
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: TOC]
  

  
    [image: Map]
  

  
    
      Prologue


      Our party had survived an intense battle with an orc leader and ten regular orcs, but I had suffered a serious injury, so in the aftermath of the battle, we had realized that we needed to become stronger. It was pure luck that none of us had died.


      The tool that we chose to strengthen our party was a simple one: the power of money. When the evil god had first transported us to this world, he hadn’t given us much money, so it was a huge relief to have more now. However, strengthening our party by hiring other adventurers would be a waste of money. There was only one logical way to spend it.


      “Hello.”


      “Welcome.”


      We’d earned a lot of money from that pack of orcs, and we took it with us to Gantz-san’s store. Contrary to our expectations, the person who granted us was a middle-aged lady. Who’s this? Did Gantz-san hire someone to deal with customers in his place while he’s teaching Tomi blacksmithing?


      “Oh, hello, Sybil-san,” said Touya.


      I looked to Touya for an explanation, and he told me that this was Gantz-san’s wife. I never knew Gantz-san was married. I guess that’s normal for someone with a stable job. Men like that are probably in high demand, so it would be weird if Gantz-san were still single at his age.


      “Um, is Gantz-san free?” Touya asked. “We have something we want to discuss with him.”


      “Oh, you’re looking for my husband? Please wait a moment. I’ll go and ask him to come see you.” Sybil-san gave us a light bow before heading to the back of the store.


      When Sybil-san was out of earshot, Haruka said, “I’d never seen Gantz-san’s wife before now. I always assumed he was single.” She sounded quite surprised.


      “Yeah, I didn’t know about her either until just recently,” said Touya. “They seem to be pretty close.”


      According to Touya, Sybil-san was in charge of dealing with customers whenever Gantz-san was busy smithing. Coincidentally, we’d always visited his store when he was unoccupied.


      “It seems like the type of men who are considered desirable partners in this world are the ones who have a consistent income, so I guess it makes sense,” said Yuki.


      “Wait, does that mean men like me would get written off as the worst kind of useless bums?” Touya asked.


      “‘The worst kind’ would probably be going too far, but yes, as far as the ordinary woman in this world is concerned, most adventurers are probably one step removed from useless bums,” said Natsuki.


      “Ugh. Does that mean I need to look for a normal job to have a chance at getting a cute wife with animal ears...?”


      “Mm, either that or you’ll need to become a high-rank adventurer,” said Haruka. “A woman might consider an adventurer a potential husband if he reaches that level.”


      We continued to chat while we waited, and eventually Gantz-san appeared, wiping sweat from his brow. “Oh, you guys. What’s up?”


      “Sorry for bothering you during working hours, Gantz-san,” said Touya. “Can you help us choose a new spear for Nao and some new weapons for Haruka and Yuki?”


      Gantz-san looked surprised. “Hm? Didn’t you guys buy a spear for Nao the other day? Don’t tell me you broke it already.” His eyes fell on Natsuki, and he seemed to comprehend; he nodded at us. “I see that this lass is using that spear now. Would the same kind of spear work?”


      Gantz-san took out two different spears to show us. One of them was the same model that Natsuki was using now, but the other one looked extremely different. It was completely black all the way from the butt of the shaft to the tip of the blade.


      “This first one here is made of yellow iron and ironwood, just like the one you already have. As for this other one, it may look like black iron, but it’s magisteel. Tougher and sharper!”


      According to Gantz-san, magisteel weapons wouldn’t suffer a single scratch if you struck one against a weapon made of yellow iron, but the weapon made from yellow iron would probably get chipped. I decided to try holding the magisteel spear to get a feel for it, but...


      “Ugh, this is way too heavy!” I exclaimed. “I can’t wield something like this!”


      “Figured as much. It’s a good weapon for those that can wield it. Oh well.”


      Magisteel seemed to be roughly as dense as yellow iron, but this spear was much heavier due to the fact that not only the blade but the shaft was metal. Gantz-san told us that it would cost about five times as much as the yellow iron spear. That would put the price at the equivalent of six million yen. Only national treasures would come close in value. It was intended for use in combat, but I’d rather get it appraised as an antique on a TV road show.


      “To be honest, I might buy this spear if only the tip was magisteel,” I said.


      “The kind of adventurers who use top-quality spears like this can handle the weight just fine,” said Gantz. “With something like a goblin, you don’t even need the blade. You can smash and break its head with one blow from the shaft!”


      That sounded plausible for a spear this long, hard, and heavy. Touya could probably pull off the same feat with an iron baton. This spear could potentially work for me in the future, but for the time being, I decided to go with the more realistic option, the yellow iron spear.


      “Next up is a weapon for you, right, Haruka?” Gantz asked. “You aren’t giving up on the bow as your main weapon, are you?”


      “No, I’m not,” Haruka replied. “I just want a weapon that I can use for close combat when necessary.”


      “Any specific kind of weapon you’re looking for?”


      “Not really. Something like a rapier might be nice.”


      “A rapier? In that case, something like this would do. But if you aren’t going to use it most of the time, it could end up a burden.”


      The weapon that Gantz-san had brought over for Haruka to inspect was a heavy sword with a blade over one meter long. Even Haruka, petite as she was, could probably swing it around, but it would definitely weigh her down and prevent her from nimbly climbing trees, and it would probably get in her way when she was using a bow too.


      “Mm, this doesn’t look like a good choice for a spare weapon,” said Haruka.


      “Right. Personally, I’d suggest something like this shortsword here,” said Gantz.


      The next sword that Gantz-san produced was about fifty centimeters long including the hilt. It didn’t appear to be anywhere near as heavy as the rapier. Haruka picked up the shortsword and swung it around for a bit before placing it near her waist to see how it would fit on her belt. She must have agreed with Gantz-san’s assessment, because she nodded at him.


      “This may be my most realistic option for a spare weapon,” said Haruka.


      “There are weapons you wear over your fists. Good option if you can throw a punch,” said Gantz. “But you obviously can’t. Something like a knife wouldn’t get in the way, but it wouldn’t be much use against monsters.”


      Haruka paused in thought for a moment and then picked up a different sword and brought it over to Gantz-san. “Do you have any weapons in stock that are similar in size to this sword and of similar quality to Nao’s weapon?”


      Gantz-san had an awkward look on his face; he scratched his head. “Uh, sorry to disappoint after recommending that kind of weapon, but I don’t have any in stock. Well, I have some in stock, but they’re too expensive—too expensive to use as a backup weapon, got it? And that sword you’re holding is way too cheap.”


      The sword in Haruka’s hands was made of normal iron. It was a cheap weapon meant for rookies; the price was only a few thousand Rea. It wasn’t sturdy enough to use even as a spare weapon. If you tried using it against an orc, you’d end up dead for sure.


      “Does that mean the only option I have left is to order a weapon made to my specifications?” Haruka asked.


      “That’s right. Oh, you want Tomi to make a weapon for you?” Gantz asked. “The practice would be good for him. All you’d have to pay for is the materials. He can’t yet make a weapon that’s good enough to display out here, but he can make one that’s serviceable—and worth more than the cost of the materials too.”


      According to Gantz-san, Tomi couldn’t make a better weapon than him even with the same materials. However, high-quality materials could compensate somewhat for Tomi’s inexperience. If we agreed to pay for the cost of the materials, then we’d get a big discount on a high-quality weapon, and Gantz-san would be able to save on the materials he needed for Tomi’s training. It was a deal that would benefit all of us.


      “Sure, that sounds like a good idea,” said Touya. “It’d be more convenient for us to order weapons directly from Tomi.”


      “Huh? What do you mean by that, Touya?” Gantz asked, glaring. “Any complaints about the weapons that I made for you?”


      “O-Oh, that’s not it at all! It’s just that, you know, Tomi shares a culture and background with us!”


      Touya was hastily making excuses, but he wasn’t exactly lying. The one big advantage that Tomi had over Gantz-san from our perspective was that Tomi would be able to understand our requests better. If we asked Gantz-san to make something similar to a weapon from some anime, he’d probably be baffled, but there was a chance that Tomi would know what we were talking about. Even if he didn’t know it offhand, it would be easier to explain to him.


      “Hm? All right, then. So flood him with orders! Staying busy is good for an apprentice!” Gantz-san was grinning and laughing.


      Touya responded with a thumbs up and a grin of his own. “Leave it to me! I can play the unreasonably demanding customer if that’s what it takes to get a good weapon!”


      “That’s going too far, Touya!” I exclaimed. “Well...maybe if you went right up to the edge of unreasonableness...” Haruka is going to be trusting her life in that weapon, so it won’t necessarily hurt if Tomi has to go through some painful—


      Haruka interrupted me mid-thought. “Drop that idea right this instant,” said Haruka. “Make sure you provide clear instructions. No sudden changes or ambiguous ideas, okay? Haruka Co., Ltd. is a good company that treats its employees well.”


      Everyone else in our party had awkward expressions on their faces.


      “Since when did we become a company?” Natsuki asked. “And you say you’re the owner, Haruka?”


      “And the company’s only ‘employee’ at the moment is Tomi,” said Yuki. “If Haruka’s in charge, the workload will probably be hell too, even if instructions are clear.”


      “So is it the kind of company that treats its staff well and abuses its clients and business partners instead?” Touya asked.


      “How rude! Haruka Co., Ltd. is a company that operates on the principle of coexistence and co-prosperity with its clients and business partners,” said Haruka. “The workplace has a cozy, homey atmosphere too!”


      We all responded with silence. Why do terms like “cozy” and “homey” make a company sound more exploitative? It’s not just me, right?


      Gantz-san shrugged and then nonchalantly resumed the conversion we’d been having. “Eh, nothing wrong with giving Tomi difficult orders. A blacksmith gets better at his work in proportion to the amount of blood, sweat, and tears he puts into it—and the number of burns and blows he gets from his master’s fists.”


      Gantz-san’s statement was perfectly normal in the context of this world’s system of apprenticeship, but it would have sparked outrage back in modern-day Japan. I’m glad there’s no such thing as social media in this world!


      “Well, you guys are Tomi’s customers. Do whatever you want,” said Gantz. “Now then, what kind of weapon are you looking for, lass?”


      “Me?” Yuki asked. “Well, I was thinking of getting a knife, but are knives actually useless against monsters?”


      “Depends. You’d either have to aim for lethal spots or just inflict a lot of little cuts, bleed it dry. With a larger monster, a knife may not reach deep enough if you want to stab it in the heart, say.”


      The way that Gantz-san had phrased it, trying to kill monsters with a knife sounded like trying to kill an elephant with a knife. Their thick hide and muscles would prevent you from stabbing elephants directly in the heart, and aiming for the carotid arteries in the neck didn’t seem realistic either.


      “In that case, what kind of weapon would you recommend for someone like me?” Yuki asked.


      “Well, you’re small, so I’d recommend something like a flail,” said Gantz. “Weapons like war hammers, maces, and poleaxes would be decent choices too if you have the muscle.”


      “Oh, weapons that depend on centrifugal force? I can’t really wield heavy weapons...”


      It was fairly common in games to see petite characters swing around large weapons like war hammers with ease, but even Yuki’s Enhanced Muscles skill wouldn’t solve the problem of a significant difference in mass; Gantz-san was right that she’d definitely need to weigh more to use weapons like that. On the other hand, a smaller weapon like a flail would probably work fine for somebody like Yuki. Flails could even deal damage through thick armor. However, she would probably have to practice a lot to get the hang of using one.


      “Bulking up isn’t a realistic option for me at all, so I guess a flail is my only option,” said Yuki. “Flails aren’t cute, though...”


      “Cute? There’s no room for cuteness in combat!” Gantz-san started yelling, but he was kind enough to offer an alternative choice. “Well, you could use a shortsword like Haruka if you aren’t mainly a close combat fighter...”


      “Oh, I think I mainly use magic in combat.”


      Gantz-san started yelling again when he heard that ridiculous answer. Honestly, he was completely right to do so. “What do you mean ‘I think’?! Isn’t that iron baton your weapon?! You dare to call yourself a mage using that kind of weapon?! Use something like a mage staff instead!”


      According to Haruka, mage staves were a type of conduit for magic; their primary purpose was to improve the potency of a mage’s spells, but they could be used as blunt weapons to a certain extent as well. The only risk was that if you whacked somebody too hard with a mage staff, the magic would short out, and you’d end up with just a regular stick. Mage staves also weren’t that powerful relative to their worth, so they weren’t exactly at the top of our list of potential purchases, even though we had enough money to afford one now.


      “Would there happen to be any cheap and high-quality mage staves in stock here?” Yuki asked.


      “Of course not! I don’t have any mage staves in stock! What mage do you think would visit my store?” Gantz-san dashed Yuki’s hopes right away with a blunt answer, but again, he was completely right. “If you really want to get your hands on a mage staff, I can introduce you to somebody I know. However, if you plan to keep fighting with that iron baton of yours, there’s the option of using some other kind of magic conduit. Any kind of conduit is expensive, though.”


      According to Haruka, mage staves were widely used among mages, all the way from novices to experienced sorcerers. On the other hand, other types of magic conduits like rings and amulets were not affordable for most mages. Using rings or amulets as conduits allowed mages to keep their hands free so that they could wield weapons at the same time. These conduits would scale in power and effectiveness depending on how expensive they were. However, that scaling wasn’t very good compared to the amount of money that a mage would need to invest. Haruka told us that the price for an effective ring or necklace as a conduit for magic would be enough to pay for a house, so such things weren’t something that we could afford to purchase.


      “Hmm. In that case, I guess I’ll order a normal weapon from Tomi as well,” said Yuki. “Is that okay with you, Gantz-san?”


      “Didn’t you say that you mainly use magic for combat?”


      “I mean, yeah, but it doesn’t sound like there’s any point in me buying a magic conduit.”


      “If you say so. I’m not a mage myself, so I don’t really know much about it. But I don’t mind you placing orders with Tomi. It’ll be good practice for him. I’m gonna go check on him, so wait here a bit.”


      Gantz-san stood and muttered to himself that “He should be done soon...” as he lumbered towards the back of the store. After Gantz-san departed, we went over to a bench in a corner of the store and sat down to take a break.


      “Well, it looks like we’ll be able to get our hands on some decent weapons,” I said.


      “Mm. I’ll need a lot of practice to get the hang of using a shortsword, though,” said Haruka. “Touya, Natsuki, I’m counting on both of you for help.”


      “All good. You can always rely on me for advice about swords!” Touya exclaimed.


      “I hope my knowledge will be of some help, but all I know is how to use a kodachi. A shortsword will probably be somewhat different,” said Natsuki.


      “Hmm. In that case, I guess we could just have Tomi make something similar to a kodachi,” said Haruka.


      “Mm, it shouldn’t be too hard to explain—Tomi probably knows what a kodachi is,” I said.


      Of course, that wasn’t the same as knowing how to make a kodachi, but it still gave Tomi an edge over Gantz-san. He’d just have to give it his best shot.


      We had been waiting for about thirty minutes when Gantz-san appeared again with Tomi in tow.


      “Hello, everyone,” said Tomi. He was covered in sweat. “I heard you guys want to order some weapons from me?”


      “Yes,” said Haruka. “We have some special requests that we hope you can fulfill. We’d like you to make a shortsword for me and one for Yuki as well.”


      “Considering what we’re going to be using them for, we’d like something like a sturdy kodachi,” said Yuki. “Is that doable?”


      Tomi paused in thought before responding. “Even with the Blacksmithing skill, I don’t have the expertise to craft a true Japanese sword...but I’ll give it a try. What do you want me to prioritize—sharpness, sturdiness, or weight?”


      “Well, we’re going to be using them for adventurer work. It would be nice to have weapons that didn’t require routine maintenance, but I realize that would be asking for too much. At the same time, weapons that require maintenance after every single battle won’t work for us,” said Haruka. “If you forge a pair of swords that can endure a few battles in a row without being sharpened, that would be ideal.”


      “Sharpness would be nice, but I think sturdiness is the most important,” said Yuki. “We’ll die if the weapons break mid-battle, after all. As far as weight, I don’t really mind if my sword is a bit heavy since I have the Enhanced Muscles skill.”


      “I see. So I can basically do as I see fit?” Tomi asked.
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      “Sure, as long as the final product meets the criteria that we mentioned,” said Haruka. “Just try not to go overboard experimenting so that we don’t end up with weapons that are awkward to wield.”


      In spite of Haruka’s warning, Tomi sounded quite happy. “Okay, understood! Oh yeah, what’s your budget?”


      “Hmm. How does one hundred gold coins per weapon sound? Two hundred total, in other words.”


      That was a bit cheaper than the price of my spear. However, since we were only paying for the materials, it was possible that the final products would end up being better and more valuable than my spear. It all depended on Tomi.


      Tomi glanced at Gantz-san for confirmation, and Gantz-san nodded back to indicate that the budget that Haruka had proposed was reasonable.


      “Okay. One last thing: what’s the deadline?”


      “The sooner the better, of course, but quality is important, so how about one week from now?” Haruka asked.


      “A week? It’ll be a bit difficult, but I’ll do my best!” Tomi exclaimed.


      “Don’t push yourself too hard to meet that deadline,” said Haruka. “Just do what you can within reason.”


      “Yeah, you can just come chat with us at the inn if you need more time—or if some issue comes up that you need to discuss with us,” said Yuki. “We’re all staying at the same inn, so it’ll be easy to meet up.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it! I’ll stay up all night multiple nights in a row if that’s what it takes! I don’t mind making shovels, but making good weapons is what I consider real blacksmithing!”


      Reading between the lines, and in spite of Tomi’s protestations to the contrary, it sounded like he’d gotten a bit sick of making shovels. This doesn’t count as exploiting someone’s passion for work, right?


      We were done discussing our orders with Tomi, but there was one last thing we needed from Gantz-san. We hadn’t forgotten the difficulty we’d had gutting orcs, so we bought a few heavy knives before leaving the store.


      We weren’t quite done with our plan to take advantage of the power of money. The next place we headed to was the bookstore that I had visited previously. We bought all of the books we hadn’t been able to afford during our previous visit: a volume on the basics of magic and grimoires on Water, Light, and Fire Magic. The total for those four books came to over one hundred gold coins.


      We all felt a bit paralyzed in regard to our sense of money after we had bought a bunch of expensive books, so we took the opportunity to look around for any other books that would also be useful for us. We ended up buying an extra five books. One was a grimoire on Wind Magic that the bookstore had just gotten in. Another was a grimoire on Earth Magic, which there was apparently a lot of demand for; the bookstore had plenty in stock. Natsuki found a book on medicine that she wanted, and we also got our hands on an encyclopedia of herbs and an encyclopedia of monsters.


      The final cost would have been over two hundred gold coins, but Haruka successfully negotiated a discount since we were buying them all at once. However, that didn’t change the fact that we’d paid the equivalent of over two hundred thousand yen per book. Books in this world really were way too expensive. But for us, even that premium was more or less worth it; we’d now have grimoires for all of the most common types of magic. They’d surely help us take our spellcasting to the next level.


      So I hoped, anyway. It would be a huge pain in the butt if these expensive books ended up being worthless.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1—Operation Increase Party Strength


      As planned, we had used the power of money to increase our strength as a party, but that was no reason to skip out on training. Rather, training was the only way to make use of the books and weapons we’d spent so much money on.


      With that goal in mind, we set out together for the plot of land that we now owned. That way, no matter how intense our sparring got, we wouldn’t cause trouble for anyone in the general vicinity. When we arrived and entered through the open gates, we saw that construction work had already begun; it looked like the foundation had already been laid. The layout that we had all agreed upon was fairly spacious. There were carpenters erecting structural pillars on the foundation. Instead of concrete, the foundations of our house were made of rock that a mage had manipulated with Earth Magic. Even granting that magic made construction much easier, I was still surprised to see how fast the work was progressing.


      On a side note, according to Haruka, mages proficient in Earth Magic could earn a lot of money in the construction industry. The durability of a stone foundation would vary depending on the abilities of the individual mage, but as a rule, houses in this country were quite sturdy and well protected against the elements.


      While we were observing the work, the foreman came over to speak to us. He was an oldish man with a wrinkled face, but he wasn’t frail at all, so he probably looked younger than he actually was. “Hm? Oh, it’s you. It’s gonna be a while before your house is ready, you know?”


      “Oh, hello, Simon-san,” said Yuki.


      “Yuki, who’s this?” I asked.


      “Oh, this is Simon-san. He’s in charge of the work here,” said Yuki. “He’s also the one who did the renovations to Aera-san’s café.”


      Oh, I see. The girls must have met Simon when they went to discuss the work order for our house, but Touya and I hadn’t been with them.


      “Hello, my name is Nao, and this guy here is Touya.”


      “I’m Simon. I’ll see that everything goes smoothly—no need to be looking over our shoulders the whole time!”


      “Oh, don’t worry, we fully trust you, Simon-san,” said Haruka. “Your work on Aera-san’s café was quite good, after all. Today we’re here to train since there’s plenty of space.”


      Haruka pointed at the plot of land.


      “Oh, really?” said Simon-san. He sounded impressed. “I can tell you kids are some real hardworking adventurers. Well, you own the land, so feel free to use it however you like. Just don’t get too close to the carpenters—it’s dangerous.”


      “Okay. There’s more than enough space, so we should be fine,” said Haruka.


      There were about ten meters between the gates and the site where our house was under construction, and the empty spaces to the left and right of the house were each spacious enough to fit another two or three-story house. There was room for a wide backyard too. This plot of land was enormous, so Diola-san was probably right when she said that it would have been a good idea for the previous owner to divide it into several plots.


      “Oh, yes, it’s quite spacious,” said Simon. “Good luck to you, then. It would be a shame not to have any residents by the time the house is finished!”


      In spite of his ominous words, he laughed loudly and then returned to the construction site. We watched him leave with bitter smiles on our faces, and we headed towards the backyard part of the land.


      “Okay, in terms of today’s training, I think it might be a good idea to read the new grimoires that we just bought before we start practicing magic,” said Haruka.


      “Yeah, we spent a lot of money on them, so we should definitely put them to use,” I said. “Should we just train with our weapons today per usual, then?”


      “I’d like to teach Haruka and Yuki how to use a sword as soon as possible, but we’ll probably have to wait until Tomi-kun’s done making the two kodachi that we ordered,” said Natsuki.


      “Well, I still have the wooden sword that I used to use,” said Touya. “It’s longer than a kodachi, though.”


      Touya took a wooden sword out of our magic bag. It wasn’t that long ago when he was still wielding this sword in the woods, but looking at it already gave me a feeling of nostalgia; I thought of the time it had bounced off a tusk boar’s skull...


      Natsuki shook her head when she saw the sword. “The length of a sword is an important consideration in how you wield it, so something like a stick or club would be better for our purposes.”


      However, Yuki apparently had other ideas; as she had her index finger up in the air. “Oh, why don’t we ask the carpenters here to make some wooden swords for us?”


      Haruka sounded confused. “Huh? Are you seriously—”


      Yuki ignored Haruka’s hesitancy, grabbed her hand, and dragged her over to the construction site. I was kind of worried that they’d turn Yuki down or yell at her—I imagined tradespeople as being kind of difficult to talk to—but as I watched from afar, it looked like Yuki was having no trouble winning them over.


      I was amazed. “She really went for it, huh?”


      “Mm. I’m really impressed by her...communication abilities,” said Natsuki.


      “She knows how to make the best use of her slightly childish looks,” said Touya.


      I felt the same way Touya did, but Natsuki was also right that Yuki could pull off the cheerful act. To a certain extent, you expected people to play certain roles based on how they looked. For example, it would be pretty off-putting if a middle-aged man wearing a formal suit begged you for sweets like a child, but it wouldn’t be weird at all coming from a young-looking girl like Yuki. On the other hand, it was also obvious which kind of person would be a better fit for a role in a business like dealing with complaints from customers. Natsuki and Haruka could come off as very imposing at times, so Yuki, with her friendly and endearing demeanor, was better suited for the job of communicating with strangers. In fact, in school, Yuki would often play the role of a buffer between Haruka and Natsuki and the rest of the world; our classmates would usually have to go through Yuki before attempting to talk to Haruka or Natsuki—especially the boys.


      “She’s mentioned before that she’d like to look more grown up, though,” said Natsuki.


      “Really? I think her childish looks suit her well. It’s just something unique about her,” I said. “She’s cute as she is.”


      Natsuki took note of the words that had slipped out at the end of my sentence; she blinked at me for a moment. “It’s rare to hear you say something like that, Nao-kun.”


      “Not that rare,” said Touya. “And even if he doesn’t talk about girls out loud all the time, he’s always thinking about them—right, Nao?”


      “Touya, you better not push your luck any further... Anyway, uhh, look, it seems like Haruka isn’t having much luck.”


      Haruka could talk business even with people she didn’t know well, but that wasn’t quite the same as getting along easily with strangers. In fact, contrary to what you might expect, she was often awkward in that kind of interaction.


      Natsuki smiled at my attempt to change the subject. “Heh heh, if you insist. Well, let’s leave the negotiations to Yuki and get started with training. How about we start with a two-on-one sparring match—you and I against Touya-kun?”


      “Sure, I’m down. Oh, should we use the wooden sword and the iron baton?” I asked. “Touya, it’d be hard for you if both of us were using spears, right?”


      “I’d get knocked on my butt for sure! Natsuki’s Spearmanship level is higher than my Swordsmanship level!”


      “Um, I’ll hold back, of course, so...”


      “It’ll still hurt when you land blows on me, Natsuki! Anyway, I think it’s about time that we find some proper training weapons. It’s true that we have Light Magic for healing, but it’s still dangerous.”


      “Yeah, that’s true,” I said. “It’s not that hard to stop before actually inflicting a blow if it’s one-on-one, but a sparring match where one side is outnumbered would be a different story.”


      In past sparring matches, I’d always used the butt of my spear while Touya used his normal sword. His sword wasn’t sharp at all, so if I was unlucky enough to get hit, I’d only suffer minor injuries—bruises or at worst a broken bone. However, it would be extremely dangerous to use the blade of a spear while sparring, especially two-on-one.


      “You know, up till this point, I’ve suffered more painful experiences than you have,” I said. “You’ve broken my bones several times.”


      Touya’s Swordsmanship level was higher than my Spearmanship level, after all, and he was more muscular than me. After I sparred with Touya, Haruka routinely had to heal me.


      “Come on, it’s not completely my fault. The wooden sword is different in size from the sword that I normally use in real combat.”


      “We can make proper-sized sparring weapons at a later time,” said Natsuki. “For now, let’s set that aside and just use what we have on us. I’ll use the wooden sword, so you can use the iron baton, Nao-kun.”


      “Sure, that sounds good. Let’s beat up Touya together! It’s payback time!”


      “...Beat me up? Is that seriously the plan here?”


      “It all depends on you, my man,” I said. “If you don’t want to suffer too much, you’re going to have to step up your game. Anyway, it’s for your own good—this is the only way you’ll ever get better at combat. Prepare yourself for a beating!”


      “Why do you seem so eager to get payback?! I guess I’ll try my best, but the weeds here might get in the way.”


      The backyard was more than wide enough for sparring, but it had been abandoned for so long that parts of it were overgrown with weeds and shrubs in some places. Touya was right that it was unsuited for sparring in that way.


      However, Natsuki shot down Touya’s complaint. “It’s better than sparring in the woods, isn’t it? Just look at the weeds as obstacles that are part of our training session.” She held her wooden sword at the ready.


      Oh, Natsuki makes a good point. Also, I guess we now have an excuse not to mow our backyard. I held up my baton. “All right, Touya, are you ready to do this?”


      “Yeah, whenever you are!”


      Natsuki and I started to attack Touya as soon as he held his sword up. Natsuki clashed her weapon against his while I circled and tried to outflank him. I didn’t have the Staff Fighting skill, and Natsuki didn’t have the Swordsmanship skill, so Touya managed to weather our onslaught. However, Natsuki was still pretty decent with a sword. Did she learn a bit of kendo as well as how to use a kodachi?


      “I’m impressed that you managed to hold your own against us, Touya-kun,” said Natsuki.


      “I mean, my Level 3 Swordsmanship skill isn’t just for show, after all!”


      “Is that so? In that case, let’s step up a gear, Nao-kun.”


      “Yeah, sounds good. Let’s cover Touya in dirt!”


      “Hold on, don’t forget that this is just training, Nao! You don’t have to get so serious!”


      “Come on, Touya. This is so you’ll survive real combat.”


      As we continued sparring, I would swap roles with Natsuki from time to time. About halfway through the match, I felt like I’d gotten used to wielding the iron baton; I managed to get some hits past Touya’s sword and shield. I wasn’t serious about trying to break his bones as payback, so I did try to stop myself from landing blows at full force, but I wasn’t good at restraining myself completely, so I still ended up slapping him around. Touya complained that my slaps were more like smacks, but he only had himself to blame; he had Level 3 Swordsmanship, while neither of us had skills for the weapons we were using. Yeah, it’s definitely his own fault and not me trying to serve some payback.


      “Hold on! Nao! Your! Attacks! Are! Getting! Faster!”


      “Really? I! Guess! You! Could! Say! That! Do your best!”


      Apparently he could still find the time to talk in the middle of combat. I’m not gonna stop attacking you until you let go of your sword, Touya!


      Natsuki and I continued our attacks on Touya for another two minutes. At last, he leaped backwards away from us. “Wait! Let me rest for a bit!” He dropped his sword and then collapsed. He was gasping for air as he rolled around on the ground.


      “Are you giving up already?” I asked.


      “What do you mean by ‘already’?! You guys are way too good at this!”


      We had sparred for roughly half an hour. Apparently even Touya found it difficult to remain focused on combat for that length of time. Natsuki and I had swapped the main attacker role periodically, whereas Touya had had to defend himself continuously, so we weren’t as tired as he was.


      I shrugged in response to Touya’s complaints. “I mean, yeah, what did you expect?”


      “That’s not what I mean! What I mean is that you guys are way too good at using those weapons given that neither of you has the right weapon skills!”


      “I have some experience wielding katana, so that came in handy,” said Natsuki.


      “I applied my experience using a spear,” I said. “Oh, wait, it looks like I managed to learn the Enhanced Muscles skill and the Staff Fighting skill.” No wonder the iron baton started to feel light in my hands halfway through the match.


      “Wait, seriously?!” Touya exclaimed. “You managed to learn the Enhanced Muscles skill too?!”


      Back when he’d been using the iron baton, Touya had learned the Staff Fighting skill pretty quickly, and he’d managed to get it to Level 2 pretty quickly as well. With that in mind, it was probably an easy skill to obtain as long as you put a little bit of time into it. The Enhanced Muscles skill, however, was different.


      “Just so you know, Touya, I’ve been working hard at trying to learn the Enhanced Muscles skill for a while now.”


      Based on the explanation that I’d gotten from Yuki, I had attempted to direct the flow of mana throughout my body while holding heavy objects. However, during the battle with the orcs and our sparring match just now, I’d been too focused on other things to think about mana. Still, apparently the Enhanced Muscles skill wasn’t as difficult to learn as we’d initially thought.


      “Hmm? It looks like I’ve learned a skill called Katana Wielding,” said Natsuki. She sounded a bit confused. “It seems to be a separate skill from Swordsmanship.”


      Natsuki must have checked her own status display screen. She had been using a wooden sword for sparring, so you’d have thought that she would have gotten the Swordsmanship skill instead. I wonder if it’s because she used the wooden sword more like a katana than a Western sword.


      “I don’t really get how skills work,” I said. “Some are easy to learn and some seem to be very hard. It’s weird.”


      Is it all based on the whims of that evil god? It’s hard to take note of which factors lead to you learning new skills. It’s not like we get an alert when it happens.


      “I think skills are probably easy to learn when you can apply your experience from other skills you had back on Earth,” said Touya. “For example, you said you have some previous experience with wielding katana, Natsuki?”


      “Yes, a little bit.”


      Another skill that Natsuki had managed to learn pretty easily was Sewing, which she’d been good at back on Earth, so Touya’s theory made sense. We’d all been through the same character creation process, but apart from that, it seemed to me like it wasn’t so much that skills made you capable of doing something; rather, anything you were good at would get displayed on the status screen as a skill. Maybe you have to perform a task with your full attention in order for it to turn into a skill.


      We continued to discuss different theories about the nature of skills while we were taking a break from sparring. Eventually, Yuki returned, swinging a wooden sword in each of her hands. Haruka, following behind her, looked a bit tired.


      “Natsuki, I managed to get them to make some nice wooden swords for us!” Yuki exclaimed. “Oh, are you guys taking a break?”


      “Mm, Touya ran out of energy. Whoa, these swords look nice!”


      “Yuki had very specific demands,” said Haruka. “It was all her—I’m nowhere as bold as she is.”


      Haruka sighed and muttered something about bringing treats for the construction workers in the future, so Yuki must have made a lot of requests. The two wooden swords that she was swinging around definitely looked like they were well made; they weren’t just sharpened sticks but were close in shape to proper swords. We were only going to use them for training, so it would have been enough for the construction workers to trim two pieces of lumber to the right length, but of course, I wasn’t complaining.


      “In that case, let’s make use of these wooden swords and start training you and Haruka,” said Natsuki. “Do you have energy to help out, Touya-kun?”


      “Yeah, as long as we’re just doing lessons, not sparring.” Touya got to his feet and turned to me. “What about you, Nao?”


      “Oh, I’ll pass. I’m gonna read some grimoires for a while.”


      “Is that so? All right, let’s do this, Natsuki,” said Haruka.


      I walked away a bit from the others and sat down, then took a grimoire out of my magic bag. It was the volume on the fundamentals of magic. This was the one book that would be useful to everyone in our party apart from Touya, so I decided it would be a good use of time to read it while the others were busy with training. There had been two copies of this grimoire in stock at the bookstore, and we’d bought the cheaper one, which had a slightly damaged cover. The damage was cosmetic and wouldn’t be an obstacle to reading; I just needed to treat the book with care. I lay it open on my lap and slowly flipped through the pages, skimming. Once I was done, I closed the book and stretched out on the grass.


      “Hmm, there wasn’t that much new information in this one.”


      Apart from Touya, all of us instinctively knew how to use magic due to our skills. On the other hand, the book on the fundamentals of magic summed up that knowledge in a systematic and detailed way, so it was worth reading through. The closest analogy that came to mind was sports: there was a difference between improving your athletic ability through sheer willpower versus applying scientific theories for better performance—although actually, the difference between the two methods in that example might be more extreme than in the case of intuitive versus intellectual magic.


      “There was some new information inside of this book after all!”


      The new information that I’d discovered was the fact that a mage couldn’t pass out from using up mana. More precisely, it was theoretically possible but extremely unlikely, just as a runner could theoretically keep running until he passed out, but most people would give up long before that point. Most mages who ended up in a state of extreme mana depletion would simply fail whenever they attempted to cast a spell or else would succumb to counterspells from other mages.


      Magic was sustained by a mage’s mana, so spells wouldn’t continue under their own power and suck up mana against the wishes of the mage. There were some exceptions, like magical devices made by alchemists; those would automatically deplete the user’s mana—but only if the user had plenty of mana to spare.


      “It’s nice that I don’t have to worry about passing out, but I wish there were a way to measure how much mana you have...”


      There was a passage in the book that emphasized how important it was, as a mage, to get a sense of how much mana you had, especially in relation to the kind of magic that you used most often. The book also said it was important to test how many times in a row you could cast your most-used spells and to test how long it would take for your mana to recover afterwards; if you didn’t know, you might get caught off guard during combat.


      “Well, I’m glad I discovered that I can increase my mana through training.”


      Since I had first arrived in this world, the potency of my magic had increased, as had the number of times I could use spells, but I wasn’t sure if that was because my mana capacity had grown or if it was because I had gotten better at controlling it.


      “I guess I’ll just have to keep working hard to improve at magic.” I set my book aside for a moment to watch the others. “Looks like they’ll be busy training a while longer.”


      It looked like they had split into pairs for sparring—Haruka with Natsuki and Yuki with Touya. Dagger Wielding sounded like a cool skill that would more or less fit the ninja role that Yuki wanted. She had also copied the Sneak and Stealth skills from the rest of us. She was petite enough that she’d probably make a pretty cute ninja too, although I wasn’t sure if she could pull off a sexy ninja.


      “I’d like to learn the Sneak skill myself, but it’d probably be better to focus on the Indomitable skill for now.”


      Thus far, my efforts hadn’t resulted in me learning the Indomitable skill. Unlike the Enhanced Muscles skill, I couldn’t really get a feel for it. I’d try to concentrate on the image of a barrier made of mana and then smack myself on my hands and feet, but I felt kind of mixed up trying to attack and defend myself at the same time.


      “The best way to do this would be to get someone to attack me while I focus on defense. Hmm, what if I try using magic on myself?”


      It was too dangerous to use offensive magic at the inn, but it wouldn’t be an issue here. There was a brief delay between the moment I cast a spell and the moment it struck its target; in that split second, I could put all of my mental energy into defending myself.


      “Hopefully I only come away with minor burns...”


      I would normally avoid this kind of training method, but minor burns weren’t an issue since Haruka had healing magic, so all I had to do was endure a little pain. Before I actually attempted to cast magic on myself, I shot some very weak Fire Arrows at the grass nearby. A Fire Arrow that could instantly burn up grass would be too dangerous to use on myself, so I tried to gauge and adjust the potency until it was weak enough that it would only brown the grass. After a few tries, I was satisfied with the results, so I rolled up the legs of my pants and prepared myself.


      “Ugh!”


      The heat of the Fire Arrow was intense but more or less bearable. It was like getting scalded by a drop of boiling water. As I continued to attack myself, doing my best to endure the pain, I chanted the word “barrier” in my mind.


      “Whoa!”


      My legs had long since turned bright red, but suddenly, one Fire Arrow seemed to crash into an invisible wall and disappear. I didn’t feel any residual heat either. It seemed like I had succeeded.


      “Hell yeah!”


      When they heard me yell excitedly, the others hurried over with confused looks on their faces.


      “Nao, what are yo—what happened to you?!”


      Haruka dashed to my side and immediately started to cast her healing magic on my red feet. The stinging pain from the burns faded quickly.


      “Oh, thanks, Haruka. The burns were actually kind of painful.”


      “Tell me, what happened?” Haruka asked. “I assume you didn’t suddenly get into self-harm, right?”


      “Yeah, no. See, I finally managed to learn the Indomi—wait, it’s not here! I learned a different skill?!” I couldn’t find the Indomitable skill anywhere in my status display screen; instead, I saw a new skill called Magic Barrier.


      “Um, are you really all right, Nao-kun?” Natsuki asked.


      Don’t phrase your question like that, Natsuki! It sounds like you’re asking me if I’m all right in the head!


      “Well, I was testing something out in an attempt to learn the Indomitable skill, but...”


      “Is that why your legs were red from burns? Don’t force yourself to do anything too reckless, okay?”


      “Don’t worry, I made sure to adjust the potency of my Fire Arrow spell so that it wouldn’t be dangerous. But yeah, I tried using magic on myself instead of physical attacks, so that was probably why I ended up with a skill called Magic Barrier.”


      “Wait, Magic Barrier?! There’s a skill like that?!” Yuki exclaimed. She sounded quite happy; she was laughing to herself. “Hee hee, it’s time to copy a new skill!”


      I glared at Yuki. “Ugh, so you’re just going to copy a skill that I had to struggle to learn?!” Copy really is useful if you have other party members willing to teach you how to use their skills...


      “Well, Yuki will have to learn the skill from you, Nao, so she’ll have to suffer through a similar experience,” said Haruka.


      I grinned. “Oh, right. That means the potency of the spells that I shoot at Yuki is up to me, huh?”


      Yuki hugged herself and took a step back from me. “Huh?! Are you planning to inflict scars on a girl’s delicate skin, Nao?! You better take responsibility for this!”


      “Don’t worry, Haruka’s healing magic is quite powerful. Right, Haruka?”


      Haruka shrugged. “I mean, yeah, I’ll heal the burns, but go easy on her, okay?”


      “Ugh! I’d prefer for you to stop him in the first place instead of planning to heal me, Haruka!”


      In reality, I was planning to use the same kind of low-intensity Fire Arrow that I had shot at myself. I wasn’t a sadist, after all. It wasn’t possible for Yuki to learn Magic Barrier without suffering some pain, but she would probably be able to learn the skill in a shorter amount of time than it had taken me.


      “More importantly, did you guys manage to learn any new skills?” I asked.


      “Yeah,” Haruka replied. “We both managed to learn and obtain Level 1 Swordsmanship and Level 1 Dagger Wielding.”


      “You too, Haruka? I expected Yuki to be able to learn those skills right away since she has the Copy skill, but I’m surprised you managed to learn them too,” I said. “Should I try to learn the Swordsmanship skill as well?”


      If Haruka had managed to get the Level 1 Swordsmanship skill in such a short time, it felt like it would be worth my while to learn it too. Swords were easier to use than spears in tight places, and they were also easier to carry around all day. They would be perfect for the purpose of self-defense. Haruka was probably much more talented than I was, but I hoped I could learn the Swordsmanship skill after about half a day of training. I should be able to, right?


      “If you want to try to learn the Swordsmanship skill, I can teach you, Nao,” said Touya.


      “Sure, hit me up sometime soon—but on another day. Right now I want to focus on learning the Indomitable skill.” The fact that I had learned the Magic Barrier skill instead was effectively an accident.


      “If you’re going to try to learn Indomitable the same way you learned Magic Barrier, then do you want me to smack you around some?”


      “Well, Touya, you’ve already gotten results training the girls, so sure, let’s go with that.”


      Touya held up a wooden sword. “All right, let’s do this!” He looked eager to start.


      I made sure to remind him of something. “After I’m done, I’ll help you learn the Indomitable skill too, Touya.”


      He responded with a dry laugh. “Oh, ha ha, that sounds great!”


      Touya laid his wooden sword on the ground and then went over to a nearby shrub and brought back a stick. Wise choice, Touya. I was planning on hitting you exactly as hard as you hit me, so going easy on me will be better for you as well.


      “In that case, let’s split into two groups for training,” said Haruka.


      “Mm. It’s important for us to learn the Enhanced Muscles and Indomitable skills for the sake of survival,” said Natsuki. “It would be nice to learn the Magic Barrier skill as well if possible.”


      “It’s time for me to play the role of teacher!” Yuki exclaimed.


      The girls went off on their own to train together, chatting as they walked. Touya and I were left alone.


      “Okay, what should I do?” Touya asked. “Do I just smack you with this stick?”


      “Yeah. I should be able to learn the Indomitable skill after a while if you do this.”


      “That’s kind of like in old games where you would attack your own party members to increase their stats. We don’t have a health stat that we can increase, though.”


      “Yeah, I also remember how it would cause problems in the late game if you increased their stats too much in the beginn—wait, you’ve played those types of games, Touya?!”


      “Hmm? Yeah. Some of them got ported to modern consoles too, so I’m not sure if it’s right to call them old.”


      “Yeah, now that you mention it, I’ve mostly played the modern stuff, so I guess they’re not that old.”


      Life in this world would be much more chill if it were that easy to level up our stats. I’m glad that we have a status display screen we can check, but still...


      “All right, you ready?” Touya asked.


      “Yeah, let’s do this! Don’t hit me on the head, though!”


      “Relax, I know!”


      Touya looked slightly happy as he walked around me and smacked me all over my body with a wooden stick. I glared at him and tried to imagine a barrier that would deflect his blows. It was more or less the same method that I had tried earlier with magic. I didn’t have any other ideas.


      “Uh, Nao, what’s with that scary look?” Touya asked.


      “Don’t worry about it. I’m just really focused right now.”


      I was kind of irritated that he seemed to enjoy hitting me, but I didn’t feel actual hatred towards him. The thought of inflicting payback later was an aid to concentration, though.


      A while into this humiliation session, the blows started to feel lighter. I immediately called a time-out so I could check my status display screen. I pumped my fist in the air when I saw the words Level 1 Indomitable.


      “Hell yeah!”


      Touya looked quite surprised. “Huh? Did you learn it already?”


      “Yeah. I think it helped that I already learned Magic Barrier. It’s possible that they require similar forms of mana control.”


      It felt like Indomitable had taken about half as long to learn as the Magic Barrier skill, although it was also possible that my previous training efforts had somehow counted towards Indomitable as well.


      “Seriously? Uh, in that case...do we swap roles now, Nao?”


      “Yeah. What skill do you want to start with, Indomitable or Magic Barrier?”


      “Well, I could probably try to learn Indomitable indoors if needed, so let’s go with Magic Barrier first.”
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