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  I, Misumi Makoto, tried performing a ritual to return to another world as described in a book given to me by Lyca, a Greater Dragon.


  Unfortunately, a tsukumogami of gates named Samar appeared instead, spouting nonsense about needing a sacrifice if I wanted to transfer to another world, among various other ridiculous demands. I lost my temper and smashed him to pieces.


  At present, that meant I had lost my way back to Japan.


  I regretted nothing.


  Then, in the midst of all that, the Demiplane abruptly expanded, and an unknown region appeared within it.


  I set out to investigate with my three followers—Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki. When we got there, we discovered a bizarre cluster of structures. A Japanese-style shrine, a Buddhist temple, and a Greek-style temple all stood side by side on the same grounds.


  According to the shrine maiden waiting there, who introduced herself as Tōda, these buildings were gifts from Daikokuten, Susanoo, and Athena, who had previously visited the Demiplane.


  And Tōda herself, apparently, had also been told to serve me.


  That was how I gained a new follower.


  After the fourth contract ceremony, there was honestly nothing fresh or exciting about it anymore. At most, I found myself relieved that the person standing in front of me wasn’t Luto, the perverted “Greater Dragon of Myriad Colors.”


  People could say I had nothing to worry about as long as I had no intention of doing anything sexual myself, but that was hardly a guarantee. I really didn’t want that guy anywhere near me. It felt like I would get an STD just by proximity. Though I suppose there were probably cases where nothing happened even if someone did have that kind of intention.


  On the other hand, I would have gladly taken someone like the Sealord, Selgei, as a follower. But both of us had our own reservations, and in the end, no contract was made.


  To welcome someone as a follower meant, to some extent, separating them from their race. Their appearance also seemed to be pulled toward mine, changing them into a humanoid form.


  That man belonged with the Sealords. Now, he was one of the pillars supporting the Demiplane’s sea. Traveling with me temporarily was one thing, but forming a contract and turning him into “my follower” felt a little wrong to both of us.


  Selgei also said that, rather than entering a contract and fixing his position that way, he preferred to obey me as the provisional representative of the people of the sea, and foremost, as a resident of the Demiplane.


  As the chief of the Sealords and someone fully capable of managing the sea, he was far too valuable, both in strength and position, to become something as personal as my follower. But that was precisely why I wanted to keep him close and learn from him.


  Come to think of it, there was no Greater Dragon governing the seas in the Goddess’s world.


  When it came to water-based Greater Dragons, Shin and Lyca came to mind, but neither of them had any connection to the ocean. And the Sealords, from what I’d heard, had existed in the sea since ancient times. Upon deeper thought, they were the kind of race that made you wonder if they had taken the place of a Greater Dragon.


  “Makoto-sama, what’s on your mind?” Tōda asked. She was standing directly across from me, inside the magic circle drawn for the contract ceremony. Maybe she noticed I’d let my attention wander.


  The two of us were wrapped in a familiar crimson glow, waiting for the light to subside.


  Though I called it a ceremony, in our case, the parties involved didn’t really have to do anything. Tomoe and the others were handling the whole process like they’d done it a thousand times before.


  For my first contract—with Tomoe—I’d left everything to her. For my next one with Mio, I was unconscious. And when Shiki’s turn came, Tomoe and Mio had been plotting to mix used rings into him, so I hadn’t touched a thing.


  Apparently, this was an incredibly old and powerful contract ritual. Compared to cutting-edge contract-related magic, it had plenty of loopholes, but in exchange, it was extremely sturdy—or something like that.


  Yeah, I don’t really understand it either.


  Noticing Tōda was still staring at me, I shook my head to clear my thoughts.


  “No,” I told her, “I was just thinking that it’s been a while since I last gained a follower.”


  “Makoto-sama, I will ensure you never regret this decision,” Tōda declared. “I swear to support you with all my strength in all matters, public and private alike.”


  “Thank you,” I replied.


  Wow, that was so sincere… I feel like I just watched someone say their wedding vows.


  Even so, her words refused to settle inside me.


  Was I becoming too suspicious?


  Once someone entered into a domination contract, there was very little they could do on their own volition. So long as I wanted it that way, any truly dangerous plot should be impossible… and yet, I still couldn’t bring myself to feel at ease.


  That said, it wasn’t as if I hadn’t thought this through, at least to some extent. Of course, I was also counting on her as part of our defensive strength.


  The ritual continued, and at last the contract was nearly complete. The red light of the ceremony rose between Tōda and me, standing face-to-face, forming a wall. Everything looked just as it always had.


  Now then, what kind of form would Tōda take? She was already humanoid, and since this was a domination contract, I was guessing her appearance wouldn’t change all that much.


  The light began to fade from my side first, since I wouldn’t be changing. As I quietly waited for the light surrounding Tōda to subside, I considered naming her Sakura.


  It was a simple choice, sure, but hey, we were making the contract at a shrine with cherry blossoms on a day for flower viewing.


  When the light finally converged and disappeared, Tōda was crouching before me, completely naked. Just as I’d expected.


  Slowly, she lifted her face and murmured, “So this is my new body…”


  Her hair had changed from its natural black into a vivid blond. Her skin was tanned—or no, maybe that dusky, forest-ogre-like tone was her natural complexion now.


  She’d said she specialized in fire, which was perhaps why her eyes had become a dark crimson.


  I hadn’t expected her to change so much.


  But there was something else.


  Tōda rose to her feet with no trace of self-consciousness, staring for a moment at her hands before letting her gaze travel over her own body.


  Ah, that’s it. She looks so young.


  Outward age probably didn’t mean much, but the Tōda from before the ceremony looked quite a bit older than I was. Mid-twenties, maybe. And yet now she was standing there with the fresh, youthful body of someone in her mid-to-late teens.


  According to the “female age gauge” I’d developed in this world—the nude version, no less—there was no way she was even twenty yet.


  I was a little impressed with myself for not being remotely shaken even while staring straight at a naked Tōda.


  “How do you feel?” I asked. “Any problems?”


  “Makoto-sama,” she replied with a faintly mischievous smile, “I feel wonderful. I never imagined a domination contract could increase my power this much. It is a pity, however, that my wish to challenge you once more with this strength can now never be fulfilled.”


  Right.


  Apparently, even if I gave permission, it would still be difficult to launch a full-power attack against me. Tomoe and the others grumbled about that often enough.


  If only we could fight seriously, we’d last longer and have more options, they always said.


  Tōda must have been feeling the same frustration now.


  “She went from a ‘bone lich’ to a human,” Mio said coolly. “Compared to that, turning into a little girl is hardly much of a change.”


  Tomoe looked pleased. “Rejuvenation,” she remarked evenly. “Given what happened with Shiki, it makes sense.”


  When Mio had transformed, Tomoe had been jealous because she’d wanted black hair too.


  Shiki stared hard at Tōda and muttered, “As expected, she did not deviate from humanoid form.”


  After checking over her own appearance and nodding several times, Tōda murmured an incantation and was suddenly clothed in shrine maiden attire.


  So, there was magic for instant costume changes too. Convenient.


  “Now then, Makoto-sama,” she said, lowering her head. “I humbly ask that you bestow a name upon me.”


  “Right. Your new name will be Sa—”


  The word caught in my throat as a different name flashed through my mind.


  What now?


  Tōda tilted her head, puzzled.


  No. Sakura was no good. For reasons I couldn’t explain, another name had come to me, and it felt far more natural.


  “Young Master?” Tomoe asked, peering at me with concern.


  “Young Master?” Mio echoed.


  “Sorry,” I said. “Your new name is… Tamaki.”


  “Ta… maki?”


  “Yeah. It’s nice to meet you… again.”


  No idea where that came from. I don’t even know anyone with that name.


  “Yes,” Tamaki said with a deep bow. “Makoto-sama, and my esteemed seniors. From this day, from this moment onward, I am Tamaki. I humbly ask for your guidance.”


  My new follower. But to me, she was clearly different from Tomoe and the others.


  “All right, Tomoe. I’ll leave the rest to you.”


  “Of course. I shall thoroughly instruct her in the laws of the Demiplane. Since she’ll likely make use of it as well, I shall also explain the Mist Ga—”


  “Only for moving around inside the Demiplane,” I cut in.


  “And by that, you mean…?” Tomoe glanced at me, puzzled. “Young Master?”


  Instead of answering her question, I gave a small wave and turned away.


  “I’m going out for a bit. I’ll be back soon.”


  With that, I vanished from the spot.


  I transferred to my room first, made a few quick preparations, and then headed out into the Wasteland.


  Approaching the site where the base known as Zetsuya once stood, I began leaping steadily in a single direction.


  Maybe the monsters here had some instinct for judging whether a target was safe to attack, because none of them picked a pointless fight with me. Less than an hour later, I arrived at my destination.


  As far as the eye could see, the same dull reddish-brown earth stretched on and on, unchanging in every direction.


  I was pretty sure it was around here where my life in another world began. Yet now, I could reach even this place at the very Edge of the World in almost no time at all.


  That fact felt strangely ridiculous, and a laugh slipped out of me.


  “When I think back on it, it all happened so fast.”


  There was nothing but the dirt to hear my words.


  I came to this other world, got attacked by the Greater Dragon Shin and the calamity known as the Black Spider, and before I knew it, both had become my followers. I’d even managed to obtain the Demiplane along the way.


  There had been more than a few times when I’d thought I’d have to change, but I’d made it this far without altering the foundation of who I was.


  At least, that was what I believed.


  But I had changed.


  Somewhere along the line, without even realizing it, I’d become different.


  I was no longer anything like the person I was back in Japan.


  When someone opposed me and tried to take my life, fighting back was unavoidable. And if that resulted in taking their life in return, then that too was unavoidable.


  That much was probably still normal.


  The problem was, I wasn’t like that anymore.


  Now, the exchange of lives felt as natural to me as breathing.


  At first, I’d only been willing to kill people who directed their killing intent at me. Then, not long ago, that expanded to everyone who stood on a battlefield with the will to fight.


  And now, it applied to almost every life that had ever been born.


  Taking and being taken from felt like the natural order of things.


  Hyumans and demi-humans both took other lives simply by being alive and continuing to live. Adventurers getting greedy and dying to monsters, or monsters flooding into a town and slaughtering every one of its residents—it all felt like more or less the same thing to me.


  Back when I was a high school student in Japan, I hadn’t thought so lightly of life.


  When had it started?


  Was it when the mutants ran wild in Rotsgard?


  Or when I’d been unable to defy the Goddess’s will and was forced to fight in the capital of the Kingdom of Limia?


  Was it when I was visiting the different nations, including the demon race’s territory?


  There was no way to know.


  Maybe it started around the time I became able to speak with the cows and sheep we raised as livestock in the Demiplane, yet we would still eat them without hesitation.


  But the moment I most clearly felt the change in myself was shortly after I spoke with Hibiki.


  Like me, Otonashi Hibiki, the Hero operating in Limia, was also a Japanese person transferred into this world.


  Talking with her, I began to realize that my views on battle and life were probably nothing like the clean emotional compromises most soldiers made. They certainly weren’t like hers.


  Morality felt terrifyingly thin to me now. A convenient fiction for people living in groups. Or perhaps a tool carefully devised by the weak to persuade the strong.


  That scared me.


  The sense of morality and view of life I’d always believed were right now felt like they’d never truly soaked into the deepest parts of me at all. It was a bizarre, unsettling sensation.


  Maybe that was why I lately seemed to have more opportunities to think alone.


  When it came to the company or matters concerning the Demiplane, I consulted Tomoe and the others before making decisions. But when it came to myself, that was different. Another person’s opinion, no matter whose it was, shouldn’t be necessary.


  If it’s because I’ve killed too much, then I guess there’s no going back anymore. But it’s not like I can’t act normal. Even if it’s only on the surface, it’s not impossible to make myself look like a sensible person.


  Unless I was dealing with someone close to me, I probably wouldn’t slip up in most conversations.


  The problem is the other thing. That one doesn’t stop with me, so it’s worse.


  The other problem I noticed while thinking about myself was that I had been deliberately averting my eyes from something.


  Part of it had been unconscious. Part of it had been intentional.


  In other words, it was severe.


  I…


  I kept running away from malice.


  Malice directed at me by others.


  Malice that existed everywhere in the world.


  In Japan and this other world alike, I continued to run from it.


  Rather than face it, I abandoned thought and let myself be deceived.


  Even my future was unclear. I used to think that maybe one day I would inherit my master’s dojo, continue my own archery training on the side, and make a living teaching kids archery after school.


  Marriage was the same; I figured I would marry someone at a suitable age. Of course, I had no concrete image of who that someone might be.


  If the dojo didn’t work out, maybe I’d become a civil servant at the local government office. That was about as far as my vague vision of the future went. I couldn’t picture myself competing with my peers for promotions, and I’d never thought I was suited for that kind of life.


  Politics? Thinking about it wouldn’t change anything, so learning about it was pointless. Watching it was pointless. There was no meaning in thinking about it, and it wasn’t something a person like me—neither genius nor prodigy—had any business dealing with.


  So long as I had archery and my hobbies, life would be fine.


  That was really all it came down to.


  And that hadn’t changed even after I came to this other world.


  At first, I thought maybe I was simply running away from difficult problems. But I’d been able to tackle things like the world’s history and the mechanisms of magic, so apparently that wasn’t it.


  Here, where the malice and greed of adventurers and merchants often rose straight to the surface, I’d been targeted by or dragged into schemes more than just once or twice. Each time, I’d responded with only half measures, leaving the root of the problem alone.


  Or leaving it for Tomoe and the others.


  When the family of Rembrandt, the great merchant of Tsige, was afflicted with the “cursed disease,” I glimpsed a terrifying fragment of hatred. But even then, I hadn’t really cared about the source of it.


  What horrified me more was the very existence of the cursed disease.


  All I could think was that it was no joke for people to be afflicted with something like that and die.


  As a child, I’d been so frail that the hospital was practically my second home. And so a terrible illness—especially an artificial one created to bring misfortune to someone—felt unforgivable to me.


  When Ilumgand turned into a mutant and rampaged through Rotsgard, I hadn’t dealt with him seriously either. It was like being falsely accused by some lunatic.


  If someone who posed no threat still insisted on baring their fangs at me, then fine; I would deal with them on reflex. I never looked at the background behind it.


  Really, who would want to touch something that muddy and disgusting?


  Given the choice, anyone would rather go on without knowing more about it.


  Would all kinds of endings have changed if I’d made up my mind sooner?


  Pointless thoughts like that drifted through my head, even though I should have learned well enough just how meaningless what-ifs were in this world.


  Tōda—no, Tamaki. The look she turned on me was almost malicious.


  It was an emotion of complicated colors.


  Even if I called it malice, I didn’t think that was all there was to it. Fear had certainly been there. So had affection. But there had definitely been malice too.


  Thinking back on it, that strange atmosphere around her—or maybe that pressure—felt a lot like what I’d sensed when the Goddess made her outrageous demands, or when I first met the Demon General Rona and the Demon King Zef.


  Yes.


  Her eyes had also looked like she was crushing something down inside herself.


  In any case, they were heavy, suffocating eyes. Exhausting eyes.


  When I finally saw eyes like that in the Demiplane, I thought, This really won’t do anymore.


  That’s why I won’t let Tamaki leave the Demiplane. She’ll become the follower who defends the Demiplane to the death.


  That way, any malice she held toward me wouldn’t be much of a problem.


  We’d entered a contract, after all.


  Since she would normally be managing the shrine and the other temples anyway, it would kill two birds with one stone.


  I’d decided she would be the first hurdle I needed to study, grow stronger from, and overcome.


  “… All right. Time to go.”


  There, in the place where everything began, I made one decision.


  ※※※


  


  The woman who’d attacked me with unmistakable killing intent after having been half-forced onto the battlefield by Tomoe and the others—Tamaki—was now darting all over the banquet grounds as though the place were too small to contain her.


  She exchanged cups with everyone as part of her greetings, throwing herself into cheerful conversation with the residents of the Demiplane gathered here. Considering the contract had only just been completed, and hers was still a brand-new body, she had remarkable energy.


  Maybe because she’d described herself as a newcomer several times already, she was committing fully to a soft-spoken, deferential attitude that had nothing whatsoever to do with killing intent. Granted, that had been a battle—or rather, a test—but even so, it was hard to believe this was the same woman I’d crossed blades with only recently.


  Was this what people meant by “not holding grudges”?


  No. That didn’t feel quite right.


  We were currently in the middle of cherry-blossom viewing within the broad, freshly completed shrine grounds.


  The air was filled with boisterous drinking, singing, and celebration.


  At first, the residents were hesitant, wondering if it was really all right to eat, drink, and make merry in a temple dedicated to gods. But now that the flower viewing had been underway for a while, everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves to the fullest.


  I suppose all the explanations paid off.


  Unfortunately, for this first-ever flower-viewing party, several of the races living in the sea were unable to participate.


  The reason came down to time and geography.


  This place wasn’t far from the ocean, but it didn’t have direct access to the sea either. And it wasn’t as if we could move the shrine.


  I’d considered postponing the event until we found a solution, but then Selgei asked for permission to carve away part of the land and extend the sea. So, the conversation became, “Let’s make sure everyone can join us for a few flower viewings from now on.”


  Sari, the former Demon King’s child, and the Sealords decided which races and residents from the sea would participate this time, and just like that, one joint construction project between the sea races and the land races was settled.


  As for Selgei himself, he was drinking, eating, and enjoying the flower viewing without drawing any line between land and sea.


  Yep. That man really is Selgei-san. Haha.


  Seriously, I could understand land reclamation projects to fill in the sea, but you rarely hear of construction work that carved away land to expand the ocean.


  As far as I knew, maybe canal construction was the closest thing?


  I guess someone who lived in the open sea really would think on a grand scale.


  The other Sealords seemed to be enjoying the banquet too. The crab person had started dancing, while the tuna person was gazing deeply at the cherry blossoms and other flowers, sipping some Demiplane-made sake from a tiny cup.


  According to Tomoe, the sake still wasn’t finished yet, but the scent was already unmistakably that of the Japanese stuff.


  Sari had initially stayed near me, working hard. But when I told her to go mingle, she obediently began approaching people from various races, mostly women, and seemed to be enjoying herself in a pleasant, relaxed way.


  Even now she was…


  Wait. Huh?


  She wasn’t there.


  I swept my gaze around in search of Sari.


  Oh, hey, there she is.


  Sprawled limply across a tree branch.


  Thankfully, a Lorelei was helping her down.


  I guess there are all kinds of alcohol here. Yeah. She must have mixed drinks and gotten wasted.


  Well, if someone was taking care of her, there was no need for me to go over.


  Tomoe sat beside me, unreservedly cross-legged.


  “Openhearted and magnanimous gods, is it?” she murmured with thoughtful appreciation. “Indeed, even in the Edo period, shrines served as places where people gathered for fairs and festivals. There were parts I found rather difficult to understand, but having done this myself and seen it with my own eyes, I feel I’ve finally begun to grasp it.”


  Surprisingly, I’d found Tomoe to be much quieter than her usual self at flower-viewing parties, preferring to sit back and savor the atmosphere over talking.


  Well, flower viewing was like that.


  For some people, the flowers were nothing more than an excuse to make noise. Others genuinely enjoyed looking at the blossoms.


  Some people cared most about the alcohol. Others liked wandering from one food stall to another for snacks.


  Some preferred the daytime. Some preferred the night.


  Fortunately, it wasn’t something people fought over. As long as you weren’t interfering with how someone else had fun, everyone was free to enjoy it in their own way.


  “People weren’t making noise because they thought lightly of the gods, either back then or now,” I said. “As long as respect is there at the root of it, I don’t think people’s behavior naturally turns into anything too strange.”


  There were plenty of festivals that people called bizarre, but that didn’t mean anyone was mocking the gods. A rowdy time wasn’t the same as a riot.


  Of course, it probably wasn’t only about reverence toward the gods. Festivals also gave people a sense of motivation for the year—the feeling that they would work hard again until the next one came around.


  Personally, I loved festivals and shrine events, and I think the best part was the motivation and hope they can bring.


  So even if flower viewing was a somewhat exceptional way of enjoying the place, I was happy we could do it in the Demiplane.


  If things kept going like this and we eventually developed regular annual festivals or seasonal celebrations, I’d have nothing to complain about.


  We’d already decided to connect gates so that anyone from land or sea could come to this shrine quickly. I just wanted people to be able to visit casually. The Demiplane’s pilgrimages didn’t need mortal danger, like with the old pilgrimages to Ise.


  Since the people of the sea had still requested a direct route of their own, I approved the land-carving project.


  “With someone to manage it, and grounds this spacious, it may even serve as a place for children to take lessons,” Tomoe murmured, gazing around the shrine precinct.


  “I’d be happy even if it just became one more place for them to play.”


  “Indeed. Whatever form it takes, we should be grateful to the gods who bestowed such a fine gift upon us.” Tomoe’s expression softened. “I… rather like festivals of this sort.”


  “Yeah. Me too.”


  “Hmm.”


  Tomoe started groaning with an oddly serious look on her face.


  “What’s up?” I asked.


  “If one follows the facts, it would be a tenaraidokoro, a place for learning letters and practice. But if one follows period dramas, it becomes a terakoya, a temple school. This is troublesome… Ah! So this is what they call historical accuracy!”


  “Sure, sure.”


  Tomoe tilted her cup back again, looking thoroughly satisfied.


  Her drinking pace was fairly brisk.


  There had been something prickly in the air around the topic of shrine maidens earlier, but there was no trace of it now. Mio was also staying near me for the most part, though she made rounds through the trial food stalls and occasionally brought food back with her.


  Watching Mio, Tomoe emptied another cup.


  “That Mio. She is enjoying the food stalls to the very end.”


  “Well, as long as she’s happy.”


  Food stalls had already been set up before at places like the Demiplane ranking match venue, so everyone here was familiar with them.


  Still, we’d already brought in so many stacked lunch boxes for the flower viewing that I was worried we wouldn’t finish them all. Adding stalls on top of that was just overdoing it.


  I thought I’d been eating a decent amount, yet somehow, it felt like there was more food now than when we started. That probably wasn’t just my imagination either.


  The number of stacked boxes no longer seemed to match the calculations.


  Watching Mio slip lightly through the crowd and past the revelers, I decided to abandon the option of eating everything.


  I’d do my best until I hit my limit. That would have to be enough.


  “Young Master.”


  I turned to find Shiki standing next to me, a deeply serious expression on his face.


  “I investigated the mana absorbed during worship, as Tamaki mentioned,” he reported. “Fundamentally, the amount is not enough to harm one’s health.”


  After the battle known as “custom” had ended, I’d listened as Tamaki gave me a more detailed explanation of the three temples, including the shrine. During that conversation, one topic had come up: the byproduct of worship, visiting the shrine, offering prayers—in short, the act of placing one’s hands together before the gods and praying.


  Put simply, those acts apparently consumed mana. It was sort of like using coins for an offering when visiting a shrine.


  Shiki seemed to have been curious enough to investigate it for me, but…


  “Shiki, you can take a break from work for now,” I told him. “Besides, Tō—Tamaki already said it would be fine, didn’t she?”


  “However,” Shiki replied gravely, “if there are individual differences and the amount is not constant, then surely we should prepare for the unlikely possibility of an accident.”


  “Yeah, well. Thanks.” I softened my voice. “For now, just drink and eat. And looking at all the different flowers she went to the trouble of blooming for us is pretty nice too, you know?”


  There were several different kinds of cherry blossoms, each with its own distinct charm, as well as flowers that probably belonged to summer or autumn. The kind of scenery that would have required painstaking environmental control and a greenhouse to see back in Japan was now spread across the shrine grounds and through the surrounding forest.


  It was an incredible sight.


  Someone who loved flowers could probably stay here forever.


  After all, it was a riot of color; hundreds of flowers in full bloom, with grasses and trees alike blossoming proudly without regard for season.


  Shiki, however, shook his head, his expression painfully serious.


  “No! As far as I am concerned, there is a mountain of things I wish to do, beginning with a survey of this land’s vegetation and the forest environment.”


  “Denied. Look at the flowers. Work is over,” I ordered.


  “B-but—”


  “If you start working, other people might start doing the same, right? So today is a day off. The shrine-visit matter was already more than enough.”


  “I… I see.”


  Hmm. He doesn’t look like he sees at all.


  Shiki had a workaholic streak.


  His argument was that since I, his master, had plenty of things I prioritized over sleep, he could hardly allow himself to rest. And yes, in my case, unless something truly serious happened, I did make sure to complete my daily routine every single day. But that wasn’t the same as being a workaholic. When unfinished work cut into my sleep time, it was only because, regrettably, I was inefficient. It was a lack of ability, not something I tackled with sparkling eyes.


  Lately, I’d started to realize that taking Shiki’s “It’s fine” or “I have time” at face value was dangerous.


  It was another troublesome thing, or maybe just a case of birds of a feather flocking together.


  Shiki’s subordinates and the people around him tended to share that same disposition.


  Unlike Tomoe and Mio, the fact that he had originally been hyuman might have been a major factor.


  While my other two followers had discovered how pleasant sleep could be, Shiki seemed to have disliked sleeping from the start. He once told me he’d rejoiced after becoming a lich because it meant he no longer had to sleep.


  Unfortunately, even after forming a contract with me and gaining a human body, that aspect of his lich’s constitution (or was it an ability?) somehow remained intact.


  Since we worked in the same place, I wished he would restrain that special trait to some degree.


  By this time, Shiki had wandered off and appeared to be behaving himself and enjoying the flower viewing, albeit reluctantly.


  He doesn’t even last thirty minutes, I thought with a sigh.


  “Tamaki, can I ask about the worship matter?” I asked, turning to her. “I didn’t hear the details about individual differences or the amount not being fixed, but nothing problematic’s going to happen, right?”


  “Of course not,” she answered smoothly. “Though, as with all things, exceptions do exist. The reason there are individual differences in mana consumption is that the mana offered into the vessel during worship is, fundamentally, determined by proportion. One with ten thousand gives one hundred; one with one hundred gives one, and so forth. In practice, ordinary worship does not even offer one percent. Even if someone were to pray a hundred times, they might become tired, but there is no need to worry about them collapsing from mana depletion. Please be at ease.”


  Tamaki had been actively mingling with the residents.


  Orcs, elder dwarves, misty lizardfolk, arachs, winged folk, gorgons, the free-spirited fairy people called the al-elemera, and many others besides…


  She was making the rounds, greeting them one after another. Yet if I called her, she appeared near me at once, just as she had now, and answered immediately. It was crazy; it was like she could be in four places at once.


  Given how capable she was socially, Tamaki would probably have been excellent for the company as well. I almost felt bad about not making enough use of her talents.


  Still, what I wanted wasn’t someone talented enough to accept a headhunting offer if the conditions suited them. Lately, I’d finally realized that what I wanted was someone who, even with only decent ability, would keep working with me until the end.


  It was probably the kind of thing companies in the Shōwa era had expected from their employees. By modern standards, I knew it was outdated. Even so, putting seniority-based promotion aside, I intended to practice lifetime employment as firmly as I could.


  A company town: a system where we fulfilled as many of life’s needs as possible and rewarded our employees that way. I wanted to embody that through the Kuzunoha Company.


  And to me, Tamaki’s true nature felt closer to the former type, the kind who would let herself be snatched away by an offer of a higher salary or better benefits.


  Even setting her aside, my desire to build something like a company town might have been my own answer to something I’d felt several times in this world.


  The idea that those in power could use someone up however they pleased just because they were a citizen or a subject didn’t sit right with me.


  Oops. My thoughts wandered.


  “So, if it’s determined by proportion, I’d end up offering quite a bit myself, wouldn’t I?”


  “Yes,” Tamaki answered. “However, I believe you do not feel that as a burden in the slightest.”


  “True. I didn’t feel anything the first time I prayed.”


  “Think of it as that minuscule an amount of mana.”


  “Then what about the part where it isn’t a fixed amount? And I’m curious about the exceptions you mentioned earlier.”


  “The answer is the same. If someone makes an excessively intense, wholehearted wish, and repeats it many times a day for many years, then depending on the circumstances, it could affect their life.”


  “An excessively intense, wholehearted wish…”


  “Yes. The stronger the wish, the greater the amount of mana offered. However, considering the position this shrine holds within the Demiplane, I believe such a case is most likely impossible.”


  So, it only became an issue if someone wished with extraordinary intensity and kept doing so continuously. In the Demiplane as it currently was, that seemed hard to imagine.


  “Yeah, I guess there’s nothing to worry about for now,” I said.


  “Indeed. As for the effect, imagine someone visiting a shrine at the hour of the ox in a single-minded effort to curse another person to death, only to ruin their own mind and body in the process. It is that sort of thing.”


  “Not exactly something that happens often, then. Yeah.”


  I’d taught everyone that worship was a way of telling the gods about their current goals.


  Not, please grant my wish, I beg you, but more like, this is what I’m striving toward, so please watch over me so that my efforts bear fruit.


  When that yielded results, you would visit again, give thanks, and make your next vow.


  That was the kind of relationship I wanted them to have with the gods: close, but untouchable. In other words, something quite different from the view of divinity they’d held toward the Goddess.


  Cursing people and the like wasn’t something I wanted anyone to do.


  “I think so as well,” Tamaki said. “That said, Shiki’s concerns are quite reasonable, so I told him he may investigate as thoroughly as he wishes.”


  “The mana offered by everyone gathers in those vessels, right? Does that mean the spheres you showed me before will become the sacred objects?”


  What Tamaki had shown me as vessels for storing mana were two perfectly transparent spheres, and one sphere with multicolored light flickering within it.


  The transparent ones belonged to the temple and the Parthenon, while the rainbow one belonged to the shrine.


  The light inside that sphere was our mana.


  I’d been a little bothered by the fact that all the sacred objects were the same kind of sphere. I’d assumed sacred objects would differ depending on the religion, with some religions not even having such a concept.


  “Sacred objects?” Tamaki considered the phrase. “Mm. There is no problem interpreting them that way, but to be precise, I would call them eggs of sacred objects. As mana accumulates within them, those spheres will transform into concrete objects.”


  “… Huh.”


  As expected of a shrine with unique specifications, even its sacred object hadn’t been born yet.


  Well, I supposed that was fine. After all, the very fact that it absorbed mana when people prayed already made it far from ordinary.


  “Incidentally, Makoto-sama,” Tamaki added. “The offering of mana through prayer to the gods works the same way on Earth. In fact, worlds that do not use this format are exceedingly rare.”


  “What?!”


  She read my mind—no, wait, this is a universal standard?!


  “Uh, come on, that can’t be true. When I visited shrines back home, I never felt anything like…”


  “Naturally. Most humans cannot recognize mana itself. They cannot use it, feel it, or observe it, so losing a minuscule amount of something imperceptible causes no harm whatsoever. The amount is restored not merely by the next day, but within half a day.”


  Seriously?


  I mean, sure, I’d never been conscious of mana in Japan, but she was telling me that every time I went to a shrine, I’d been offering a little bit of it to the gods?


  No, temples too.


  And churches?


  Ah, wait. I’ve never actually been to a church.


  “I don’t know how to put it. I feel like I just glimpsed some hidden underside of the world,” I muttered.


  “Perhaps, in the far distant future, if mana ever becomes measurable on Earth, it may be proven.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Setting such matters aside,” Tamaki continued, “regarding the sacred objects, I believe they will take a provisional form in the not-too-distant future. Your mana alone is vast, Makoto-sama. Even so, if we speak of completion, a long period of time will likely be necessary. Should any change occur, I will report it to you, but for now, you can only look forward to it.”


  “Got it.”


  “Then I shall return to speaking with the residents about you, Makoto-sama.”


  “Rather than talking about me—”


  “Ufufufu.”


  With a fearless little smile, Tamaki vanished.


  Oh. She appeared near the gorgons.


  A conversation with the gorgons, a race made up only of women, about me…


  I had nothing but a bad feeling about that. They were probably about to launch into full-swing girl talk, and I had absolutely no desire to hear it.


  Conversations held exclusively between women could get pretty brutal. As a man, I could state with certainty that ignorance was bliss.


  I had both an older sister and a younger sister, so at home—sometimes even when I was in my own room—I occasionally heard fragments of that kind of talk. So, I had some idea what it was like.


  Tamaki would probably adapt to the gorgons without any trouble and enjoy the conversation.


  All right. I’ll stop paying attention to that side.


  Looking across the banquet grounds, I saw more and more people gradually drinking themselves into immobility.


  The party was in full swing.


  Since coming to this world, I had visited many countries and met many people. After all that, I still felt that the Demiplane was the best. Everyone looked different, so at a glance, the scene itself was chaos, but still…


  I had to protect this place, no matter what.


  This place was, in a way, the culmination of everything I’d done since coming to this other world.


  In that sense, too, I wanted to burn this scenery into my memory.


  “Young Master!”


  Just as I was sinking into sentiment, Mio came trotting over in high spirits.


  “Mio. No more food, I’m…” My eyes widened as I looked at the “baggage” she was carrying. “Wait, what is that?”
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  It was Shiki.


  There was no mistaking him.


  Why was he limp and dangling under Mio’s arm?


  “Please don’t say that, Young Master. The orcs were making this surprise foil bake, and I sensed quite a bit of potential in it. I thought you absolutely had to try it at least once,” she explained.


  “No, Mio, that part’s… I’ll take it, thank you, but what happened to Shiki?”


  “Him?” Mio glanced down at the unconscious man tucked against her side. “He was secretly discussing entering the forest with several others after preparing their equipment, so I knocked him out.”


  “Knocked…”


  “It is the height of boorishness, especially during such a lovely flower-viewing party. I was even discussing dates with Tomoe-san and Tamaki so we could hold regular fairs, even if they cannot be as grand as this one, and yet Shiki, of all people…”


  “Well, yes, that was definitely boorish.”


  Though I wasn’t sure knocking him out was the right answer.


  Sure, festivals and fairs went hand in hand with shrines, but the fact that they were already talking about holding regular fairs was impressive. Tomoe was also somehow drinking together with Tamaki over by the gorgons now.


  So, Mio had been over there just a moment ago. And then she saw Shiki, apparently trying to sneak into the forest.


  If he was going into the shrine grove, he should at least get Tamaki’s permission first… Hmm?


  No, in this case, was it fine so long as I approved it?


  “If I leave him lying around, he will only get in everyone’s way, so I brought him here where there is space,” Mio said. “I shall throw him somewhere out of sight.”


  Throw him.


  In some dialects, doesn’t that also mean “throw away”—no, that’s not the point. Don’t throw him.


  And obviously, don’t throw him away either.


  “No, I’ll take him. Just lay him down beside me.”


  “Such a thing… Shiki receiving a lap pillow from you, Young Master?!”


  Wait, I’m not doing that! Who said anything about a lap pillow?


  It would only make it needlessly hard for me to move.


  Ah. Judging by this, Mio had drunk quite a bit too. I trusted that she wouldn’t let the alcohol drink her, so to speak, but it might loosen a few of her screws.


  “No, I’m literally just going to let him sleep there.”


  “Then I shall take his place!”


  She wasn’t listening at all.


  Still, this too was part of daily life here, and part of the path I’d walked to get here.


  Ahh, this was soothing. Truly, I was grateful.


  The Demiplane. My followers. The people who said they wanted to live here.


  That feeling from earlier—that I wanted to protect this place—grew even stronger. And so did my resolve to face all kinds of things from now on.


  “It really was time, huh?” I muttered.


  “Young Master?”


  “No, it’s nothing. Mio, there are still a lot of things you want to eat, right? You can keep making your rounds.”


  The only thing left in her hands was an empty plate.


  “! Th-then I shall find something suitable for you as well, Young Master!”


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


  Mio dashed off, looking as though she couldn’t wait another second. As she disappeared, my elusive fourth follower appeared by my side, as if swapping places with her.


  “You truly are close with your followers,” Tamaki said. “I will work hard so that one day, you may treat me with the same ease as everyone else.”


  “… Tamaki, huh.”


  I wasn’t using my Realm right now, but even so, she really did appear out of nowhere.


  “Yes. I have returned,” Tamaki said.


  “Thanks to you, I’m enjoying the flower viewing,” I replied.


  “I’m very glad to hear that. I imagine the flowers are pleased as well.”


  “Come to think of it,” I began.


  “Yes?”


  “Why aren’t there any Somei-Yoshino cherry trees here? You seem to have gathered all kinds of other cherry blossoms, even varieties I don’t usually see.”


  “Are you aware, Makoto-sama, that those cherry trees almost never grow properly from seed?”


  “Of course. Not that I have any specialist knowledge or anything. That’s why they’re propagated through grafting, right? Every one of the trees we see today is basically a clone.”


  “Yes. That is because the Somei-Yoshino is, in truth, a miraculous cherry tree born from a contract between a certain princess goddess and a human. For that reason, it cannot exist in the Demiplane.”


  “?!”


  Is it just me, or did she just say something outrageous?!


  A princess goddess… that had to be a Japanese deity.


  I was pretty sure Somei-Yoshino was a cultivated variety that spread during the Edo period. In that case, the human involved was probably a gardener, nurseryman, or landscaper from that era.


  Strange. This was technically another “contract with a goddess,” and yet it was a path to glory that created the symbol of cherry blossoms loved all across Japan by later generations, while mine was a one-way ticket to another world that came with an almost-certain-death setting.


  … Wait. No. Hold on.


  I’d just assumed that anyone who created and spread such an incredible variety must have enjoyed the springtime of life and become wildly successful. But I didn’t know their name.


  They were the creator of the cherry tree, now practically synonymous with modern flower viewing, planted all across Japan and enjoyed by everyone.


  And yet…


  Was it possible that even a contract with a goddess back on Earth had sent someone down a thorny path?


  “Originally, it should have ended as the flower of one man’s lifelong dream,” Tamaki explained. “However, through grafting, that miracle spread throughout Japan… and afterward, as you know, came to be loved by all. That said, the contract itself was never renewed, so there was no choice but to keep propagating it endlessly through grafting. Thus, as you mentioned earlier, the abnormal use of cloning continued.”


  “S-so basically, the Somei-Yoshino isn’t an ordinary cherry tree. It’s a special tree connected to a god, and that’s why it doesn’t exist in the Demiplane?”


  “Yes, well…”


  “Are you hiding something?”


  “Of course not. I simply judged that explaining every minute detail would be long and complicated, and since there is no possibility you would understand it completely anyway, it would be tedi—no, I mean, I inferred that it would bore you, Makoto-sama. The broad outline is correct, so I thought that would be sufficient.”


  Oh.


  Apparently, for once, one of my followers had chosen the “skip the complicated and difficult explanation” option I’d always selected myself.


  Yeah. I guess I had been pretty rough about doing that.


  “Right. I think I understand why there are no Somei-Yoshino here,” I said.


  “I am glad to have been of service. Since I did say something slightly irreverent, allow me to add one small point. The contract with the princess goddess was finally renewed quite recently, and a second generation has inherited the title.”


  “Inherited?”


  “Yes. A second-generation sakuramori in the truest sense: a guardian of the cherry blossoms.”


  Sakuramori, huh. I vaguely felt like I’d heard that word before.


  Was it a kind of hanamori, a flower guardian? The “truest sense” part was mysterious, but if I remembered right, it referred to someone who took care of cherry trees.


  “Thus, the Somei-Yoshino now has new varieties that could be called its daughters and sons,” Tamaki continued. “Komatsu Otome and Jindai Akebono. I hear that in Japan, Somei-Yoshino trees that have gradually reached the end of their lifespans are being replaced with those varieties. Unfortunately, neither exists in the Demiplane. However, the princess goddess has entrusted me to give this to you, Makoto-sama.”


  Tamaki drew out a pale-pink wad of cotton from within the breast of her robes.


  When she carefully unwrapped the cotton, a single small seed rested inside.


  “Is that a cherry blossom seed?” I asked.


  “Yes. The princess goddess told me to give it to you. This is a pure Somei-Yoshino seed.”


  “Even if you call it pure…”


  “Ah, yes. Not in the worldly sense. In short, it is a seed that will sprout and grow if planted.”


  “That’s incredible.”


  “Yes. Conceptually speaking, it is this world’s second Somei-Yoshino. Since it will not rely on grafting, the issues unique to clones will scarcely apply, and there is no need to worry about disease in the Demiplane. So, if planted, it will surely become the longest-lived Somei-Yoshino in the world.”


  People often said the Somei-Yoshino was short-lived. If I remembered right, it wasn’t unusual for them to wither after forty or fifty years.


  For a tree, that certainly seemed brief.


  If it could live long, I would be happy to see it reach eighty years. Maybe even a hundred.


  The world’s second Somei-Yoshino.


  One that wasn’t a clone.


  “Then let’s plant it in the shrine grounds. I’ll let you be the one to take care of it, Tamaki.”


  Something told me her skills would be up to the task.


  For now, we will keep that single tree within the shrine grounds. If we could graft from it later, it might be nice to plant a few in town as well.


  “As you command. Please leave it to me,” Tamaki said with a solemn expression. “Since this is such a precious opportunity, I will raise it carefully within the shrine grounds as a sacred tree.”


  Even so, in her eyes, that color still flickered from time to time.


  That was when I realized. One must never forget their beginnings.


  If I were going to start over as a merchant, there was only one person I should study under.


  It looked like I would be holing up in Tsige for a while.


  Worst case, Shiki might have to take over more of the lectures I was responsible for at Rotsgard Academy, but that couldn’t be helped.


  Jin and the others who had been attending my lectures from the beginning had already acquired abilities beyond the student level. It would probably be good for them to focus on other classes and broaden their perspectives.


  At the academy, excellence in combat techniques and magic was especially valued, but there were also many specialized courses for merchants and nobles, so students could gain knowledge across a wide range of fields.


  What Shiki and I taught was only one part of that: combat.


  All right, then.


  Let’s do this.


  Time to update myself.
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  Most adventurers who challenged the Edge of the World from the frontier city of Tsige had their own reasons for doing so.


  In most cases, it was money or strength. But now and then, there were exceptions.


  For instance, Toa, a female adventurer counted among Tsige’s top rankers, was one such oddity.


  The deepest point among the bases hyumans had built in the Wasteland was a place once known as Zetsuya. There, Toa had once been driven so close to the end that her life nearly ended. But then, she’d been saved by Makoto, better known as Raidou, representative of the Kuzunoha Company.


  After that, she returned to her base of operations in Tsige, gathered new companions, and continued exploring the Wasteland with them.


  “All right,” Toa murmured, having just stepped out of the Adventurer’s Guild. “Let’s go.”


  It was both a stray whisper and a voice of resolve.


  She looked the same as always, and yet was utterly different. As Toa spoke those words, her eyes shone with the strength of someone preparing to challenge fate itself.


  Toa had become an ace, recognized and admired by every adventurer based in this city. Even now, she and the party she led, Alpine, continued to enter the Wasteland with vigor—and continued to return alive.


  The woman who had once repeatedly accepted reckless requests and literal “adventures” no longer existed.


  Above all, she placed survival first. For her sister, for herself, for her companions, and for her clients. And while doing so, she continued to explore the Wasteland for the purpose hidden in her heart.


  Her miraculous meeting with Makoto in Zetsuya had truly become a turning point for her and her companions.


  Adventurers who spotted Toa began calling out to her one after another.


  “Toa-san! Is this next one gonna be a long trip? Come on, tell us where you’re going! Even the information brokers don’t know, and that just makes me more curious!”


  “Toa-neesan! Thanks for taking over that request I messed up the other day!”


  “Heading out again? I suppose I’ll be able to compose another new poem.”


  “Onee-sama, hold me! Just once is enough!”


  That some of the comments were strange was nothing new.


  The expression of resolve she had worn moments ago vanished beneath her usual soft smile. With only brief replies and little nods, Toa handled the crowd as she cut through them, carrying herself with impressive composure.


  “Come on now, you’re interfering with Toa! Everyone, break it up! Break it up!”


  A male staff member emerged from the Adventurer’s Guild behind her and helped clear Toa’s path home.


  This sort of scene had become familiar whenever any member of Alpine visited the guild.


  When the entire party showed up together—and fully armed, no less—it was practically an event. For the street vendors lined up in front of the guild, it was the kind of surprise that made business so good they barely had time to complain.


  Toa’s talented younger sister Rinon was also walking her own path as Alpine’s accountant and as an artist. She had recently drawn an illustration depicting all of Alpine’s members gathered together. It sold well, and since there were so few copies, it became highly valuable.


  “Please refrain from making a commotion that disturbs the members of Alpine. After all, this time they’re taking on an especially major expedition into unexplored territory—ah.”


  The staff member let the information slip with the sort of carelessness usually expected from Hazal, Alpine’s only male member.


  The shock of that single phrase rapidly spread through the crowd gathered to see Toa, and everyone’s eyes changed.


  Unexplored territory.


  New information. New resources. New monsters. New climates. New…


  In the Wasteland, unexplored territory was a wonderland where no one knew what might appear.


  It was a true adventure—one where both the rewards and the danger broke the scale, and a privilege granted only to a handful of aces.


  What was more, Alpine already had a proven record of charting new territory several times, returning alive each time and adding new lines to the map. And now they were heading into yet another unexplored region.


  The Adventurer’s Guild staff member who’d let it slip. The adventurers who admired Toa. The craftsmen who supplied them with weapons and armor. The merchants watching for opportunity in this ruthless city. The bards. Even many of Tsige’s ordinary citizens. All of them began imagining the many pieces of news that would surely arrive in several weeks’ time. And once again, their gazes turned toward Toa’s back with respect and awe.


  Meanwhile, having grasped the situation from the uproar exploding behind her, Toa gave the faintest shrug.


  Even though this “exploration of uncharted territory” is personal this time… I do feel just a little guilty about taking the subsidy, she thought to herself.


  She decided to treat this as an important party task ordered by her younger sister, the keeper of their purse strings. But Toa’s personal business—the reason she was exploring the Wasteland this time—was to search for the dagger her ancestor had once lost there.


  A special blue dagger.


  That was the very reason she had become an adventurer.


  Passed down through Toa’s family for generations, it was made from a special stone of almost translucent clarity. It was said to possess excellent performance both as a weapon and as a catalyst for spells. Its blade and hilt were said to have been adorned with intricate craftsmanship, and apparently, it had even been used in temple rituals.


  Toa herself had never seen the real thing.


  Relying only on that information, she’d continued tracing the footsteps of the ancestor who had entered the Wasteland carrying the dagger—and never returned. And she’d done it with Rinon, her only remaining family, at her side.


  When I think back on it, I really was living recklessly back then. My life would have ended if I hadn’t met Raidou. Right… If we can safely recover the dagger from the Wasteland, maybe living in this city wouldn’t be so bad. We already bought a house, after all.


  After Raidou brought her back to Tsige, Toa formed a party with several others who had been in the same circumstances at Zetsuya.


  Each of them came to the Wasteland to pursue different goals, yet even after fulfilling them, they were all still helping Toa pursue hers.


  For that, Toa felt grateful.


  So, if her purpose was finally achieved and everyone still felt the same way afterward, she thought living in Tsige as adventurers and contributing to the city might not be a bad future.


  It was rare for Tsige adventurers to own a home, even as a party.


  After all, adventuring wasn’t exactly a stable career. Even when they used a city as their base of operations, most adventurers either rented a house or stayed long-term at an inn. At the very least, the fact that Toa and her companions had bought a house proved they had warm feelings toward Tsige.


  “I’m home!” Toa called. Heading straight to her room, she stripped out of her regular clothes.


  Let’s go. Four weeks this time. Even including days off, we’ll be back in town within thirty days.


  With practiced ease, she changed into her combat gear—each piece of which could have bought several houses. Once Toa had equipped all her cherished arms and armor, she shouldered the pack she’d already prepared and left her room on the second floor, moving quickly.


  Looking down from the open gallery, she saw that her companions had already gathered in the spacious entry hall.


  The only man in the party, a spellcaster who handled both support and healing, was the first to notice Toa.


  “This one’s four weeks, right? I’m ready.”


  “Hazal,” she greeted him.


  Since the Goddess’s blessing worked more effectively on women than on men, high-level adventurers and knights tended to include many women.


  Once, the idea of a male adventurer belonging to a high-level party would have been unthinkable, but in the last decade or so, that situation had changed considerably.


  Now, with less and less of the Goddess’s blessing available for the taking, there were plenty of men active as high-ranking, high-level adventurers.


  The next person to call out to Toa was a dwarven woman.


  “Today, let us hope, we finally find it!”


  Ranina was the smallest member of the party, yet her build was solid and sturdy. She was a warrior who worshipped the spirits of the earth and who had originally come to this land for training. A heavily armored warrior through and through, she carried more luggage than anyone else.


  Her way of speaking was mature—if anything, almost old-fashioned—yet her face had a girlish charm to it. Perhaps because she admired Tomoe, her speech and behavior had lately grown especially elderly.


  “Thank you, Ranina,” replied Toa. “Don’t worry. We have a fair amount of information up to the remains of the elder dwarf settlement. Don’t look so terribly tense.”


  “Yes. The Kuzunoha Company truly has been helping us greatly,” acknowledged Ranina.


  By now, she had trained more than enough and could go back home whenever she pleased. Even so, she remained in Tsige to help Toa.


  Of course, the sake and fine food gathering in Tsige from all over, thanks to its flourishing trade and vibrant energy, were also among her interests. Still, there was no doubt she was a compassionate Priest Warrior who cared deeply for her companions.


  “We’ve stocked up on medicine and preserved food, all made by the Company,” an elven woman spoke up. “Gathering supplies on-site is the basic rule, of course, but we have enough to avoid any problems while we’re ‘diving.’”


  “Louisa, I’m sorry,” said Toa. “You finally found the forest ogre settlement, and I’m still dragging you along again.”


  Loiusa was tall and slender in a way that honored her elven name, and she carried a bow and arrows on her back.


  Although elves normally kept a certain distance when dealing with hyumans, her tone was warm and familiar. What was more, she smiled without the slightest wariness or disgust even while standing beside a dwarf—and elves and dwarves, everyone knew, got along like cats and dogs.


  “The fact that it was so close was a blind spot,” Louisa explained. “But I never would have found it without help from all of you. So, of course, I’ll return the favor. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Have you already finished your reporting on the forest ogres?”


  “Of course. I’ve also told everyone back home that I’ll be staying in Tsige for a little while—well, maybe a few decades. So, you can count on me this time, next time, and the time after that. For as long as you remain an adventurer.”


  “… Thank you.”


  Louisa’s goal had been to confirm the existence of the forest ogres, ancient elves who were said to have left the forest and vanished into the Wasteland after their paths diverged from those of other elves.


  She’d found their settlement in a place not too far from Tsige, so in one sense, her goal had already been achieved.


  In fact, forest ogres now worked in Tsige as employees of the Kuzunoha Company.


  So technically, there was no longer any reason for Louisa to remain in Tsige or continue being an adventurer. And yet here she was. Life in a lively hyuman city with all its sights and sounds might have appealed to her, but her reasons for staying had much more to do with Toa, her friend and companion.


  Anyway, Louisa was still young by elven standards; she could afford to think flexibly about interacting with hyumans and other races.


  “Big Sis, be careful,” Rinon said to Toa. “You don’t have to worry about me, so remember, safety first.”


  “Of course. I can’t die and leave you behind. I can use as much big sister power as I need to, so I’ll be fine.”


  “B-big sister power?”


  “Raidou-san taught me about it. I’ll come back for your sake, so work hard on your art studies. And don’t fight with Komoe.”
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  Komoe was one of Tomoe’s offshoots, and she frequently visited Rinon and the others.


  “There’s no way I’d fight with Komoe. She’s my best friend,” Rinon said. “Oh, and this came from the guild. They said it’s a request they’d like you to look over. It only just came, so there might be some crossed wires. I turned down anything urgent.”


  Now that Toa and the others had established a fixed address, the guild often came directly to their house with requests addressed to them by name, or with cases they had trouble processing.


  Rinon had grown completely accustomed to dealing with the Adventurer’s Guild staff. In practice, she’d also become an excellent manager for Toa’s party.


  Toa accepted the document from Rinon, quickly scanned it, then shouldered her pack again.


  “Mm. All right, I’m off.”


  “Take care. You’ll be back in a month, right?”


  “That’s the plan!”


  The four adventurers began walking.


  They would leave the house, stop by the Kuzunoha shop currently renting space inside the Rembrandt Company, and then head to the Wasteland gate.


  “Hello!”


  “Oh, Toa. You’re leaving today?”


  When Toa and the others showed their faces at the Kuzunoha Company, an elder dwarf—or eldwar for short—would often come to greet them. This time was no different.


  “Yes! We came to see if there was anything we could help with.”


  After a brief period spent accompanying Tomoe, Toa and her companions had been operating in the Wasteland almost entirely on their own.


  Even so, they felt deep gratitude toward Kuzunoha and Raidou, swearing in their hearts to repay them.


  Each time they went out into the Wasteland, they stopped by the Kuzunoha shop to ask if there was anything they could do. When they returned, even if no one asked, they reported what they’d obtained, seen, and heard in the Wasteland.


  Sometimes, they enjoyed a brutal training session courtesy of Tomoe or Mio.


  Toa’s party and the Kuzunoha Company had built a deep relationship that benefited both sides.


  “Nothing in particular today,” the eldwar reported. “Young Master left Rotsgard, so we haven’t seen him lately either. This time, you’re aiming beyond the village where we once lived, yes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Be careful.” The elder dwarf lowered his head apologetically. “I’m sorry we couldn’t be of more help regarding the dagger you seek.”


  “Please don’t. We’re incredibly grateful just for the geographic information you gave us. Look forward to our souvenirs, all right?”


  “Good grief. I told you to be careful, not considerate.”


  “Kuzunoha has done so much for us. If it weren’t for Raidou-san, we wouldn’t be who we are now.”


  “You mean when Young Master saved your lives before?”


  “That too, but we developed the exploration style we now use in the Wasteland thanks to Raidou-san.”


  “Ah, yes. What was it? The polar method and alpine something-or-other?”


  “Alpine style.”


  “Mountain-climbing techniques from Young Master’s country,” the eldwar mused. “Come to think of it, you were all listening to that with unusual interest.”


  He thought back to the time Raidou stopped by the Tsige shop and the conversation turned to mountain climbing. Why, he wondered, would anyone put so much thought into techniques just to get you to the top of a mountain and back down? What’s up there anyway?


  But Toa’s eyes had taken on an enraptured gleam, and she and her companions had sat on the edges of their seats while Raidou explained.


  Toa nodded, reminiscing.


  “I’d never heard of a country that was so particular about mountain climbing, but I thought that way of thinking could be applied directly to the Wasteland. When you think about it, the Wasteland is like a gigantic mountain where you can’t even see the summit.”


  “If I recall correctly, the polar method involves establishing bases while investing large numbers of people and supplies, then sending a carefully selected group to the summit at the end.”


  “Yeah. And then there’s alpine style, which is more about individual ability and attacking the climb in a single push, prioritizing speed.”


  “So, the current method for exploring the Wasteland in Tsige is closer to the polar method.”


  “Exactly. But we can already see its limits. At best, it can only get you as far as Zetsuya.”


  Beyond that, adventurers lacked too many of the resources needed to deliver supplies and maintain bases.


  Even in the case of Zetsuya, while the unknown materials that might be gained there held infinite possibilities and romance, maintaining a deep base there required sums that could hardly be called realistic.


  “Then the method you and your companions adopted is alpine style?” the elder dwarf asked.


  “Yes. A method that values individual strength, cuts down equipment, and prioritizes speed has a weakness: it’s vulnerable to unexpected situations. Raidou-san said it himself. It’s also not suited for long stays.”


  “Hmm.”


  “But the Wasteland does have a certain amount of supplies, and there are enough monsters that can serve as food. If we identify where those things live, and if we can dive while relying mainly on local procurement, it should be effective enough. As for long-term stays, bases do exist, so using those is also an option.”


  “Dive?”


  “Lately, we’ve gotten used to calling going into the Wasteland ‘diving.’ That was something Raidou-san originally said too.”


  To be clear, this was not some piece of Makoto’s modern mountaineering knowledge. It was simply gaming slang—something he’d picked up from friends who played MMORPGs.


  “In any case,” Toa went on, “we focus on personal ability, always keep our concentration up, advance at full power, handle whatever appears, and push deeper. And rather than thinking of the outward journey and the return separately, we treat everything as a single continuous route until we make it back. That changed a lot for us.”


  “Secrets of a top ranker, perhaps?”


  “Now that you mention it, before we knew it, the four of us had taken the top four spots at the guild. It still doesn’t feel real, though.”


  Despite their lopsided composition with no pure healer, Alpine was without question a top party.


  Most adventuring parties settled at five or six members. Countless adventurers who specialized in support or healing had raised their hands, hoping to join them, and yet, for some reason, Alpine remained a four-person party.


  “You speak boldly. But with that mindset, I suppose you will not grow careless. If you call it diving, then make sure you come back to Tsige to breathe. Don’t make your family cry,” the eldwar warned.


  “Yes! Then we’ll be going!”


  After bowing their heads and leaving the Kuzunoha Company, Toa and her companions departed the city and vanished toward the Wasteland.


  “Good grief,” the elder dwarf murmured with a nostalgic smile. “I’d thought those chicks were still wet behind the ears, but look at them now. Perhaps surpassing Level 800 has given them a certain dignity.”


  ※※※


  


  The eleventh day of the expedition.


  Toa and her companions had pushed beyond Zetsuya, crossed the volcano where the elder dwarves had once lived, and finally arrived at a certain mountain.


  After advancing some distance beyond the crumbling gate at its base, they found a cavern leading into the mountain’s interior.


  They entered, and in the chamber beyond, discovered enormous fangs and scales scattered across the floor.


  “Is this… a dragon’s den?”


  “A dragon of considerable power must have lived here.”


  Toa and Louisa, inspecting the old fangs they’d picked up from the ground, reached the same conclusion.


  Ranina and Hazal continued keeping watch while investigating the far side of the chamber.


  “It’s gone now—no, maybe it doesn’t even live here anymore. We should assume this place has been abandoned,” Toa muttered.


  “I can’t say for certain,” Louisa replied, “but there’s a high possibility these belonged to Shin. If I remember correctly, your ancestor entered the Wasteland because of Shin, right?”


  The scales and fangs were all old, and most bore few marks, suggesting they’d fallen naturally during shedding or replacement. There were almost no cuts, breaks, or scars of impact.


  “Was there no battle?” Toa wondered. “Or was this place repaired afterward? No, I can’t imagine a Greater Dragon doing something like that. But it does feel as though something lived here for a long time…”


  When it came to dragons, people said even their dung was treasure. Greater Dragon parts could turn into staggering sums of money, no matter what part of the body they came from.


  In other words, Toa’s party was standing in the middle of a mountain of treasure.


  There weren’t enormous quantities, but scales and fangs that clearly belonged to a Greater Dragon were lying right there.


  In reality, what remained here were all things Tomoe—formerly known as Shin—had discarded after cleaning up in preparation to leave this place. But the values of dragons and hyumans were entirely different. This derelict den looked to adventurers like a glittering mountain of gold.


  Although Toa’s tone was somewhat heavy, her three companions were plainly excited as they kept watch and collected the scales and fangs.


  “We won’t know for certain whether they belonged to Shin until we have them examined in Tsige,” Ranina said, watching Toa and waiting for her decision. “But I think we can call this a result, can’t we?”


  “… Yeah. I want to focus our exploration around here for a while. We still have time, so I’m thinking we should go as far as we can. Is that all right?” Toa asked.


  “Of course,” Hazal said. “Even a single fang from Shin puts us in the black. And even if they aren’t Shin’s fangs, they definitely came from a powerful dragon, so there are more than enough. We still have plenty of consumables, too. I’ll need to do a little compounding, but we’re fine on potions.”


  “We’ll utilize this place as our starting point next time, then. I concur,” Louisa said.


  A party of only four had reached Shin’s dwelling and still had strength to spare. Just a few years ago—before the existence of the Kuzunoha Company—that would have been completely unthinkable.


  “Thank you, everyone,” Toa said, her voice brightening with the knowledge that they’d found what looked like a clear clue. “Then we’ll rest here today and move on again tomorrow.”


  Suddenly, a voice echoed through the chamber.


  “Could you wait a moment?”


  Toa’s party instantly heightened their guard.


  “—?!”


  “You have done well to come this far.”


  There was no presence in the space spreading beyond the cave except for the four of them. They all knew that. They had confirmed it repeatedly. And yet someone was here.


  Of the four, Toa was the first to notice its owner.


  “There!”


  With perfect aim, she hurled a throwing knife as a warning, striking the ground at the speaker’s feet.


  The shockwave produced by the knife assaulted the speaker, and the spot where the speaker stood became blurred.


  A hyuman-shaped mass of white mist appeared and began to speak.


  “I have no hostile intent, adventurers.”


  “Who are you?” Toa asked.


  She didn’t let down her guard for a second.


  All four were already in their full battle-stance formation.


  “I suppose you could call me the lingering remnant of one who challenged the dragon dwelling in this land and fell.”


  “!”


  “Allow me to ask in turn. Is your purpose the Greater Dragon Shin?”


  As Toa stood speechless with surprise and caution, the white mist continued.


  “If so, that dragon is no longer in this place. Nor is it in the Wasteland. Searching for it would be impossible.”


  “I have no intention of subjugating Shin,” Toa answered truthfully. “I have no desire to challenge a Greater Dragon. I only have business with an heirloom left behind by my ancestor, who once challenged that dragon.”


  “Is that truly your heart?”


  Toa looked straight at the mist and nodded deeply. She had no interest in the glory of being a Dragon Slayer.


  “Yes.”


  “I will believe you. And if so, then welcome, adventurers. Please, lay my companions to rest.”


  “Lay them to…?” Toa’s eyes sharpened. “Then it exists, doesn’t it? Somewhere nearby—the place where they fought Shin!”


  “Not exactly nearby, but it does exist. If you will grant my request, I shall tell you where it is.”


  “You want us to perform funeral rites, then? Does that include returning any identifiable belongings to their surviving families?”


  “There’s no need to go so far. To begin with, we challenged a dragon of our own will and were slain. Our deaths were the natural consequences of our actions.”


  “…”


  “However, there were some among us who did not think that way. Unfortunately, they became undead. I called it laying them to rest, but in essence, all I ask is that you return them all to the earth.”


  “So, this is an undead extermination request?”


  “Precisely. What do you say? As an advance payment, I’ll tell you the location you wish to know. As for the later reward, you’ll simply have to earn it yourselves at the site.”


  Toa exchanged glances with her three companions, confirming their intentions. She focused her mind and, after deep consideration, made her decision.


  “Fine. We accept.”


  “Thank you. Then I shall tell you the place where we died. From the bottom of my heart, I pray that you reach it…”


  The mist thinned and vanished.


  Immediately afterward, part of the wall behind it crumbled, revealing a small, square-carved hollow. Inside rested a rolled scrap of paper.


  “Toa.”


  Toa nodded. “Yeah, I’ll get it.”


  Keeping watch for traps, she approached, checked her surroundings thoroughly, and only then reached out to retrieve the paper.


  Toa returned to her companions and opened the scrap, which contained a hand-drawn map of the surrounding area with a single ‘X’ clearly marked.


  “So, this is it.”


  “This is starting to feel like a treasure hunt,” Hazal said. Although he feigned nonchalance, his eyes shone with an excitement he couldn’t hide. “I know it sounds cliché, but I’m getting fired up!”


  “The scale is enormous, so the only thing we can rely on is the direction,” Louisa warned after checking the map. “Rushing this could be dangerous.”


  Ranina, beside her, nodded several times.


  “I know,” Toa said calmly. “We still have time before our planned turnaround date, but it’s fine if we don’t reach it this time. Let’s proceed carefully.”


  All three nodded at Toa’s measured words.


  Night fell.


  They pondered what the mist had said, interpreted the map, and discussed the appearance of the dagger Toa was searching for. Their strategy meeting, along with all the other conversations that spun off from it, felt endless.


  For Toa, this was a memorable day: the day she had finally taken a clear step toward her goal.


  For all of them, it became one of the longest nights they had ever spent in the Wasteland.


  ※※※


  


  The sixteenth day of the expedition.


  The four adventurers were facing a completely unexpected situation.


  They were definitely heading in the right direction, and yet they had made no progress at all.


  Or rather, they were bewildered by days of true nothingness.


  This was near the place where Raidou—Misumi Makoto—had been dropped by the Goddess. Just as he had once experienced, Toa and her companions were now receiving that place’s baptism.


  The Wasteland was an incredibly dangerous place where no one knew what might happen, even from second to second.


  The climate was absurd, and the creatures were even worse.


  Unless you cleared your surroundings yourself or set up barriers, there was basically nowhere you could relax.


  Oddly, in the five days since they’d left Shin’s former den and headed toward the mark on the map, nothing had happened.


  The climate was as harsh as ever, but they didn’t see so much as a single living creature, let alone a hostile one.


  Only a barren expanse stretched on and on, a world of reddish-brown, desiccated earth, a land of violent winds whirling across the emptiness.


  Toa and her party had spent years exploring the Wasteland, but they had never experienced anything so strange.


  But no matter how empty it was, this was still unexplored territory. They kept their caution at the highest level, advancing at a slightly slower pace than before.


  If they’d known from the beginning that there would be nothing here, they could have moved faster, and their minds would have been lighter. But this place had merely turned out to contain nothing. The fatigue of marching while staying alert piled up just as much as usual, and their pace didn’t improve.


  “This is as far as we go. We’re turning back now,” Toa finally declared.


  Louisa accepted her words calmly, and Hazal only nodded in silence.


  “It’s a shame, but there’s no helping it,” Toa said. “I know all too well that nothing good comes from rushing.”


  “If it’s the same next time,” Ranina murmured, already turning the lesson over in her mind, “we may need to consider increasing our speed and covering the distance all at once.”


  Toa gave Ranina an appreciative pat on the shoulder.


  “Just getting a rough idea of the location is already a huge gain. Next time, we’ll come fully prepared, including against the undead. Ranina, I think we’ll be relying on you a lot more. The preparations will be rough, but…”


  “If the undead troubled me, I would be unfit to stand in the lineage of Priest Warriors. Leave it to me, leave it to me! Bring them on, Toa!”


  “Thank you. Everyone, this is where we stop for now!”


  Toa spun on her heel.


  The desire to keep going churned inside her, but she understood that impatience produced nothing. It only took away. How many adventurers had died because of a moment’s haste? She bit down on her lip and forced her feelings under control.


  I have a clue as to the location. Even if it turns out to be a trap, I want to hang onto it for now. If I can just get that dagger, my goal will be accomplished. The day when I can put the past behind me and truly live as an adventurer is almost within reach.


  “Ah, Toa!” Hazal called out, map in hand. “I do have one suggestion.”


  “What’s that, Hazal?”


  “About our trip back. As a sort of trial, why don’t we move as fast as possible through this empty area? I’d like to stop by what’s left of Zetsuya on our way back.”


  “Zetsuya? Shouldn’t be anything there.”


  “True. But there’s rarely any monsters around there either. If you give me a few days, I may be able to temporarily restore the transfer formation.”


  “!” Toa’s eyes widened as she realized the intent behind Hazal’s suggestion. “Right. If we can use the transfer formation…”


  “If we either transfer from formation to formation or hire a mage for teleportation, our next exploration can begin from Zetsuya,” Louisa mused. “Not bad, Hazal. I think that’s a good idea.”


  “Indeed,” Ranina agreed. “After all, we will have to fight at full strength. If there is any way to make things even a little easier, all the better. We should certainly test it.”


  The expedition had brought major progress for Toa.


  Sixteen days later, she and her companions safely returned to Tsige.


  With this exploration, Alpine discovered another unexplored region—the Calm Storm Zone—and raised their status even higher. Their name would become more famous than ever.
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  Meanwhile, as Alpine was returning from their expedition, Tomoe sat around a table in the Demiplane with Shiki and several of his subordinates.


  “A flower-viewing banquet is a fine thing indeed,” Tomoe said, her mood still buoyant from the excitement of the day’s event. “I think we should do this again before too long.”


  Shiki nodded. “Tamaki apparently planted the standard sakura on the shrine grounds—Somei-Yoshino, was it?—that Young Master mentioned. Perhaps someday we will be able to enjoy the flower most beloved by the people of another world.”


  “Oh, Somei-Yoshino?”


  “You know of it? As expected of you, Tomoe-dono.”


  “Cherry blossoms are essential to period dramas. It is only natural refinement.” Tomoe’s lips curled with satisfaction. “Our pleasures only increase. One may admire the blossoms and savor elegance, or one may fill one’s belly with dumplings.”


  “Indeed. A banquet enjoyed with all five senses, then. How profound.”


  “Shiki, you say that, but you tried to leave and go to the forest, didn’t you? I remember Mio returning with you tucked under her arm in exasperation.”


  “Haha. How embarrassing.” Shiki scratched his head at Tomoe’s pointed remark. “I simply couldn’t stop thinking about Tamaki.”


  While the two of them chatted, the forest ogre, highland orc, and gorgon seated with them were handling clerical work, telepathically communicating as messengers, and otherwise devoting themselves wholly to their duties.


  “Tamaki, hm.” Tomoe’s gaze sharpened. “It would be far too hasty to regard her as one of us.”


  “Yes. She is clearly suspicious. Given the timing, I thought I might seize the opportunity to investigate the forest, but…”


  “Fool. That one has skin thick enough to shame a dragon. She would not show her tail over something so minor.”


  “Then Mio-dono judged her useless as well?”


  “Of course. Well, regarding that one, Young Master seems to have taken her in after giving the matter some thought. For the time being, we need only maintain basic surveillance and respect his will. Though he appears troubled in various ways, he is doing his best. That makes him worth watching over.”


  “True. Seeing him agonize at his proper scale, so to speak, feels quite appropriate for his age. I agree; it makes him worth watching over.”


  Both of their mouths twisted into smiles.


  “Given Young Master’s current state, even if he learns of Rembrandt’s darker side, I doubt he will be shaken so deeply. If anything, Rembrandt may be the one caught off guard by his change in attitude.”


  “Normally, if Young Master were to suddenly say he wanted to learn how to behave like an ordinary merchant, one would assume it was some kind of joke. After all, he’s managed the Kuzunoha Company into becoming quite famous even in Tsige without acting ordinary even once.”


  Kukuku.


  This time, the smiles that spread across Tomoe and Shiki’s faces carried a distinctly wicked edge.


  Just then, the gorgon serving as communications officer stood and turned toward her superiors.


  “Tomoe-sama, Shiki-sama! Forgive me for interrupting your conversation!”


  “Speak,” Tomoe ordered.


  “Yes! Today, Alpine, led by the adventurer Toa, activated the ‘mechanism.’ We’ve received a report and consultation regarding the beginning of the ‘quest’ that was prepared in advance!”


  Tomoe couldn’t help but flash a fierce, predatory grin at this news.


  The activation of the mechanism prepared in the Wasteland solely for Toa and her companions was exactly what she’d been waiting for.


  Though it was meant for Toa’s party, it was also a matter Makoto had entrusted to her with repeated requests that she handle it well. Not only Tomoe, but everyone in the Demiplane connected to the project had approached it with the utmost seriousness.


  That made the news that all their labor was finally about to bear fruit deeply gratifying. Even the gorgon delivering the report sounded excited.


  The expressions of the others listening nearby also began to heat up with anticipation.


  “Hmm. So, they finally reached the quest we planted for them,” Tomoe said. “Now we can at last return the dagger Young Master asked us to handle. Shiki, make sure you release a suitable number of undead. That is the setting, after all.”


  “It’s already been done,” Shiki replied smoothly. “Using Tomoe-dono’s memories as a reference, I prepared a little over sixty mid- to high-rank undead. I also placed several piles of lower-rank undead made from rotted Wasteland monsters.”


  “As expected of you. Well, the hundred-odd members of that subjugation force who challenged me were all people I slaughtered effortlessly using the Demiplane. We can fudge the details as much as we like. Toa must struggle properly before obtaining that dagger.”


  “It was quite a fine item. The labyrinth was also completed by the elder dwarves, and the dagger was buried inside. Actually, among the materials we obtained the other day, there was something rather interesting. I was thinking of adding a certain flourish to the final sequence…”


  As he explained the details to Tomoe, Shiki’s expression was one of delight. He looked every bit like someone setting up an elaborately clever prank.


  “That Nebiros thing, was it? Hmm. That does sound amusing. In that case, why not have the depths of the prepared labyrinth—”


  “Oh! I believe that would work beautifully. Once Young Master returns, I shall report it to him and obtain his permission.”


  “Mm. I’ll leave that to you, Shiki. Now then, the stage and cast are already in perfect order. Toa, let’s see you return in triumph.”


  The very architect of this picture, called Destiny, and her collaborators smiled ominously in the Demiplane.


  ※※※


  


  “Ah! Raidou-dono, it has been some time.”


  “It’s been too long, Rembrandt-san. I’m sorry I haven’t shown my face much, even though we’ve been renting space from you.”


  “Don’t worry about that. I had something I wished to discuss with you as well. No, something I wanted to consult you about. I was just thinking of asking when you might be available.”


  I was still surprised at how easy it had been to meet with Rembrandt. It was only that same evening that I’d stopped by his estate, telling the receptionist that I wanted to make an appointment. She told me to come back that very night.


  “Consult me?” I asked. “You want to consult me, Rembrandt-san? Is it something about your daughters?”


  His beloved daughters, Shifu and Yuno, were students of mine, but I hadn’t done anything embarrassing enough for those two to tattle on me.


  So, if it were a consultation about the academy, I probably didn’t need to brace myself too much.


  “No, I hear often enough that those girls are enjoying fulfilling days. All thanks to Raidou-sensei.”


  “I’m glad they feel that way.”


  “They certainly do.” Rembrandt’s expression softened, then sharpened again with interest. “So, what brings you here? I hope it’s something I can help with.”


  Something he can help with, huh?


  As far as I knew, this man was the most suitable person. Without question.


  “Yes…”


  I let a brief silence pass as I confirmed my own resolve.


  “I would like you to teach me the manners of a merchant—no. Would you teach me hyuman malice?”


  “Oh?” Rembrandt’s eyes narrowed. “Malice? What a curious request.”


  “Malice, or society, maybe. Honestly, I’m not sure how to describe it myself.”


  Rembrandt and Morris, who was standing beside him, narrowed their eyes.


  “To speak of malice in the context of merchant manners is… quite direct,” Morris observed.


  Still, that single remark told me that he understood my request perfectly.


  “Until now, when it came to business and other matters, I’ve only looked at ideals, and when reality didn’t match them, I forced things through with power. That’s the way I’ve been doing things. But I’ve started to feel that I’m no longer at a stage where I can keep looking away.”


  Yes.


  In the end, after seeing all kinds of worlds, I felt that from the bottom of my heart.


  “Even so, Raidou-dono, you have produced excellent results until now,” Rembrandt said. “A merchant who looks sincerely only at the customers taking his products in hand, and still walks the path toward great success, is a rare thing indeed.”


  “Quite so, Raidou-sama,” Morris added, his voice calm but firm. “You’ve expanded your business in a way no one else could and earned your customers’ trust. Now you’ve reached the point where great nations invite you by name and remember who you are. That’s truly something to be proud of.”


  It was true that great nations had learned my name. And though I couldn’t say it aloud here, I’d also built ties with the demons.


  My success as a merchant was only thanks to the Demiplane. And because I was putting my entire weight on employees who were far too capable.


  “I don’t intend to change the foundation of how I do business,” I said. “But no matter what crisis we face, I don’t want us to just get through it by sheer luck. I want Kuzunoha to be a company that can see the world clearly and overcome things because it has the strength to do it. For that, I can’t keep looking away from what people call malice.”


  I had to look at reality.


  I had to understand more deeply the ugliness in people—the ugliness I saw again and again, even while trying to avert my eyes.


  As a result, I might begin seeing not only hyumans, but even demi-humans as unpleasant beings.


  The truth was, not all demi-humans were wonderful; they, too, acted out of self-interest.


  If I wanted to fundamentally change how merchants and nobles perceived the Kuzunoha Company, relying on Tomoe and the others all the time wouldn’t be enough.


  So long as I stayed the same, people would at best see us as a company they couldn’t crush.


  If I wanted us to be recognized as a company that couldn’t even be touched, then I was currently the biggest obstacle.


  I had to throw away unnecessary softness.


  I’d thought about this many times before. But now, at last, my resolve had hardened.


  This time, I could see it through.


  I wouldn’t let it become something I forgot once the danger passed.


  I’d been so naive precisely because I’d been looking away from that.


  “So, you want me to teach you the black things I’ve carried in my belly as a merchant. Is that what you mean?” Rembrandt asked, studying me carefully.


  I met his assessing gaze head-on and answered, “Yes.”


  “If you learn, there may be things you regret knowing. I’m convinced that you, Raidou-dono, could trample every petty negative emotion ordinary people harbor and continue forward regardless. But even so, you still wish to learn? You, who possess the rare conditions needed to succeed even while pursuing only ideals?”


  “Yes. This isn’t limited to business. I can’t keep running from this if I want to live.”


  “You might actually be able to do that… No. If you’ve already made your decision, Raidou-dono, then perhaps others shouldn’t meddle with it too much.”


  Rembrandt let out a short sigh and fell silent.


  All I could do was wait for his answer.


  After closing his eyes in thought, Rembrandt looked toward Morris, who gave a silent nod.


  “Very well. To the extent I can, I’ll teach you what sorts of thoughts overflow the world and pass for ordinary conduct. Fortunately or unfortunately, Tsige has more than enough material for that lesson.” Rembrandt paused, and his voice softened. “However, this is my personal wish. Raidou-dono, I ask that you please leave your attitude toward your customers exactly as it is today.”


  “Yes. Thank you, Rembrandt-san!”


  “Still, I never imagined I would hear something like ‘I want to become an ordinary merchant’ from you.”


  Rembrandt’s expression returned to its usual gentleness, and he relaxed with a laugh.


  “Y-you think so?”


  “Even in Rotsgard, which Zara controls, you essentially subdued the place by force. I certainly never expected you to stumble in the end. I had only grown more eager to see where you would go next. It seemed the heavens had sent a tailwind your way.”


  I wasn’t under the impression that business in Rotsgard had gone as smoothly as it had in Tsige.


  Zara, the leader of the merchants there, had pushed me around quite a bit and even lectured me.


  Even though I knew our relationship had improved somewhat, I still felt rather uncomfortable around him.


  “I feel like all I’ve done is stumble my way through it,” I said.


  “That’s because, unlike here, the guild isn’t necessarily on your side.”


  “True. Compared to Tsige, I think it was much harder to build relationships with the guild and the other merchants there.”


  “Hahaha…”


  Rembrandt let out a laugh that seemed to carry several meanings at once.


  Morris, wearing a similar expression, nodded a few times.


  What was that about? Feeling vaguely uncomfortable, I decided to change the subject.


  “Oh, right. Rembrandt-san, what was it you wanted to discuss with me? I still haven’t heard.”


  “Well, compared to your decision, Raidou-dono, it’s hardly anything so significant.”


  Still smiling amusedly, he rested his elbows on the table and laced his fingers together in front of his mouth.


  The gesture was theatrical, yet somehow every little motion carried weight.


  I silently waited for his next words.


  “Before long, there will be a revolution in this country. That’s what I wanted to tell you.”


  “A… revolution?”


  Huh?


  What?!


  A revolution. As in, the kind where the government changes hands, right?


  Rembrandt was nodding, so it seemed I hadn’t misheard him.


  By “this country,” he meant the Aion Kingdom.


  In other words, some faction was about to raise the flag of rebellion against the royal family.


  Wait. This is a major incident he’s talking about, right?


  Why is Rembrandt so calm?


  “Yes. A revolution. I’ll explain the details in due course, together with the matter you asked of me, but as for the timing… well, things will likely begin before summer.”


  “Summer?! Th-that’s less than half a year away!” I exclaimed.


  Winter was only just nearing its end.


  No, wait, that’s not the point!


  The Aion Kingdom might not be a frontline nation whose armies clashed directly with the demons, but it was still one of the four great powers, alongside the Kingdom of Limia and the Gritonia Empire.


  Those other two nations, which were facing the demons directly, would surely have more than enough trouble on their hands if a massive allied nation to their rear broke into civil war. They wouldn’t have the luxury of focusing only on the demons anymore.


  No, no, no. This was far more serious than anything about my resolve.


  If Aion were to fall into civil war, Tsige might be swallowed by the flames.


  It couldn’t be…


  I didn’t want to think it, but was this another demon conspiracy?


  Seeing me struggle to organize my thoughts, Rembrandt smiled.


  “Hahaha. An organization so careless that we could grasp its information before it began moving in earnest would never be capable of something as outrageous as a revolution. Merely learning of their movements with half a year’s leeway is excellent, Raidou-dono. Still, seeing you surprised makes me feel that my information network has not yet lost its worth, as your senior in commerce. Wouldn’t you agree, Morris?”


  “Yes, I’m relieved,” Morris replied. “We recognize that the information network possessed by the Kuzunoha Company sometimes surpasses our own. Incidentally, this matter is not being guided by the demons. They’re not entirely unrelated, but it appears they’re not deeply involved.”


  Morris had read my mind.


  Even so, to me, the mere fact that a major event like a revolution was being plotted within half a year was outrageous, and half a year felt like no time at all. But apparently, Rembrandt and Morris considered it plenty of time.


  Still, I didn’t understand.


  “So, um. What exactly do you want to consult me about regarding the revolution?” I asked.


  “Mm. To put it plainly, I would like to hear your opinion on how Tsige should conduct itself when the time comes.”


  How Tsige should conduct itself?


  “And we would like to hear what you think about the revolution itself, Raidou-sama. That would be the gist of it,” Morris added.


  “My thoughts?”


  To begin with, I didn’t know much about the Aion Kingdom.


  It was a nation skilled in intelligence gathering, and… its cavalry was famous, right? To put it bluntly, the only part of this country I knew was the city of Tsige.


  After thinking it over, I simply told them the truth. “I’m sorry, but honestly, I don’t know the national situation of the Aion Kingdom itself in any depth, so I don’t have anything that could really be called an opinion yet.”


  For some reason, though, Rembrandt looked satisfied.


  “That’s good.”


  “Huh?”


  “No. I should say, that’s better.”


  “Um?”


  I had no idea what he meant.


  “If you were to form an opinion on the revolution after learning the specific circumstances of this nation, I would want to hear that too, of course. But what I want to know even more is what you think of the act of ‘revolution’ itself, Raidou-dono. A general revolution—though that is a somewhat odd way to put it. What do you think?”


  So, whether it was the case in Aion didn’t matter.


  Revolution, huh.


  My image of it was vague, but basically it meant that a country's leadership changed through illegal means, mainly armed uprisings and the like. If that revolution succeeded, the state of politics and the economy could change too.


  If someone asked me what I thought about it, then it depended on the government at the time.


  If the country was governed well, a revolution shouldn’t be attempted. But if bad governance ran rampant, changing things through revolution was an option.


  There were probably all sorts of side effects that came with a revolution, but I didn’t think it was always wrong.


  “I wouldn’t say it’s right in every case,” I answered, “but I do think there are times when revolution is necessary.”


  “Oh!”


  “This is…”


  It was a pretty vague opinion, and I’d expected them to tear it apart, but Rembrandt and Morris’s reactions seemed to be ones of pure surprise and admiration.


  “Did I say something strange?”


  “No,” Rembrandt said. He sounded genuinely surprised. “So, to you, revolution is not evil.”


  “If politics are corrupt, then a revolution happens because it has to happen. I think that’s entirely possible. And in cases like that, I’d say a revolution is necessary.”


  “You see, the king who governs a nation is said to have been recognized by the Goddess as possessing the authority to rule.”


  By the Goddess, huh.


  That kind of idea—that the king has a legitimate right to rule the country as decreed by a God or Goddess—was pretty common, wasn’t it?


  What was it called again? We covered it in world history.


  Ah, yes. Divine right of kings.


  In this world, since the Goddess actually existed, maybe it wasn’t just a convenient justification.


  “In other words,” Morris added, filling in the rest of Rembrandt’s explanation, “both the temple and the common sense of the general public regard revolution as an unqualified evil.”


  I see.


  So, my thought that it might be necessary, depending on the situation, was already heretical by itself.


  “Then I’ve said something dangerous. I’m sorry. I’ll be careful.”


  Today was the first time revolution had ever come up as a topic for me.


  “No. I believe you’re correct, Raidou-dono. Of course, deciding that such thoughts shouldn’t be brought into the open is also correct as a way of conducting oneself in the world… as a merchant.”


  “Haha. Thank you.”


  “Hmm. This should make the conversation considerably easier.”


  “Indeed.”


  Rembrandt and Morris exchanged glances and murmurs, apparently settling something between them.


  Maybe it was my imagination, but for some reason, the reception room suddenly felt faintly suspicious.


  “Rembrandt-san… you’re not involved in this revolution, are you?” I asked, cautiously.


  He told me once that he wouldn’t become the sort of merchant who profited from war. But if he sympathized with the revolutionary faction’s convictions, then it was more than possible. In that case, he wouldn’t be acting for profit, but according to his beliefs.


  “I’m not involved.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  Rembrandt answered readily, but—


  “Not yet.”


  There it was.


  That convenient phrase.


  So, he might become involved within the next half year.


  “I’ll give you the intel on the revolution likely to occur in Aion later,” Rembrandt said. “Well, to summarize it briefly: they’re fools of the unpleasantly entertaining sort.”


  “That’s no good at all.”


  “Indeed. No good at all. I feel this every day when I look at the officials in Tsige, but those people, along with this country’s nobles and royals, are truly hopeless. There are almost no decent ones.”


  Rembrandt had emphasized their hopelessness twice. Was it really that bad?


  Morris nodded with deep feeling beside him.


  I’d never seen the officials assigned to Tsige, but if this was how they were evaluated, maybe I was better off not meeting them.


  “Raidou-dono, do you know who owns Tsige?” Rembrandt asked me, still looking exasperated.


  Well, I know that much.


  “I believe it belongs to a royal, the fourth prince,” I replied.


  He was still young. Counting from when I first heard that information, he’d be six now?


  “Correct. The current king granted it to the fourth prince, whom he dotes upon, shortly after the boy was born.”


  Tsige was a gift to a child?


  That felt kind of sad.


  “Until then, it belonged to the king.”


  A royal demesne, I guess?


  Well, if it was a gift from parent to child, then it probably wouldn’t amount to a noble stealing power from the crown or anything. So, in that sense, maybe it was acceptable. It was his own child, after all.


  “…”


  Both of them were giving me faintly flat looks.


  Unable to bear the silence, I spoke up. “Wh-what is it?”


  Rembrandt let out a short sigh and began explaining.


  “Tsige is considered the second-wealthiest city in Aion. If judged by tax revenue, it would be first beyond comparison. Incidentally, the city that’s wealthiest in name is the royal capital.”


  “Oh.”


  That was amazing.


  Tsige certainly had energy, as did the Wasteland.


  People came and went constantly, and I knew the city had power. But I hadn’t realized that, despite being out on the frontier, it was paying the most taxes in Aion until last year. And of course, this year’s tax revenue would rise even higher.


  The reason made sense, though. Even from what I’d seen, Tsige’s development was extraordinary.


  “Its distance from the royal capital is a negative factor, certainly. But its population, economic scale, position as the gateway to the Wasteland and the starting point of the Golden Road, and the quality of its adventurers… I know I’m biased, but the value this city possesses is immeasurable.”


  “It really is,” I agreed.


  “And the king granted the primary rights over that city to a child still too young to do anything for himself.”


  Ah.


  Now I understood why Rembrandt was so exasperated. If that much authority were given to a small child, there was a high chance the people around him would start plotting all kinds of things. Moreover, it wouldn’t be good for the child himself.


  No matter how much the king loved him, that was not the right choice as a parent.


  A parent’s doting should absolutely never interfere with governing.


  “And so, a king foolish enough to throw away the immense authority he holds with his own hands is, well…” Rembrandt sighed with bitter contempt. “On top of already having so many children, it was an exquisitely clever move if his goal was to make the succession problem even more complicated. Had he done it deliberately to plunge the country into confusion, I would have called him a strategist.”


  “So, you’re saying he wasn’t aiming for that.”


  “While he was still alive and well, he gave a city that pours money into the treasury like water to a child, and did so with a straight face. He didn’t even assign a competent and loyal subordinate to go along with it. I can understand, to some extent, why certain people would feel like starting a revolution. At the time, I spent many nights beating a clay doll made in the king’s likeness.”


  Um, wow. Beating it.


  Just how angry had he been?


  I mean, being given away as a child’s present was one thing, but it wasn’t as if daily life had changed that much.


  Or so I thought. But Morris, ever the eloquent speaker, smoothly took over for Rembrandt, whose expression had turned bitter with remembered frustration.


  “Since then, officials connected to upstart nobles who ingratiated themselves with the fourth prince’s mother have been rotating into this city. And these people—though this is hardly unusual among nobles—were the sort who were only interested in seeing how much they could squeeze out of Tsige.”


  That must have sent his stress levels through the roof.


  So, it had affected daily life after all.


  No wonder he wanted to beat a doll.


  He must have been holding back quite a lot. So long as the officials or the king didn’t see it, it was just healthy stress relief.


  “Insane petty officials and idiotic generals with muscle packed all the way into their brains swarmed here,” Rembrandt continued. “That was a crisis that remains part of the history of the Rembrandt Company. Truly, there is a limit to how much one should dote on a child.”


  “A crisis that remains part of company history…”


  Still, Rembrandt, I feel like you’re not exactly one to talk about having no limits when it comes to doting on your children.


  “When they tried to lay hands on my wife and daughters, or brought strange marriage proposals, I judged that they had crossed a line and made various arrangements. In any case, they were relentless about raising taxes and demanding money. No matter how many figures we showed them, the conversation would not move forward. They would say, ‘I see. So, when can the money be ready?’”


  So, they were the type who understood words, but couldn’t be reasoned with.


  I’d dealt with people like that a few times, and they were annoying. When I passed them along to Tomoe or Shiki, things usually settled neatly a few days later, so I only had to get through the moment. But how was one supposed to deal with those people properly?


  Still, taxes.


  I knew Rembrandt was an incredibly powerful merchant in this city, but could he participate in talks about deciding taxes?


  That felt like politics; something beyond the domain of a single company.


  “Taxes, huh. But if officials decide them, isn’t there nothing you can say about it?” I asked.


  “Under normal circumstances, you would be right, Raidou-dono. However, they’re people too. It’s possible to influence their thinking. The simplest method is entertainment and hospitality.”


  Entertainment.


  So, you entertained officials, listened to their thoughts, made requests, and steered them toward what you wanted. I see.


  Wait.


  Does this mean my lessons have already started?


  “Hospitality, then. Did you discuss taxes during those occasions?”


  “I’ll leave out the finer details, but yes.”


  “It’s because of Master’s efforts that Tsige residents’ tax burden has remained where it is, Raidou-sama,” Morris said.


  “By the way, how much are the taxes right now?” I asked.


  “The visible burden is thirty percent. With various indirect methods, another ten percent.”


  So, forty percent. That was pretty intense.


  If you were rich, maybe you could manage. But for a poor household, wouldn’t life become impossible? I’d never worked a proper job, so I didn’t really know what it felt like in practice.


  Still, judging from Morris’s tone, even forty percent was apparently on the better side. Maybe in this world, that was normal, or even light.


  Otherworld common sense really was frightening.


  “Forty percent, huh.”


  From the taxpayer’s perspective, of course, it would be better for taxes to be as close to zero as possible, but then public services would probably deteriorate too. What counted as appropriate, anyway?


  “The nobles wanted to squeeze out seventy percent,” Rembrandt said. “But that could kill the city. Even Tsige. This is only my opinion, based on experience, but I believe that once taxes exceed half a person’s income, they create nothing but negative effects.”


  Seventy percent was absurd.


  Could people even live like that? It would destroy their motivation to work.


  Who did they think the residents were?


  Though honestly, the line Rembrandt considered the limit—half—also felt pretty awful.


  “So, how’d you get them down from such an unreasonable demand to forty percent?”


  “Simple. I merely took the portion they intended to pocket from the seventy-percent tax and turned it into bribes paid by my company. I didn’t become a saint for the sake of protecting the people, you understand. If the city dies, my company won’t get out unscathed. And above all, toward this city… I believe I bear a certain responsibility.”


  At those last words, a complicated expression crossed his face.


  It conveyed strong resolve, but there was regret, sadness, and affection there, too. It was a face I simply couldn’t make right now.


  He’d lived in one city for a long time, gone through all kinds of experiences, and built his company there. Surely, his attachment to Tsige ran deep.


  Still, those bribes must have been outrageous.


  It was probably better not to ask the amount.


  “That must have been an intense battle,” I said instead.


  “It was. Though things have settled down now.” Rembrandt paused briefly, then continued. “And due to that background, with the current situation forcing us to pay absurd bribes and even assist in information gathering, the impression Tsige’s companies have of the Aion Kingdom is poor overall. It’s not just the Rembrandt Company that feels that way.”


  “I can understand why.”


  In fact, if someone could still swear heartfelt loyalty to the kingdom after all that, I’d find it strange.


  Impossible, really.


  I was already starting to wonder whether the Aion Kingdom was all right.


  “That’s why the Rembrandt Company hasn’t yet reported the plot to the kingdom.”


  “What?!”


  “If we reported it now, the revolution would end as a minor rebellion, but…”


  So, Rembrandt intended to let the revolution happen.


  “After experiencing this past year of upheaval, and watching Tsige change day after day, my thinking has shifted considerably.”


  “…”


  I was probably one of the reasons for that.


  “For some time now, I’ve found myself wondering: are nobles and nations truly necessary for a city’s governance and operation?”


  “…”


  In Tsige’s case, nobles came to the city in rotation, supervised it for a few years, then left again.


  Apparently, they didn’t do much work either. If that was true, Tsige, as it currently functions, could govern and run itself perfectly well, even without the noble element.


  The question was what would happen if the name of the Aion Kingdom were removed from the equation when it came to maintaining the city.


  From a security standpoint, I felt like there would be drawbacks.


  Whatever else could be said, Aion was still one of the great powers.


  At last, I clearly understood what Rembrandt wanted to consult me about.


  This man intended to make Tsige independent. And he planned to use the revolution that would break out in Aion as the trigger.


  The kingdom would never allow Tsige to become independent in peacetime so long as it was recognized as a city that produced tremendous wealth, despite its location on the frontier.


  That was why it had to be now.


  “We’re not at the stage of discussing whether to take on the formal appearance of a nation yet,” Rembrandt said. “For the time being, several representatives would be appointed to form a self-governing body, and Tsige would be reborn as the independent city of Tsige. I believe this is a realistic prospect. What do you think, Raidou-dono?”


  An independent city.


  Just as I thought.


  Rembrandt knew Tsige’s exact population, its food self-sufficiency rate, and the amount of combat power that could move at once.


  He would also know everything about the flow of goods from the Wasteland and the city’s relationships with the surrounding towns.


  Lately, I’d heard that Tsige had been exchanging people and goods rather closely with Koran, the northern port town where Mio and Shiki had once spent so much time, somehow causing it to develop strangely quickly.


  From my perspective, Rembrandt was an experienced merchant.


  If he’d reached the stage of talking to someone like me about this, then he might have already gained tacit consent from those around him, or even secured promises of cooperation.


  He wasn’t the type to let greed or personal wishes run rampant and do something reckless. If he was bringing an idea like independence into the open, then he likely had confidence and solid grounds for doing so.


  Of course, I wanted to help if I could. But if the basis of that confidence was the Kuzunoha Company and he was expecting us to fully support everything, that was a little troublesome.


  “Tsige is the city where I began doing business in earnest,” I said carefully. “To me, it’s like a second hometown. If becoming independent from Aion benefits this city, then personally, I support it. However, I can’t say clearly here and now how far we’ll be able to cooperate.”


  If the Kuzunoha Company was going to be dragged into something, I wouldn’t decide our position on the spot.


  First, I would bring it back with me.


  That was my basic rule.


  Since the question was how far we would cooperate, I’d already decided on our general stance. But promising we will do this much right here would be hasty.


  “You have no intention of siding with the kingdom?” Rembrandt asked.


  “Huh? No, I don’t.”


  That much was obvious.


  I had absolutely no reason to betray Tsige.


  This was the hometown of Lime, one of our employees, and the city had treated everyone working at our shop well.


  As for the Aion Kingdom, I was passively leaning against them. They were simply too faint a presence, and on top of that, I never heard anything good about them.


  Rembrandt smiled in relief.


  “Heh. I see. Then you’ll be an ally at least to the extent of silently permitting this revolution as an opportunity for independence.”


  That was casually kind of harsh. Did he think we might betray him within his camp or something?


  “I don’t owe the Aion Kingdom enough to betray Tsige for them.”


  “I knew that. But…” Rembrandt’s gaze grew serious again. “If the idea of taking advantage of a revolution, and the seemingly reckless notion of a city gaining independence from a nation, ran against some conviction you held, Raidou-dono, then I thought we ought to postpone independence.”


  “What? No, I’m not that—”


  “That’s why Morris, my close aides, and I spent a great deal of time considering how we might satisfy you. We even thought of evacuating residents who don’t want to fight, and methods for protecting noncombatants.”


  “Ahaha… haha.” My laugh came out dry. “I’m sure you would have accounted for that much without me worrying about it, Rembrandt.”


  The Rembrandt Company’s leadership gathered to hold meetings just to convince me…


  What was that? It wasn’t funny.


  Realizing that some people treated me like Sofia the Dragon Slayer, the kind of person who alone could destroy a reasonably sized country, left me with a complicated feeling.


  Rembrandt probably pictured me as some kind of jack-in-the-box.


  “I won’t deny that keeping you in mind made our plans more thoroughly considered,” Rembrandt said. “And besides, even if we’re not facing it head-on, we’re still dealing with one of the great nations. There are a lot of other matters we need to think through.”


  And those “other matters” were exactly the things I hadn’t thought about until now.


  Even if I couldn’t manage everything at once, I had to take one more step, then another, hold my ground, and keep learning.


  “In other words, the timing is perfect. Since the opportunity is here, you should use this chance to observe various things, Raidou-dono. It will be educational.”


  “Huh?! I mean, yes, I do think a real revolution and independence movement would make incredible teaching material, but…”


  Only if it had all ended and been compiled into historical records!


  If I were personally dragged into it, there was no way I’d be able to treat it like studying!


  “In the end, there’s no experience greater than practical experience. If you don’t take charge directly, but instead take one step back and observe, your experiences may amount to no more than ‘incredible teaching material.’”


  Ugh.


  Maybe blurting out “incredible teaching material” was a mistake.


  Even so, compared to before, I’d gotten better at not immediately saying whatever came to my mind.


  “By the way, Raidou-dono,” Rembrandt said, his eyes narrowing with deliberate interest. “Why do you think a mere merchant like me came to consider something as outrageous as the independence of the frontier city of Tsige, and even reached the point of speaking to you about it like this?”


  “Well, I’d say it’s because you know this city better than anyone, Rembrandt-san, and gathered information from outside on top of that. Also, because you learned in advance about a massive revolutionary plot.”


  He had said he meant to take advantage of the revolution, after all. And somehow, Rembrandt seemed even more confident than he had earlier. Not in an arrogant way. Maybe the fact that I’d agreed was also part of it.


  I wasn’t going to say that out loud, though.


  “That is part of it. To go further, your approval just now has also given me considerable confidence. But the direct trigger that made me consider independence as a concrete plan was contact with a certain person, and what I learned about that person’s character.”


  “Contact with a certain person? Is that person…”


  The ones who benefited most from hyumans causing internal chaos were undoubtedly the demons. But this time, I didn’t think it was them.


  Zef or his son might unexpectedly share quite a bit with Rembrandt, but Morris had said earlier that the demons weren’t deeply involved.


  The demons were clearly being considerate of me. Even if they had a hand in this, they’d probably done nothing more than provide some money or lightly incite someone.


  Whether it was Hibiki in Limia, Tomoki in Gritonia, or the people from the Kingdom and the Empire, it was hard to imagine any of them being the reason for Rembrandt deciding on independence. They would want to crush the revolution itself. And if they were conspiring to overthrow the Aion Kingdom, they wouldn’t fly under the radar for long.


  The last of the four great powers, the Lorel Union, shared part of its border with Aion and wasn’t directly clashing with the demons either. But that country deeply worshipped the Greater Water Spirit, one of the Goddess’s subordinates.


  In other words, like the temples, they would probably see revolution itself as an impermissible evil.


  It would weaken the country, so the possibility was low, but the most likely conspirator was still someone from Aion’s royal family, or some powerful figure connected to them. A supporter of the revolution and a powerful noble, currently getting the short end of the stick.


  Oh.


  That would make sense. Someone like that might cooperate with Rembrandt.


  “Is it one of this country’s great nobles?”


  Rembrandt shook his head.


  “Heh. That is certainly one conclusion you might reach, thinking along ordinary lines.”


  I was wrong!


  I’d been pretty confident too!


  “So it wasn’t…”


  “No matter. For someone like you, who wishes to know the world, this is an amusing bit of reality right away. Then let me introduce you. Though this should not be your first meeting.”


  “Huh?”


  At Rembrandt’s signal, Morris, who had quietly moved to the door of the adjoining room, turned the knob and beckoned someone to come in.


  The woman who entered looked at me, and without changing her expression, bowed deeply.


  Why is she here?!


  Surprise had stolen every proper word from my mouth. I couldn’t even open it. My head was nothing but confusion.


  “Raidou-dono. It’s been a while,” the woman said smoothly. “I truly must thank you for your assistance back then. Thanks to you moving Limia on our behalf, Chiya-sama has returned to Lorel after a long absence.”


  “Ah… yes.”


  I somehow managed to swallow the saliva that had gathered in my mouth.


  I’d ruled her out just moments ago.


  By any normal line of reasoning, she had no reason to be here and no reason to agree with Rembrandt.


  Why?


  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so shocked before,” Rembrandt remarked, laughing as though he found it all deeply amusing.


  “… Sairitsu-san.”


  When I finally forced out her name, she smiled.


  “Yes. Sairitsu, Chūgū of Lorel. I’m delighted that a merchant currently enjoying such rising fame remembers my name.”


  Chūgū. The high office that oversaw the spirit temple of the Lorel Union.


  Why was someone in a position like hers standing here, in a place where people were discussing a revolution? And with the air of someone who already knew the circumstances, no less.


  After Sairitsu, several more people entered the room. Some faces I recognized from Tsige. Others I was seeing for the first time.


  Rembrandt looked over everyone gathered and lightly clapped his hands.


  “Now then. Since this will serve as our first meeting, let’s clarify our thoughts and positions and speak with one another. Don’t worry. This is only the first discussion. There’s no need for it to proceed smoothly. Let’s begin with our claims. I apologize for the simplicity, but I’ve prepared some light food and wine as well. Let’s take our time.”


  I-I take it back.


  I wanted to stop thinking about it entirely and go home to the Demiplane.


  At that moment, I felt something far beyond mere mental overload—something overwhelmingly, terrifyingly vast.


  This was absolutely not the “first step” of studying!


  Why did everything in this world always start from somewhere completely outrageous?!


  ※※※


  


  A tremendously dense stretch of time, entirely different from an ordinary merchants’ guild gathering, finally came to an end.


  Because the discussion didn’t begin with a conclusion already decided, the topics and arguments were wildly varied. And to sum it up simply, I’d turned pure white inside.


  Yes. I could say with confidence that this was more exhausting than any battle I’d ever fought.


  Still half-dazed, I looked down at the notes in my hand. They were packed from edge to edge with everything everyone had said today, written down in desperate haste.


  “As expected, they really are people making names for themselves in Tsige. That was incredible…”


  Well, Sairitsu and a few others were outside parties, but still.


  I’d at least noted their physical characteristics and the contents of their self-introductions.


  I’d met a lot of people for the first time, so I needed to get those details into my head quickly.


  I couldn’t afford to say I was bad at remembering people’s names, faces, jobs, and positions.


  If people kept being introduced to me at this pace, I would burst before long. I needed some kind of system.


  Something like business cards would be convenient.


  Using them for myself might be an option, too. For the time being, I could ask Tomoe to make cards for the people I met and use them as memoranda—no, asking Tomoe again felt kind of wrong.


  Still…


  A revolution in Aion, and Tsige’s independence.


  One thing after another, really. So many things kept happening. And lately, every incident I found myself involved in was on an enormous scale.


  Still mulling over all of it, I stepped out of the Rembrandt estate and found myself meeting the eyes of Lime, who’d accompanied me today.


  “Ah.”


  “Good work in there, boss!”


  What was I doing, letting my thoughts wander like that?


  I hadn’t expected the conversation to drag on this long, and to my embarrassment, the fact that he’d come along with me today had slipped right out of my head.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting, Lime. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


  Whether I meant to make him wait or send him back, all I’d needed to do was ask someone to pass him a message partway through. A part of me wondered if I should have just come alone in the first place, but apparently, a company representative visiting another person in the same trade by himself wasn’t supposed to happen unless it was an emergency.


  Not good. My head still wasn’t settled at all.


  Lime, however, didn’t seem bothered in the slightest.


  “Not at all! I’m glad you’d take even someone like me along with you, boss. I know it must feel cramped for you, but when the representative of a company—especially one that’s starting to build a name on the level of Kuzunoha—walks around alone, pointless rumors start flying just from that.”


  He’d said exactly what I’d been thinking.


  A representative was, in a sense, the master of the house. Going out with no one at all was like telling bandits and the like, please attack me.


  Once someone became as famous as Rembrandt, no one would dare touch him. But in my case, people still tried to mess with me for some reason.


  Rather than the Kuzunoha Company being looked down on, it basically meant I was being underestimated.


  In fact, when it came to our company employees, I almost never heard about any of them being attacked.


  Damn it.


  “Our reputation is all thanks to everyone else. Before I knew it, the Kuzunoha Company was famous in Tsige. Meanwhile, I’m still as full of holes as ever, so I feel almost guilty about it.”


  Lime was a former adventurer, now both an employee of the company and one of Tomoe’s close aides.


  When I told people I was going to meet Rembrandt to discuss plans for the future, Lime immediately raised his hand and said he would accompany me. That was how he ended up coming along.


  His tireless, ultra-workaholic nature still showed no sign of weakening.


  “Boss, you basically stop us whenever it comes to public retaliation or payback. For some reason, a certain number of idiots take that gentle, generous nature of yours and decide that while the company might be dangerous, they can lay hands on you personally and you won’t strike back. Really, they’re a troublesome pack of fools.”


  I see.


  So, this was literally misfortune brought on by my own words.


  It was true that whenever I got dragged into disputes between merchants or trouble in the city, I didn’t go out of my way to order retaliation or revenge, either on the spot or afterward. If anything, like Lime said, I remembered stopping the people under me when they tried to move.


  “I’ll be a little more careful from now on.”


  “Charity is the privilege of the strong. You don’t need to worry about it. So long as someone like me accompanies you, that solves the problem.”


  …


  Right. I’ll be careful.


  Lime, too, was clearly being influenced by Tomoe in a bad way. His default thinking leaned toward silencing the other party.


  “Still, I’m exhausted after all that,” I confided.


  “Now that you mention it, you were in there quite a while. You said you had something to consult Rembrandt about, right? Did he have another matter for you?”


  “Yeah. Several bombs about the future of Tsige.”


  A revolution. Plans for an independent city. The fact that, for some reason, upper-level people from the Lorel Union were among its supporters. The fact that the nobles and royals here were even more foolish than the ones in the kingdom and empire.


  So much. Really, so much. But even I wasn’t careless enough to chatter about the details in public, so I couldn’t explain properly here.


  “In practice, that man’s the one holding this city together, after all,” Lime said. “Still, the city’s future, huh… Boss, you must be worn out.”


  “I was the one who asked for it, but it looks like this is going to be a pretty harsh course of study…”


  “Rembrandt? Being harsh with you, boss? The man’s as sweet as honey when it comes to you. Huh. Strange things really do happen.”


  Sweet as honey?


  Lime said that so casually, but it was undeniably true. To the merchants based in this city, Rembrandt was an overwhelmingly powerful figure and, with no opposing force capable of defying him, a ruler in all but name.


  Even lately, as a father, he’d been throwing around considerable authority for the sake of his daughters.


  In other words, his extreme doting-parent routine was getting a free pass.


  When he made a request, it was effectively the same as an order.


  It made perfect sense that people saw him as the man holding the city together.


  As I walked and talked with Lime through the middle of town, several shadows abruptly blocked the path ahead of us.


  With unbelievable boldness, three men stood in our way, clearly targeting me.


  “Wow.”


  “Haha. Big Sis often says, ‘Speak of rumors and shadows appear,’ and this is exactly that, isn’t it?” Lime remarked.


  They were obviously failed adventurers turned thugs. They made no attempt to hide their presence, and the instant the two of us stepped into a slightly narrow shortcut and ended up alone, here they were.


  They were such textbook lowlifes that I wanted to ask whether they’d forgotten their spiked shoulder pads at home.


  I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if one of them had said, Heh heh heh, or, You look like you’ve got money, brother.


  “Heh heh heh.”


  “That’s some pretty nice clothes you’re wearin’, brother.”


  “Got money to spare, don’tcha?”


  Yep. Exactly right.


  Now then, what should I do?


  Before I could even think that far ahead—


  “—?!”


  The three men’s eyes rolled back and they collapsed.


  Lime had struck them unconscious with stunning efficiency.


  In less than a minute, he had them tied up together with rope.


  Hey, hey. That net-like binding pattern.


  I’m not commenting on it. Absolutely not.


  “Thanks. You saved me,” I murmured quietly while the street around us grew noisy.


  “I got to try out the capture technique I learned recently.”


  Tomoe, what exactly were you teaching him?


  “Bandits in the middle of town, huh. I guess as the population increases, public order naturally gets worse.”


  To expand a city’s scale, population growth was essential. But all sorts of negative effects and problems came with that. Development that brought only good things didn’t happen often.


  “Let’s hand them over on suspicion of robbery. If I remember right, there should be a guard station nearby…”


  Honestly, I felt like it would be enough to grab someone nearby, point at the already unconscious trio, and ask them to handle it.


  As for the guard station around here, was it the Adventurer’s Guild? Or the Merchants’ Guild?


  Still, unlike monsters, bandits and criminals were troublesome because they could lurk both inside and outside towns.


  If they were simple robbers, that was one thing, but someone plotting something far more vicious might blend in among people like this. In the end, people were the most frightening and troublesome creatures in this world, too.


  “?”


  Suddenly, I felt someone’s gaze.


  When I turned toward it, I saw a tall chimney.


  There was a ladder propped against it… A child? Or maybe a dwarf?


  The instant I thought I’d met eyes with a small figure, something flashed.


  A shot.


  The target was… oh, me.


  Lime didn’t react. It seemed his mind was wandering through the map of Tsige in his head.


  Since he was serving as my escort, I would have liked him to notice.


  What flew from the sniper, who hadn’t even exposed half their body from the chimney’s shadow, was a short arrow.


  A weapon like a crossbow. Its range was far longer than it looked. If I’d shown it to the eldwar, they might have been delighted.


  Fortunately, no one stood in the line of fire except me.


  I shifted slightly and plucked the incoming arrow from the air with my fingers.


  Of course, I didn’t take my eyes off the sniper.
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  Maybe the sniper had frozen for a moment in shock after seeing me catch the arrow, because they were still there, partly visible.


  Too bad. If they’d stayed hidden, I wouldn’t have gone so far as to pierce through the chimney just to take them down.


  No, in this case, if they had hidden properly, destroying the chimney would have been collateral damage.


  In any case, I threw the strange arrow in my hand—slightly longer than a dart—straight back at my attacker. The arrow gouged away the shoulder of the sniper, probably a demi-human, who then vanished into the distance.


  I say “probably a demi-human” because their skill was far too high for them to be an actual child.


  The arm struck by the arrow seemed to be barely hanging on.


  “Boss?!”


  Finally, Lime noticed something had happened on my side and rushed over to me.


  “Sniper. They can’t keep fighting, but it looks like they still have enough strength to run.”


  “I’ll have someone pursue them. Were those thugs earlier just decoys? Was this a planned attack?”


  “Hard to say. The difference in skill felt too wide, so it might be something else. For pursuit, send Mondo to… Tomoe?”


  Before I even finished speaking, not only was Mondo of the forest ogres transferred in and began pursuing the sniper, but there was Tomoe beside him.


  “Yes. Huh? Neesan?” Lime asked.


  “Oh, so you don’t know either, Lime?”


  Apparently, he hadn’t been told Tomoe would personally move.


  “N-no, sir. Ah, through telepathy. Please give me a moment…”


  Was it because Mondo alone might not be enough?


  Hard to say. I’d only seen the sniper’s skill at shooting, so it was difficult to judge how this would go.


  If that shot was their best skill as a refined sniper, then Mondo would be more than enough. But if sniping was actually one of their weaker skills, or if they possessed evenly high ability across the board, Mondo alone might get hurt.


  “Neesan seems interested in that one from just now,” Lime reported. “She says I don’t need to assist, and that I should properly escort you back, boss.”


  “Got it. Tomoe could’ve just told me directly.”


  I doubted she cared about going over Lime’s head or anything like that.


  In fact, from what I’d heard from Lime, Tomoe was putting him through such absurdly Spartan training that I almost felt sorry for him. I really thought she could let him rest a little.


  Oops. Because I’d accidentally looked at him with gentle pity, Lime was staring at me with a puzzled expression.


  “Also, she said there is something she very much wishes to report to you once we return.”


  “Got it. There’s a lot I wanted to discuss, too, so that works out. Looks like tonight’s after-dinner meeting might run long.”


  The post-dinner report, contact, and consultation session was going to be fun, with no shortage of topics.


  The gap between today and our usual “what happened today” conversations was enormous.


  “The tension in those meetings is no joke. Since I reacted late to the sniper, maybe I’ll be called in too.”


  The after-dinner report meetings in the Demiplane actually had various residents joining in by turns.


  As Lime said, there were certainly cases where someone participated as a substitute for a reflection meeting.


  “I don’t think you’ll be blamed for this one. The opponent chose their position properly, and their aim and arrow speed were impressive. They also attacked right when you relaxed for an instant while suppressing their killing intent as much as possible. They were pretty good.”


  “Yes. Honestly, that sniper was among the upper ranks, even compared to adventurers trained in the Wasteland. If that shot had been aimed at me, I think dodging with everything I had would’ve been the best I could do.”


  “I only noticed the shot because I got lucky.”


  At my casual reply, Lime’s face twitched.


  “You caught it with ease, threw it back, blew their shoulder apart, and then made the arrow disappear. ‘Managing to deal with it somehow’ applies to people like me, boss.”


  “Hahaha.”


  As we laughed together, yet another rough-looking group picked a fight with us.


  “Hey, hey, brother. You steppin’ on my shadow or what, huh?!”


  “Shut up!”


  Apparently, Lime had grown irritated by the time of our second encounter, and he scattered the men in an instant.


  The ruffian embedded in the wall was left there without even being tied up. Rest in peace.


  “Boss, are you listening?!” Lime asked.


  “Hmm. More or less.”


  “More or less?! Someone just tried to kill you! Aren’t you taking this way too lightly?!”


  “I’ve been getting dragged into incidents nonstop lately, so I think my senses have gone numb. Golden dragon breath, swarms of undead, that kind of thing.”


  “You’re living in a harsher environment than most adventurers. Well, I never expected I’d end up running into Nebiros, a legendary-class undead, either. If I hadn’t been with you, boss, I might’ve died.”


  Still chatting, Lime and I returned to the shop—or at least, we tried to.


  For some reason, on this day of all days, we ended up being attacked several more times afterward. Each time, Lime finished things instantly, then tied up the attackers in a repeated cycle of cleanup. Maybe it wasn’t meant as a joke, but there were a lot of beautifully executed street-fight kicks involved.


  Possibly because of that, one more deeply unwelcome story was added to the dubious collection of tales surrounding the mysterious representative of the Kuzunoha Company: When he goes out into town, robbers spontaneously end up tied in decorative rope bondage.


  Seriously, Lime. Who taught you that, Tomoe?


  Where in this world is the right answer supposed to be?


  In any case, I returned to the first branch of our Kuzunoha Company, which was renting space inside Rembrandt’s shop.


  As always, business was booming, which never failed to bring a smile to my face.


  “I’m back.”


  “Young Master! Welcome back!”


  The four employees stationed inside the shop all called out their greetings at once. Because every one of them shouted things like Young Master in loud voices, the customers turned intense looks toward me, too.


  I smiled and nodded politely to the customers whose eyes met mine, then headed behind the counter.


  When I passed through the back area and entered the office, I found a forest ogre and a gorgon deep in paperwork.


  You might think a small shop would only have a small amount of office work, but that wasn’t necessarily true.


  “Welcome back!”


  “Thanks,” I told them. “Don’t mind me; keep working.”


  Even so, when I sat in my own seat—which didn’t get much use—the gorgon employee brought me a drink.


  In the end, just by showing up, I made people take care of me. I wanted to take better care of myself, but it wasn’t easy.


  “Thanks,” I said.


  “Not at all. We were just thinking of having some tea ourselves.”


  “Still, business is good. The reports say both customer numbers and sales have been rising steadily ever since Tsige started growing so fast. From your perspective on-site, how have things been lately?”


  “It’s been incredibly rewarding—more so than the numbers alone can express. In addition to the customers shopping in the storefront, we’ve also been getting lots of reservations and orders, so we’re requesting expanded daily inventory capacity and an increase in craftsmen.”


  More distribution volume and more craftsmen, huh.


  That request had definitely reached me several times before.


  Every time I responded to it, the same request came again almost immediately afterward, so lately I’d put it on hold while watching the situation. But after walking through Tsige again for the first time in a while, my thinking had started to change a little.


  It wasn’t only that the Kuzunoha Company’s sales had grown unusually large and profitable. I’d finally felt for myself the breakneck speed with which the city was developing.


  Every time I came here, the shape of the city had changed. That was how fiercely alive Tsige was right now.


  She’d said her days were rewarding, and judging from her expression, there was no sarcasm or malice in the words.


  That made me happier than simply hearing that she was busy.


  “Would increasing the number of craftsmen be enough to keep up with the workload?” I asked. “Do you think the shop itself can keep running as is?”


  “On days when we have especially many customers, those of us in the office also help out in the storefront, so in terms of personnel, I wouldn’t say we need more people just yet. But…” Her eyes widened. “Could it be?”


  “Mm. I’ll think about it.”


  “Thank you very much!”


  I’d been checking the shop and customer situation in Rotsgard fairly often, but I'd left parts of the Tsige store almost entirely to the people here. I needed to reflect on that.


  “I don’t know yet how much we’ll be able to expand, but I want to confirm the current situation and hear what everyone has to say. So, could one person bring me a report after dinner? Everyone will be gathered tonight.”


  “G-got it!”


  The moment I said everyone, her expression seemed to stiffen.


  Or maybe that was just my imagination. Well, either way.


  After consulting Shiki later, I would also refer to the daily reports from Rotsgard. That being the case, it was probably best not to decide the details here on the spot.


  Considering that I would likely be attending Rembrandt’s gatherings many times from now on, I felt it might be time for us to increase sales another step.


  For the sake of prestige, too.


  A shop that wasn’t a restaurant, yet drew ordinary townsfolk and adventurers both day and night, was genuinely rare. And the Kuzunoha Company had come this far while remaining in that position.


  We had the advantage of renting space here and could convert visitors to the Rembrandt Company into our customers as well. I thought that was pretty impressive.


  “Now then,” I told the gorgon, “keep up the good work a little longer. I only stopped by briefly, so I’ll head back now. I’m counting on you for that report.”


  “Thank you for your hard work!”


  From what I could tell, no one in the shop was looking down on our employees just because they were demi-humans.


  That said, Rembrandt had suggested that it might be time to consider employing hyumans as well.


  That was probably something we needed to think about seriously.


  He’d also said it would eliminate any possible concerns, but if we were going to hire hyumans in Tsige, perhaps having someone from Rembrandt’s place seconded to us would be an option.


  If all that mattered was that they were hyuman, then they could just stand there like a scarecrow. To be blunt, that might even be ideal.


  They wouldn’t need to be capable, nor would we need them to become capable.


  If we continued with our current policy, we could train employees thoroughly in the Demiplane before putting them in the shop. I didn’t feel any need to create a system for hiring and training hyumans from scratch in-store.


  This world didn’t have a system like temporary staffing agencies, so that sort of thing was difficult.


  Even the temporary employment of students we were doing at the Rotsgard Kuzunoha branch—in other words, part-time work—was considered quite unusual. Over there, they were still recovering from the mutant incident, so the city was fairly tolerant of new ways of working.


  The fact that the actual workers were a limited number of students I already knew from my lectures also made introducing part-time work much smoother.


  Whenever I started thinking about one thing, my thoughts scattered in every direction, and everything began to feel more complicated in my own head. People told me I should think more simply, and I knew this was one of my bad habits.


  For now, I needed to organize what was said at the gathering. So, I decided to go back to the Demiplane.
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  After dinner, my four followers gathered together in my room in the Demiplane.


  “The Milliono Company and the Eleor Company, is it?” Shiki said thoughtfully. “They are indeed gaining considerable momentum in Tsige. If I remember correctly, both were mid-sized firms until Kuzunoha opened there, and since then they’ve each pulled ahead and grown rapidly.”


  As expected, he knew both of them perfectly.


  “Huh. I see. They were new faces to me, but they really are impressive people, then. Both representatives seemed willing to get along with us, so they left a pretty good impression on me. The Milliono Company is a wholesaler for materials from the Wasteland, and Eleor specializes in land and building sales. I’m glad neither of them really competes with us. It feels like we might be able to have a purely friendly relationship.”


  Well, where materials were concerned, Tomoe and Mio weren’t entirely unrelated.


  In fact, the representative of the Milliono Company had thanked Tomoe, Mio, and even me for the flow of Wasteland materials. Still, they could purchase supplies from the Adventurer’s Guild’s buying office in addition to posting requests, so I doubted we had many direct points of contact.


  I thought he was a conscientious person.


  As for the Eleor Company, I didn’t remember ever dealing with them directly.


  The land we owned for our new shop had been introduced to us by the Merchants’ Guild and transferred from the landlord, so I was pretty sure they hadn’t been involved.


  “Mm, the Eleor Company…” Tomoe frowned faintly, searching her memory. “If I recall…”


  Ah, right. When we bought that piece of land, Tomoe was the one who moved directly.


  “Do you know that company?”


  “Ah. Yes. When we purchased that land before, the landlord was on close terms with a company of that name, I believe.”


  “The landlord was close with them… That doesn’t really have much to do with us, does it?”


  “No, I suppose not. In any case, owning the land hasn’t caused any particular trouble, and I don’t believe we’ve gotten any special assistance from them.”


  “Is that all?”


  For some reason, I felt there might be more to the connection.


  “Most likely. That’s all I can recall at the moment.”


  But Tomoe’s answer was an uncertain denial.


  “Come to think of it, the Eleor Company recommended that I purchase some land,” I said. “It’s next to the place we already own. Since our business is going so well, they said we’ll surely build a fine shop before long, so they offered it as a gesture of friendship.”


  They were quite skilled at business.


  It was true that if we kept renting space forever, it would probably inconvenience Rembrandt. And we already owned land for a shop. If the land they’d recommended had been somewhere else, I would have apologized and refused immediately. But if it were next to the land we already owned, it would mean we could simply expand the site for our store.


  Had they assumed we might buy the surrounding land because we’d left ours untouched? It was hard to believe they just happened to conveniently own the neighboring lot, too.


  There should have been a shop there at the time, and the ownership must have changed some time ago, yet for some reason, the lot was vacant. That too was unnatural, if you thought about it.


  I felt like my wallet was being targeted.


  I handed Tomoe the paper I’d received from the Eleor Company representative, with information about the land written on it.


  Land in Tsige was expensive.


  That much I understood vaguely, but I had no standard for what was actually considered expensive.


  My knowledge was only hazy.


  In the modern world, land near train stations was pricey. The countryside was cheap. That sort of thing. Nothing more than a vague feeling.


  So, deciding whether to buy the land was something I should do after having Tomoe and Shiki look at it and hearing their opinions.


  Regardless of how much of today’s discussion would actually come to pass, the Eleor Company was thinking about expanding the city’s outer walls.


  That meant, at a minimum, they would need cash to buy the newly added land.


  There was also the possibility that they would need funds for lobbying to get the expansion approved—AKA bribes. They might also have expenses related to rebuilding the outer wall.


  In that case, there was a very real chance the land they’d recommended to me had been marked up to an absurd price because they saw me as an easy target.


  “This is…”


  “Hmm.”


  After reading the paper, Shiki and Tomoe both widened their eyes for an instant.


  Were they surprised?


  In that case, the price must have been quite high indeed.


  There was no way they would throw out a price like that if they were trying to scam us, or dangle the land as bait for some even more problematic trap. At the very least, it didn’t feel like a cheap and tempting amount to me.


  “Compared to Rotsgard, it’s absurdly, unbelievably expensive, but how does it look to you two?”


  I knew perfectly well that different cities couldn’t really be compared like that.


  Still, for the same price, we could buy more than ten times as much land in Rotsgard. Land prices there were apparently high compared to other towns and countries, but the amount the Eleor Company proposed shocked me.


  It was almost exactly the same size as the plot we currently owned, yet five times the price.


  Even accounting for rising land values, I suspected they were overcharging us considerably.


  No matter how good an impression someone made on me, I couldn’t simply trust every method they used as merchants.


  “It’s exceptional,” Shiki answered.


  “Indeed. They clearly have no intention of making money from this transaction,” Tomoe added.


  “So, this price is low?”


  “Yes. I find it hard to believe that Eleor presented this estimate to us at all.”


  “Land prices in Tsige have been rising for quite some time,” Tomoe explained. “Depending on when the Eleor Company purchased it, at this price, they won’t even make a profit. Land naturally comes with management costs and taxes as well.”


  “Then this is a lucky break. I was thinking it might be about time for us to have our own shop.”


  Should we buy it then?


  We’d spent some money on restoring Kaleneon after taking it back from the demons, but at present, we had more than enough cash.


  I was getting fairly enthusiastic, but Shiki and Tomoe exchanged glances, both looking as if something bothered them.


  “However, Tomoe-dono, this is…”


  “Mm. It is indeed somewhat unnatural. Young Master, don’t decide right away. Let’s arrange a business meeting with them. Soon, on a date when either Shiki or I can be present. There are matters I wish to confirm.”


  “Got it.”


  With the matter of the Eleor Company settled for the moment, Mio entered the conversation.


  “Young Master, I often saw the name Milliono Company among the Adventurer’s Guild requests. They issued quite a few collection requests for rare materials and materials needed in large quantities. Judging from the rewards and the number of requests, they seemed to be quite prosperous.”


  “If you remember them, Mio, they really must have posted a lot of requests. Their representative thanked you and Tomoe. He said the two of you were the reason the flow of Wasteland materials increased.”


  The representatives of the Eleor Company and the Milliono Company alike were incredibly good with words.


  They praised people constantly.


  It was true that Tomoe and Mio had contributed to the Wasteland material trade to some extent, but the materials those two had brought back through requests were, no matter how you thought about it, an insignificant amount.


  The ones actually bringing most of the materials back to the city were adventurers like Toa and her companions. And yet, it is thanks to you two.


  I guess praise is cheap, isn’t it?


  “I haven’t been looking after adventurers much lately,” Mio said with a faint expression of relief. “But if Tamaki is going to focus on the Demiplane, we may find ourselves with more room to spare. Perhaps I will show my face there again.”


  The praise had apparently been highly effective.


  “It’ll be a while before we can truly say we have free time,” Tomoe said. “We can’t simply leave everything inside the Demiplane to her all at once.”


  So, Tomoe liked the idea of helping adventurers again.


  Honestly, I’d been happy when they praised Tomoe and Mio back there, too.


  If Tamaki learned the work, Shiki would be the one who benefited most, but part of Tomoe and Mio’s burden would probably lighten as well. Maybe the two of them really would start looking after Tsige’s adventurers again.


  “I will devote myself fully so that both of you may move freely,” Tamaki said, smiling as she accepted our gazes.


  “Oh, right. Tamaki. The gate connecting the shrine and the town seems to be working without any trouble, but how much manpower do you think you’ll need to manage the place from now on? The grounds are huge, and we don’t exactly have people who know anything about shrines.”


  “Travel between this town and the shrine is perfectly comfortable,” Tamaki reported. “For the time being, those living in the sea town will visit solely through the gate, and discussions regarding construction are scheduled to begin as early as tomorrow. As for personnel to assist with the shrine’s duties…”


  I nodded along as I listened to Tamaki’s report.


  First, it seemed she wanted people who wouldn’t just assist, but formally serve as shrine personnel. Even if the gods weren’t physically present in this space, it was still a space enshrining gods who genuinely existed, so that made sense.


  Permission granted.


  Next, regarding knowledge about shrines, she wanted to use part of the books Tomoe had compiled from my memories.


  That was reasonable too.


  When I showed Tamaki the library, she’d been incredibly surprised. And for someone whose expression was usually difficult to read, she was unusually, unmistakably fascinated as she talked with Tomoe.


  Books were the quickest way to acquire knowledge from my world, and so long as Tomoe and I checked the contents of the books she used, there shouldn’t be any problems.


  Recently, someone in the Demiplane even said they wanted to become a full-fledged chef. One after another, specialized professions that hadn’t existed within each race’s original way of life were beginning to appear inside the Demiplane.


  Maybe my memories were helping with those movements as well.


  It felt strangely warming.


  “Thanks to you holding the flower-viewing banquet at the shrine, Makoto-sama, the residents currently have a very favorable impression of it. Since we’re not demanding forced faith from anyone…”


  Apparently, there was no negative feeling toward the new temples that had appeared suddenly.


  It wasn’t as if we intended to convert people or anything.


  The less trouble the better, right?


  The transfer of duties from Shiki, Tomoe, and Mio was also scheduled to begin right away, though it would depend on Tamaki’s capabilities.


  When it came to learning work, sooner was obviously better.


  Of course, the first step was determining how much she could handle at once.


  If you packed too much in, something would break. I knew that much from painful experience.


  “That would be the outline,” Tamaki finished. “Also, if I’m able to properly fulfill my duties, I believe I may begin by assisting Shiki-san with the company’s work as—”


  “That won’t be necessary,” I cut in. “Shiki’s handling that well enough already. Tamaki, I want you to focus on what’s happening inside the Demiplane, whether on land or sea. First, I’d like you to exchange opinions with the different races. As for reducing Shiki’s burden in here, I’ll have you ask Shiki directly and divide up the work from there.”


  At present, broadly speaking, Tomoe and Shiki mainly looked after the first town, while Mio and Shiki mostly oversaw the town being built by the sea. I wanted Tamaki to become capable of watching both, and to lighten Shiki’s load.


  “Yes, Young Master. I spoke beyond my place. I apologize,” Tamaki said.


  “No, I’m happy to hear your opinions, please keep giving them. Now, about the matter I mentioned earlier. Shiki,” I said, turning to him. “I’m thinking of increasing the daily inventory for the Tsige shop. Looking at how lively Tsige is now, I don’t think increasing the quantity itself would be a problem. But what level do you think would be appropriate?”


  Just as Shiki was about to answer, there was a knock at the door.


  “Excuse me.”


  “Come in!” I called, and a young eldwar stepped into the room with a visibly tense expression and a trembling voice.


  His left arm and left leg were moving together.


  The last time I’d actually seen someone do that was during marching practice in elementary school.


  This might have been my first time seeing someone do it because they were nervous.


  “Good work,” Tomoe said after receiving the eldwar’s report. “There are a few things we wish to ask, so stay here a while.”


  “Y-yes, ma’am!”


  “Don’t stiffen yourself so much. Would you like to wet your throat with liquor? It may make speaking easier,” she said.


  “I’m fine, ma’am!”


  The eldwar didn’t look fine at all. Maybe it had been a bad idea to suddenly ask one of the shop employees to come on the very same day.


  Had they pushed the duty onto each other until it was decided, like some kind of punishment game?


  Even if he wasn’t stationed there full-time, maybe I should have specifically asked for someone like Beren, an eldwar who often stopped by the shop. That probably would have been safer.


  Still, did coming here really make people this nervous?


  I was starting to worry if we’d be able to get a proper conversation out of him at this rate, so Tomoe poured a light alcoholic drink she’d prepared in advance.


  The eldwar held the glass in both trembling hands as he accepted Tomoe’s pour. At her urging, he drained the vivid green liquid in one go. By dwarven standards, it was weak enough to be little more than scented water, so he didn’t collapse from chugging it. At least he seemed to calm down somewhat as a result.


  Maybe.


  “Th-then, regarding the contents of the report, I shall explaish—expla—”


  No good.


  This wasn’t going to work.


  Unable to watch any longer, Tomoe threw him a lifeline.


  “No, wait. The report itself is quite well prepared. We’ll ask the questions. You need only answer them.”


  Oh. That’s useful. I should remember that.


  Shiki, who’d finished skimming the document, also spoke up to ease the eldwar’s nerves.


  “Indeed, this is well organized. Yumemi of the gorgons must have written it. She handles office work very capably.”


  “Just as you say, Shiki-sama!”


  A gorgon. Right, there was one in the office. And once I heard the name Yumemi, I could clearly remember her.


  She was part of the third group of gorgons sent to Tsige.


  Working for the company meant leaving the Demiplane, so no matter the race, I felt uneasy unless the person had acquired a certain level of strength and knowledge. That was why everyone had to take a simple test before they could work at Kuzunoha.


  In my memory, Yumemi seemed a little more energetic than the woman who’d served me tea earlier. But women could become entirely different people depending on makeup, clothing, and bearing… Ah, now that I thought about it, the traces were definitely there. She matched the gorgon girl I remembered.


  While I was thinking about that, the report made its way around to me. I was the last one to read it.


  Oh. The handwriting was clean, and the report was easy to read.


  No wonder Shiki praised it. Even I could tell that it was written with the reader in mind.


  It included several numerical comparisons, so I could understand the situation, the requests being raised this time, and the reasoning behind them.


  I should keep this as a model for myself.


  “Now then, regarding the current customer base of the Kuzunoha Company…” Tomoe began.


  At times, Shiki added questions of his own, and the eldwar answered them one by one.


  About fifteen minutes passed like that. Once his role was finished, the eldwar left the room, unable to hide his exhaustion.


  On the surface, he looked like someone who had worked up a good sweat in a sauna, but the feeling he gave off was closer to someone whose mind and spirit had been completely wrung dry.


  After that, the rest of us settled on concrete numbers, and we agreed to begin using those figures the day after tomorrow.


  At last, we could move on to the main topic.


  “Good. I think this will help the Tsige shop run more smoothly. Phew… Now then, about the revolution in the Aion Kingdom and Tsige’s movements.”


  “If Rembrandt says it will happen,” Tomoe began, “then there’s very little doubt that a revolution will occur in Aion.”


  “I agree,” Shiki said.


  “As do I,” Mio added. But Tamaki remained silent. “Then what do you think about Tsige’s independence?” I asked. “As long as the Kuzunoha Company is there, we can’t exactly say it has nothing to do with us.”


  “Since Rembrandt is the one trying to make it happen, there will be upheaval, but I believe it will succeed,” Tomoe said.


  I found myself agreeing with her; if Rembrandt said he was going to do it, I assumed he had a fairly solid chance of winning.


  “That city has always felt far more like Tsige, gateway to the Wasteland, than Tsige of the Aion Kingdom,” Mio said. “The fact that Aion isn’t particularly useful to the city is commonly understood by its residents.”


  I thought that was accurate.


  It wasn’t quite like the bases in the Wasteland, but Tsige was a city brimming with frontier spirit. Even when I first visited, the residents’ sense of belonging to the Aion Kingdom felt weak.


  “Indeed,” Shiki agreed. “As long as the city can defend itself, independence brings only benefits. However…” he trailed off.


  “What is it?” I asked.


  “When it comes to a city’s self-defense, the invisible protection granted by belonging to a great nation is still significant. That said, whether Rotsgard or Tsige, the cities where you open shops certainly do become lively, Young Master.”


  …


  I-it was just coincidence.


  As I smiled awkwardly, Tamaki spoke up next.


  “If one intends to use a revolution to gain independence, then considering the conditions, the timing is indeed favorable. However, Tsige produces enormous wealth. I cannot imagine that not only the two great powers of the Aion Kingdom and the Lorel Union, but even the small and medium-sized nations around it would generously overlook a goose that lays golden eggs after it’s lost its backing.”


  She was right. Tsige’s geographical and economic conditions made independence difficult. First of all, the Aion Kingdom would never simply let that benefit go.


  “Rembrandt-san seems to be laying groundwork with influential people around the region on that front,” I pointed out.


  “Yes. If this merchant Rembrandt-san is a formidable enough figure for Tomoe and the others to acknowledge, then I doubt he would neglect such preparations. That’s why I also believe independence itself will succeed. But when I consider how long it can be maintained, the prospects look dimmer. Hyumans are in the midst of a war with the demons, and it’s clear that internal conflict during such a time is undesirable. Whether the Kingdom of Limia and the Gritonia Empire will remain silent is also…”


  “Hmm.”


  True. The demons might take advantage of the chaos created by Aion’s revolution and Tsige’s declaration of independence.


  If their enemy exposed an opening on its own, doing nothing could almost be considered a loss.


  In that case, it was possible that various countries would direct criticism toward Tsige.


  How bad would that be?


  It felt like it could become a fairly serious disadvantage. And then there was the issue of self-defense that Shiki had pointed out.


  Even now, Tsige didn’t rely on the few forces Aion stationed there for its defense.


  That was why I personally hadn’t been too concerned about it. Since the situation wouldn’t change much from how it was now, I’d thought it would be fine. But I hadn’t really considered the invisible defensive power produced by the name Tsige of the Aion Kingdom.


  A wealthy city that belonged to a great nation, and a wealthy city that governed itself.


  If someone from outside wanted to interfere, the latter felt overwhelmingly easier to target.


  Tsige provided indispensable materials to the outside and possessed the deepest information about the Wasteland, and that didn’t automatically mean no one would touch it.


  If anything, it seemed more natural for someone to want to bring the city into their own sphere of influence and monopolize the benefits.


  “To begin with,” Tamaki continued, “I do not fully understand why the Lorel Union would aid Tsige’s independence, even secretly. If handled poorly, the result several years from now may simply be that Tsige’s allegiance changes from the Aion Kingdom to the Lorel Union.”


  “Sairitsu-san said their reason was that Tsige helped them quite a bit not long ago.”


  There was an incident where harmful purple clouds, likely flowing in from the Wasteland, caused serious damage in Lorel. I helped resolve it after Lime contacted me—or rather, I was the one to finish off the cloud itself. Officially, however, it was somehow stopped thanks to Hibiki’s efforts.


  During the follow-up investigation into the purple clouds, the Lorel Union had apparently sent a request for cooperation to Tsige through Aion. Rembrandt handled the matter directly and contributed a great deal.


  So, this time, their help was supposedly repayment for that.


  Now that she mentioned it, it did feel like Lorel was taking on overwhelmingly more risk than reward by cooperating here.


  Or maybe Tsige had cooperated, but Aion had somehow obstructed the investigation?


  In any case, Tamaki was concerned that Lorel might have its eyes on Tsige.


  That, too, was possible.


  “Even if those are the words of Lorel’s Chūgū,” Tamaki said, “it is terribly unnatural as a reason for a great nation to act.”


  Tomoe narrowed her eyes.


  “Tamaki, for someone who has not yet set foot outside, you speak as though you know quite a lot about worldly affairs.”


  “I have not been granted permission to go outside,” Tamaki replied with a serene smile, “so instead, I have made sure to read through the records up to now. Of course, there are still parts of this world’s unique circumstances I am unfamiliar with, so I would be happy if you pointed out anything I have misunderstood.”


  “Oh? How studious.”


  “I wish to be of use to Makoto-sama as soon as possible.”


  There they went again, sending strange sparks flying.


  Both of them were smiling in a way that felt ominous, and honestly, a little scary.


  Still, being able to speak this much just from reading past reports and records was impressive. Right, Tamaki was saying all this without ever having visited Tsige, Aion, Lorel, or Rotsgard.


  I needed to keep that in mind and point out any odd misunderstandings she had.


  “All right, all right. Tomoe, Tamaki, let’s leave it there. The full details of the post-independence plan weren’t laid out this time, so I’ll ask about that too. When I need one of you to come with me, I’d appreciate it if you could make time where possible.”


  For now, I needed to understand certain information, including what form our cooperation should take.


  More than cooperation, more than alliance—if it were possible, absorption would undoubtedly bring the greatest profit.


  “Call upon me any time,” Tomoe said, and the other three nodded in agreement.


  Thanks.


  The straightforward word almost slipped from my mouth, but embarrassment kept it inside my heart.


  Rembrandt’s thoughts. Sairitsu’s intentions. How much did those two truly want from me in this matter?


  Thinking about that might become part of my studies too.


  I was also curious how the Aion Kingdom would respond to Tsige’s declaration of independence.


  Also, this situation—a city within a great nation seeking independence—was undoubtedly a dispute between hyumans.


  The Goddess probably wouldn’t have a role this time. And even if she wanted one, given her recent circumstances, I doubted she could do much.


  I should be able to ignore that insect goddess.


  Lately, I’d traveled around the world quite a bit, but that would no longer be necessary for a while.


  That’s right. I can settle down and focus…


  Hm?


  If I was going to stay in Tsige for a while because of the independence and revolution issues, I still couldn’t neglect my teaching work at Rotsgard or the shop there. I also needed to check on Kaleneon regularly.


  Didn’t that mean I’d still be flying around as much as ever?


  “Still, Young Master,” Tomoe said, neatly cutting into my thoughts, “in the end, we didn’t go sightseeing in the Lorel Union. It seems conquering all four great powers will have to wait until your next wandering tour. A pity, but when that time comes, I do hope you’ll allow me to accompany you.”


  “W-wait just a moment, Tomoe-san!” Mio sputtered. “What are you trying to slip in while no one is paying attention?! That is what we call stealing a march on someone! Leaving aside the newcomer who’s forbidden from going outside, and Shiki, who receives blatant favoritism, that is something we must properly discuss—and I will be the one to go!”


  Um, I don’t feel like I’ve been favoring anyone in particular.


  And forbidden from going outside made Tamaki sound like a child.


  Mio, I feel like some of that poison hit me, too.


  Still, Tomoe was not about to yield easily.


  “I don’t mind having a discussion, but I shall be the one to go. I have heard that in Lorel, parts of the Young Master’s world’s culture have been passed down in altered form. What am I to do if I do not tour such a place with Young Master?”


  Ah.


  Saying we’ll discuss it, but I’m going was strange. It basically meant, I’ll crush you from the start.


  I didn’t know Tomoe was that attached to Lorel.


  Still, come on. Sure, I’d visited a few great powers, and I wouldn’t say there weren’t moments that felt like travel, but hearing someone else call it a wandering tour kind of hurt.


  I went there seriously enough, and it was stressful!


  “Very well,” Mio declared. “Then let us have a thorough HANASHIAI.”1


  “Gladly!” Tomoe shot back.


  Mio. Tomoe.


  At this point, do whatever you want.


  Somehow, I had a feeling that when those two “talked things out,” the chances of me getting caught in the crossfire were high. But I didn’t have the energy to stop them.


  Shiki and Tamaki seemed equally unwilling to touch the situation, quietly observing instead.


  Whether I gained a new follower or Tsige’s momentum toward independence rose, it would be business as usual in the Demiplane.


  And they all lived happily ever after?


  “Makoto-sama, is something troubling you?” Tamaki asked when I didn’t say anything.


  Yeah. It felt like I was forgetting something.


  Everything I wanted to ask or discuss regarding today’s topics had definitely been handled.


  Ah, right. It was after meeting Rembrandt and the others at the guild, after getting attacked.


  I’d heard it through Lime’s message.


  “Oh, Tomoe,” I said. “Didn’t you say you had something to report today?”


  “Ah, that’s right! Mio-dono, forgive me, but would you step away for a moment? I have an important report to make!”


  Shiki’s voice overlapped with hers. “With the revolution discussion becoming so heated, I completely forgot. How careless of me.”


  Both of them?


  “All right, then let’s hear it. It isn’t something you can’t say in front of everyone, right?” I asked.


  Something important, yet forgotten.


  Yeah, that happens!


  Seeing that even Tomoe and Shiki could make that kind of mistake gave me a small sense of relief.


  “Regarding Toa’s long-standing tie of fate, which you’ve also been concerned about for some time, Young Master—it seems it will finally be settled.”


  “!”


  Her tie of fate.


  It was the very reason Toa, now Tsige’s ace adventurer, had become an adventurer in the first place: to find the family heirloom her ancestor had taken into the Wasteland long ago before disappearing.


  It was a dagger made from a special blue ore.


  Through some strange connection, a highland orc had found it somewhere in the Wasteland, and when I’d just arrived in this world and met them, they’d given it to me.


  It was a ritual dagger—a type called an asamī—and apparently it hadn’t suited the highland orcs very well, so it went unused for a long time. But it was possible one of their spellcasters might be able to adapt to it.


  Afterward, however, I met Toa and her companions at the Zetsuya base, and on the road to Tsige, she told me the story behind the dagger.


  When I heard about its material and design, I realized it was the one I had on me. But it was too heavy a matter to simply hand it back on the spot.


  I couldn’t explain well why I had it, and even if I told her the truth, I doubted she would believe me. In the end, I missed my timing, and the matter dragged on and on.


  So, I entrusted its peaceful return to Tomoe and the others, along with training the four of them…


  And here we were.


  “So, for Toa, this is basically a quest of destiny. You took quite a long time setting it up.”


  “Those people now reign at the summit of Tsige’s adventurers,” Tomoe replied. “We could hardly toss the dagger that might be called their leader’s life’s mission into some random cave with a few crude traps.”


  Should I nod and agree? Looking back on the whole thing, I sort of felt like I could have just returned it with a lot less drama.


  “The scenario is that she is asked to lay to rest the souls of the elite force that once challenged Tomoe-dono and was annihilated, then she obtains the dagger she seeks after overcoming hardships in a labyrinth out in the Wasteland,” Shiki added.


  I see. Toa’s ancestor apparently entered the Wasteland as part of a major Lorel project to subjugate the Greater Dragon Shin and died there.


  “When I slipped into Lorel for a short while, I examined a certain number of records and memories, then selected roughly sixty individuals whose identities were reliable. After that, we prepared a suitable labyrinth,” Tomoe explained.


  “Wait, Tomoe. Have you already been to Lorel? In that case—”


  Tomoe cut me off with alarming speed. “Ah, no! That doesn’t count! Our main purpose was to investigate the Greater Water Spirit together with Shiki, so I had no chance whatsoever to enjoy the culture.”


  I was about to say that, since Lorel wasn’t going anywhere, maybe she could let Mio or Shiki have the first proper trip. But she’d denied it before I could even finish.


  “For the undead extermination disguised as a requiem, we used materials from Nebiros that we obtained in Limia the other day,” Shiki explained, his voice taking on a faintly pleased edge. “At the head of the force is a somewhat degraded specimen we enjoyed preparing, with lower-grade undead possessing only instinct serving as extras. In total, we assembled sixty general-class undead. As for the labyrinth, the shallow layers were made into tombs, while the depths were arranged as the ruins of a city from Young Master’s world. We devoted ourselves to ensuring they can enjoy both a certain degree of group combat and exploration of unknown ruins.”


  Shiki had such a good look on his face.


  Nebiros and a ruined city, huh.


  So, he’d already started testing the harvest from Limia.


  “A vast labyrinth spreading beneath the Edge of the World. Once one enters, one is forced into an extreme situation where the only choices are conquest or death. And by discreetly allowing them to bring back reproductions of preserved foods and tools from Young Master’s world, we’ve also developed a clever way to encourage Tsige’s development. Kukukukuku.”


  “Fufufu… I am rather proud of the result.”


  Tomoe and Shiki were perfectly in sync.
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  Still, once you went in, you couldn’t leave unless you won? Was that really okay?


  Also, it seemed like they’d put a ridiculous amount of work into this. Even if it was for Toa and her companions, going that far for something that would only happen once seemed…


  “Ah, Young Master, please be at ease,” Tomoe said, sensing my concern. “Once they complete the labyrinth, we won’t allow it to end as a one-time phantom dungeon. We intend to make it possible for other adventurers to challenge it as well. When that happens, we plan to mix products from the Demiplane among the items that may be found there.”


  “It would be a waste not to make use of it,” Shiki said. “It may become an interesting wall for capable adventurers to challenge. I imagine Luto-dono will like it as well.”


  Ah, right. The Adventurer’s Guild’s purpose—or rather, the thinning of adventurers, was it?


  I’d heard about that quite some time ago. If there were genuinely high returns, then I supposed high risks couldn’t be helped.


  It was certainly less wasteful than using the labyrinth only once, and they had thought it through carefully.


  Tamaki timidly raised her hand.


  “… Um.”


  “Something bothering you?” I asked.


  “Yes. You mentioned a city from Makoto-sama’s world, but which era’s city has been turned into ruins?”


  Well, if it’s from my world, wouldn’t that mean a modern city?


  No, from the perspective of adventurers in this world, a modern city would be extremely alien.


  Then, given Tomoe’s tastes, Edo?


  The ruins of Edo. That was hard to picture.


  “Naturally, the modern era,” Tomoe answered. “We used the cities from the age Young Master lived in as a reference.”


  Tamaki’s expression clouded over.


  “Then are the preserved foods and tools you intend for this party, called Alpine, to discover also reproductions of modern goods?”


  “Generally, yes.”


  “Surely that does not include weapons, plastics, carbon, or precious stones?”


  Materials corresponding to advanced modern substances, useful or not, had been reproduced in the Demiplane to a certain extent.


  As for weapons, there were many whose basic structures were understood, with guns and artillery among them.


  Mass production hadn’t been permitted, but letting someone pick up a gun would obviously be dangerous.


  “Ah, so that’s what you mean. Rest easy, Tamaki,” Tomoe said. “The technologies we intend to show them are limited to things that exist as extensions of this world’s current technology. We have no intention of showing them guns, biological weapons, or ultra-long-range ballistic missiles.”


  “Guns.” Tamaki’s expression stiffened. “Surely you haven’t reproduced those?”


  “Their basic structure is hardly all that complicated. Something like a rifle capable of scoped sniping, or even an assault rifle with a certain degree of automatic fire, isn’t terribly difficult for us to make on a trial basis. The empire seems to be struggling quite a bit, but even they’ve already succeeded in using gunpowder to propel a bullet forward.”


  I-is that so?


  Even simply “using gunpowder to propel a bullet forward” sounded pretty difficult to me.


  “Impossible…” Tamaki was even more shocked than I was, and for a moment, she was at a loss for words.


  “It’s nothing impressive,” Tomoe said, looking almost bored. “They’re just blasting literal metal balls away with black powder. Is that really so surprising? The Empire’s Hero is also Japanese, like Young Master. It’s only natural that he would realize some measure of weaponry.”


  “But if firearms appear, the landscape of war could change completely. Should we really be taking such a leisurely stance?”


  “You are oddly persistent.” Tomoe’s eyes narrowed. “The Empire’s guns are, at most, degraded matchlocks in terms of performance, and they’ve been stalled there for quite some time. At this rate, there’s a fair chance their interest will shift to the byproduct of black powder before their technology improves. And mere gunpowder is no threat to the Demiplane. I see no reason to treat it as a problem.”


  “But guns were made in the Demiplane as well. If they exist, then in the unlikely event—”


  Tamaki’s concern, as Tomoe said, seemed to be going a little too far.


  I remembered permitting trial production and testing of guns for the sake of countermeasures so that we wouldn’t be hurt by an unfamiliar weapon if the Empire, which had been making suspicious movements, ever acquired high-performance firearms.


  But it wasn’t like we were mass-producing or using them.


  “Their cartridges, rifling, misfire prevention, and cooling haven’t reached any proper level,” Tomoe said. “Why fear a gun that merely fires? If Young Master used one, perhaps even the Empire’s current guns could hit a target four or five hundred meters away. But that’s all. Even soldiers or knights who have trained for years would barely manage to hit a target at fifty meters. Don’t you think you’re being too nervous, Tamaki?”


  “The essential problem with guns is that they grant even the weak a half-formed power, and thereby spread war needlessly…” Tamaki lowered her gaze. “No, you are right. I was imagining the power of the guns I know, and I allowed myself to feel too much threat from them. My apologies.”


  “We’re selecting the items they may find with the utmost care,” Shiki chimed in. “We’ll hear your concerns in detail later, Tamaki. If we’ve overlooked something, we will need to correct it.”


  The impression their words gave was completely Tomoe, the firm, and Shiki, the gentle. But in truth, Tomoe often moved flexibly according to the situation, while Shiki was the one who pushed things through. That became clear once you talked with them often enough.


  Tomoe in particular seemed bold, yet she had a surprisingly meticulous side.


  “Thank you, Shiki,” Tamaki said.


  Come to think of it, maybe because of daily stress, Aqua of the forest ogres had really taken a liking to the three-round burst mode on an assault rifle.


  That girl might actually have an interest or talent when it comes to guns.


  Personally, I didn’t really understand what was supposed to be fun about a weapon where all you did was pull a trigger and hit the target.


  That said, there were probably situations where it was the best option, and if such a time came, I would use one as a tool too.


  Assuming one was available.


  I had no intention of bringing guns into this world on a large scale, so it was a meaningless hypothetical.


  “So, how are Toa and the others doing now?”


  “Ah, right,” Tomoe said. “Alpine has safely discovered the dungeon we prepared somewhat earlier than expected, and it appears they’ve begun exploring it.”


  “That was fast. Then Rinon will be alone for a while.”


  “Indeed. But I send Komoe over often, and the adventurers in Tsige are practically always watching over her as well. I don’t believe there’s anything to worry about.”


  “Komoe, huh. Those two really have become close.”


  “Yes. She seems to have settled in well, which puts me at ease,” Tomoe said.


  “Being Toa’s little sister used to be dangerous, but now it’s become a strong form of protection, hasn’t it? Yeah, everyone really has grown.”


  In the past, there had been times when Rinon was targeted because of jealousy toward Toa or attempts to keep her in check. But now, more people protected her precisely because she was Toa’s sister.


  I see.


  The backing and protection of a great power was like that.


  Rembrandt seemed fully intent on throwing his away, but I was honestly grateful that I’d get to study the course he intended to steer from here on.


  “…”


  Tomoe and the others were all looking at me without saying a word.


  “What?”


  “Nothing. I merely felt once again that we are spending truly fulfilling days.”


  “I-I see. Then, for now, keep all reports and responses regarding Alpine at top priority. Also…”


  “Yes?”


  “What did you mean earlier when you said they found it ‘somewhat earlier than expected’?”


  “Oh.”


  “I know they’re eager, but Toa and her party wouldn’t suddenly start exploring the Wasteland faster, would they?”


  “Among Lime’s less reputable friends, there’s a mage named Citrus, who has quite an affinity for transfer magic,” Tomoe explained. “Alpine temporarily and partially restored the transfer formation at Zetsuya ruins and reused it. In a rare move for them, instead of passing through Tsige’s gate, they moved between bases using transfer formations. As for the final transfer beyond Zetsuya, it seems they hired that man temporarily to handle it.”


  “Citrus. Huh.”


  “You should know him as well, Young Master.”


  “Huh?”


  “It feels like ages ago now, but it was around the time you first became involved with the Rembrandt Company due to the cursed disease. There was an incident where Lime gathered a group and attacked us.”


  “Oh, right. That did happen.”


  “He’s the one whose face you cruelly ground halfway off.”


  “I did not! What kind of splatter story is that?!”


  Tamaki recoiled theatrically.


  Sure, back then, I might have handled him a little roughly, but his face only slid across the ground a bit! If I remembered right, he went on adventuring just fine afterward. Anyway, the man who tried to escape with transfer magic back then was Citrus.


  “The man left adventuring behind some time ago,” said Tomoe, “but it seems he’s now working freelance by specializing in his strong suit: transfer.”


  If, as an adventurer in Tsige, he could use transfer magic in the middle of battle, then he was certainly first-rate.


  “I see. That’s a good way to position himself.”


  I honestly respected adventurers who, after retiring, found work using the skills they’d built up during their careers.


  “Since he knows Lime, I wonder if he has some kind of relationship with our company, too.”


  “Yes. We’ve received reports that Kuzunoha has requested his cooperation a few times via Lime. After carrying Toa and the others, he apparently returned to Tsige with a great deal of cargo. I imagine he earned quite handsomely again.”


  “Still, restoring the transfer formation at Zetsuya means Louisa and Hazal must have worked pretty hard in that party. Not bad.”


  “We were impressed as well. And also by Citrus, who made excellent use of it.”


  “Yeah.”


  Tsige’s adventurers really were raising some specialists of their own.


  When I nodded in agreement, Tomoe suddenly glanced at Shiki.


  “If we’re only talking about transfer, he may well be more skilled than Shiki.”


  Shiki’s eyes twitched. “I-I admit I don’t have as much compatibility with transfer as that mage. However, whether one is more skilled or not is another matter entirely, Tomoe-dono.”


  So, he has some awareness of it.


  Shiki probably had more mana overall, so I also thought he wasn’t losing, just that his efficiency was lower.


  Maybe Tomoe was just giving him a little push.


  “Who can say? Young Master, that concludes the report on Alpine for now. We have properly prepared insurance, so you can look forward to their triumphant return.”


  “Got it. This adds more work for you and Shiki, but I’m counting on you,” I said.


  “Leave it to us,” the two replied in strong unison.


  The dagger itself was nothing exceptional in terms of performance. But surely this expedition would bring Alpine, and especially Toa, great growth.


  Right now, her job was… Shadowless, I think. Same as Morris.


  The other three had appropriate jobs of their own.


  How far would they grow from here?


  Good luck, Alpine.


  I’ll do my best as a merchant too.
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  The man was running with everything he had.


  His breathing came short and ragged—hah, hah—a grating sound with no consistency or composure. Even knowing it was his own, the man twisted his face in irritation. Right now, that noise only got in the way of his thoughts.


  He didn’t slow down.


  Nor did he allow the stealth skill concealing his presence, one belonging to the hidden arts, to lapse for even an instant.


  He was a first-rate professional who had operated in Tsige for over thirty years. Though a demi-human, he’d made a name for himself in the underworld. Being a noga, a race that retained an appearance similar to a hyuman teenager even after reaching maturity, served him well in his line of work.


  He was also fortunate that the noga possessed several traits advantageous for scouting and stealth. But he didn’t rely on those gifts alone. He’d trained himself relentlessly.


  That was why he could not only run faster and longer than hyumans, but even demi-humans who prided themselves on speed.


  Furthermore, various racial traits that an ordinary noga could only maintain continuously for ten-odd minutes could, if he so chose, be sustained for several days.


  I’d erased my presence completely. The timing after sending in those obvious small fry should have been perfect. His escort’s attention was diverted too.


  Even as he ran, the man reviewed the events that led to this outcome.


  The ambush point and sniping point were ideal as well. There was no better location. I’d taken his blind spot both physically and psychologically. Then came an extreme long-distance shot with my specially made mechanical bow. I took the utmost care to avoid mana detection and skill detection. And yet—


  Just a second before he took the shot, his target unquestionably looked his way.


  Even so, the man had kept his mind as focused as possible and completed the shot. There was no doubt he was a first-rate sniper and assassin.


  Among those who specialized in such work, only a chosen handful could carry out the job without losing focus even after being seen by the target at the instant they began sniping.


  That arrow came at him with a speed he should have never seen before. An arrow far shorter than normal… and he caught it by hand.


  By sending in the small fry, he’d managed to separate the adventurer who appeared to be the escort. He’d also confirmed the faint relaxation in his target.


  Despite that, his mark saw the shot and, worse still, caught the arrow barehanded.


  No matter how skilled the man was, no one could blame him for feeling a slight disturbance. But that disturbance caused an even greater failure.


  Throughout that entire sequence, his target didn’t look away from him even once. The moment he caught the arrow, he wore an expression that somehow seemed exasperated, or perhaps disappointed. Then, as though it were nothing at all, he shot the arrow straight back.


  No.


  Strictly speaking, it hadn’t been shooting or sniping, but throwing.


  There was no reason it should have reached all the way back to the sniper.


  Surprisingly, that arrow was far sharper than the one the man had fired, flying at terrifying speed. It pierced the upper part of his right arm, the shoulder where he had set the mechanical bow, and vanished into the distant sky together with the surrounding flesh.


  From being detected to being struck was, in reality, only a few seconds.


  It felt like eternity. When he remembered it, pain that should have been numbed by medicine revived in the man’s shoulder.


  Pain from memory, is it? the man thought, mocking himself.


  If he left behind his right arm, which was nearly torn away as it was, he would die. Prioritizing survival now over future aftereffects, he knew he was acting recklessly.


  I failed. If that opening strike didn’t kill him, I won’t get another chance.


  While sprinting at full speed, he replayed the situation again and again, thinking carefully about how he might launch another attack.


  At last, the man came to a realization.


  He could not win.


  Not one chance in ten thousand.


  An overwhelming ability gap existed between them.


  Filled with dark thoughts, he ran and ran and ran, making skillful use of rooftops and the shadows of buildings until he finally reached his destination and leaped through an open second-floor window.


  This was one of many hideouts belonging to the man known in Tsige by the alias “Letter,” a freelance disposer of troublesome people.


  Even if the hideout was reasonably equipped with tools and medicines, his right arm was far too badly wounded to be treated here. He needed a specialist.


  Still, he could at least perform emergency measures before going to a healing mage he knew.


  Perhaps he’d already decided what needed to be done first, because he hurried straight toward the shelf where he kept his magic medicines. Or rather, he tried to.


  His feet stopped dead, and his ragged breathing quieted.


  “Who’s there?”


  “… Oh? Impressive. I’ll give you a passing mark for that, at least.”


  The man turned his gaze to the side.


  There in the corner of the room, not even bothering to hide, sat a woman in a chair, her cheek propped on one hand at a round table.


  “You’re…”


  He immediately realized she was one of the key people concerned about his target.


  She was also one of the people he absolutely had to separate from the target to carry out the request.


  “So, you did your research thoroughly, even regarding the others around your target. That experience is good,” she said.


  “Tomoe, then.”


  “Indeed.”


  The woman’s mouth twisted into a grin.


  “It seems I’ve gotten mixed up with people far more dangerous than I imagined,” the man said with a sigh.


  “Now, now. Don’t kill yourself just because you know you can’t win. I have no particular interest in your employer, and I have no intention of torturing you.”


  “!”


  The man was struck speechless. Had Tomoe read his thoughts?


  “If you did such a thing, it would only mean more trouble for me,” Tomoe muttered, then grumbled under her breath for a moment before suddenly calling someone’s name.


  “Mondo.”


  “Yes,” came the immediate reply from behind the man.


  “?!”


  The moment the man noticed Tomoe inside the hideout, he knew something was fatally wrong.


  Now, given their positions, it also meant this Mondo had followed him here.


  Suppose, for instance, he decided to run. Would that work or not?


  Both the man’s experience and instincts rang alarm bells, screaming at him not to move.


  “I think this one should do well enough. What say you?” Tomoe asked.


  “I believe he will suffice,” Mondo answered after a pause.


  The man stood frozen, unable to move or speak.


  “Then… you there. Letter, was it? Your real name is Luki, I see.”


  “! Wh—”


  Tomoe named him perfectly, using a name even he himself was barely conscious of anymore. Cold sweat wouldn’t stop running down Letter’s back.


  She said she had no interest in his employer, but to Letter, it sounded as though she meant she had no need to ask because she already knew everything.


  “Luki,” Tomoe said, staring at him. “This is punishment for attacking our Young Master. Keep us company for a while. Mondo, I leave the rest to you.”


  With that, Tomoe vanished.


  “What are you, people?” Letter asked.


  “As you can see, we’re the Kuzunoha Company, a hardworking little general store doing our best in Tsige. Well, lucky you, things turned out this way. So, behave and follow along,” answered Mondo, a brown-skinned man whose tone had grown somewhat casual.


  “Where in any of your actions was there anything like luck?! You moved like you predicted everything—no, like you knew everything from the very—”


  “When I said lucky, I meant you, Luki. You launched an attack, faced the Boss and Tomoe-sama, and you’re still alive. No doubt about it, you’ve got something going for you.”


  What would happen to him now, Letter couldn’t begin to guess. But one thing was certain: the decision was no longer his to make. And these people had found some use for him.


  Letter looked up toward the ceiling.


  I let a little hunger for fame push me into accepting a job far too dangerous for me.


  The sigh of resignation that slipped from him, despite his appearing no older than a middle-school boy, carried the weary weight of an adult who had stored away too many hardships.


  For ninety-nine percent of people in his line of work, the end came from misjudgment. And yet, for whatever reason, death hadn’t come for him.


  Maybe I really am lucky, Letter thought sarcastically.


  “I’d prefer it if you called me Letter,” he said quietly. “It’s been a long time since anyone called me by that other name.”


  “Sure thing. Letter, then.” Mondo gave an easy nod. “Don’t worry, we’re not asking you to do anything too hard. You’ll team up with some of ours, do a little observation, and if necessary, lend a hand. That’s all, come with me.”


  “I don’t mind, but before that, may I at least treat my wound? In this state, I won’t be able to provide the ability you’re asking for.”


  “Wound? Where?” Mondo asked, his grin sharpening with deliberate provocation.


  “My shoulder, obviously,” Letter began with a faint, incredulous smile, only for his eyes to fly wide.


  There was no pain.


  He looked at the shoulder that should have been half-gouged away and saw only uninjured skin.


  Letter was speechless.


  “Then let’s go meet the others.”


  “… All right.”


  Mondo then melted into the room’s dimness.


  It was a masterful skill.


  Yet Letter’s expression softened with relief.


  For the first time in this room, he’d seen a skill he understood.


  A moment later, he too melted away, just as Mondo had.


  ※※※


  


  A place that looked like an underground temple, or perhaps a tomb.


  Alpine was in the midst of a much-needed rest.


  Ten days had passed since they first set foot inside this place and began exploring it. Its basic structure was made up of narrow passages barely wide enough for two people to stand side by side, along with small rooms, medium-sized rooms, and larger halls.


  The supplies they’d prepared in generous amounts were still more than sufficient. Even so, the burden created by the absence of a specialist in recovery and various forms of treatment was plainly visible.


  “We really should recruit a healer eventually,” Toa muttered despite herself. “Either that, or train one.”


  Ranina and Louisa answered immediately.


  “I agree.”


  “Same here.”


  “I’m in favor as well,” Hazal added last. “Provided, of course, that they’re a decent person.”


  The other three nodded with deep, heartfelt agreement.


  Then Toa continued.


  “That’s the issue, isn’t it? Setting aside the fact that we all share the common experience of being driven to the very edge of our lives in Zetsuya, I never imagined every one of you had bad memories with healers too.”


  Thus, the truth behind one of Alpine’s mysteries whispered about in Tsige—their lack of a healer—was revealed.


  “I acknowledge that they are likely essential to any party,” Ranina said. “I acknowledge it, but those people have personalities more twisted than elves.”


  “I agree that a healer is a unique and irreplaceable role,” Louisa replied. “But they’re greedier than dwarves.”


  When Ranina and Louisa referred to elves and dwarves like that, it was merely a general statement about their races. The relationship between the two of them was perfectly fine. What came across through their words was that they disliked healers even more than the beings said to be their respective races’ natural enemies.


  “The few healers who are both skilled and decent people usually already belong to fixed parties,” Hazal pointed out. “And there are no good freelance healers who go in and out of the Wasteland. In fact, we’ve interviewed lots of people and looked into their backgrounds, but not a single candidate reached a passing level.”


  “Yeah,” Toa replied to Hazal, half-joking. “It’s not like we can just poach one from another party. Maybe we should forget efficiency, invite a newbie based on personality first, and train them from the ground up?”


  For a party as capable as Alpine, such a suggestion was actually realistic.


  Even then, problems would pile up. Could a newcomer keep up with their training? Could they endure the jealousy that other adventurers would almost certainly direct at them? And would they stay the course and avoid fleeing the party halfway through their training?


  The four of them had earned so much fame together that a fifth or sixth member would inevitably feel like an outsider at first.


  “That path is full of thorns. But personally, I refuse to hire someone temporarily,” Louisa said, grimacing.


  “Indeed. Temporary hires each time are out of the question,” Ranina agreed with the same sour look.


  Hazal muttered, “For this expedition alone, temporary might have been fine.”


  “Hazal, are you okay?” Toa asked.


  “Yes, Leader. After all, the moment we entered, we were sealed in. Once it came to that, betrayal and money-grubbing would probably become secondary concerns.”


  “I see.”


  Everyone nodded at Hazal’s self-deprecating opinion with a certain weary acceptance.


  After Alpine stepped underground and advanced for a while, they had returned to confirm the exit, only to learn that their retreat was cut off. The stairs that formed the entrance had vanished partway up. To make matters worse, shining letters appeared above where the stairway used to be, spelling out an extremely clear choice: CONQUEST OR DEATH.


  “Conquest or death. Adventurers, prove your strength… That’s harsh, considering we’re in an underground tomb and have no idea how far it goes,” Toa groaned, clutching her head.


  Beside her, Louisa sat on the floor of the stone chamber and let out a small sigh.


  “At least this place is orderly and temple-like, instead of rotten corpses crawling out of the ground one after another.”


  There was no filth, nor the stench of death. Mentally, it was far easier than the undead battle they’d imagined.


  Even so, Ranina was visibly disgusted.


  “The enemies are vile enough to make up for it. Every last one of them commands rotten corpses and bones. That claim about there being sixty of them is a scam.”


  “Honestly, that was a failure of recognition on our part,” Hazal said. “We focused too much on the fact that the enemy would be undead. Our preparations for that weren’t wrong, but if we’d thought about it a little more, it should have been obvious.”


  “What do you mean, Hazal? Are you saying those twenty-two high-ranking undead we’ve scattered so far were obvious?”


  “Think about it. Back then, every one of them was an elite, a hero, or a chosen expert who entered the Wasteland intending to subjugate a Greater Dragon. Every single one.”


  “Right. Ah, I see,” Ranina said, her eyes widening as she nodded several times. “That does make sense.”


  “Exactly,” Hazal said. “In other words, even if they’re undead now, they weren’t random villagers or half-baked adventurers when they died. Of course, they’d become things like the fallen bishop Apostle of Jotun, or the remains of the famous knight Headless Duke Dullahan Lord, or that ravenous corpse, Corpse Beauty Hazelnuts.”


  “The skeletons and zombies following them are ridiculously enhanced, too,” Toa added. “I tried throwing cheap holy water at one, and it barely burned off a layer of skin.”


  “Toa, why did you bring something so useless at a time like this?” Hazal asked, dumping a completely undisguised sigh on her.


  “Well, I got curious about how different cheap holy water, genuine holy water, and handmade holy water from a saint-class holy worker would be, so I kind of brought them. Teehee.”


  “Don’t teehee me. You suddenly started smacking a zombie across the face with a bottle of holy water in a situation where it was completely unnecessary, so I wondered what in the world happened.”


  “If it didn’t work, we could use it as drinking water. Still, handmade holy water from a sacred professional really is the strongest. Once the magic bag that the Bronze Man Company is researching reaches a practical level, I’m going to keep some of Shizuku’s stuff on hand. She’s the girl who generated our holy water this time.”


  “Ah, Shizuku… I hear the Bronze Man Company is having quite a hard time with the magic bag.”


  The Bronze Man Company was Tsige’s foremost specialist firm in smithing and magical toolcraft, standing at least three heads above the rest.


  It was said that if that company turned against you, even the most capable adventurer would find themselves unable to reach the deep Wasteland.


  Toa and her companions had obtained ancient documents and materials related to one of the legendary items—the magic bag, a satchel said to hold any number of objects—and entrusted them to the Bronze Man Company.


  They’d been told the research was progressing smoothly, but unfortunately, there was still no telling when it would be completed.


  “It can’t be helped,” Louisa said. “First of all, even once it’s done, they’ll need guinea pigs to actually use it. Until they know what sorts of accidents might cause the contents to be lost, it will be difficult. Especially in a place like this, where a single exploration or request can easily make a fortune.”


  Indeed, this magic bag would have several problems.


  First, obtaining one would require considerable financial power. On top of that, the risk of losing items due to some unforeseen accident was enormous.


  “Still, wouldn’t it be just like the Kuzunoha Company to have one sitting in the general goods corner?” Hazal asked.


  “That sounds possible, which is exactly why it’s troubling!”


  Despite the bleak environment around them, Hazal and Toa’s banter drew a burst of laughter from the group. Alpine possessed that kind of mental resilience.


  Every party member had a tough spirit and remarkable adaptability.


  That, too, made choosing additional members difficult. It was both their strength and their weakness.


  “Thirty-eight left,” Toa said, her expression turning serious once more as she numbered the remaining undead.


  If counting sheer bodies, they’d already dealt with several hundred easily. But among the sixty targets, they hadn’t yet reached half.


  It was possible that some weaker ones had been mixed in and that they’d actually defeated more than twenty-two, but it would be dangerous to rely on wishful thinking.


  “If our client was telling the truth,” Ranina muttered.


  “At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if Lines Osprey the Calamity Hawk Handler showed up. You know, the famous ghoul passed down among elves? It feels disrespectful to say it, but I’m looking forward to it. I truly never get bored when I’m with all of you.”


  Toa’s mouth twitched.


  “I’ve never even heard of that one. What kind of nightmare is it?”


  “Apparently, it was an undead hunter who commanded birds of prey that were incarnations of spirits. They say he killed thousands of hyuman soldiers alone.”


  “Considering what we’ve seen so far, that sounds entirely possible,” Hazal said. “At this rate, we may be able to complete a collection of the world’s most famous undead.”


  “Stop it, Hazal. That’s not funny.”


  “Then, for dwarves… perhaps Hate Flare, the Grudge-Flame Hammer? Or the undead they call the Volcano Eater, who felt ecstasy in flames fed with the living. It was the remains of a dwarf once known as a master smith, and its hammer is apparently a treasure beyond price to craftsmen.”


  Hazal nodded with interest at the name of an undead he’d never heard before.


  “So, there are undead who left their names among both elves and dwarves. That’s surprising.”


  “Then for hyumans, would it be an elder lich?” Toa asked. “Honestly, I really don’t want to fight one while dealing with hordes of followers.”


  “Hahaha, come now, Leader.”


  “?”


  “If we’re talking about the pinnacle of the undead from a hyuman perspective, surely it has to be Nebiros in Red.”


  “…”


  Without noticing the flat stares from the three women, Hazal continued.


  “There are several legends about spirits or the Goddess descending to defeat it.”


  “Listen, Hazal.”


  “Yes?”


  “If something like that shows up, we’re completely done for!” Toa snapped.


  “Think before you speak!” Ranina barked.


  “Nebiros isn’t in the undead category!” Louisa added. “That thing belongs in the enemy-of-the-gods category!”


  Toa, Ranina, and Louisa’s voices overlapped.


  “N-no, come on. I was just trying to lighten the mood a little!”


  All three of them hurled the exact same words at Hazal: “““What are we supposed to do if it actually appears?!”””


  “Anyway! Break’s over! Let’s get moving again!”


  “Indeed! We need to take down a few more undead before anything else and get our spirits back up!”


  “Hazal, you really suck at reading the room.”


  “I fail to see why.”


  At Toa’s command, Alpine set off once more.


  Before long, however, their exploration came to a halt again.


  It wasn’t because they found an enemy.


  In every battle they’d faced so far, Alpine had always struck first, launching ideal ambushes before the enemy could react. But the way Toa stopped this time was a little different from simple combat caution.


  “There’s more below.”


  What they found was a staircase.


  “We’ve already searched this entire floor thoroughly,” Hazal said.


  “Which means…” Louisa murmured.


  “The only way forward is down,” Ranina finished.


  “I’ve checked our rear. It’s safe enough,” Hazal said. “So, I suppose we have no choice but to continue.”


  “Right. Stay sharp and be ready to move however you need to at any moment. We’re going in.”


  “All right.”


  The decision came quickly. With Toa in the lead, Alpine began descending the spiral staircase.


  No sudden ambush came, but none of them relaxed their guard. Toa advanced with painstaking caution, step by careful step.


  Eventually, they saw something bright below.


  Eventually, all of them realized that brightness was light pouring in from an opening.


  That was strange.


  They were already underground, descending even deeper into an underground space. Yet there was light ahead. Bright light. No matter how they looked at it, that made no sense.


  Their alertness reached peak levels.


  Skills and spells spread out in every direction. And yet they still detected nothing: not an enemy, not even the faintest trace of a presence.


  This left them with only one option.


  Forward.


  Toa stepped down the last stair, looked beyond the light, and froze.


  “What is this?”


  “What’s wrong, Toa?—Huh? Wha…?”


  “Ranina?! Wait, what is this?”


  “At the very least, it doesn’t seem immediately danger—what?”


  The other three hurried to join her, sensing at once that something was wrong from the way she stopped. Then they also took in the same sight that filled her vision.


  Spread out below them was the ruin of a city.


  There were clear traces of hyuman life there.


  Oddly, neither Toa and Hazal, both hyumans, nor Ranina the dwarf, nor Louisa the elf, had ever seen or even imagined a ruin so bizarre. It stretched before them on a scale unlike anything they’d ever encountered.


  Gigantic structures rose everywhere like massive stone pillars.


  The roads were covered in some kind of black material.


  Creeping vines and dense growth spread over everything, as if trying to swallow it all whole. And despite being underground, the place was filled with a gentle light so soft it almost felt warm.


  The sound of someone swallowing rang unnaturally loud in Alpine’s ears.


  “Ruins? No, but whose?” Toa whispered. “This is… this might be seriously bad.”


  Cold sweat ran down her cheek.


  An overwhelming curiosity welled up inside her, but alongside it came the highest level of danger warning her instincts had ever sounded; so intense it was almost like a headache.


  It was obvious that within those ruins, the greatest possible reward and the worst possible ending for an adventurer were writhing together as one.


  At last, Alpine took a step forward.


  Whatever lay ahead, what they had to do remained the same.


  ※※※


  


  The underground catacombs and ruins Alpine entered were several days’ journey away from the base once known as Zetsuya.


  For the vast majority of adventurers in Tsige, it was a completely unknown region.


  The assassin Letter stood at the entrance to the underground tomb, leaving almost no trace of his presence.


  “To think I’d end up going beyond even Zetsuya. What part of this is an easy job? I don’t feel alive at all.”


  Letter, whose sphere of activity was almost entirely limited to Tsige and the interiors of its bases, grumbled while glancing back in the direction of the distant city.


  The custom crossbow that had been destroyed during his attack on Makoto had been repaired, modified, and fitted to his right arm.


  What infuriated Letter most was that the new bow’s performance wasn’t merely a straightforward upgrade over his previous weapon. Its weight had been adjusted so perfectly that he almost had the illusion it had been made solely for him.


  The fact that it had even been upgraded to engage in close combat was astonishing. At the same time, being handed such a masterpiece so casually made him painfully aware that they believed there was no way he could ever harm “that monster” with it.


  Countless tiny clicks of the tongue had been slipping from his mouth for some time now.


  Few people enjoyed traveling with someone who kept clicking their tongue.


  The sisters Mondo had introduced him to, Caro and Kima, were no exception.


  “It might be rough on an old man, but do your job properly, okay? If we get scolded, it’ll be a collective responsibility.”


  “Kima, you mustn’t speak that way to an older senior in the same line of work,” Caro chided gently.


  Even after her older sister scolded her, Kima remained completely unbothered.


  “Former line of work, technically. To me now, Letter is just a washed-up has-been. He should be grateful I’m not calling him dead weight.”


  “Kima, really!”


  “You two are the brats ‘Chef’ Birki picked up from the orphanage, aren’t you?” Letter asked the sisters he’d been ordered to accompany as they stood before the tightly sealed entrance leading underground. “There shouldn’t be any eyes of the Kuzunoha Company here. What connection do you have to them?”


  The sisters, residents of Tsige, rebuffed the pressure he applied.


  Kima, the younger sister, even snorted at him.


  “Are you stupid? Like we’d ever notice Kuzunoha’s eyes. Those people are something wearing hyuman skin. Fortunately, as long as we act cooperative, they hardly ever make unreasonable requests or give cruel orders, so don’t act tough for no reason, Letter-ojiisan.”


  “You little brat with milk still on your lips… I’ll kill you.”


  “Then move instead of just talking. Assuming you can.”


  On the surface, it was an argument between a teenage boy and girl.


  In truth, one was a living legend who’d spent more than half a century in the world of darkness, while the other was a sharp young talent who was already well accustomed to killing.


  Caro, the older sister watching the two of them, wore a tired expression at the hostile atmosphere she had seen too many times to count.


  Then, suddenly, a vaguely sweet fragrance drifted between the three of them.


  Caro remained unchanged, showing no reaction at all, but the other two reacted noticeably the instant they recognized the scent.


  “No, I suppose I was a little on edge. I said something unnecessary. My apologies.”


  “F-fine, as long as you understand. I was thinking I wouldn’t make your share of the meal, but I’ll go ahead and cook for three, so be grateful.”


  As they made their unnatural peace, Kima and Letter glanced repeatedly toward Caro.


  “So that’s the ‘miracle of spices.’ Curry, was it? I look forward to it.”


  “It’s an original recipe I worked hard on, so I hope you’ll savor it properly.”


  The sugary-sweet scent seemed to be coming from Caro, and the other two clearly feared it.


  “This is a direct request from Tomoe-sama, so do take it seriously, Kima. You too, Letter.”


  Caro’s voice was gentle, but it carried a pressure that tolerated no refusal.


  “I understand that well.”


  “Of course, Big Sis!”


  “Good. Then it’s almost time, so the watches.”


  “Right.”


  Letter and Kima took pocket watches from their coats. Although that might not be the most accurate term; the faces bore strange patterns that writhed irregularly, and there wasn’t a single hand to indicate the time.


  “According to Tomoe-sama, if we have these, we can open this place for only a few dozen seconds, right?” Kima asked.


  Caro nodded. “Yes.”


  “Once we enter, we follow Alpine—and support them if necessary—and we can’t leave until the quest is completed.”


  Time passed as each of the three held their own thoughts in silence.


  At last, the moment came.


  The pocket watches in their hands began to tremble, much like a smartphone vibrates. At the same time, a hole opened in what was nothing more than a thick stone floor, and a staircase appeared.


  Without a word, the three nodded to each other and hurried down the stairs.


  Thus, Tomoe’s “insurance” began chasing after Alpine.


  ※※※


  


  The gigantic stone-pillar-like structures Toa and her companions saw were, in fact, concrete buildings.


  Whether this place, illuminated as it was by bright light, could truly be called underground was another matter. Alpine had defeated five undead outside the sprawling ruined city and was now exploring the buildings one by one.


  Because battles sometimes took place at extreme heights, there was a constant danger of falling. Even so, the extermination of the undead proceeded with remarkable smoothness.


  As a result, they ended up encountering almost all of the undead they had jokingly named as threats during their rest and were forced into fierce battles against them. Even then, they defeated the undead inside the buildings one after another, until at last only one target remained.


  The price, however, was steep.


  Their exploration was already approaching thirty days, and in terms of both their original plan and their physical and mental endurance, they were clearly on the verge of reaching their limit.


  Frustratingly, the blue dagger was still nowhere to be found.


  In other words, the situation they were in was close to a slow, grinding defeat.


  “Lines-whatever, Hate-man, even an elder lich; they all came out so politely, one after another,” Toa groaned with a sigh.


  Louisa forced herself to encourage her. “Come on. That huge egg-shaped building, the one that looks like a round tent, is the last place, isn’t it? Only one more.”


  “Lines Osprey and Hate Flare, Toa,” Ranina corrected her. “Personally, I would have preferred enemies whose names sounded more impressive than they actually were, but every rumor about them turned out to be modest.”


  “Tomoe-sama once told me that the mouth is the source of disaster,” Hazal said with a dry laugh. “I suppose this is exactly the sort of situation that proverb was made for. Ahaha…”


  After seeing their earlier joking remarks come true to this degree, with brutal undead appearing one after another, one could hardly blame Hazal for saying that.


  Their accumulated fatigue could no longer be hidden, and the damage to their equipment couldn’t be ignored.


  Battle after battle against powerful foes had steadily worn Alpine down.


  “Our way back is cut off, all the enemies are undead, we can’t replenish supplies properly, and on top of that, our food runs out tomorrow. This is a slow death!” Toa shouted, throwing up her hands in frustration.


  “We really have been cornered almost beautifully,” Louisa said. “Honestly, judging from that presence, is the last one truly the Red-Clad Demon God?”


  “At the very least, it must be something close,” Ranina replied. “Of course, in an undead nest like this, it wouldn’t be strange for the real thing to appear.”


  Louisa and Ranina directed grim stares toward the last massive building. Beside them, Hazal checked the group’s luggage and mocked himself.


  “Thanks to all these powerful enemies, we have more ridiculously expensive materials than we can carry. But if we can’t get so much as a single piece of bread, none of it means a thing.”


  Alpine made light exploration possible by hunting monsters along the way and replenishing food as needed. But when all their enemies were undead, that method couldn’t be used.


  Water could be supplied with magic, but without food, hyumans died.


  After an exploration period approaching a month, with their remaining food in its current state, one cold and unmistakable reality rose in all their minds.


  Total annihilation.


  Even if they defeated all sixty dead spirits, leaving aside the question of escaping, they would never make it back to Tsige.


  They simply wouldn’t last.


  Maybe defeating the last one would somehow return them to the city. Maybe they would miraculously find an escape item. Maybe the undead waiting for them was an intelligent being who would vanish if they simply talked to it. Or maybe they would happen upon fellow adventurers carrying mountains of food, peacefully form a cooperative relationship, and even get a delicious meal out of it.


  If they thought optimistically, there were plenty of possibilities. But as adventurers, they didn’t have the option of clinging to such hopes.


  “We’ve made it this far by telling ourselves there’s no choice but to do it,” Toa said. “So, let’s at least complete the request.”


  “Personally, if I’m going to die anyway, I would at least like to see that dagger you’re looking for first.”


  “I agree with Ranina. If we’re going to fulfill something, I would rather fulfill the goal of our friend Toa than that of a client who’s already dead.”


  “Stop saying stuff like that!”


  “We’re going back to Tsige!” Hazal cut in, raising his voice. “We bought a house, and Rinon’s waiting for us. So, stop saying things that don’t suit you while looking like you’re about to cry! Stop it right now!”


  Pressed back by Hazal’s intensity, Toa could only murmur his name.


  “Hazal-kun…”


  The other two fell silent as well.


  “And besides, whenever things get desperate, you end up dropping the honorific anyway, so you, Leader—no, Toa—should just start calling me Hazal already. Do you understand?!”


  “Wait, that’s what you’re bringing up now?”


  “You only tacked that -kun on because of some pointless reason like me supposedly attending Rotsgard in the past. I don’t need it! Now answer me!”


  “Ah, yes. All right.”


  “Good.” Hazal gave a sharp nod. “Now then, everyone. Aren’t you forgetting something? We have an excellent way to break through this situation.”


  “?”


  Hazal confidently raised his index finger and gave them a small wink.


  He probably thought he was being playful in his own way, but the situation was what it was. Needless to say, Toa, who had been used as the subject of his little joke, and the other two as well, all found the gesture irritating.


  Worse yet, none of them had any idea what this “excellent way back” was supposed to be. But they all exchanged glances and silently agreed to hear him out before shutting him up.


  “Wait, did you really forget? Come on, my unique skill!”


  “Hazal’s.”


  “Unique.”


  “Skill.”


  Toa, Ranina, and Louisa all stared blankly.


  “Yes. Black Flash of Insight! It reveals the one move capable of guiding us to a miracle. Isn’t it exactly for moments like this?!”


  Hazal puffed out his chest as if he’d delivered the perfect answer. Meanwhile, Toa and the other two looked at him with eyes that had gone utterly cold.


  Black Flash of Insight.


  It was indeed a unique skill Hazal had acquired while repeatedly adventuring and exploring in the Wasteland.


  It could bring forth a single move capable of overcoming any crisis.


  Or something like that.


  Apparently, its accuracy improved the more it was used, and the greater the crisis, the more fully it revealed its true worth. But it had almost no achievements to its name. And it consumed a fair amount of mana.


  They’d faced danger many times since he acquired it, yet the skill never once brought them any benefit. In fact, there had been plenty of reckless flashes of inspiration that would have killed them had they obeyed: leaping into a ravine where falling clearly meant death, or swimming upstream through a river so violently flooded during battle that no hyuman could possibly survive it.


  The other three had long since treated it as a skill that effectively didn’t exist.


  For Hazal, acquiring a unique skill—something adventurers should have been proud of—meant acquiring a garbage skill. The only people in the world who knew about it were Toa and the other two. None of them had exposed his shameful secret, which was, at least, their small mercy.


  “And?” Toa asked, her tone flat.


  “Huh?” Hazal questioned, his face perfectly serious.


  “What are you going to do with that careless flash of yours, Hazal?”


  “Flash of Annihilation, wasn’t it, Hazal? You should at least remember the name of your own skill properly.”


  Ranina and Louisa were also staring at him with eyes as cold as frost.


  “I-it just happened to give us advice that was a little difficult to blindly obey until now, didn’t it?! That’s harsh!”


  “It’s garbage that only gives ideas we reject the instant they touch our ears, right?” Toa asked.


  “I would trust someone telling me to strike a sword with my fist more than that,” Ranina added.


  “A pig insisting that every delicious food is good for the body would be smarter,” Louisa finished.


  Starting with Toa, then followed by Ranina and Louisa, merciless spears of words pierced Hazal without the slightest trace of pity. Their insults swarmed in number like winged ants on a summer night.


  “The name itself is already embarrassing. If it actually produces a result that improves our current situation, I’ll do whatever you say.”


  “Same here. In that case, I’ll ask for a strong drink that burns the stomach going down.”


  “I want food. Fresh salad and fruit, too.”


  All three waved their hands limply with half-lidded eyes, openly egging on Hazal’s useless act.


  “If this properly works, I’m going to demand apologies worthy of the occasion! Black Flash of Insight!”


  As the skill activated, Hazal’s body jolted as if struck by lightning, then froze.


  “… I got it. Go up one floor, and with thine fist, strike the wall.”


  Toa and the others were resting on the second floor of the building.


  Here, no new enemies appeared after one was defeated, allowing them to rest in relative safety. It was one of the few mercies this place offered.


  “Punch the wall with Hazal’s fist? On the third floor?”


  “What an utterly useless skill.”


  “Haa.”


  Toa and Ranina looked at each other, while Louisa sighed.


  “In any case, let’s see what happens!” Hazal urged. “It can’t make things any worse!”


  Without waiting for the three to answer, he gave a snort of determination and headed for the third floor.


  They already knew there was only an empty room there, exactly the same size as this one.


  Since they’d provoked him, Toa and the others reluctantly followed Hazal and arrived on the third floor.


  The presence of the mighty undead waiting for them still hadn’t changed, nor did it move. But since there was no guarantee it would remain still unless they acted first, that was hardly reassuring.


  “Here it is; I’m doing it. Watch closely, all three of you!” Hazal exclaimed.


  “Yes, yes. Be careful not to hurt yourself. We’re low on potions.”


  “Do you know how to make a fist, Hazal?”


  “Try not to trip.”


  Hazal’s form was utterly hopeless. And because he used his non-dominant left hand just in case, the thrust he performed was quite the peculiar sight.


  And yet.


  On this day, Black Flash of Insight worked for the very first time.


  The instant Hazal’s fist lightly struck the wall, a network of fine cracks spread across its surface, and one section collapsed all at once.


  “Wait!”


  “What!”


  “Huh?!”


  Dust and small fragments of rubble billowed up, blocking Hazal from view.


  Then, along with Hazal’s silhouette, something else emerged.


  “Yo, welcome. Nice job finding this place. This here’s a secret shop.”


  All four reacted in perfect unison to the unfamiliar voice that reached their ears.


  “Huh?”


  “The name’s Kanbei. Just a humble craftsman who rotted away before finishing what he set out to do,” said a roundish skeleton, using exaggerated gestures as he spoke.


  He leaned an elbow on the counter, resting his cheek in one hand.


  Behind him, flashy swords, spears, and staves—the kind tourists would be delighted by—were displayed in rows.


  In short, the place was extremely suspicious.


  Most bizarre of all was the fact that it appeared in a location that Toa’s senses hadn’t detected at all, despite her scouting skills nearing mastery.


  “Um, who are… huh?”


  “Yo, welcome. Nice job finding this place. This here’s a secret shop.”


  “Mm? A shop?” Ranina narrowed her eyes. “What exactly are you? There shouldn’t be any undead left except the one over there.”


  “The name’s Kanbei. Just a humble craftsman who rotted away before finishing what he set out to do.”


  “So there’s no hostility, and you’re outside the count? But in a place like this…”


  “Yo, welcome. Nice job finding this place. This here’s a secret shop.”


  “F-fufufu. V-victory! Complete victory!”


  Toa, Ranina, and Louisa weren’t getting the answers they’d hoped for. And because Hazal suddenly shouted at the end, the three, already stunned by the absurdity of what had happened, fell into even deeper confusion.


  “How about that? Was that not the perfect move? It’s a shop! That means we can replenish our supplies! That means improvement! If this isn’t a turn for the better, then what is? Shopkeeper, Kanbei, or whatever your name is! For starters, give us strong and delicious liquor, fresh salad, and fruit!”


  “Booze and grub, got it. Here ya go.”


  Drunk on triumph, Hazal placed the order without even asking the price.


  And in the blink of an eye, alcohol and food appeared.


  “Ah, Hazal. Wait, we don’t know what he’ll want in—”


  “Why would you take a joke seriously and order alcohol first, you absolute fool?!”


  “There are supplies we should prioritize, you idiot!”


  “Payment’s in gold coins or materials.”


  It was incomprehensible, but the deformed skeleton, now wearing a broad grin, tapped the counter with his fingers.
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  Before they knew it, every item Hazal had ordered was already sitting on the counter.


  It was confirmed: this was no normal shop.


  The gesture from the skeleton, oddly charming depending on how one looked at it, likely meant they should place money or equivalent materials there.


  Even if he bore no hostility, there was no way he was merely an ordinary skeleton.


  Toa tightened her focus and checked the price.


  “By the way, how much?”


  “Ten gold coins’ll do.”


  “That’s expensive!”


  “Kaka. Expensive, is it? Can’t take money to the afterlife. Too much coin to spend, too many materials to carry. Helping ya trade all that for what ya need right now and live without regrets? That’s priceless.”


  “Ugh.”


  Toa reached back into her memory for the prices at Zetsuya. What the skeleton was asking, she thought, was only slightly higher than those.


  So, was it outrageously expensive? Not really, she had to admit.


  Assuming one accepted Zetsuya’s prices, at least.


  “If we really can get what we need through proper exchange of coin, then I suppose it’s not so expensive,” Ranina said, thinking seriously as she opened the liquor Hazal tossed her and checked the scent. “And that weird skeleton has a peculiar charm. What he says is not exactly wrong either.”


  It seemed to be the very strong liquor she’d asked for, and a satisfied expression rose to her face.


  “Louisa, here’s the salad you requested. So fresh. And the fruit looks delicious too.”


  “Guh, I can’t believe that careless flash of yours was actually useful.”


  “Black! Flash! Of! Insight! Now, eat up.”


  Hazal smiled brightly while pinching an ampoule containing emergency antidote between his fingers, just in case.


  “I was wrong. I apologize.” Louisa accepted the salad, picked up a few leaves, and tossed them into her mouth. “Mm. This is genuinely good. It doesn’t lose to salad you’d eat in town.”


  It was the familiar taste of normal food.


  The flavor was by no means the finest they’d ever tasted, but considering where they were, it was an extraordinary find.


  “Kanbei-san, there are several medicines I’d like to purchase. Also, we have some materials that we don’t understand, which I’d like you to buy from us.”


  “Medicine, huh. Pick what ya want. I’ll price goods, but I don’t appraise materials.”


  Although he responded cheerfully to Hazal’s order, Kanbei seemed to be speaking according to some kind of pattern.


  Watching their exchange from the corner of her eye, Toa remembered the client who made this request in the first place.


  He, too, had spoken with a certain stiffness.


  Perhaps, in order to leave one’s will in this place long after death, some kind of inconvenience was unavoidable.


  For example, maybe they cut everything else away to preserve only the parts they absolutely wanted to leave behind—their personality, their purpose, and only the carefully chosen pieces.


  For the client, that would be the map to this place and the details of the request.


  And for Kanbei, it would be assistance to those who explored this land.


  That was only Toa’s hypothesis. But if she was right, then what terrifying persistence this was, she thought with a sense of awe.


  While most of the dead had turned into brutal undead, these few had simply waited. Waited for someone to appear who could defeat and subjugate them, then entrust everything to that person.


  That wasn’t something a fool blinded by greed could do.


  “Kanbei. Can you repair weapons?” Toa asked.


  “Emergency treatment with skills, yeah. Fifty gold coins apiece. Shame I can’t show ya my true craft.”


  After that, the conversation didn’t develop further, nor did he speak about this place.


  He merely stated the services he could provide. Toa thought there must be reasons for this special skeleton’s shop and his prices.


  Most likely, he wasn’t truly doing business. The gold coins and materials might be something like fuel required for him to continue remaining here.


  “Everyone! He says he can maintain our weapons!” Toa exclaimed.


  “This is what they mean by a godsend. My gratitude to the spirits of the earth,” Ranina said.


  “With this, we can challenge it. I offer thanks to the spirits of the forest,” said Louisa.


  “Hellooo? You haven’t forgotten that this miracle came from my skill, have you?” Hazal asked, wounded. “Where’s the gratitude for me? Alpine was saved by Black Flash of Insight!”


  But what came back to him were three pairs of pitying eyes and merciless observations.


  “… If you stayed humble at a time like this, Hazal, you’d honestly be a pretty good man.”


  “You’re not a child. Having your achievements shoved in our faces so openly is rather unfortunate.”


  “All you had to do was stay quiet, and our affection for you would have shot straight up. Careless Hazal.”


  “That’s cruel!”


  Hazal dropped to his knees, hanging his head.


  Putting aside his taste in thinking Black Flash of Insight was an unquestionably magnificent skill name, he thought, this was an extremely pitiful treatment for such a great achievement.


  “All right. Aside from the rare items, let’s use all our other materials here! Then we’ll rest properly today and settle this all tomorrow. Get ready, everyone!”


  After announcing the plan, Toa began lining up the materials they’d collected so far and the weapons she wanted repaired on the counter, placing orders with Kanbei.


  “Hold on. We finally have a base. In that case, shouldn’t we search this place thoroughly, including strange gimmicks like this?”


  “Agreed. If food and weapon maintenance can be managed, we can stay here long enough.”


  At Ranina and Louisa’s observations, Toa snapped back to herself.


  “Ah.”


  “Our leader is impatient, after all!” Hazal declared, seizing the chance to counterattack. But then Kanbei interrupted as if pouring cold water on them.


  “Sorry, but the food’ll be sold out at half the order ya just made.”


  “!”


  “Repairs on all your weapons and armor won’t be a problem. You’ve got enough materials to pay,” the skeleton continued.


  Alpine’s assets weren’t so fragile that paying one or two thousand gold coins would shake them. But that was in Tsige. Out in the field, and especially in the Wasteland, there was no need to carry that much cash. At most, the whole party carried only around a hundred gold coins between them.


  That should have been plenty.


  This time, because they’d hired Citrus, a specialist, to transfer them as far as Zetsuya, they prepared more cash than usual. And since Citrus named a more modest price than expected, they happened to still have money on hand.


  “He’s taking quite a few materials too,” Hazal murmured.


  In other words, they couldn’t ask for weapon maintenance repeatedly.


  Even if only one battle remained, they could no longer choose a method of fighting that involved weakening the enemy, retreating, and repeating surprise attacks, no matter how effective those tactics were.


  “So it won’t be that we can settle in for the long term, find places like this left and right, and win easily, huh?” Ranina asked.


  “If we ration tightly, the food will last… three days, maybe,” Louisa answered, her brow furrowing.


  “Wait. Does that mean my plan was actually the best one?” Toa asked.


  Hazal opened his mouth as if to say something.


  “In that case, why not hold a feast tonight and—”


  “Then let’s do it!” Toa cut in. “Tonight, we go all out and enjoy ourselves. Then tomorrow, against the thing waiting in there…” She paused, turning her gaze toward the building where the final remaining enemy was thought to be waiting. “We throw everything we have at it and win!”


  “I-I was going to say that,” Hazal muttered. “That’s not fair, Toa.”


  “Come now, the mood’s good. Be quiet, Hazal.”


  “Silence is golden. I’m sure I heard that from someone at the Kuzunoha Company. Was it Eris?”


  “You just had to bring up the most suspicious source possible! Damn it. Fine, fine! I agree with Toa!”


  With that exchange, Alpine’s mood brightened all at once.


  They added more liquor, divided the food, and each confirmed the state of their repaired weapons and their purchases.


  It began modestly, but it became a banquet of only four people that none of them would ever forget.


  Though they were underground, night fell with strange punctuality. They posted watches and greedily devoured several hours of high-quality sleep.


  For the final battle, the strength and spirit of every member of Alpine rose, filled, and steadied.


  ※※※


  


  Around that same time, three sets of eyes watched Alpine from one side, keeping their distance and devoting themselves entirely to stealth.


  “If we were allowed to reveal ourselves, I’d feel like bringing them some curry,” Kima murmured.


  “They are strong,” Caro said softly. “Simply saying, ‘As expected of Alpine,’ and leaving it there would be far too rude. Their individual strength, coordination, powers of observation, and battle instincts all surpass ours.”


  “Don’t include me in that,” Letter muttered under his breath. “I acknowledge their strength, but hmph… they aren’t unbeatable.”


  “You really are a nuisance, old man!” Kina snapped. “We’re admiring and respecting them as adventurers.”


  “You really do know how to irritate people.”


  “We’re not talking about whether a professional killer using any means necessary could take out Alpine. They’re adventurers. Have you spent so long in dark, filthy places that your head’s stuffed with sludge too?”


  “…”


  Just when he thought it was her usual cheeky banter, Kima had stabbed deep enough to gouge at something inside him. Letter fell silent despite himself.


  As Kima pointed out, Letter was indeed looking at Alpine through the lens of whether or not he could kill them.


  Even so, it was also true that he’d been deeply impressed after watching Alpine overcome one astonishing undead after another—sometimes despite ambush, sometimes through consecutive battles, and sometimes even while forced to split apart.


  Purely as adventurers, the way they slaughtered their enemies with variety, cold calculation, and merciless precision moved Letter as well.


  Kima’s words had pierced straight through one of his weak spots.


  Ever since he disgraced himself in the attack on Raidou, his mind hadn’t fully recovered, and now these sisters—especially the younger one, Kima—kept shaking him.


  “Kima. They’ve already seen our faces,” Caro reminded her. “If someone has to step in when the time comes, Letter’s the only one who can do it. Don’t fight with him too much.”


  “Fiiine. Honestly, the moment things get inconvenient, he shuts up. Must be nice being you, Letter.”


  “Kima!”


  “Yes, yes, I understand!”


  “There have already been plenty of undead that would have been dangerous for us, haven’t there? And something even worse is waiting deeper in. Don’t let your guard down.”


  “Who knows,” Letter muttered. “If they have someone in charge of brains who can find a gimmick in a place like that, where there was no presence or sense of wrongness at all, this may end more easily than expected.”


  “If so, that would be fine. But whatever form it takes, if Tomoe-sama and the others felt the need to prepare insurance, then it certainly won’t end with only this much.”


  “Unbearable. Ever since that incident, the definition of ‘strong’ in my world has changed so violently that I feel like I might fall into depression.”


  “That’s how it is for someone who doesn’t know the orchards or vegetable gardens.”


  Letter tilted his head in confusion.


  “Orchards? Vegetable gardens?”


  “Ah, that’s our business.”


  Unlike with Alpine, the atmosphere here was less that of a party and more that of three solo adventurers happening to stand together. And unlike Hazal being teased, there was real tension hanging in the air.


  Caro didn’t pick fights or throw in new reasons to argue, but unless things became truly hostile, she left the two of them clashing without trying to mediate. She, too, had a sufficiently solitary temperament.


  The fact that she usually shut herself away alone in a workshop as an artisan might be part of the reason.


  Letter, needless to say, was a pure freelance killer with no public face.


  Kima worked as floor staff at a restaurant, but that was nothing but a cover—a shield to hide behind—and by temperament, she was closer to Letter.


  As a party, the three were still far from functioning properly.


  ※※※


  


  What awaited Toa and the others was, just as they’d feared, the worst possible thing: a large skeleton clad in red robes wearing a jet-black crown.


  In its hands were two golden staves that radiated an ominous air. Their designs differed subtly, but they appeared upon inspection to form a matched pair.


  Alpine guessed, correctly, that they were artifacts. Facing an appearance painfully similar to the Nebiros spoken of in myth, cold sweat ran down all their faces.


  “A legendary demon god said to be too much for even Behemoth, the Greater Spirit of Earth, to handle alone.”


  “We really have come all the way to the end, haven’t we?”


  As they spoke, Ranina and Louisa kept their weapons ready, never taking their eyes off the enemy.


  “I’ve decided,” Hazal said from behind them, summoning all his resolve. “If we defeat that thing and make it back to Tsige, I’m going to—”


  “Shut up.”


  “…”


  “It’s not for sure yet,” Toa said. “So, let’s think of it as something that just looks like Nebiros. We go all out from the beginning. If we can overwhelm it, perfect. If not…”


  “Then we deal with what comes,” Louisa finished.


  Ranina nodded.


  “Leave the observation to the rear and stir things up as much as we can, Toa.”


  A moment later, the demon’s eyes gleamed ominously.


  As if that were the signal, armed skeletons, zombies, and zombie golems began crawling out from around them.


  “Hah! So that part is the same as before!” Ranina roared, readying her great axe and shield. “Fine by me. Come at us all at once! In the name of the spirits, I’ll send every last one of you to your rest!”


  Ranina, who belonged to the lineage of Priest Warriors wielding the power of spirits, activated one of her specialties—a skill that drew all enemy attention to herself—and charged.


  It was their standard opening, and the one that offered the greatest stability.


  “Thanks to all of you, I’ve become quite the undead killer over this past month! Allow me to demonstrate my gratitude!”


  Next, Toa dashed past Ranina’s side with two daggers in hand and scattered wide-area indiscriminate skills deep within the enemy formation.


  Attack, interference, status ailments—she switched between many options and selected the most suitable set. But what they all had in common was that they covered a wide area without discrimination.


  It was a holy-water arrangement of the anti-undead special attack set she was already used to using.


  Because those indiscriminate effects could catch allies in them, they were powerful skills favored by Shadowless, a job specializing in sabotage and assassination. Toa liked using them at the opening of battle, when she could be certain her allies wouldn’t be dragged in.


  The downside was that they became difficult to use once the fight dissolved into a melee, but Toa believed that simply meant they needed to be used properly.


  “Full support magic package, first cycle complete. I’ll handle the resummon count and identifying signs.”


  “Fast! When you focus on work like that, you’re at your absolute best, Hazal!”


  Hazal and Louisa finished applying support magic to all their companions, dividing the work at roughly an eight-to-two ratio.


  “I’m counting on you to confirm and sweep up the scale of the followers!”


  “Leave it to me. We need to send Toa and Ranina charging at that beggar in rotten cloth as soon as possible, or the real fight won’t even begin!”


  From there, they shifted to analyzing the entire battlefield and gathering the information they needed.


  When a battle had an obvious boss, as this one did, the first step was for the two frontliners to disrupt the enemy while maintaining the battle line until their formation was ready. Next, once the two in the rear finished deploying their support magic, a barrier briefly replaced the front line. Louisa then acted as artillery, using high-firepower skills to sweep away the small fry, while Hazal handled most information gathering. Meanwhile, Toa and Ranina pinned down and whittled away the boss.


  That was Alpine’s fundamental tactic.


  A party’s basic form was also the battle shape it trusted most and had trained for the deepest. It allowed each member’s strength and teamwork to be displayed at their best.


  Their opening move had perfect momentum.


  Alpine seized the advantage against the unknown undead and its summoned followers.


  Ranina swung her great axe and shield with bold force, carving a path toward the red-clad figure.


  Toa likewise threaded through gaps in the enemy formation, supporting Ranina’s advance while never neglecting to harass the final target with mid-range skills.


  Before long, Louisa, their high-performance artillery battery, began operating at full capacity. The summoned undead were pierced by shining arrows and light, vanishing without any ability to resist.


  Louisa was eliminating them far faster than they could revive or have adds, wiping out multiple enemies with each shot.


  Then the eyes of the red-clad demon-like thing gleamed ominously again.


  “Resummon. For now, the glowing eyes appear to be the sign!”


  At Hazal’s warning, Louisa grimaced faintly.


  “Fast! At this scale and this pace… Don’t think too much about a long battle, Toa, Ranina! I’m going to start pouring everything on, no holding back!”


  Once every few minutes, it summoned nearly a hundred mid-rank undead.


  It was a summoning pace that bordered on cheating.


  A bad sign for Alpine.


  On the front line, Toa and Ranina answered Louisa while swinging their weapons.


  “If it comes to it, hit us too!”


  “Here, demon god, take this as our greeting! Toa!”


  “I’m with you!”


  While skillfully knocking aside one of the golden staves, the Red-Clad Demon God swung down, Ranina easily swept her great axe sideways with one hand as if it weighed nothing. Orange light flared along the blade.


  “Spirit Oath!”


  “Shadow Stab!”


  At the same instant, Toa activated her skill with both daggers.


  One blade sliced through the remaining golden staff along with the arm bone that held it. The other slashed at the neck from behind.


  Terrifyingly, Toa had activated skills through both left and right weapons.


  Perfectly synchronizing her attack with her companion’s was impressive enough, but she’d also achieved skill activation and control with both arms—something most people could only manage through their dominant hand. And she did it with a tricky skill that only received its power correction when striking from behind the target.


  Toa’s ability was anything but ordinary.


  “Ngh?!”


  Ranina’s skill definitely landed. But after tearing part of the red robe, her axe stopped, and in its place, a grating metallic sound rang through the area.


  In that instant, Ranina glimpsed what lay beneath the robe.


  “So that’s how it comes! Toa, disengage! This one won’t be so ea—gahhh!”


  Some kind of attack sent Ranina’s body flying through the air.


  “Ranina!” Toa shouted.


  Toa’s Shadow Stab dropped one staff together with the arm, while the other blade severed the neck bone. The slightly oversized skull fell to the ground, eyes still glowing. It must have taken damage.


  Because Toa was behind the demon god, Ranina’s warning let her respond a heartbeat sooner, sparing her a direct hit. She pulled herself out of close-combat range and retreated to the very edge of the defensive barrier Hazal deployed.


  Ranina, blown away, landed nearby.


  In the meantime, swarms of undead sprouted from the ground, and the path they’d carved open closed again, rapidly and completely.


  “How was it, you two?” Hazal asked while recasting support magic, trying to share what information they’d gained. His expression, though, was grim.


  The support magic on Toa and Ranina clearly wore off faster than it should have. It was probably one of that demon god’s special abilities, and buff removal was one of the most unpleasant powers imaginable to Hazal.


  It threw off his calculations for how many more rounds of support magic he could cast and shortened the time they could continue fighting.


  “For starters, cutting off the head doesn’t interrupt the summoning,” Toa said.


  “Four arms,” Ranina added. “There’s another pair under the robe, folded in front of its chest. And yes, each has a staff. Also, one dagger.”


  Hazal tilted his head. “A dagger?”


  “Around the chest. One beautiful blue dagger that doesn’t suit that thing at all.”


  “!”


  Toa looked at the demon god as if to call it a filthy cheat.


  “As a warrior, its ability doesn’t seem that threatening, even if it has some,” Toa said. “But with four staves, if this goes badly, does that mean four times the spell output? It might fire separately from right and left, too.”


  The demon god picked up the fallen staff. At the same time, it seized its own head and placed it back atop its neck.


  Apparently, that was enough to restore it. It was an extremely unreasonable existence.


  “Wa.”


  “?!”


  The demon god’s mouth had moved.


  Hazal immediately checked for mana movement or physical action, but there was neither. It seemed to be only a voice, and he conveyed that to the others with his eyes.


  “My name is… Hiiragi.”


  “?!”


  Toa’s eyes flew wide.


  Rage.


  Her face twisted with a ferocious anger so intense that it was hard to imagine coming from her usual self.


  “I shall not forgive the world that abandoned me. In time, I shall become the great red demon god and grant recompense to all living beings who walk this world.”


  As the being spoke in a flat, toneless voice, Toa murmured something under her breath.


  “… you.”


  “Mm? What is it, Toa?” Ranina asked, pushing herself back up.


  She checked the damage to her body, but there was nothing that would seriously hinder her. If anything, Toa’s sudden change worried her far more.


  “I am Hiira—”


  “Don’t you dare screw with me! Don’t you dare shout that name!”


  Something had incited Toa’s deepest fury.


  And then, she charged.


  It was absolutely the wrong choice.


  “Toa?!”


  “Go back… to the eaaaaarth!”


  “No. This is bad. We need to bring her back first.” Hazal shook his head, his expression grave. “Ranina, please.”


  It was obvious that this was not an opponent they could defeat while any one of them had lost their composure.


  “Right. But we still don’t know what it might fire at us. Keep the support and barrage thick. I suspect what blew me away earlier was some kind of barrier spell, but I’m not certain yet.”


  Ranina charged after Toa.


  “Leave it to us,” Louisa said. “Rebuilding the situation is practically our daily bread.”


  “Yes. And in the end…” Hazal nodded to Louisa and forced out the words like a prayer. “We win.”


  The battlefield was rapidly drawn into deeper chaos.


  Around the demon god Hiiragi, several objects that looked like shards of black glass appeared.


  They could see that those shards were aimed at Hazal and Louisa in the rear.


  “So now that it’s started talking, its number of moves has increased too. As if making our precious leader lose herself wasn’t irritating enough!” Hazal raised his voice again, trying to rouse himself. “We’ll strip you bare and crush you! I’m good at board games, you know!”


  He would do everything he could, and rather than leaving the rest to the Goddess, he would struggle one step farther with his own hands and feet for a better result.


  “Hazal, you mean you’re good at board games when cheating is allowed, don’t you?”


  “Louisa, quiet!”


  “No, I’m counting on you. There were never any rules on this battlefield to begin with. Here it comes!”


  Countless black shards surged toward the defensive barrier.


  A moment later, they made contact and burst.


  “Ugh.”


  “This is…”


  When several shards touched the barrier, both sides annihilated each other, releasing shockwaves before vanishing.


  Unprotected from the remaining shards, they had no choice but to evade.


  The black glass rained down on the floor, walls, and summoned undead. When it collided with or struck a target, it exploded, released an impact, and vanished.


  “Mutual annihilation against magic, and explosive effects against everything else? If it doesn’t care about hitting its own followers, then…”


  Cold sweat poured down Louisa’s face.


  To the enemy, minions that could be mass-produced every few minutes apparently had no value.


  How far the definition of life could be applied to the undead was a separate question, but yet another condition was revealed that was overwhelmingly disadvantageous to them. Even Louisa’s aura clearly said she was getting sick of this.


  “That barrier was worth far more than a handful of those shards! This is cheating! There are limits to cowardice! Aren’t there supposed to be at least minimum rules and manners on a battlefield?!”


  “Heh.”


  When she heard Hazal’s shout, a smile returned to Louisa’s lips.


  Ah, she thought. He’s saving me.


  It was impossible to tell how much of the effect of what Hazal said was deliberate, but Louisa had, of course, noticed that not all of it was natural.


  In terms of supporting the party’s overall mental state, he was performing in a surprisingly wide range of ways.


  Fine, Louisa thought as fighting spirit surged through her again. Then I’ll do it.


  Meanwhile, on the front line—


  “Guard of Atlas!”


  Ranina’s skill activated, and a sturdy wall of green light appeared before her, nullifying the attacks.


  “Refrain.”


  With that single word, myriad black fragments appeared around Hiiragi and rushed toward the wall.


  The barrier couldn’t stop them all. Before long, the green wall shattered, and the follow-up attack flew toward Ranina and the two behind her.


  A series of explosive sounds and impacts erupted. Unable to dodge them all, Ranina’s face twisted with pain for what felt like the hundredth time.


  “Thanks to Toa losing her head, we’ve learned quite a bit of the other side’s hand, but this is rough.”


  Meanwhile, Louisa and Hazal were confirming the information they’d gathered on Hiiragi.


  “The glow in its eyes signals follower summoning,” Louisa said. “If either eye socket can be targeted before the light strengthens, the summon can be stopped. The staff in its left hand produces those unidentified black crystals. It doesn’t activate while separated from the main body. Conditions for preventing activation are unknown.”


  “The staff in its right hand is probably healing,” Hazal continued. “I observed negative energy regularly flowing into its body. Perhaps it’s constantly active. It does nothing but harm us, but for Hiira—no, for that bastard, it must feel pleasant. The effect also seems to stop if the staff is knocked from its hand by some kind of attack.”


  As Ranina was forced to retreat, Toa, who had kept Hiiragi pinned down for a while, rejoined them. She pressed her hands together in apology.


  “Yeah, sorry for suddenly losing it earlier. I’m fine now, so you can call it Hiiragi.”


  “That red rag has damage reduction and a vicious counter-damage effect,” Ranina added, having faced Hiiragi from the closest distance. “When I touched it, thinking I’d tear the thing off, I thought I might pass out. Though the damage reduction itself isn’t that powerful.”


  “And the other pair of arms, the ones normally folded,” Hazal said. “The short wand on the left removes enhancements. The condition is probably taking an attack. Like the other staves, if it’s separated from the hand, the effect disappears for that duration. As for the right short wand, that’s probably the ‘Refrain’ from earlier. It activates with only a short word and restores the last skill or spell it used. We haven’t made it drop that one yet, so I don’t know whether it needs the wand to use it.”


  Louisa filled in the rest of his analysis.


  “The effect of that blue dagger is still unknown. It doesn’t look like it’s providing power, but it’s being deliberately protected. I think it must be producing some kind of effect.”


  The battle had lasted roughly thirty minutes so far, and Alpine decoded a considerable portion of the abilities possessed by the Red-Clad Demon God that called itself Hiiragi.


  They slipped past or endured its abundant special abilities, equipment, and spells, continuing a back-and-forth battle against the demon god. In terms of information gained, they could say they were fighting with increasing advantage.


  Unfortunately, Alpine was a party of living beings. Fatigue accumulated. Supplies and mana were finite.


  For example, they’d already annihilated nearly a thousand undead summoned by Hiiragi, yet even now, unless they interfered, the creatures would be resummoned without limit.


  Even while fighting with every effort to prevent the summons, there were many moments during resets in the battle where they had no choice but to allow another summoning. Each time, they had to sweep the battlefield clean again.


  Even when they created a situation where all four could concentrate their power on the main body, the abilities of the staves equipped by Hiiragi were unbearably troublesome.


  If their support magic was removed, they had no choice but to recast it. If Hiiragi continued healing, the damage they dealt would be wasted.


  On top of that, Hiiragi freely cast ordinary magic without chanting.


  Its power was restrained, but only in the sense that it was slightly more manageable than an elder lich. For adventurers, it remained more than enough of a threat.


  “Normal magic used in place of regular attacks is easier to deal with. If we crush its jaw, it stops using that for a while,” Toa explained.


  “Mm, Toa, that’s true for ordinary mages too, you know. If you crush their jaw, they usually can’t use magic,” Ranina replied.


  “No, isn’t that thing casting without chanting? Even so, blowing off its whole head or smashing its jaw stops it for a while, so I think that’s one of its weaknesses.”


  “I see.”


  Ranina nodded several times while mentally reviewing the enemy’s past movements.


  “Then our tactic is decided,” Hazal said. “Clear out the small fry, prevent resummoning, watch out for the black crystals and everything else, and strip away its equipment.”


  “Then crush its jaw and beat it down,” Louisa added.


  “And make it quick,” Toa said, adding that final condition to the basic plan Hazal and Louisa had made. “The longer this goes, the more it favors the enemy.”


  It was simple, but it would be incredibly difficult.


  Under normal circumstances, it was hardly realistic.


  “Finally, we can see how to beat it.”


  “Calling that a strategy is an insult to tacticians everywhere,” Ranina said with a wry smile at Toa’s optimism.


  Then Louisa and Hazal exchanged firm nods.


  “We’ve paid dearly enough to learn all its tricks. From here on, it’s our turn to show it what we can do, isn’t it?”


  “Exactly. Let’s make Hiiragi pay with his life.”


  The summoned undead pressed closer.


  Hiiragi stood still, watching the living.


  In composition alone, it looked as if the battle had returned to the starting point. But the four members of Alpine were now resolved and determined.


  They had the information they’d painstakingly gathered.


  Toa and Ranina broke into a run. And this time, Louisa and Hazal followed.


  The absence of a defensive barrier and the positioning of front and rear were both vastly different from their opening move.


  “I’m not holding back!”


  As he ran, Hazal pulled two potions from the bag at his waist and mixed them together.


  He bit down on the finished bottle and repeated the process several times.


  “Napalm potion! Small fry can kindly burn away! I call this the ‘If I Can’t Use Fire, I’ll Just Make It’ strategy!”


  The potion mixture scattered where the bottles landed, and directional flames crawled across the ground, spreading outward and burning through the undead.


  Hazal excelled at using water and earth attributes, which made fire difficult for him to handle. But if the flames came as a potion, that was a different story.


  Fire spread radially from Hazal, sharply blunting the momentum of the army of death.


  At the same time, the area lit up, and intense heat filled the air around them.


  “We’ve got fire resistance prepared, but those freshly summoned ones don’t. Not bad. I can’t fall behind either,” Louisa said.


  Properly protected against the flames, she generated arrows as she spoke, then fired several shots at once.


  She didn’t miss the distinctive glow appearing in Hiiragi’s eye sockets.


  But although she’d tried several times before, Louisa’s arrows never succeeded in stopping the summoning.


  “Ah, good. Still careless, I see. But this arrow is top-grade; it’s made from spirit wood. I’ll be taking that eye.”


  Until now, Louisa had repeatedly aimed with ordinary arrows whose power she deliberately restrained, laying a trap.


  She’d avoided using high-powered skills and even sacrificed chances to deal damage.


  It was her own kind of preparation.


  Now, it bore fruit.


  “It landed!” Toa cried.


  The resummoning was sealed.


  The spirit-wood arrow pierced Hiiragi’s right eye and remained lodged in the socket. The pale white shaft continued shining faintly, holding firmly in place.


  For elves, spirit wood could serve as a trump card in both offense and defense, but because it was rare and expensive, Louisa normally carried only a small amount. This time, however, she’d brought every bit of spirit wood she’d saved up until now.


  “If this goes well, we can shut down the next summon, too. Rejoice—I’m going to drive my finest spirit wood right into you!”


  “Guard of Atlas!”


  Hiiragi unleashed a black whirlwind, but it was blocked by the skill radiating from Ranina’s shield.


  Then the black crystals came swarming toward the shield and the skill alike.


  Louisa shot down about half of them with a counterattack, but the rest broke through the skill and slammed into the shield, blasting it away with tremendous force. But the only thing sacrificed to the black crystals was the shield itself.


  Ranina was no longer there.


  “I’ll be taking two! Behemoth Fang!”


  “Gah—”


  Ranina came diving down from above, a battle axe in each hand.


  Her favorite axe had a built-in mechanism that let it split into two.


  Clearly accelerated beyond the speed of an ordinary fall, Ranina crashed down in front of Hiiragi with a brutal overhead strike.


  There was no way Hiiragi’s arms could withstand the twin axe trajectories descending upon them. Both staves fell, still clutched in severed arms.


  When Ranina said she’d be taking two, had she meant the two arms? Or the two staves?


  Either way, it was a magnificent blow.


  “…”


  Near Hiiragi’s recoiling face, Toa muttered something that none of the others could hear.


  “?!!”


  There was no visible sign of a skill activating, but even the other three could tell that Hiiragi was clearly shaken and that the aura around him had weakened.


  “Nice one, Toa!”


  “Ggghh… Y-you bastards!”


  The folded, hidden pair of arms opened, revealing the blue dagger tucked inside his chest.


  “This is where I endure.”


  The ring on Ranina’s left hand glowed.


  “It lets me use shield skills at any time by treating me as if I have a shield equipped. I took pride in not relying on it, but this is no time to be picky!”


  Her twin axes could be used for defense to some extent, but the danger was on an entirely different level compared to when she fought with a shield.


  “You filthy earth-stinking demi-human… die!!”


  “Spirit Coat!”


  When Ranina activated the Shield Ring, a brown membrane of light wrapped around her body.


  “Refrain.”


  The next instant, the black whirlwind struck Ranina without a moment’s delay.


  “Damn it! Dita Convique!”


  Dita Convique was a dangerous skill that everyone knew required a spoken declaration, if only to prevent it from being triggered by accident.


  At the same time, Toa activated Sharp Step, a skill that didn’t require any verbal trigger. Gaining accelerated speed, explosive offensive power, and increased status ailment infliction, she aimed for Hiiragi’s jaw—and, after a split second of hesitation, his staff of dispelling as well.


  “Refra—”


  Alas, the price for momentarily boosting her attack power to the level of a pure damage dealer wasn’t small.


  Once the effect ended, unbearable pain awaited Toa—so intense she wouldn’t be able to move even a fingertip.


  Now that she’d used Dita Convique, failure to finish things before the skill ran out meant defeat.


  Nevertheless, Toa’s strike prevented the staff’s power from activating again.


  In one blow, she shattered Hiiragi’s jaw, and with her other hand, sliced off the arm holding the dispelling staff.


  The staff’s effect washed over Toa, and she felt a huge portion of her empowered strength drain away. But not all of it…


  Fortunately, the power Hiiragi was wielding was not a full dispel, but something that drastically stripped away support effects.


  From the feeling she’d experienced each time her buffs were nullified, Toa read the staff’s nature through instinct and experience.


  Though she hesitated for an instant, her body still moved—and she landed a solid hit.


  Only one staff remained.


  Sorry, I was a beat late, Toa said with her eyes.


  Though one knee was planted on the ground and the black whirlwind was carving into her body, Ranina answered with a smile that said no problem.


  “That’s far too pretty an outfit for the likes of you. How about handing it over as a keepsake?”


  Ranina released her axe and seized Hiiragi’s red robe instead.


  Agonizing pain and a vile, numbing damage coursed instantly through her body. Her face twisted, veins rising along her skin. Blood ran from her bitten lip, and tears gathered in her eyes. But she didn’t let go.


  On the contrary, she pulled with brute force, stripping the robe away from Hiiragi.


  Little by little.


  It lasted only a few dozen seconds, but for Ranina, it may well have been an eternity.


  “There… Toa. Your long-awaited treasure… I can see it.”


  When the red robe had torn half away, the dwarf warrior dropped to both knees and collapsed.


  “!”


  With the greatest concentration she’d demonstrated that day, Toa melted into darkness and vanished from Hiiragi’s side.


  She saw through the weakest point in its defense and unleashed three triple-strikes with both blades.


  Eighteen slashes in all assaulted Hiiragi. Without question, it was the strongest attack she could currently use.


  The momentary concealment caused by the activation conditions allowed her to vanish for an instant, but in the end, she had to expose herself at the moment of attack. If she delivered this many strikes, evading any counterattack would be difficult.


  What drove her was a firm resolve to pierce its defense and seize the blue dagger.


  “This is mine alone! My guarding blade!”


  “Reach!”


  It was not a prediction.


  Nor a certainty.


  It was a prayer.


  Reality casually kicked aside Toa’s heartfelt wish.


  With a sharp, high sound, the final blow was blocked.


  For an instant, despair colored Toa’s expression.


  “First arrow, Canon Vivian. Second arrow, Trick Strike.”


  A blue flash struck the staff that used Refrain directly. The second arrow, dyed black, slipped between Hiiragi’s exposed ribs.


  With a dry clatter, the short staff fell far away.


  There were not many archers who could fire two different skills from a bow in such rapid succession.


  First arrow and second arrow.


  It was one of the abilities Louisa had gained after being inspired by Raidou’s archery and asking to learn a little of his bow technique.


  Having incorporated some of the principles of kyūdō into her own archery, Louisa was now stepping onto a path unique to her alone.


  “Toa! It’s too early to make that face. We’re not done yet. Right?! Take it! Take it back!”


  “Louisa…”


  The first blue arrow skill was one of the high-powered offensive skills Louisa specialized in as an elf; Toa understood that much. But the other one was a special skill closer to Toa’s thief-type jobs.


  In fact, this was the first time Toa had even learned that Louisa had acquired it.


  “I have a somewhat shady past, too. Otherwise, I doubt I would have been used as a guinea pig and nearly died in Zetsuya, would I?”


  Trick Strike.


  A skill that stole an opponent’s equipment or possessions with a fired arrow, learned by the thief-archer job, Steal Archer.


  It wasn’t a skill that a proper archer, much less an elven archer, would normally acquire.


  Answering Louisa’s call, Toa stretched out her hand with every ounce of strength she had.


  “Got it!”


  “Ah… aah!”


  A voice that could have been shock or rage slipped from Hiiragi’s mouth.


  The blue dagger.


  Its name was Lapis.


  It was the blade lost in the Wasteland—the blade that bound Toa’s life. The dagger of fate had been stolen from within Hiiragi’s bones by Trick Strike and dropped near Toa.


  At last, the moment came when it rested in Toa’s hand.


  Qualified user confirmed: Toa. Current compatibility: D.


  “?!”


  Toa froze at the voice that suddenly echoed inside her mind.


  Skill manifestation candidates through equipment: one. Will you acquire the skill?


  “A skill?!”


  Answer. Will you acquire the skill?


  Confused, Toa managed to force out a reply.


  “… Y-yes.”


  Switch & Snatch acquired.


  With that, the nature of the skill and how to use it flowed into her mind.


  It could swap her position with a target's and temporarily nullify one of that target's resistances.


  First, she had to choose the target whose position she would swap with. Then she had to choose the resistance to nullify and activate the skill.


  “Amazing. I can see everyone’s resistances as much as I want,” she said under her breath.


  Unfortunately, there was no time to marvel.


  If they didn’t push through now, they would lose.


  Toa fixed her gaze ahead.


  From farthest to nearest, the order was Hazal, Louisa, Ranina, Hiiragi, then herself.


  “Return it. Return it.”


  “Switch & Snatch.”


  She swapped positions with Hiiragi and nullified one of the demon god’s resistances.


  In the brief time before she became unable to move, Toa chose to nullify darkness.


  If she chose holy resistance, which Hiiragi didn’t possess to begin with, she had no idea what would happen. She feared wasting the shot.


  You could also say she chose darkness because there was a chance—however miraculous—that it might turn its own power against it.


  “?!”


  “Ranina, are you still there?”


  Having swapped positions, Toa called out to Ranina, who lay face down, collapsed.


  Startled by Toa’s sudden appearance, Ranina lifted her head and accepted the potion.


  Hiiragi was on the verge of death.


  Perhaps he could no longer do anything. But at the very least, his jaw had regenerated. That meant ordinary magic might still come flying.


  If he recovered his staves, stopping him would be difficult.


  For now, his arms were cut off, and he had no hands to hold them with, but regeneration was only a matter of time.


  “Of… course. I’m just in a little agony from head to toe,” Ranina replied.


  “Good. I’m about to feel like that, too. I guess all I can still do is become your shield.”


  Toa could think of little else she could do now for Ranina, who had pushed herself so far for the sake of the dagger.


  “Idiot. If you can still move, bring me my shield.”


  She called me an idiot, Toa thought, puffing her cheeks in her heart as she used the last of her strength to hook the so-called noble’s thread—a special version with a fishing-hook-like needle at its tip—onto the large shield lying some distance away and pulled it in.


  It was one of Toa’s beloved convenience tools, with the equipment handling adjustments to speed and range for both deployment and retrieval.


  Dragging a shield with considerable weight back to them using what little strength remained, Toa gave Ranina a thumbs-up. The rear guard wouldn’t have had enough raw strength to manage it, but Toa could just barely do it.


  “The rest is up to Louisa and Hazal.”


  “I agree we are in tatters, but searching for what we can still do is the work of first-rate professionals, is it not?”


  Toa made a bitter face. Ugh.


  She’d thought she had done absolutely everything she could.


  Having the long-awaited dagger in her hand might have made her relax a little.


  Or perhaps she was reassured by the fact that Hazal and Louisa were still pouring continuous attacks into Hiiragi.


  “Reject hyumanity, Goddess, and spirits alike—Pandemonium!”


  “?!”


  Amazingly, the shout came from the battered form of Hiiragi. Around him, a barrier shining like obsidian took shape.


  “Tch. So, it wasn’t darkness.”


  Toa complained not about the agony spreading in her body, but about the barrier that was likely Hiiragi’s trump card.


  Her tone was almost airheaded, but a tear slipped from her eye and fell.


  “Non-elemental, then. And he’s something prepared inside it. He is desperate too.”


  Louisa and Hazal continued arguing over something even as they poured fierce, high-powered skills and magic into him. But the number of effective hits had dropped significantly.


  The barrier, or special ability, that Hiiragi deployed seemed to block some of their attacks, erase others, and weaken even those that passed through.


  “Ah…”


  “Toa?”


  “I want to win…” Toa’s voice cracked. “Please. Someone, finish him. Defeat him!”


  She’d fought valiantly and achieved results. But if they couldn’t seize victory at the very end, none of that mattered.


  It was the outpouring of Toa’s heartfelt thirst.


  Unable to move anymore, all she had left was the power to wish.


  “Aye. We must win.”


  Ranina gave a small nod at Toa’s pain-soaked wish. Then she raised her voice toward the two in the rear.


  “Hazal, Louisa! If there’s anything you’re hesitating over, do it all! Leave this side to me! Do it!”


  “Right, there’s still something left. Whichever of you can do it, just kill him!”


  Pain tore through Ranina and Toa’s bodies so fiercely that even raising their voices made them want to scream.


  Even so, they couldn’t help shouting.


  One second sooner.


  That single thought drove both of them to cry out.


  “Trust him, Hazal!”


  At Louisa’s voice, Toa and Ranina both managed wry smiles.


  “Of all people, Hazal, huh… I don’t want to die because of a ‘careless’ mistake.”


  “He’s a man who does what he must when it truly matters. Now then… I would rather Hiiragi not interfere.”


  Ranina rose smoothly to her feet.


  “Ranina?”


  The motion was so natural that Toa nearly mistook it for true recovery.


  Ranina’s Shield Ring was destroyed, but in her hand was the great shield that had accompanied her for so long.


  Almost immediately, her legs began trembling. She leaned into the shield, facing Hiiragi, barely maintaining her posture. She was in no condition to fight.


  “Obsidian of Pandemonium.”


  Toa could tell that Hiiragi had released a magic of high purity—in other words, overwhelming power—from within the barrier.


  Unfortunately, Ranina and her shield blocked Toa’s view, so she couldn’t see the full shape of the spell.


  No.


  She desperately denied it, but her body refused to obey.


  “Truly… what life could be more fulfilling than this? My gratitude to Alpine. Faith—”


  Ranina’s shield began to break.


  “—Devotion.”


  So black light exists, too.


  With that thought, Toa finally lost consciousness.


  “Ranina, you idiot!”


  Louisa clicked her tongue sharply, and Hazal called out to her.


  “Louisa, go to them. After everything they’ve set up for me, I have no choice but to do it. Leave this to me.”


  “How much time?”


  “Seven seconds.”


  “You—I’m betting everything on you. All of Alpine.”


  Louisa rushed toward Ranina and Toa.


  The black ray Hiiragi released, something almost like ritual magic, was diverted by Ranina’s shield.


  Clearly, it was a defensive effort made with her life on the line.


  If the blast caught them now, the sacrifices the two had made would become certain death. But that didn’t mean Louisa was rushing to their rescue with ease, full of vigor and strength.


  Her face had gone ashen. Her mana, which normally never ran dry, had long since fallen into dangerous territory.


  The fact that she was still conscious was a miracle.


  The same went for Hazal. Not a single member of Alpine remained unscathed.


  Even so, Louisa reached the two of them in a little over four seconds, sent Hazal the signal, and used every last piece of spirit wood she had for defense, creating something like a force-built field that could hardly even be called a barrier.


  After seeing it form, Hazal clenched two small bottles in his hands.


  Everything from my research. Until now, I was too afraid to even use this on monsters. If it produces even eighty percent of its theoretical power—or the power from the legends—it’ll be enough to defeat him. Have confidence, Hazal. Just for this moment, become genius Hazal again!


  “Take this! Antimaterial Potion!”


  Hazal hurled the two little bottles like a baseball pitcher.


  Potion-throwing was a basic skill that any pharmaceutical job holder who dabbled in fieldwork picked up as a child.


  Even in this situation, it was a technique Hazal could trust absolutely. And what he’d thrown was the most powerful—and most feared—medicine he had created in all his long research in Tsige.


  It was the stuff of trauma, a single drop of which had once erased his laboratory without a trace. But right now, that memory was reassuring.


  Since then, he had improved it further, even using the fang of a Greater Dragon.


  One of the two bottles was made with materials acquired from Kanbei. Hazal thought the color looked slightly different from the bottle he already had on hand, but even if the effect fluctuated a little, it wouldn’t matter.


  That wasn’t the level of power they were dealing with. But if one had to say it, the miracle Hazal achieved in that moment came from the one whose color was slightly different.


  “?”


  The first proper amount he’d ever successfully made—the Antimaterial Potion he’d carried here with such careful caution, the pure essence of destruction—struck Pandemonium, the barrier Hiiragi had deployed, and shattered.


  The scattered medicine released a thunderous roar and blinding light, blowing away the obsidian barrier and revealing Hiiragi.


  It was like a brutal fusion of a modern stun grenade and a high-powered explosive. But the second one, the differently colored stopgap product activated by that explosion, was the true miracle.


  The freed liquid rose softly in the air for an instant, then spread into a sphere around the space that included Hiiragi, hiding him once more.


  Then the spherical medicine contracted, shrinking smaller and smaller… and then vanishing.


  There was no sound.


  No light.


  It simply wrapped him up, then disappeared.


  The place where Hiiragi had stood was carved away in the shape of a bowl, and even the floor was gone.


  “…”


  No one spoke.


  Hazal stared blankly, unable to process the abnormal behavior and effect of the second potion.


  The other three were unconscious.


  Toa and Ranina had already reached their limits and lost consciousness. Louisa, who had gone to protect them, was knocked out by the sound and light of the first vicious potion.


  In the vast dome, the only one still standing was Hazal.


  “Ha… haha.”


  They had won.


  It was an unexpected ending, but they had won.


  The fact that his original strongest potion, the Antimaterial Potion, was hiding its true form shocked him—but they had won.


  That realization swelled explosively inside him.


  The greatest sense of accomplishment and joy he had ever felt raged throughout his entire body.


  Of course, he wanted to go to his companions and share that joy.


  The first thing Hazal did was collapse flat on his back.


  “I… can’t move anymore. I feel sick…”


  Hazal, the unmistakable victor, lost consciousness.


  Alpine: all members unconscious, request completed.


  ※※※


  


  “Good grief.”


  Some time after Hazal collapsed, a single shadow moved within the dome, where no one had yet regained consciousness.


  It was Letter.


  Because Kima and Caro were acquainted with Alpine back in Tsige, they couldn’t show themselves. In this covert mission, Letter was the only one who could act openly.


  Their mission was to support Alpine—but only if it were determined that completing the request on their own had become impossible.


  In the end, they’d done nothing but observe until the very end.


  That said, they still didn’t know exactly how badly the four were damaged.


  To confirm that accurately, Letter finally stepped out before them.


  “Hazal is only asleep from mana depletion and relief. Leaving him alone or giving him a mana recovery potion should be enough… impressive man. The problem is…”


  As a denizen of the shadows, Letter had plenty of thoughts about Alpine, but despite that, the battle and exploration they’d carried out here was a feat worthy of admiration.


  He’d never so much as spoken to them, yet he felt that they were old companions and friends he had known for years.


  “Toa. The recoil from Dita Convique, along with her original injuries, is fairly severe. This is… if we don’t do something, she’ll die before the recoil ends.”


  Next, he checked the elven woman.


  “Louisa. It seems she lost consciousness from that sound and light, but her symptoms have progressed one step beyond mana exhaustion. Her smaller wounds are one thing, but damage from that black thing Hiiragi used has built up. Waiting for natural recovery would be bad.”


  Then he looked toward the dwarf woman, who was literally battered to pieces.


  “Ranina. It’s strange she’s still alive at all. Forget waking up; if she died at any moment, I’d just nod and accept it. Though given how perfectly she fulfilled her role as shield bearer and tank, I suppose that’s fitting. Throwing one’s life away for someone else… that’s the way of living I understand least.”


  Unlike ordinary adventurers who moved in parties, Letter did everything alone, accepted everything alone, and lived alone. Every skill he needed was honed to a high level.


  Naturally, diagnosing wounds was included among them, which was why he could assess their conditions so accurately.


  “In other words, I can’t handle this alone. Kima, Caro, no one’s awake anyway. Come out and help treat them. Don’t worry. As you wanted, I’ll take all the credit.”


  “Hey, don’t just suddenly call our names, you old nuisance!” Kira shouted.


  “I’m saying that even with all three of us, they may not make it in time—especially this dwarf. If you still want me to handle this alone, two of them will definitely die.”


  “Ugh.” Caro’s face tightened. “This is an emergency. Since they won the battle, we should help them. I believe they deserve to be saved.”


  Reluctantly, the sisters revealed themselves.


  “Kima, prepare substitutes for potions according to their symptoms. With your specialty in spices, you can manage that, can’t you?”


  “Tch. Obviously.”


  “Caro, use that dangerous fragrance first to sedate them. It doesn’t just force people to sleep, does it?”


  “Yeah, all right. A fragrance to keep their hearts calm, so they can sleep peacefully even if they’re stabbed midway through treatment.”


  “Uh, I’ll leave the degree of effect to you. After that, we treat the wounds. But Hazal might wake up in about an hour in this state. Put him into a deeper sleep first.” Letter gave instructions briskly.


  While Letter had chosen a life apart from others, it was clear from the brisk way he gave instructions that he could make use of people.


  Perhaps because his instructions were spot on, Kima didn’t snipe at him, just quietly obeyed.


  “It’s not because that monster ordered me to do it. To think I’d actually feel like saving all of them. The fact that we were assigned as support was part of your luck, too. I suppose luck is a kind of strength.”


  “…”


  Maybe unconsciously, Letter had said we. The sisters didn’t point this out.


  Caro merely watched Letter with a lukewarm gaze.


  Kima’s eyes said, How embarrassing, but her sister’s warning look kept her silent.


  Thus, in a way that exceeded most expectations, Alpine’s exploration was safely brought to an end.


  ※※※


  


  “Oh, welcome back?”


  Alpine and Letter returned to the forest near Tsige, commonly called the Tinarak Forest, barely able to move. I greeted them, pretending it was all a coincidence.


  For the sake of an alibi, I was holding some ambrosia—a reasonably rare medicinal flower.


  Alpine performed far beyond expectations in several ways, weaving a drama and a few developments that even Tomoe hadn’t predicted, and they safely completed the quest without using most of the insurance we prepared.


  The price, however, was that they’d all been reduced to absolute wrecks, nearly dead to the last person. Our support personnel had worked hard to take care of that part.


  At the same time, after receiving reports from Kima and Caro, two of the Kuzunoha Company’s collaborators in Tsige who had also acted as support personnel, I came ahead of Toa and the others to this place where they would return.


  My excuse was that I’d come to gather ambrosia.


  Incidentally, Tomoe came with me.


  The dome where the final battle took place was equipped with a transfer mechanism leading to the Tinarak Forest. We had Letter guide them to it.


  Still, to think Hazal would play such a spectacular role with some absurd potion…


  It sounded like a dream, but it was completely true.


  What even is an Antimaterial Potion?


  Then there was that other unknown potion, which was clearly something else entirely.


  Tomoe and Shiki were interested, of course, but even Mio and Tamaki, who seemed somewhat indifferent while listening to the report midway through, leaned forward at that part.


  “Raidou-san… and Tomoe-sama,” Toa said, looking slightly surprised as she finally noticed us.


  “Aye. You have an unfamiliar one with you… Getting back from exploring?” Tomoe asked.


  “Y-yes. Um, why are the two of you here?”


  Perhaps her body still hurt, because she occasionally grimaced, and it was painful to see.


  It wasn’t only Toa. Everyone except Hazal was like that.


  Louisa seemed to still be suffering from a headache, and Ranina was clearly lacking her usual spirit.


  “Ah, I just needed a little garnish for a salad.”


  I waved the ambrosia lightly.


  “That… as a salad garnish?”


  “There are some kids who like it. Keep it secret that we harvest it here, okay? We’ll keep your new companion—or whatever he is—a secret too until you announce him.”


  “It’s not really that sort of relationship. We ended up owing him a huge debt, hahaha.”


  Toa laughed weakly, but the blue dagger Lapis was firmly tucked behind her waist.


  “Alpine was recruiting a healer, were you not?” Tomoe said. “I gave you advice to find someone quickly and train them, did I not?”


  “I can’t…”


  Tomoe’s words seemed to pierce Toa deeply, and her head drooped.


  “Well, very well. If you can afford to stop by a place like this, you must have some measure of leeway left. Go on, then. Let the results of your exploration stir the city once more.”


  “Oh, right. You were exploring an unknown region, weren’t you? Congratulations on making it back.”


  And congratulations on finally achieving the dream you chased for so long, I added silently in my heart.


  I wasn’t just interested in the report; I might ask to see detailed footage later.


  “Yes. Once we’ve recovered, I’ll be sure to tell you everything.”


  “Mm. Rest well.”


  “Take care.”


  The five of them passed by us and left… No, they were going back to Tsige. Was this some special road home?


  “Tomoe, you really did put them through a harsh trial, didn’t you?” I asked.


  “I never imagined they would go that far. I was surprised as well,” she replied.


  “Couldn’t you have made it a little easier for them?”


  Tomoe answered with a rare, faintly bashful smile.


  “Even if they are what they are, they were the first adventurer disciples Mio and I ever had. In a sense, they are our beloved disciples, number one.”


  “Beloved disciples.”


  “Yes. At first, it was merely an errand you ordered us to handle, Young Master, but when one associates with people long enough, some measure of affection settles in.”


  “Not ordered. Requested.”


  “Oh? Was that so?”


  “Fufu. Well, whatever. I quite like the saying, ‘All’s well that ends well.’ In the end, I want people to find results equal to the effort they put in.”


  “… Indeed.”


  “We have the ambrosia, so let’s head home.”


  “Yes.”


  Congratulations, Toa.


  From now on, I’ll be quietly praying that you and all of Alpine find a new goal that belongs only to you and live happily.


  I looked once in the direction where the five figures had long since disappeared, and then Tomoe and I returned home.


  Back to the Demiplane.
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  Roughly two months had passed since we held our first flower-viewing party in the Demiplane.


  They’d been chaotic, dense, relentlessly busy months.


  People often said that once things began moving, they moved fast, and they were right.


  Tsige, of course, had been in motion. So had the Demiplane. Even the Rotsgard branch had grown somewhat hectic.


  Including personnel transfers, the last two months became a period of major reorganization for the Kuzunoha Company.


  At last, we’d managed to reach this memorable day, but…


  It was long.


  Seriously, it was so long.


  “Young Master, would you come to the Tsige shop at noon?” Tomoe asked as I was preparing to leave the office of the Kuzunoha Company’s Tsige branch. “I’m scheduled to look around Tsige’s expanded district today, but I shall finish that in the morning and head there afterward.”


  “Got it. Mio and Shiki are fine too, right?”


  “Of course. Mio has already begun getting ready, and Shiki apparently has a meeting with Morris, but he said that should be finished by morning. Still, Young Master, somehow these days have ended up busier than when you were traveling between countries.”


  Tomoe smiled wickedly.


  In truth, I’d thought that once I finished responding to all those unavoidable invitations from different nations, things would settle down somewhat.


  I was, of course, completely wrong, and that was probably what she was teasing me about.


  “I won’t say I handled everything perfectly, but I did get through it somehow, so don’t bully me too much,” I told Tomoe. “I attended almost every meeting preparing for the revolution while sticking close to Rembrandt, and I still managed to keep teaching at Rotsgard without taking a break.”


  While receiving lectures from Rembrandt on the realities of merchants and commerce, I listened to everyone in the Demiplane and adjusted the Kuzunoha Company’s stance regarding Tsige’s revolution for independence from Aion. At the same time, in Rotsgard, I taught both senior students like Jin and the newer junior students we’d taken in.


  Ah…


  Just remembering it made me feel sick.


  Apparently, every decision I’d made two months ago was the kind where once I decided to do it, a mountain of work came crashing down on me.


  The first month was the worst. When I was alone in my room, I sometimes found myself laughing for no reason.


  I barely had time to sleep either. I would reach my limit, collapse, and then one of my followers would find me and reboot me.


  Tomorrow, I’m going to sleep as much as I want.


  No matter what anyone says, I’m getting three hours!


  “Once you decide something, you do not run from it. I can only admire that,” Tomoe said softly. “But for those of us watching over you, every day has been nerve-racking. In any case, I have no intention of bullying you. I’m proud to call you our master.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Ah, that reminds me. From this afternoon onward, Shiki and I will come with you on the greeting rounds. There are a few places that have been quite insistent.”


  “I know. I’ll be counting on you.”


  “Though from what I’ve seen of you lately, I don’t think you will need us quite so much. Well then, see you soon.”


  “Yeah. Give my regards to the Eleor Company’s representative.”


  Before summer arrived in earnest, Tsige finally rebuilt its outer walls.


  The city expanded a little toward the Wasteland, and quite a lot toward the Aion side. Thanks to that, new land was created within the city, and overall land prices seemed to have dropped slightly.


  Still, I knew the low prices wouldn’t last long. The Eleor representative had said as much with a fresh smile while buying up land left and right.


  A staggering amount of money had been spent on deciding on the construction and carrying it out, and naturally, he had shouldered a considerable portion of that cost himself. Even so, his smile was bright.


  In other words, he expected to profit even more than that.


  The terrifying world of real estate.


  I purchased the land that the Eleor Company had previously asked me if I wanted to buy after I held another negotiation with Tomoe present.


  If that price meant they had no intention of doing business, then the money moving there was on a completely different scale from daily necessities.


  Materials adventurers brought back from the Wasteland also fetched absurd prices, but those were literally obtained at the risk of their lives.


  Thinking of it that way, even if both involved enormous sums, I couldn’t help feeling there was something unreasonable about it.


  All that was going through my mind as I watched Tomoe leave. She had been getting involved with the Eleor Company from time to time since that land negotiation.


  “Well, even if I think it’s unreasonable, I bought land from him too, and we’re on friendly terms now,” I mused aloud. “For land inside the outer walls, the price includes not only supply and demand, but also the value of safety. Besides, there are countless people willing to pay that price. And even inside the city, when transactions involve such huge sums, your life isn’t always guaranteed.”


  As long as the system functioned, there had to be some balance somewhere.


  How close one could get to the edge depended on a merchant’s instincts. The Eleor representative probably stood at a perilous edge where someone like me would simply tumble off.


  As for me, my instincts weren’t that sharp.


  I came to clearly understand that while receiving lessons from Rembrandt.


  That was why I kept doing business from within a safe zone.


  Now, I’d decided to build a shop on both the newly purchased land and the land we already owned, finally opening our own independent store here in Tsige.


  Since we were doing it anyway, I listened to many of the requests that had come from the shop, such as increasing stock and adding staff. As a result, it turned into quite a large store.


  Today was that shop’s opening day.


  Since morning—no, since the night before—the employees had been rushing around busily.


  They looked tired, but the fact that most of their expressions were bright was a relief to me.


  Tomoe, Mio, and Shiki would all spend the entire day focused on Tsige.


  We also brought Aqua, Eris, and Lime from Rotsgard as temporary helpers, so this was truly an all-hands event for the Kuzunoha Company.


  Still…


  “The Kuzunoha Company opening a huge shop in Tsige right around the time things look ready to move in Aion, huh.”


  There was no intention behind the opening or the date.


  None at all.


  Unfortunately, the timing was such that it could be taken as a strange declaration of intent.


  I had no intention of changing the path we’d chosen now, so worrying about it was pointless. Still, no one could stop me from mocking my own terrible timing.


  In reality, the opening date might have been subtly controlled by Rembrandt and the others, but if I started thinking that way, there would be no end to it.


  A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts.


  “Come in!” I called, wondering who it could be.


  A forest ogre girl peeked in through the door.


  “Young Master.”


  “Eris. What is it?”


  “Merchants and adventurers are sprouting up outside. They say they came to congratulate you on the opening.”


  “Ah, right.”


  Come to think of it, Rembrandt told me some people would come before opening to offer congratulations.


  People with whom we had proper business dealings would normally come after opening, or we would go greet them ourselves. But adventurers and merchants, with whom we weren’t personally acquainted, often came before opening, apparently as custom.


  That said, adventurers often simply joined the line of waiting customers afterward, so most of the people who came for such greetings were usually merchants.


  Still, this early?


  There was still quite some time before opening.


  “OK. I’ll be right there. Are there a lot of merchants after all?” I asked.


  “For now, there are more adventurers. They probably plan to say congratulations, then get in line for the opening.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  “There are plenty of people who think this is their one chance to show their faces and introduce themselves to the head of the Kuzunoha Company, since they normally can’t approach you. So, the line waiting for the opening has folded back on itself several times and is filling the street in front of the shop. This is one scene you would never see in Rotsgard. Not that I want to see it at all.”


  “So, the line’s growing nicely, got it. Tell the kids organizing it to make sure it doesn’t bother anyone else. We’ve cleared it with the city, so that part should be fine, but people get irritated when they’re standing in line, and things can happen.”


  “Already handled.”


  Eris flashed me a thumbs-up, her eyes gleaming for an instant.


  When she wasn’t mixed with Aqua, I personally felt her flavor was a bit too strong, but somehow Eris handled customers just fine.


  Her sales numbers were pretty impressive, too.


  I left the fourth-floor office and headed down to the first floor with Eris.


  The reborn Kuzunoha Company building was a luxurious structure: one basement level and four aboveground floors.


  In Tsige, buildings with three floors had started to appear here and there, but four-story buildings were still rare.


  Thanks to that, the building itself stood out, which was a nice bonus.


  Now then, the people who came to congratulate us on opening were… Whoa.


  The sheer number of people that entered my vision made me feel dizzy for a moment.


  “Hey, Eris. This is kind of an incredible number, hey.”


  “Hey, you said it twice, which means it’s important—”


  “Some of them even have business cards.”


  “Uwaa. You ignored me and murdered the joke. I object.”


  For now, I left Eris alone and looked again at the people gathered around the staff entrance.


  Sprouting up really was the right way to put it.


  After I told Rembrandt about business cards, he’d found the idea amusing and actually started using them, so lately they’d been spreading in a strange way.


  I had mixed feelings about people holding them together with what were probably congratulatory gifts, or waving them around, but business cards had apparently taken root to the point that even some adventurers had them made.


  Since I’d never seen them in Rotsgard, the idea still felt kind of fresh.


  Toa and her party were surprised, finding out after returning from their exploration that some strange custom had started spreading in their absence.


  I’d planned to hand out my own business cards as one of today’s small surprises to the merchants who came, but at this rate, it might not be much of a surprise anymore.


  Rembrandt’s influence was terrifying.


  “Well, I guess I just have to go. They came all this way, after all,” I muttered.


  “You’re obviously the only Young Master here, so I think things are going to get wild. What do you want to do? Need a ten-second rule?”


  “What’s that? You mean move on to the next person after ten seconds?”


  “Yep, something like that. The number of seconds can be whatever. At the right time, I’ll go, ‘Thaaank yooou very muuuch!’ and push them along to the next spot.”


  “What is this, a handshake event? But yes, please. Can you go grab two or three more people and handle that together?”


  “Leave it to me. We’ll keep the business cards and gifts organized so you can tell what came from whom and check them later, sir.”


  Leaving behind a mysterious salute, Eris trotted off toward the shop.


  Putting aside her words and behavior… well, there was no doubt she was a capable girl who could be quite useful.


  Lately, I’d come to think that more than ever before.


  All right, then.


  Time to start working as the representative of the Kuzunoha Company!


  I opened the staff entrance, and my long day began.


  ※※※


  


  Basement.


  Main products: weapons and general equipment. Also, a consultation counter for repairs and tool-related requests aimed at ordinary customers.


  Packed to capacity.


  First floor.


  Main products: general foodstuffs. The dining area supervised by Mio and special events were also here.


  Packed to capacity.


  Second floor.


  Main products: general medications. Also, compounding consultations.


  Packed to capacity.


  Third floor.


  Main products: daily necessities and hobby goods. Ceramics, crafts, and other items that were produced in the Demiplane.


  Packed to capacity.


  It was opening day, so attendance levels were within expectations.


  In the sense of our best-case prediction, anyway.


  But come on.


  Fourth floor.


  Office.


  Packed to capacity.


  What is going on here?!


  After our doors opened and customers started pouring in, I waited a few minutes to make sure the business was running smoothly. Then, accompanied by Tomoe and Shiki, I went out to greet some of the nearby businesses and a portion of our regular clients.


  That much had been planned.


  We’d also informed everyone involved, as well as anyone who told us they would be coming to greet us, that I would be away from the shop during that time. And yet, when I hurried through my greetings and returned to the shop, the fourth-floor office area was still overflowing with people.


  The people who’d come to congratulate us beforehand had all been met and seen off properly before the opening. We’d even sorted through every congratulatory gift sent by those who couldn’t come in person today!


  Why did this happen?!


  “Ah! Raidou-san!”


  With that single word from someone, every gaze focused on me.


  Suddenly, it became painfully obvious that everyone had gathered here for my sake.


  “Most likely, these people all felt a sense of danger upon seeing how prosperous the shop is,” Tomoe murmured quietly. “Their ability to act immediately afterward is not entirely unworthy of praise, but their judgment in underestimating us leaves no room for hope. Now then…”


  Shiki followed her in a low voice.


  “There are also merchants from outside Tsige among them. Some probably wish to establish a connection as future trading partners. Even if not, seeing a shop of this scale filled with enough customers to match it, wanting to greet the representative may be natural behavior for merchants.”


  But Rembrandt-san’s coming later too…


  Damn it!


  Half-desperate, I stepped forward.


  “Thank you for waiting. I’m Raidou, representative of this company. Thank you so much for visiting our shop today. We’ll hear each of your matters in turn, so thank you in advance for your patience.”


  Wearing the smile I’d learned to produce almost by reflex, I greeted every person gathered there, then handled their concerns through sheer willpower—but that obviously wasn’t enough in the end, so Tomoe and Shiki helped me too.


  Mio was working at full power on the first floor, so I couldn’t very well pull her away. Even so, she helped by providing simple dishes and drinks for the people waiting partway through.


  Ever the thoughtful one, she’d prepared dishes leaning toward Japanese cuisine, which was still unusual in Tsige. When we announced that these were being served in the downstairs dining area, most visitors went for them out of curiosity.


  Mio had grown remarkably in her own way, and the way she managed people in the kitchen had become quite impressive.


  For a while, I wondered if we might run out of time and have to ask those at the end of the line to leave, but in the end, we managed to deal with everyone.


  That said, for those who brought business proposals, we refused by saying we weren’t accepting formal negotiations today and asked them to speak with us another day. That strategy did add to our workload, but trying to conclude detailed negotiations on the spot would definitely have broken us.


  I didn’t have the business talent of Rembrandt or the few genius merchants in this city, nor did I possess the long years of experience that could compensate for that. There was no way I could judge the merits of someone else’s business ideas in such a short time.


  “I’m… exhausted,” I sighed. “That was so much more work than I expected.”


  “Even so, you finished everything before Rembrandt got here. Seriously, well done,” Tomoe said, offering me an unexpectedly warm look.


  “Several of those proposals sounded like they may turn into something worthwhile. I know we never expected all this, but it wasn’t wasted time. Thank you for all your hard work,” Shiki added.


  “Once Rembrandt-san comes, today’s schedule is over, right?” I asked.


  “Yes. After that, I hope you’ll be able to get some rest. It would be best for you to sleep until morning.”


  “Indeed. Please spend tomorrow relaxing. We’ll compile today’s sales and any other materials you might want to review.”


  “I’ll take you up on that.”


  Just for today, I felt like I didn’t care what Aion did. If they made some huge move tonight, I would take it out on them with everything I had.


  “Still, congratulatory gifts really do pile up. Since we moved them all to the Demiplane one after another, space wasn’t a problem, but if we’d handled that badly, it might have interfered with business.”


  “That simply shows how much attention the Kuzunoha Company is receiving,” Tomoe replied.


  I nodded at her answer while thinking back over our gifts.


  For the time being, we’d accepted everything except slaves and living creatures. I’d have to give appropriate gifts in return later.


  Even now, past sunset, the shop was still seeing an incredible flow of people, though the office had finally regained some calm.


  At this rate, I realized, Mio’s dining area must be looking ransacked.


  She originally said she didn’t intend to work there every day, but I hoped opening day hadn’t become both her debut and retirement.


  “My, my,” came a new voice from the entrance to the office. “How frightening. To think it would be this lively… From top to bottom, there isn’t a gap anywhere.”


  “Rembrandt-san,” I greeted him.


  “Forgive me for coming so late to offer my greetings, Raidou-dono. Congratulations on your opening.”


  “Thank you very much. You arrived exactly on time, so don’t worry about it. I should apologize for not coming to receive you.”


  “Lime handled that for me. No need to worry. I hear you even dealt politely with merchants who came without appointments. You must be exhausted.”


  Looking past Rembrandt, I saw Lime standing behind him. He quickly bowed to us, then went back downstairs.


  Thanks for your hard work.


  “I still should have had more room to receive a guest I was expecting,” I said, shaking my head. “I did let it slip earlier, but I’m not in any position to say I’m tired.”


  “Hahaha. Well, how shall I put it? Even when you’re young, excessive perfectionism doesn’t last long. It’s best to understand when and where to push yourself. Though in your case, as long as you listen honestly to the opinions of your reliable aides, I doubt there’ll be a problem.”


  “They really do save me.”


  How far I should go, and how far I should pursue perfection. That was a balance I was still trying to work out.


  Apparently, it was something one gained to some extent through experience, but perhaps from Rembrandt’s point of view, I’d been too invested today.


  Even accounting for today being opening day, maybe I’d moved too desperately, without enough concern for appearances.


  If so, I needed to reflect on it.


  “When you opened in your rented space, things started off going strangely smoothly, and maybe you didn’t truly feel it then. But looking at your face now, it seems you’re feeling it plenty today.” Rembrandt smiled gently. “The feeling that you’ve opened a shop.”


  “Yes. I’ll keep working hard so we can put down proper roots here in Tsige.”


  “You’ve already put down plenty of roots. I look forward to seeing you growing into a tree large enough to cover all of Tsige.”


  “Oh, no, that’s…”


  “I can’t allow myself to fall behind either. From now on, the Kuzunoha Company can expect to draw even more visitors not merely as a major merchant house of Tsige, but as a sightseeing attraction as well. In fact, I’m certain that’s what will happen.”


  Our four-story building had a lot to do with it; every fellow merchant who came to greet us that day had expressed their surprise at seeing such an imposing structure.


  “From my perspective, the Rembrandt Company is already half that sort of place,” I said.


  “When people look at the two of us as Tsige’s twin pillars, I don’t want the Rembrandt Company to appear inferior,” Rembrandt replied.


  “Surely not…”


  I couldn’t help smiling wryly. When he saw that, Rembrandt’s gentle expression abruptly turned sharp and serious.


  “Regarding the movements of the Kuzunoha Company, no proper reports have gone from Tsige to the Aion Kingdom. We’re doing that intentionally, of course, but by my reading, with your company opening on such a grand scale today, the Aion Kingdom will now certainly view the Kuzunoha Company as a major element of unrest.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  “One could say it’s only one of the triggers, and at this point, changing the great current moving through this country is not something we can do. Furthermore, I will not allow the Kuzunoha Company to become a target. What they will be facing is the city of Tsige itself. Even so, I’m sorry.”


  With that, Rembrandt bowed his head.


  “No, please don’t. I’ll be honest, unless they’re planning to make some big move tonight, I don’t really care what Aion does right now.”


  I was tired enough that I genuinely had no room left for anything else.


  No matter how Rembrandt intended to use our opening, he was an ally.


  It was fine.


  “Hahahaha! I see. Then perhaps I should avoid staying too long. This is my opening gift. You can open it later.”


  Rembrandt stood to leave, handing me what appeared to be a rolled document.


  Seeing him off came first; I could check what was inside later.


  Ah, but Lime brought Rembrandt up the stairs, didn’t he?


  Then I might as well introduce that and let him use it.


  His gift was probably something surprising anyway, so I could give him a small surprise in return.


  “Wait. If you’re leaving, come this way,” I said as I guided him down the corridor.


  We arrived at the end of the hallway before a door.


  “A dead end? No, a room?”


  “Please, go ahead,” I told Remrandt. I touched the door, and it slid soundlessly to the side. He stepped inside, and I entered the small room behind him. Then I touched the wall, and the door slid closed.


  Yes. This was a modern convenience I’d thought of when the plans for the building included four levels. An elevator.


  Its power source was the mana of the person riding it; in this case, mine.


  There had been a suggestion to make the walls skeleton-style so people could see outside, but I rejected it. It would be embarrassing, and anyway, it felt dangerous from a security standpoint.


  When the elevator gently shuddered into motion, Rembrandt let out a startled cry.


  “It’s all right,” I reassured him. “The whole room is just moving down. It doesn’t feel like we’re falling, does it?”


  “N-no. Not falling; it feels like we’re descending slowly… What a strange sensation.”


  “We use this to move up and down. We haven’t decided yet whether to install one at a scale suitable for customers, but for now, we have adopted it for employee use.”
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  Well under a minute later, we were on the first floor. As expected, it was far easier than taking the stairs.


  Building a tall shop was certainly convenient, but some customers had bad legs. I figured there was no harm in being prepared.


  “Good heavens. There are people in the Kuzunoha Company who come up with truly outrageous ideas, aren’t there? Truly outrageous,” Rembrandt muttered.


  “Ahaha. Did it surprise you?” I asked.


  “Opinions may differ on whether this is a wasteful use of mana by the indulgent or the permeation of magic into daily life. But I am the sort who believes new technologies and products are born from curiosity and trial. I was greatly surprised and moved deeply, and of course, I highly value it.”


  Rembrandt spoke as if sighing, his eyes gazing distantly over the first-floor food section.


  “I didn’t expect you to praise it that much.”


  “Raidou-dono. I look forward to working with you for many years to come.”


  “Likewise.”


  After exchanging one final farewell, Rembrandt climbed into the carriage waiting for him and departed.


  Maybe he was soft when it came to new inventions and discoveries.


  I’d never seen that side of him before, but history had plenty of examples of billionaires becoming patrons of inventors and artists, so it wasn’t exactly strange.


  For now, the elevator still had a few issues before it would be ready for customer use, such as mana control, cabin size, and mana-efficiency problems, but perhaps I should give some instructions on fully implementing it.


  No matter what form it took, we would probably need an elevator dwarf or elevator orc as its power source.


  Hiring more staff just for the elevator, huh?


  Hmm.


  “Young Master, Rembrandt’s gone,” Tomoe said, back in the office.


  “Thank you for seeing him off,” Shiki added.


  “Ah, Tomoe, Shiki.”


  “So, Young Master. What did that man leave behind? Since this is Rembrandt we’re talking about, I am rather curious,” Tomoe said.


  “If that paper is a marriage registration with his two daughters, Mio-dono may become dangerous in various ways,” said Shiki.


  “Don’t say scary stuff, Shiki. Besides, that doting father Rembrandt would never hand over his daughters like that, right?”


  Even as I said that, a slight unease crept into me.


  Nervously, I untied the cord and opened the rolled paper.


  “A map?”


  Indeed. It was a map of Tsige, specifically the district where the Kuzunoha Company was located.


  A map as an opening gift?


  “Young Master, Tomoe-dono.”


  Shiki pointed at a spot on the map.


  “Shiki?”


  Let’s see…


  “Oh, I see. He truly does amusing things.”


  “Huh? What?!”


  What Shiki had pointed at was one of the main streets radiating outward from the center of Tsige.


  I was pretty sure it was called Remeishi Street.


  “This is th-that street, right?” I asked, just to make sure.


  “There’s no mistake. As of today, that street is apparently Kuzunoha Street, Young Master.”


  “That man, honestly, how much authority does he truly wield in this city? It certainly is amusing, though.”


  Tomoe and Shiki looked impressed and surprised, yet somehow remained calm. Wouldn’t a normal person have no choice but to stand there stunned?


  The name of the street Shiki had pointed to was indeed written as Kuzunoha Street.


  Not an object, but a name as a gift. And the name of a street, no less.


  “Something really huge is starting to happen, isn’t it?”


  My murmur was swallowed by the night and vanished.


  Before long, revolution would break out in the Aion Kingdom, and when the right moment came, Tsige would declare independence.


  There would almost certainly be fighting, and I would probably end up becoming directly involved to influence the course of events.


  Something far greater than the name of a street changing was about to happen.


  Even so…


  I looked back at the bustle of the shop, listening to it.


  I didn’t want this town’s energy and liveliness to be lost.


  “Sorry to interrupt your relaxation!”


  “Pardon us!”


  The forest ogres had come up to the office.


  “Eris, Aqua. Is the shop all right with both of you leaving?” I asked.


  They were both ace-class employees when it came to store work.


  “We’re guiding a guest. I finally got to slack off a tiny bit…”


  “U-um! He bowed and said he wanted to ‘offer a word of congratulations,’ and that he owed you for something you did for him in Limia!”


  At Aqua’s words, I tilted my head.


  Limia? Hmm.


  “There really are so many surprise visitors. You are quite popular, Young Master,” Tomoe said with a smile.


  “Come on, Tomoe. You know exactly what you’re doing.”


  “Kaka. Indeed.” Tomoe turned to Aqua. “So? Who was this person who claims to be indebted to Young Master?”


  “He said his name was Lugh, from the Embray Company.”


  “Huh?!”


  Quite a few people today had claimed to know me but were actually complete strangers trying to force a connection.


  Tomoe had probably been teasing me about that, but this time, I definitely knew the name.


  “So where is he now?” I asked.


  “Waiting right outside,” Eris said, pointing.


  “Thank you, both of you. I’ll see him now,” I said.


  “Roger. Then, unwillingly, we return to hell, baby.”


  “… Eris,” Tomoe said, still smiling.


  “Then we shall return to store duty with all our strength, sir!”


  How does your attitude change that much?


  Refreshing as ever, honestly. And the way she didn’t forget to smoothly usher the guest into the room as she left was just so…


  Lugh entered the office in her place.


  Until recently, he and I had been together in Limia’s remote region, Midnight Front, where a miserable, dreary mist spread everywhere in a sluggish haze.


  “It has been a short while, Raidou. I am Lugh, advisor to the Embray Company of the Kingdom of Limia. I took your invitation from back then quite sincerely, despite my age, and came to see Tsige some time ago. While I was here, I heard that the Kuzunoha Company would be opening a new shop. Since the opportunity presented itself, I came to offer my greetings. Congratulations on this occasion.”


  Invitation…


  I did vaguely remember saying something polite like, “Why don’t you come visit Tsige sometime?”


  Ah, people like Rembrandt really do this sort of thing.


  They took jokes and polite phrases and made them real.


  “Th-thank you very much. I never expected you to come so quickly, Representative Lugh, or… hm?”


  Wait, didn’t he say he was an advisor earlier?


  Sensing why my words trailed off, Lugh began to explain.


  “Since then, I have stepped down from the position of representative. I now serve as a carefree advisor. My experience in Midnight Front changed my life significantly.”


  Advisor.


  It was a word I’d heard now and then in Japanese dramas. That said, I wasn’t really sure what an advisor actually did.


  “I see. Have you met the others as well?” I asked.


  “Of course. We survived together, so in a sense, we’re comrades.”


  For a few minutes, Lugh and I kept chatting about everyday things and what had happened in that swamp.


  He had apparently been staying here for the last three days, but because we seemed so busy, he’d missed the right chance to greet me. He even apologized, and he looked like he meant it.


  I apologized right back, since I hadn’t fulfilled my promise to show him around town either.


  Opening the new shop, transferring personnel to and from the Demiplane, meetings with Rembrandt and the others, Alpine’s return…


  It had been a ridiculously busy, thick stretch of time. Even if he’d come to greet me, I wasn’t sure how properly I could have hosted him.


  “Then, in the near future, I’ll have you accompany me as promised to sample those shops I recommended. And you can look forward to the souvenirs as well,” I said.


  “That’s my line, Raidou-dono. I look forward to it. Ah, Algrio-sama also entrusted me with several items, calling them souvenirs. Please accept them as opening gifts on this occasion.”


  Algrio Hopleys, one of Limia’s great nobles, sent something to me?


  “And also…” Lugh continued with a slightly theatrical air.


  “Yes?”


  “If it wouldn’t trouble you, even an old man like me can still be of some use. If you would allow me to assist for a while, I would be happy to place myself at your disposal.”


  “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly—”


  Before I could reflexively decline, Shiki cut in.


  “That would be most helpful. The Embray Company is a great Limian merchant house whose name echoes even here in Tsige, and you, Lugh-dono, were instrumental in establishing that position. To think I might have the opportunity to observe your skill firsthand. I would be honored if I could work alongside you and learn by watching.”


  “Well, Shiki, then I’ll leave it to you.”


  What to show him, and how much—I still found that kind of judgment difficult.


  I would rely on Shiki here and accept Lugh’s help.


  We really were short on people, especially in the hyuman category.


  As far as ability went, Lugh was beyond question.


  In return, I would thoroughly introduce him to Tsige’s best spots and make sure he enjoyed himself. That would be my way of repaying him.


  “An unexpected rescue boat has arrived, Young Master,” Tomoe said. “Indeed, if a capable hyuman gentleman offers his aid, it would be of great help.”


  “Yeah. For once, I’m lucky.”


  Usually, misfortune came flying in instead.


  “Kindness is never wasted, as they say.”


  “Yeah, yeah.”


  While feeling relieved that the company was somehow making it through its first day, I continued going through the reports that kept piling up.


  ※※※


  


  Late at night.


  The sounds of the city had died down, and at last, a quiet moment visited Tsige.


  That said, in this city, which had recently become known as a sleepless castle, there were places where its energy continued to glow like banked embers. But at least around the man who remained alone in this room, silence had settled.


  His name was Patrick Rembrandt.


  He was the master of the Rembrandt Company, acknowledged by everyone in Tsige as the city’s greatest merchant house.


  Without saying a word, Rembrandt let his eyes move swiftly across the massive stacks of papers piled on his desk.


  With his left hand, he turned pages. With the pen in his right hand, he occasionally wrote something down.


  His head was filled, needless to say, with information about the Aion Kingdom and Tsige. And not just any information. It was the latest intelligence gathered and sent by the eyes and ears the Rembrandt Company had scattered across various regions.


  Naturally, some kind of report reached him every day.


  Now that he was trying to use the revolution to secure Tsige’s independence, he’d become one of the central figures in the matter. His days were such that he literally begrudged even the time he spent sleeping.


  “Hmm. There are still difficult points. But the path is set.”


  Had the young representative of the Kuzunoha Company been in his place, he would have drowned in this sea of information long ago and fled. Simply organizing the information would have been the absolute limit. Such was the sheer volume of work involved.


  Even so, Rembrandt, using both talent and experience to budget his time, still managed to catch a little sleep each day. On top of that, he had a strong grasp of the situation and finished outlining his outlook for the revolution that would occur in the Aion Kingdom and the independence of Tsige.


  “You’re being awfully cautious.”


  A woman’s voice suddenly rang out, and Rembrandt lifted his eyes from the documents.


  “Well, well. I must admit, I am surprised. I didn’t expect even you to ignore every manner required when visiting another person’s room,” Rembrandt said, responding to the unexpected visitor with a touch of sarcasm.


  “It’s called a surprise, apparently. I learned it from Raidou-sama.”


  Visiting late at night without an appointment was already remarkably rude. It wasn’t something that could be excused by calling it a surprise.


  “And you thought that would satisfy me?” Rembrandt’s gaze was sharp. “Sairitsu-sama. A late-night visit with no knock and naturally no appointment. You’re nothing but a suspicious intruder.”


  “Indeed. Yes, I apologize for my discourtesy,” Sairitsu said, sending him a sidelong look. “Forgive me. However, do you not think we need to know one another a little more deeply, Patrick-sama?”


  Sairitsu held an important office in the Lorel Union, Aion’s neighbor. Considering that, her current actions were unbelievably dangerous.


  “As for that, I believe we already understand what we need from one another.”


  Rembrandt’s attitude didn’t change; he just waited calmly for Sairitsu’s next words.


  “Oh? You’re about to wield that old, ruthless skill of yours again, yet you are surprisingly indifferent. You seem somewhat different from the figure I was supposed to know.”


  “Do you intend to pressure me by showing off Lorel’s intelligence capabilities? Even if I were to reveal methods like those of the past, it would be more unnatural for my personality to return to what it once was. Surely you’ve found out that much. Don’t play games with me.”


  “Devoted solely to your wife and daughters, then? Somehow, that seems unlikely to me. When I look at your history and personality, I notice a slight incongruity. We’re attempting to become comrades. Even the smallest misalignment is better removed. My invitation was made with that in mind.”


  Sairitsu narrowed her eyes slightly, as if appraising Rembrandt.


  “You believe that sharing a bed would allow us to trust one another? Well, I will admit that it’s a common tactic when turning someone into an accomplice. But that is an illusion that works only between individuals. It’s hardly something the Chūgū of Lorel should be saying.”


  “…”


  “The scale is far too large for such a thing to apply to our current matter. I don’t know what’s made you so impatient, but depending on the situation, I would be willing to hear that concern.”


  “Good grief.” Sairitsu’s tone was so exasperated, it almost sounded as if she were surrendering. “As a woman, I’m terribly wounded. However, I understand now that you truly do love your wife and family single-mindedly. Even when one acts knowing intellectually that either outcome would achieve the objective, pain is still pain. I’ll refrain from now on.”


  Her attitude made it clear that some lingering knot she held toward Rembrandt had scattered like mist.


  “Honestly.” Rembrandt sighed. “If my wife had even begun to suspect something, my entire day would have been ruined. You may have been hurt, but I would appreciate it if you never again used a method where I alone carry all the risk.”


  It was only natural. Late at night, when he should have been working after sending even his butler away, a woman of marriageable age had appeared in his room.


  Such a situation was clearly unfavorable to the man.


  “For Lorel as well, this matter is extremely important. I wanted to confirm any uncertain elements, even if they were only my personal impressions. After all, the greatest uncertain element, the Kuzunoha Company, is something we cannot carelessly touch,” Sairitsu said.


  “The Kuzunoha Company, and Raidou-dono himself, are extremely simple to deal with. I can understand your feelings, but they return sincerity with sincerity and blades with blades. They act according to a very simple logic.”


  “It’s precisely because we don’t know how far that simplicity will go that it can sometimes be terrifying. Especially for one involved in governing a country.”


  “Well, I would say it goes as far as it needs to. It’s wonderfully refreshing.”


  “As one who worships the Goddess and serves the spirit of water, I can’t set things aside quite as easily as you.”


  This time, Sairitsu responded to Rembrandt’s words with a sigh, her voice carrying a note of reproach.


  “Hahahaha! You can’t let things go, you say? Even so, despite that, you offer to cooperate with us and try to place the Kuzunoha Company in your debt. You said earlier, ‘whichever way it falls,’ but with that principle of action, you possess this much decisiveness. Truly, you are a frightening person.”


  “Not as frightening as you. Devoting yourself to Raidou-sama even if it means cutting away everything in this world, every ounce of common sense you once had—surely that is not sanity.”


  “No, no. Perhaps we’re more similar than I thought, you and I. That’s precisely why, setting trust aside, I can believe in your reliability. I highly value that resilience of yours, and I trust the judgments you make.”


  “And I trust your madness, and the conviction that supports it. Whatever happens, you will not betray Kuzunoha. That’s exactly why I, who wish to avoid conflict with them, can rely on you.”


  “Indeed. In other words, there’s no problem at all. We can—”


  “Build a good relationship, yes?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Good. I apologize for disturbing your quiet night. Once again, forgive me, Patrick-sama.”


  “Not at all. Next time, I’d ask you to secure an appointment first, but I will welcome you. Ah, that reminds me. Since you’re here, may I ask one thing as well?”


  “Of course. Anything you like.”


  “From your actions and proposals, I found myself wondering: what, precisely, is the shrine maiden to you?”


  Of course, Rembrandt had been doing his homework, and Sairitsu’s “actions and proposals” were only one of the things that made him curious. But he didn’t say that out loud.


  “Ah. So that is what you want to know.”


  “I thought it a little unfair to be shown only Lorel’s intelligence capabilities.”


  “To me, that person is…”


  “That person is?”


  “My younger sister, my daughter, and also my sovereign. No, that’s not right.”


  Rembrandt waited in silence as Sairitsu slowly spun her words.


  “Surely, she is the one I wish to protect, no matter what I must wager.”


  At her revised answer, surprise lit Rembrandt’s eyes.


  “Oh, that is quite something. Of course, to one who serves as Chūgū, the shrine maiden would naturally be an important person, but I had assumed that you considered her someone replaceable.”


  “Replaceable? Indeed, perhaps that is how it ought to be. But to me, there is only one shrine maiden: her. Hehe. As Chūgū, that is an answer that greatly calls my qualifications into question. I trust you will keep it confidential.”


  “Of course, but I see. With this, several doubts I held about you have also been resolved. This time, talking to you has become meaningful for me as well. A welcome miscalculation.”


  “I am glad to hear it. Then, good night.”


  “Pleasant dreams.”


  Just as soundlessly as when she’d arrived, Sairitsu closed the door and left, returning silence to the room.


  “Heh, so neither of us is sane. If her goal is the safety of the current shrine maiden, then that bold bias of hers makes sense. This was an unexpected learning experience.”


  Once alone, he murmured to himself.


  “If I fail to consider the shrine maiden, she may slit my throat in my sleep. But in reverse, as long as I do not neglect consideration of the shrine maiden and accept her, then Chūgū can be trusted. Being able to grasp her true intentions far more easily than before is exceedingly helpful.”


  When the Chūgū of Lorel first offered cooperation, Rembrandt was naturally wary.


  Of course, even now, the minimum caution he had toward Sairitsu hadn’t disappeared. But now that he’d grasped part of Sairitsu’s principles of action, he was beginning to understand her behavior. That was a great step forward.


  “Still, ‘whichever way it falls,’ hm? Indeed, Lorel absolutely will not lose in this matter. Their positioning is truly skillful. That woman could have been quite formidable as a merchant as well. If this country had even a few bureaucrats like her… well, I can’t help thinking…”


  There was no doubting that Sairitsu was a shrewd person.


  Capable, yes. But dealing with her as a good partner would be hard work. Rembrandt recognized that.


  “In any case, I have done what I must. I take pride in that. All that remains is to keep choosing the narrow but correct path. There is scarcely anything else left for me to do…”


  He had done everything in his power so he wouldn’t regret the outcome.


  That was the feeling in Rembrandt’s final words as the light in his room went out.


  ※※※


  


  Several nights after the Kuzunoha Company’s reopening, an unprecedented number of merchants were gathered at the Rembrandt estate.


  For anyone who made their living through commerce in Tsige, an invitation from Rembrandt was practically equivalent to a forced summons.


  Especially tonight, when the wording included, The representative must attend if possible.


  Even before the lavish dishes arrayed in a grand hall worthy of them, many representatives could be seen wearing poor expressions.


  “Hey, Raidou’s here too.”


  Several people speaking in low voices cast glances toward Raidou, who was chatting inside the room.


  “Of course he is. It hasn’t been long since he rebuilt his shop. He can’t exactly turn right back around to Rotsgard. No matter how much of a favorite he is of Rembrandt.”


  “What, are you already planning to suck up to him? You switch sides faster than anything.”


  “Say what you like. Rumor has it he’s also close with the Embrey Company from Limia. I’m done. I give up.”


  “Even Alpine favors those people. This city’s full of fools with no eye for anything.”


  “Tch. Why that bastard? He stands out that much, and yet no one can get at him from behind the scenes? What kind of trick is that?”


  They found it both suspicious and unpleasant that Raidou was present despite having rarely attended gatherings or meetings where Tsige’s merchants assembled.


  This was a group that held unfavorable impressions of the Kuzunoha Company.


  In terms of proportion, they made up roughly twenty to thirty percent of the room.


  They were engaged in commerce in this city—ambitious young people, possessed of a certain degree of talent, yet unable to encounter sufficient opportunity. At the same time, they had flaws: narrow vision and weak information networks, which prevented them from understanding why Raidou and the Kuzunoha Company had survived both publicly and behind the scenes.


  Meanwhile, in another part of the hall, another group of merchants who had dealings with one another gathered to talk.


  “No, no, even so, lately the Milliono Company has us thoroughly beaten. All I can do is surrender.”


  “Fortunately, both the guild and the adventurers have treated us well. However, the reason a favorable wind is blowing our way lately is…”


  “Because you’ve been dealing skillfully with the Rembrandt Company, perhaps?”


  “Is that not the same for all of you? It seems another wind has been added, you see.”


  “Oh?”


  “We would very much like to maintain good relations with them as well. We don’t need to crush each other. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I would appreciate it if you could tell us.”


  The man who’d been asked looked around at the people taking part in the conversation, then lowered his voice and continued.


  “Of course. I’ll tell you, along with one very simple rule that absolutely must be obeyed. Listen carefully. Try dealing with the Kuzunoha Company sincerely.”


  “The Kuzunoha Company?”


  This was one conversation continuing within one of several clusters of people scattered throughout the venue.


  All of those clusters shared one common feature.


  At their centers were companies that had grown rapidly in recent days.


  Each of them drew in the people they were meant to draw in and let them hear the story they were meant to hear.


  Normally, such listeners would suspect some ploy from the speaker. Tonight’s circumstances, however, were slightly different.


  Both those speaking and those being spoken to already knew what stood behind the Kuzunoha Company, and—unlike the smoldering young merchants—they knew that Rembrandt effectively controlled this city.


  Kuzunoha had just opened an outrageously sized store. Something like that simply couldn’t be accomplished without support from those around them.


  For a young representative rarely present in this city, it was hard to believe, yet for his sake, Rembrandt had even changed the name of one of the city’s streets.


  In a different nearby cluster, the representative of the Eleor Company was having a similar conversation with his business associates.


  “Th-then are you saying the land the Eleor Company secured was meant as an offering to that Raidou-san?”


  “Exactly. Well, it was a gamble made after I judged the odds of victory to be high, but as you saw, he built a shop on that street. Have you all visited it?”


  “Yes. Honestly, that thing is… a bad joke.”


  “We’re doing fairly well here, but we could never have enough savings to build a store like that. Does that mean he’s earning that much in Rotsgard, too?”


  “What I know concerns only land transactions, but Raidou-dono purchased the land in full, with cash, in a single payment. A truly rare way to buy, wouldn’t you say? Thanks to that, my own recent land acquisitions proceeded splendidly.”


  “What?”


  “For land that size? Rare is one thing, but that’s absurd.”


  Those gathered around him now were mid-tier merchants in Tsige, people whom Rembrandt was also watching to some extent. The representatives of these companies had all been given advance knowledge of future prospects by Rembrandt and had built deep relationships with him. There was no doubt that their recent success had been strongly influenced by their ability to deepen ties with the Rembrandt Company.


  Though somewhat late in the process, Rembrandt and his people judged that they could be given information, which was why they were part of tonight’s conversations.


  Overall, they made up a little less than thirty percent of the city’s merchants.


  Together with the young merchants who found Raidou unpleasant, that was roughly half of the merchants invited today.


  Meanwhile, nearly forty percent of the hall was filled by specialized companies that met niche demand, and individual businesses without especially strong ambition—in short, those currently unrelated to Kuzunoha and without active interest in it.


  Their industries differed. Their customer bases differed.


  Even in the city, there were plenty of companies with almost no connection to the Kuzunoha Company, so it was only natural.


  “Phew.”


  Raidou loosened the tie he still wasn’t used to wearing and accepted a glass from a server before taking a brief breath somewhere slightly removed from the crowd.


  Many eyes watched his movements with various intentions, but they subtly held one another in check, and no one approached him immediately.


  Even he wouldn’t dishevel his clothing in a place where he knew he could be seen.


  He’d relaxed only after understanding that much.


  “Right about now, Rembrandt-san must be doing the final confirmation with all the long-established companies.”


  The remaining ten percent or so of merchants invited to the venue were representatives of long-standing businesses that had operated in Tsige for many years.


  They had adapted flawlessly to the city’s current prosperity, preserving both their names and influence.


  In terms of titles and public standing, several companies even stood alongside or above the Rembrandt Company.


  Shortly after arriving, they were guided by the Rembrandt Company into a separate room. They only briefly showed their faces here.


  Tonight, Rembrandt would reveal the movements of the Aion Kingdom to the merchants.


  The stage of laying the groundwork was over.


  Though, of course, what he disclosed would not include the Kuzunoha Company’s position or Lorel Union’s involvement.


  Raidou swallowed the sigh he was about to release and straightened his clothes.


  Then, after emptying the glass in his hand, he returned to the hall.


  It was time.


  A few minutes after Raidou rejoined the gathering of merchants, the host of tonight’s event, Patrick Rembrandt, appeared together with several major figures known by everyone present. The air in the hall changed at once.


  Raidou’s brow furrowed faintly upon seeing that the number of important people who went to the separate room matched the number now appearing.


  Rembrandt told him that he had spoken to them to a certain extent beforehand, but that he didn’t know if he had truly convinced every one of them.


  That said, in Raidou’s eyes, Rembrandt was a flawless super merchant.


  Rather than deeply pondering the details of whatever secret discussion took place there, Raidou felt something closer to awe mixed with exasperation toward Rembrandt.


  “Now then.”


  After briefly offering the usual words of gratitude for accepting the invitation and praising each merchant’s efforts in contributing to Tsige’s current prosperity, Rembrandt’s eyes took on a sharp gleam, and he began to speak.


  “Unfortunately, it has become certain that this Aion Kingdom will be consumed by the flames of revolution. How will you—and we—react?”


  Thus, Rembrandt’s speech began.


  Aion’s revolution.


  Tsige’s independence.


  Feeling the heat begin to rise in the room through Rembrandt’s words, Raidou let a quiet murmur slip.


  “I don’t expect it to be so, but if possible, may the kingdom, the empire, and the demons all stay out of this.”


  He’d decided to get involved.


  That was why he didn’t want acquaintances, or factions he thought well of, to lend their support to Aion’s side.


  It was not a murmur born from lack of resolve.


  It was one born precisely because he now possessed that resolve.


  How far would the ripples of this revolution spread?


  It was quietly set in motion, moving toward an ending not even the Goddess could predict.


   

  [image: side-story]


  

  Deep in the Wasteland, in a place Tsige’s adventurers had yet to reach.


  Dwarves, orcs, and lizardmen were sweating over their work while chatting about this and that.


  “Still, this is an awfully elaborate build.”


  “Apparently, it’s for that red-haired adventurer Toa, the one Young Master’s close with.”


  “Oh, that girl? Her party comes to the shop often.”


  The workers were building a dungeon under the orders of Tomoe and Shiki, retainers of Misumi Makoto, a migrant from another world.


  “Apparently, this ruined district was modeled after Young Master’s homeland.”


  In other words, modern Japan.


  “Is that so? No wonder I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “It’s a strange city. If dwarves were allowed to use land however they pleased, perhaps it might turn out like this.”


  At the lizardman’s joking remark, a dwarf shook his head.


  “No, no, it wouldn’t. Besides, this place is apparently special.”


  “Special?”


  “Toa and the others will be brought here by force, but I hear the mechanism will be set so that later visitors are transferred here only at an extremely low probability.”


  “Only the unlucky, then. True enough, this layout may be rather cruel for adventurers. Even an elite unit of us misty lizardfolk would struggle with it.”


  “The same goes for us highland orcs. It would become a place where one stakes one’s life.”


  “We elder dwarves pass. I dislike undead.”


  “Still, a labyrinth whose structure changes every time someone enters… Tomoe-sama and Shiki-sama truly do come up with remarkable things.”


  “I think it’s perfect for training that prevents people from getting used to it.”


  “Agreed.”


  It was a system where the dungeon’s structure would be determined once the entrance was unlocked and challengers entered. This was the concept Tomoe and Shiki had poured the most effort into.


  A similar training dungeon was already being built in the Demiplane.


  Its name—which would no doubt make Makoto clutch his head if he heard it—was the Marvelous Grand Labyrinth.


  Unlike in a game, if such a thing existed in reality, it would be an extreme training ground in both good ways and bad.


  It would undoubtedly be named an adventurer-killer, and the survival rate would surely become a number too dreadful to look at. If the Adventurer’s Guild had any sound judgment, attempts would soon require official permission.


  “Hey!” shouted a hurried messenger.


  Everyone stopped their hands and their conversation, turning their attention toward the voice.


  “There’s been a change in instructions. We’re to build a new facility called a dome.”


  “A dome?”


  “Right. A semicircular structure, like this. Here are the plans.”


  “What are we supposed to put in it?”


  “Young Master and Shiki-sama apparently defeated an outrageous undead. They say they’ll ‘play around a little’ with the materials.”


  “Play, hm? With hidden elements that can’t be sensed by mana or skills, I feel they’re already playing quite a bit.”


  “Ogin, Goemon, Kanbei; those names are clearly Tomoe-sama’s tastes.”


  “If it were me, I’d choose Sengoku without hesitation. Ah, sorry, I got sidetracked. So, what sort of undead are we adding?”


  “I was told they’ll use materials from Nebiros, the Red-Clad Demon God.”


  The moment the messenger said that, a curtain of silence fell over the place.


  “Um, after Toa and the others clear it, could you ask Tomoe-sama and Shiki-sama to let us challenge it too?”


  “That’s unfair, orc. We want in as well.”


  “You highland orcs and misty lizardfolk really do compete. To hear Nebiros and immediately burn with excitement… You lot are warriors to the bone.”


  At the dwarf’s exasperated jab, laughter burst through the group.


  This was the stage prepared for Toa and her companions, who would soon come here and fight a deadly battle.


  With the hands of the Demiplane’s residents, that stage steadily drew closer to completion.
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   Footers 


  
    1 Literally, a discussion or a talk, although here it carries the nuance of a “settlement” that may very well turn physical.
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