safe, but Remi muttered something behind him before he could make a decision.


      “Remi feels bad for them,” said Remi.


      “Hm?”


      “They worked hard to build the town, but they didn’t get rewarded at all,” said Remi. “Remi wants to send them off properly.”


      Remi sounded heartbroken and sorry for the fallen, her words prompting Nao and the party to look at each other for a brief moment. Yoshino could cleanly purify the undead with her magic, but Kaho and Nao would cause a mess if things got physical. Sae also had the option of crushing the coffins, but the chamber would be the farthest thing from a proper funeral by the time she was done. Nao understood how Remi felt, but he couldn’t let the undead be. He glanced at Ishuca for help and she quickly nodded back. The head priest soon lowered herself to her knees in front of Remi.


      “Undead monsters are very dangerous, Remi. The people who live in Laffan and the other children in the orphanage may suffer if we don’t slay them,” said Ishuca. “Do you understand this?”


      “Yes, but I still feel bad for them, so...”


      “Mm. It’s important to cherish that sentiment, but you shouldn’t request for things beyond your capabilities,” said Ishuca.


      Ishuca reasoned with Remi, but she sort of looked satisfied as she gently patted the young girl’s head.


      “With that in mind, let’s sing together to soothe the souls of the undead,” said Ishuca. “You have learned how to sing a requiem, right?”


      “Yeah! I can sing!” Remi exclaimed.


      Ishuca patted Remi’s head one more time after a smile appeared on the little one’s face, and then she started to hum a song. Remi joined in and started singing shortly after. She wasn’t particularly good at it, but her wish was the purest out of anywhere nearby. The sounds from the coffins gradually faded as if the requiem actually soothed them, and then a bright light engulfed the surroundings.


      ★★★★★★★★★


      “So, what happened after that?” Haruka asked.


      She had a doubtful look on her face as she glanced at Nao, but he shrugged back at her.


      “Well, it’s obvious, right? The undead were purified, so our adventure had a happy ending,” Nao replied.


      “That’s impossible. Remi is just a little kid, so it doesn’t matter whether or not she has an aptitude for Light Magic,” said Haruka. “There’s no way you can easily purify the undead by singing a requiem.”


      “Yeah. It would be a nice ending to a fairy tale, but that’s not the case in real life,” said Yuki.


      “Oh, man, you two are way too realistic,” said Nao. “Don’t you think it’s possible for an innocent and purehearted child to purify the undead with the power of song?”


      Nao smiled in a shady way as he attempted to win the girls over to his side, but Haruka immediately shot him down.


      “Of course not. Undead monsters wouldn’t be so threatening if it was that easy to deal with them,” said Haruka.


      “I think you’re exaggerating a bit, but yeah, Ishuca-san sneaked in a quick cast of Purification,” said Nao.


      “I figured as much,” said Touya.


      Touya was listening on the side, and he shrugged after Nao coughed up the truth. The girls chuckled in agreement with Touya, but Mary suddenly chimed in shortly afterward.


      “W-Well, Ishuca-san was actually very amazing,” said Mary. “She was able to purify the undead while singing the entire time, after all.”


      “She seemed like a saint, and it looked very pretty!” Metea exclaimed.


      “Really?” Haruka asked.


      “It sure looked mystical to me,” Nao replied. “It reminded me of my first impression of Ishuca-san, even though it faded away fast.”


      Nao tried his best to speak with a flat tone after Haruka curiously glanced at him. Ishuca had actually managed to silently intimidate the entire party upon their first meeting, successfully squeezing tons of donations out of them in the process. Her divine appearance had only been effective on first impression.


      “In any case, I’m impressed that Ishuca-san could pull off such a feat,” said Natsuki.


      “She was really humble about it and said that it only worked because we were still inside the temple,” said Nao.


      There had been over a hundred coffins in that underground tomb, so Ishuca definitely knew her way around Light Magic—even if the temple had given her a little assistance.


      “But if Remi thinks she can purify the undead by herself, wouldn’t things get dangerous if she’s feeling a little reckless?” Haruka asked.


      “Ishuca-san plans to teach Remi how to properly use Light Magic, so there’s actually no need to worry about that,” Nao replied. “She apparently was aware that Remi had an aptitude for Light Magic, so she thought that this was a good opportunity to get started.”


      “Remi-chan was very eager about the idea of training with Nao too,” said Yuki.


      “I wish I could actually use magic,” said Metea. “Oh well.”


      “Your Light Magic level is kind of low, so I suppose this would be a good opportunity for you as well, Nao-kun,” said Natsuki.


      “Yeah, I’ve pretty much procrastinated with my Light Magic training since you and Haruka are around,” said Nao. “I thought it would work out great if Remi simply trained with Sae, but oh well. Sae seemed very motivated too.”


      Nao shrugged as he brought up Sae’s name, and Yuki looked a bit surprised after hearing it.


      “Oh, is Sae going to try her hand at Light Magic too? Even with Yoshino around?” Yuki asked.


      “Yeah, she wants to get to the point of using Purification at the very least. Mostly because she’s terrified of ghosts,” Nao replied. “I did a little negotiation with Ishuca-san and had her promise the Wings to let them use a Light Orb.”


      The Wings had agreed to go along with Nao and the kids so they could potentially get their hands on a Light Orb. Since Ishuca had tagged along and observed the trio for herself, she gave them proper permissions to borrow an orb. Nao had vouched for the girls too.


      “I see. I bet Yoshino will be able to make better use of the Light Orb compared to us,” said Haruka. “What does Ishuca-san plan to do about the underground tomb?”


      “She’s planning to offer prayers for the dead for the time being. The circumstances that led to the tomb’s construction are completely unknown, so she’s apparently going to speak with Viscount Nernas about it,” said Nao. “Ishuca-san mentioned that it would probably result in the construction of a cenotaph in the cemetery once the achievements of Laffan’s founders are officially compiled and added to the town’s history.”


      With all those coffins, it was unrealistic to move and rebury everyone in the cemetary—there just wasn’t enough room. Expanding the town on account of the cemetery wasn’t a viable option either. It was unclear exactly what had happened all those years ago, so Ishuca thought that this would be a decent compromise.


      “...Well, Ishuca-san is apparently planning to also ask for additional aid and funding for the temple while talking with the viscount,” said Nao.


      “Damn, she sure knows how to take advantage of any opportunity that comes her way,” said Yuki exasperatedly.


      Everyone else chuckled after they heard Yuki’s words. Ishuca gathered money for the sake of the temple and the orphanage, but she was a hardworking person who led a frugal personal life. With that in mind, Nao’s party was completely fine with this chain of actions.


      “I guess everything worked out great for Ishuca-san considering the mystery surrounding the temple’s dead end had finally been solved,” said Haruka.


      “Indeed. However, it sounds like Nao-kun didn’t exactly get anything out of this adventure,” said Natsuki.


      Ishuca had obviously benefited the most from this underground temple adventure. Not to mention that the Jade Wings had earned her trust and permission to borrow a Light Orb. As for Nao, he’d wasted an entire day with nothing to show for it. Natsuki looked at him as if to ask him if he was all right with this, but he simply shrugged.


      “Well, I didn’t reap any direct rewards, but I found something much more valuable,” said Nao. “Mary, Metea, did both of you have a fun adventure with Remi?”


      “Yeah. We learned about Laffan’s history, so it was pretty intriguing,” said Mary.


      “Yep, it was sooooooooo fun!” Metea exclaimed. “Remi-chan seemed really happy too!”


      The sisters smiled back at Nao, and a satisfied look appeared on his face as he nodded to himself.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for purchasing Volume 13 of To Another World... with Land Mines! I was able to get here thanks to everyone who has provided their warm support. I really appreciate it from the bottom of my heart, and I genuinely hope you’ll all continue to tag along with this series. Okay, that should do it as a greeting, so let’s move on and talk about the main theme of the series itself. Nao and Natsuki ended up in a pinch recently, but a relaxing and peaceful life is what this series is meant to be about. Sure, magic and alchemy speed some things along to the point that they don’t have any time to rest, but still! The cover of this volume depicts Nao and his friends brewing sake, after all! It conveys how much they’re enjoying it, and I’m very grateful to Nekobyou Neko-san for providing such a wonderful cover.


      Now then, Nao and his friends attempted to make things like miso in this volume, but have any of you who are reading this tried to make miso yourself? I’ve actually made miso and amazake myself before starting from the production of koji. It’s a great learning experience if you have someone around who is capable of teaching you. I have no experience when it comes to making soy sauce, however. Squeezing out soy sauce seems like hard work, after all. In fact, there were apparently some vendors in the past that offered services for helping you make homemade soy sauce, so that’s just how common homemade soy sauce was.


      As for sake, I don’t have experience with it either, of course! It’s illegal, after all. I sort of wanted to try experimenting with brewing sake via the use of easily obtainable yeasts and amazake if it wasn’t illegal, but oh well. On a sidenote, it’s possible to cultivate natural yeasts by using raisins, and they’re used for making bread as well, but it technically falls within a gray zone in terms of Japan’s laws regarding liquor tax. Alcohol fermentation occurs in the process, so it counts as liquor once you’ve made some yeast extract, and it’s apparently very delicious to drink.


      Based on some of my searches across the internet, the National Tax Agency has answered before about how mixing sugar and yeasts at home is technically illegal, and preserving the finished product is illegal too, but using it just for the sake of making bread is okay, so there’s a lot of information out there. A strict interpretation of Japan’s Liquor Tax Law would mean that any drinkable product that contains at least one percent alcohol would be under the jurisdiction of the law, so yeast extract would count, but I guess they’re willing to turn a blind eye if it’s used for bread. However, courthouses have the last say about whether something is illegal or not, so if they say no, then it doesn’t matter what the tax agency says or even if the police, famous people, or the media say it’s okay. Unfortunately, nobody can or will protect you, and such cases have occurred in real life, so it’s best to avoid skirting gray zones if you want to stay safe.


      In any case, experimenting with yeast is difficult for people that live in Japan, but it’s possible to buy legal doburoku, so feel free to try it out if you’re an adult old enough to drink alcohol. It has an interesting taste that’s different from refined sake, but it’s an unpasteurized drink, so its taste changes over time, and you have to keep in mind that it’s highly perishable.


      Itsuki Mizuho
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