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      Dement, the land of the devils.


      That was a name used to refer to the area controlled by the devils, but it wasn’t actually an official regional or national name. The area had just come to be called that over time.


      While there was someone called the Dark Lord on the devils’ side, it wasn’t as if he was governing the land and developing it as a nation, and simply announcing that he’d founded a country wouldn’t have been enough to secure recognition from mankind.


      So no matter how much land they had or what they called it, it didn’t officially belong to anyone. It was nothing but unowned land.


      Perhaps as a result, the overall ethos of Dement was characterized by freedom. Not being a part of any nation meant they had no laws binding them, which naturally led to each person being free to do as they wished. But while it was literal anarchy, that didn’t mean it was chaos.


      As Eyla looked around the area that served as proof of that, she held back a yawn.


      “Mrr... So bored...” she murmured, the ears on top of her head twitching.


      Murmuring that didn’t alleviate her boredom, of course. While she didn’t exactly like being busy, it was another matter to have nothing to do despite being surrounded by other people.


      “You’re all just sitting around anyway! At least order something... What a useless lot. No wonder you’re prrrpetually on the bottom of the adventurer pyramid.”


      “Hey, we can hear you, damn cat!”


      “Myeah, I’m saying it so you can hear. If you have a prrroblem with it, either order something or climb the pyramid.”


      “If I could, I already would’ve! And what does that have to do with ordering?!”


      “It’d give me something to do.”


      “So it’s just for your own sake!”


      After that exchange, the man, who was relatively near her, turned back to his companions and resumed his conversation with them.


      Eyla grumbled that he really was useless if he wouldn’t keep her occupied, but she didn’t mean it, of course. He was here to make a living, just as she was. They had to work to live; those who didn’t work didn’t get human rights.


      “Not like devils get human rights anyway.”


      Eyla shrugged at her own silly quip and glanced around once more. She was bored, but if she saw some way to kill time, that would solve that problem. All she saw, however, was the same homely and ill-spirited crowd as always.


      This was the adventurer’s guild. Technically the Felgau branch, but those sorts of details were irrelevant. That is to say, everyone there, including the man she’d spoken to, was an adventurer.


      There were a variety of faces there—men and women, seniors and young girls. There were beastfolk, like Eyla, and demonkin and naturally humans as well. Eyla was pretty sure there were even vampires, although they couldn’t be identified easily. She thought so because one guy had boasted to her that he’d rescued a girl who he’d thought had lost a lot of blood. She’d proceeded to suck his blood and they’d ended up going out after that.


      As she checked again, she saw a real diversity of ages, races, and genders, but she thought nothing of it because this was business as usual for her. She’d actually been surprised to hear there were countries where only one race lived.


      Given that Felgau was a rather large town and near the border separating Dement from the outside, a lot of people passed through. That necessarily meant interacting with a variety of people, from dwarves and gnomes to amazons. The only ones Eyla never saw were elves...and maybe witches.


      Though the elves’ forest was near the border, she’d never met an elf. When she’d realized that, it had made her wonder about them, but the explanation she’d gotten had been no wonder at all. It was just that elves almost never became devils. Part of the reason was that there were few elves and they didn’t reproduce quickly, but it was also because they didn’t banish their own to the devils like some other races did. They helped and protected their own kind, apparently. But maybe as the downside to that, they were rather cold to outsiders. They wouldn’t let anyone touch them, and they were always formal and unsmiling. Apparently that was why elves were said to be closed-minded as well.


      Regardless, given all of that, looking at the variety of people there wasn’t enough to occupy Eyla. It might be another story if an elf showed up, she thought, but needless to say, that wouldn’t be happening.


      “Mrrr... So bored...”


      So ultimately, she just slumped across the counter.


      If Eyla had been working as a receptionist, she would have been facing a rush soon, but unfortunately for her, she was in the bar attached to the guild. She waited just in case someone wanted something, but she would be lucky to get even one order. It was too early, after all. It was about time for quests to be posted, and the adventurers were waiting for that. They weren’t about to use the bar.


      That was why Eyla, who was normally just a server, was the only one here right now, and at the same time, it was why she was able to slouch around like this.


      “I can’t stand having nothing to do for another hour or more... I wish we’d at least get a new face... Mrrow?”


      But it happened just as she was complaining.


      This guild had a typical layout with reception at the front, buyers and the like lined up on the left, and the bar at the back right. That meant it was easy for Eyla to see when anyone entered the guild...so when everyone started to grow hostile, she noticed right away that someone new had entered.


      It was a group of three. One looked like a human boy...but the other two were unclear. They were wearing white cloaks with hoods over their faces. Based on their height, they were probably around the boy’s age, but nothing else was apparent.


      They were plainly suspicious characters, and Eyla didn’t recognize the boy. These were the new faces she’d been hoping for, at least...but in the next moment, she grasped that these kids were going to be trouble.


      “Hmm... This appears to be a normal guild.”


      “Mm-hmm. It’s normal.”


      “Of course it is. What are you two talking about...?”


      Their voices reached Eyla clearly despite the distance they were standing at. It wasn’t that they were talking especially loudly but that the room had grown unusually quiet. The men who had been ready for a fight just moments ago were now holding their breath.


      It would have been a comical scene to some, but Eyla wasn’t laughing. Actually, since she’d been pretending to be asleep from the instant she spotted the boy, she herself would have been laughed at, if someone had been there to laugh.


      The majority of the devils were normal humans. They didn’t live in disorder because of the lack of laws; instead, one simple principle governed them.


      That principle was power. Those with power ruled and were superior.


      That wasn’t much different from the outside world, but the people here were a crowd of rough-and-tumble adventurers. They tended even more strongly that way, and they were prideful. And that was all the more reason that even Eyla was able to grasp how dangerous this boy was despite the fact that she couldn’t sense his power.


      Since power ruled the devils, they were all sensitive to it. When it came down to it, this was a border town. The more dangerous of the devils would go farther into Dement rather than gather here. In other words, the people here may have been hip, but in many respects, they were nothing much...so why was someone like this boy here?


      He looked like a carefree boy at a glance, but that only made him more frightening. He must have been a top-ranked adventurer...or something even more powerful.


      Why was another scary person here after that intimidating girl had shown up just a few days ago? Eyla broke into a cold sweat, seriously concerned that this was some kind of divine punishment for complaining about being bored after that had happened.


      Wondering whether God would listen to a devil’s prayers, Eyla wished fervently for this boy and his companions to go away.
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      To be honest, Soma’s opinion of the place was that it was more normal than he’d expected.


      No, it may have been exactly what he’d expected, since he’d already known that Dement was that sort of place.


      It had been a week since they’d left the elves’ forest. It had taken three days to reach the first town—village, rather—and that may have been the biggest surprise, in a sense. They’d thought it was a normal human village only to find that they’d already entered Dement.


      The border was often called a boundary, but there was no barrier, so it was extremely hard for someone unfamiliar with the area to tell when they’d crossed it, and that was especially true in their case, since they’d come from the elves’ forest. The elves professed neutrality even with the devils, so they didn’t maintain any surveillance around the border. Not even Sierra and Felicia had known where they were now; they’d only found out after asking around in the village.


      However, the village where Aina had lived had appeared normal as well, so perhaps that was to be expected, considering how the devils had come to be. That was one reason that Soma had been able to accept that fact despite his surprise. Sierra and Felicia had had no issue with that either; neither of them seemed to be prejudiced against the devils. If anything, the villagers had seemed more surprised than them, considering where they’d come from. It was ideal that they were mutually friendly, though.


      The way there had been smooth. There had been few monsters; it reminded Soma of the journey he’d taken with Aina and Lina. And now, on their third day in Dement, they’d reached the first place that could be rightfully called a town, then come straight to the adventurer’s guild for one simple reason.


      They’d realized along the way—they had nothing of monetary value. They’d endured thus far by trading in some things Joseph had covertly given them when they’d left the elves’ forest as well as parts from the few monsters they’d defeated on the road, but they had to earn some money going forward.


      They’d actually known going in that there was an adventurer’s guild in Dement. Sierra had told them that a guild branch would be set up in any town over a certain size, in fact. On paper, guilds had to be affiliated with nations, so they weren’t technically supposed to be able to have branches in Dement, but they must have found a way.


      Regardless, it was reassuring for Soma’s group. Their prediction that a town this size would have a guild had been spot-on, so they’d headed to the guild building in the center of town.


      But Soma’s impression upon entering was that he was surprised at how normal it was. It certainly looked like a guild. It was hard to articulate, but basically, it wasn’t much different from the guilds he’d been to before.


      He’d expected the guild to be distinctly different. Adventurers were a rough bunch, after all, and Aina had told him that power was law among the devils, so he’d naturally imagined it would be, you know...


      Yet that picture in his mind—a quite disrespectful one in a sense—had been magnificently betrayed. Not even Soma could help but feel remorseful.


      “Hmm... But whom should I apologize to in this scenario? The adventurers... No, the staff if available, and if not, then the guild representative...?”


      “That’s the Soma I know...”


      “When it comes to Soma, you have quite the sharp tongue, don’t you, Sierra? As you should...”


      “I get the sense someone is saying rude things about me...?”


      “Don’t worry, you’re not imagining it.”


      “Mm-hmm... Don’t worry.”


      “Incomprehensible...”


      Why would they say such things about him when he’d simply tried to express his remorse?


      Setting aside such nonsense, Soma looked at his surroundings with puzzlement. He’d already thought it was oddly quiet in here, and he noticed that everyone was looking the wrong way. He glanced around to see if there was something in that direction; there wasn’t. Was this some kind of strange game or trend?


      “Hmm... And I see the bartender is asleep. Is everyone all right at this guild?”


      “That certainly isn’t laudable, but I don’t imagine many people use the bar in the morning, so it should be all right,” Felicia responded. “And it isn’t any of our business, anyway.”


      “Mm-hmm... If she gets in trouble, it’s her own fault.”


      “That’s true... And I suppose we don’t need anything from her.”


      All at once, the bartender appeared to relax, but that wasn’t anything for them to pay mind to either. Regardless...


      “I believe the quests should be posted soon...”


      Quests available for adventurers to take were posted on sheets of parchment, and they could only be accepted after they were presented to the receptionist. That meant one couldn’t take a quest without bringing it up, but they were only posted once every morning at a designated place within the guild. Soma had heard this system was common to all guilds, and it should have been no different here; it was morning now, so it would be natural to conclude that the adventurers were gathered for that reason.


      However...


      “It seems...peaceful here?” Sierra said quizzically.


      “Huh?” Felicia said. “What are you talking about?”


      “While I haven’t participated in it personally—I’ve only watched—adventurers typically grow hostile around the time that quests are posted. Whether they can take a well-paying quest affects not only the rest of their day but their future,” Soma explained.


      “I see... But it doesn’t seem like that here, and that’s why you called it peaceful.”


      Power was the law among the devils; maybe they already had a pecking order, and they would take quests according to that, which would actually have been quite ironic.


      “The question, then, is what we should do... For the time being, shall we wait until the quests are posted?”


      “Mm-hmm... We can decide based on what everyone does.”


      “I don’t understand, so I’ll leave it to you two.”


      “Hmm... Let us wait, then.”


      If there was already a pecking order, butting into it would cause friction. Soma thought he could handle anything that happened by brute force, but it would be best not to cause unnecessary strife.


      Be that as it may, he couldn’t act without knowing how things worked here. If there really was some kind of pecking order, he would simply have to settle for a low-paying quest or figure something else out.


      Finding out what to do was his first priority, so he waited for a short while. Puzzlingly, he felt as if people were paying attention to him yet also avoiding him at the same time...until finally, a girl walked out from behind the reception desk. She was holding several pieces of parchment, which must have been the quests. Nerves ran through the group of adventurers as soon as they saw that.


      “Hmm... So this is the same as other guilds after all?”


      “Mm-hmm, seems like it...but nobody’s moving.”


      “Maybe they appear peaceful because they keep each other in check,” Felicia suggested. “Or maybe they’re pretending to be uninterested as a bluff.”


      “That may be the case...”


      While they talked, the quests were posted, but even after that, there was no movement from the adventurers, which Soma wondered at. In time, the quests were all posted...and still nobody was moving.


      “Interesting... This leaves me at a loss as to what judgment to make.”


      “So what should we do now?” Felicia asked.


      “Just take a quest?” Sierra suggested.


      “I see no other option. I suppose if there’s any problem, somebody will tell us,” Soma resolved, then headed up to the quest board. The adventurers remained motionless, but he decided not to pay any mind to that.


      Soma skimmed the newly posted quests. The requests were written on the sheets, of course, but the descriptions were fairly basic for the most part. There was a limit to how much information would fit on a page, and some details were shared only with whichever adventurer accepted the quest. That meant they would have to make some guesses when selecting a quest.


      Only the amount of the reward and the minimum rank were listed, but that was enough to make a judgment. If the reward didn’t match the quest, that meant it was likely to be a hassle, and the same was true of the rank: if the sheet said that the quest required a higher rank than standard, that meant the guild or requester had determined it was necessary, so it would probably be a hassle—or so he’d heard from Sierra, at least.


      He saw how that could be the case just looking at the quests, though. There were clearly some fishy ones mixed in, but they were so blatant that they would probably be left on the board. It apparently wasn’t rare for quests to go untaken.


      Regardless, after weighing several of them, Soma ultimately took the one that he thought would make them the most money. That was why they’d come here, after all, so it was the top priority in his mind.


      He couldn’t say he wasn’t interested in some of the fun-sounding, adventurer-like ones...but they would have more chances in the future. Soma hoped that Aina and Lina could join him then...although it would be hard to take Sylvia and Hildegard, he thought as he headed toward the reception desk.
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      As Soma headed toward the reception desk, he picked up a sense of relaxation from behind him. The reason for it wasn’t clear, though, so it simply left him puzzled. Wondering whether there was some sort of rule that newbies got first pick of the quests here, he made it to the desk.


      Soma blinked in surprise when he got there, not because he recognized the receptionist but because she had nonhuman ears on top of her head.


      This wasn’t his first time seeing a demihuman; Ladius was a mixed nation, and demihumans were the second most numerous race after humans. Although he’d rarely gone outside, he’d attended the Royal Academy in the capital until relatively recently, so naturally, he’d seen some before.


      But according to the people at the academy, even though Ladius was a mixed nation, it was mostly human. Other races were welcome to live there and did, but together, they made up less than a tenth of the population. Demihumans were only common enough that you might see one if you spent some time walking around outside.


      However, that was a lot more common than they were in other countries, such as the neighboring Veritas. It was a fully human nation, so not a single person of another race lived there except for slaves. It was because Ladius had once been a part of Veritas that humans made up such a majority even though it was a mixed nation—naturally, since only humans had lived there at first, the inhabitants were mostly human. Also, it only bordered two countries, one of which was where the devils lived and the other of which was Veritas. Even though Ladius welcomed other races, they couldn’t get there. Other races were increasing in number in Veritas due to the recent unrest, but it would take time before that was reflected in the ratio in Ladius.


      Anyway, because of all that, Soma wouldn’t say he only rarely saw nonhumans, but he hadn’t expected the guild receptionist to be a demihuman.


      Just then...


      “Is this your first time seeing a beastfolk receptionist?” she asked.


      “Mm...”


      Apparently, he’d been staring for too long. The receptionist was smiling, but her cat ears were twitching as if in protest.


      This was certainly a rare sight for Soma, but that didn’t make it okay to ogle her. He dipped his head. “It is, in fact. I apologize for staring.”


      “Mm-hmm... Sorry.”


      “Yes, it was rude to stare. My apologies.”


      Soma was initially taken aback to hear the other two offer their own apologies in turn. However, it seemed they were apologizing not on his behalf but because they’d also been curious about the cat ears.


      Felicia in particular had hardly been out of the woods. She’d been curious about a lot of things on the way here, so Soma understood why she had been looking along with him. The fact that it was understandable didn’t make it any less rude, though.


      “Oh, no, don’t worry about it. I don’t mind,” she chirped. “There aren’t many of us, apprrrently, so I’m used to it.”


      “Hmm... Is that so?”


      “Anyway, back to work. You have a quest, right? Hand it to me and I’ll look over it.”


      “Understood.”


      If she said she didn’t mind, then he would acquiesce to that. He shouldn’t interfere with her work any more than he already had. The other adventurers still hadn’t moved for some reason, but they would be bringing their own quests up soon, so the sooner he could get this over with, the better.


      His thoughts were interrupted by a quiet remark of surprise from the receptionist as she looked over the paper.


      “This is a rank-specified quest... Rank five or higher? Why would someone bring this quest here... Oh, I remember someone mentioning a quest like this in the morning, I guess... Um, is this all right?”


      She probably meant that in two ways. Soma still looked like a child, and the other two were dressed suspiciously. They were also about the same height as Soma, so it was natural to doubt their abilities as well as whether they had the necessary rank, of course.


      Soma turned to look at Sierra. He hadn’t reached rank five yet; in fact, he hadn’t been to a guild since he’d adventured with Sierra, so he was still at the lowest rank. It should have been fine if they submitted Sierra’s guild card, though. The cards were valid here as well.


      Having told Soma that herself, Sierra seemed to understand.


      “Mm-hmm.” Sierra nodded in response to his look and handed her own guild card to the receptionist.


      †


      “Ahh, that was so nerve-racking! I haven’t been that nervous since I started working here... Maybe not even then...” As soon as Emily had made sure the group had left the guild, she groaned and slumped across the desk. That happened to be the same pose her sister had been in before, but she didn’t have the capacity to pay that fact any mind.


      “You handled it pretty well, though.”


      “How many years do you think I’ve been a receptionist? Of course I did,” she replied to her demonkin friend and colleague. “But I did want to run when they came up to me, to be honest.”


      The demonkin shrugged. One of the wings on her back moved at the same time, lightly flapping as if in agreement. “I bet. I was glad they didn’t come up to me, and when they were staring at your cat ears like that, I was hoping...uh, I mean worried they would pluck them right off.”


      “I don’t even have the energy to joke with you right now...”


      “Oh my, what a serious condition. Well, I can’t blame you. Just recover as soon as you can, okay? They’re being considerate right now, but they won’t have the capacity for long.”


      “Myeah, I know...”


      It had been hard on the adventurers as well. The fight over the quests had begun as soon as the three had left, and had turned into a minor brawl, probably as an outlet for the stress they’d been under.


      “They were really looking at us, or scoping us out... It was like I could hear what they were thinking. The same thing must have been going through everyone’s heads right then.”


      “Myeah, they were so relieved when those three came up with a quest. I was worried there was about to be a questioning.”


      And that was understandable. Some people who they clearly had to watch out for had been looking at them for some reason. On top of not knowing what to do, the adventurers couldn’t make any rash moves as the quests were being posted. But even once the quests were up, the people in question still hadn’t done anything and had even begun having a suggestive conversation. The adventurers must have been in such suspense, and Emily knew just how relieved they must have been when the group had come up to her with a quest.


      “So, that kid... That guy? Whatever. Anyway, what quest did he bring up? I heard you say it was rank limited... Is that the one I heard about this morning?”


      “It was just a hunting quest, and it paid prrretty well. If you’re at least rank five, that is.”


      “Oh, so the type where the target is nasty. You’re sure they were at least rank five, though? They definitely seemed like it, but you can’t get away with breaking that rule, even in a place like this where power is king.”


      “Like I said, I’ve been working here for a long time. I know what I’m doing. The guild card was actually that...girl’s? Who was next to him. That surprised me even more.”


      “Wait, really? I was so focused on him I didn’t even pay attention to the other two... I guess we should watch out for the third one too. Do you think he had her use her card to tell you that without telling you?”


      “Or maybe they thought it would go over better.”


      Since this place was on the outskirts, the adventurers here were all rank three at most. Emily had only barely managed to suppress her shock at actually being shown a rank-five guild card, and that was because she’d seen the same thing a few days ago. She wasn’t confident she could have concealed her reaction if he’d shown her an even higher rank. Maybe they’d picked up on that.


      “Yeah, shocking the receptionist would have turned into a whole thing, and they were causing a commotion as is, so it’s possible they were being considerate that way. But if they cared about that, they shouldn’t have caused such a fuss in the first place.”


      “No helping that.”


      Emily still didn’t know what that boy was. He could have been conducting a surprise audit of the guild, or maybe he was a higher-up among the devils who had come to check on what was going on. Regardless, it had nothing to do with her as the receptionist, and she didn’t want to get involved.


      “It seems like every time a rank-limited request goes up, we get someone weird. It does help since they’d just go untaken otherwise... You think the guild sends people over for that?”


      “Never heard of a guild going so far... Speaking of the guild, what happened to the rep? Doesn’t the rep usually deal with people like that?”


      “As soon as he showed up, the rep said she had a stomachache and ran off.”


      “God, she’s useless... She’s always bragging that things go well for her because she was born under a lucky star or something, but she did that last time too. I’m prrretty sure she just runs off when things get bad.”


      “Well, she managed to become a rep, so she must have enough ability and reputation... Oh, looks like our downtime is over.”


      “Mrow?”


      Grasping what her friend meant, Emily looked toward where the quests were posted. A brawl was starting, as she’d predicted. They would be flooding her way shortly.


      “All better now?”


      “I wish I could get more rest, to be honest, but this is no time for that.”


      Emily hadn’t spent all these years working as a receptionist for nothing. She raised herself up, then let out a breath and put herself in the mindset she needed to overcome the rush ahead.
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      When Soma opened the wooden door, he squinted at the scenery before him. It was really no different from the scenery familiar to him, he thought.


      Behind him was the adventurer’s guild that he had just left after accepting a quest. Felicia and Sierra had followed him out of the guild...and as Soma had watched them come out, he’d caught sight of the inside of the guild for just a moment.


      The adventurers still hadn’t moved a muscle—they had remained quiet to the very end.


      Soma was curious; they seemed to be waiting for something. The fact that nobody had said anything to the three of them, though, meant there hadn’t been any issue with what they’d done. Maybe there was some kind of unspoken understanding among the adventurers...or maybe this was just an unusual place, since the receptionist hadn’t seemed surprised that Sierra was rank five.


      Speaking of unusual, it crossed his mind that everyone he’d met since coming to Dement had been quite kind to him...


      “Oh? This is not a good way to think...”


      “Soma? Is something the matter?” Felicia asked. “I’ve noticed that something seems to be on your mind...”


      “Ah, well... I’ve realized that my viewpoint is more biased than I was aware.”


      “Huh...?” Felicia looked at him with confusion, seeming not to understand what he was talking about.


      He didn’t intend for her to understand, though, so that was okay. He just thought to himself that he needed to do some reflection.


      It was normal for customs to differ from place to place; that was the same everywhere. It was more of an issue that he was wondering why people were being nice. Devils and mankind were nothing more than categories that mankind had come up with. Remembering that basic fact, Soma sighed to himself, thinking he had room to improve.


      “In any case, about what we’ll do now...”


      “Aren’t we going to go fulfill the quest?” Felicia asked the other two.


      “Mm-hmm... But we have to collect info first.”


      “Precisely.”


      They’d only just come to this town, after all. They needed the bare minimum information, such as the lay of the land and what monsters to expect.


      “Right, you always started by gathering information when you arrived at a new place, didn’t you?”


      “Yes, since it’s necessary in order to determine our course of action,” Soma replied to Felicia. “We’d already determined our initial direction this time, so we prioritized that...”


      “But we don’t know what’s ahead. We need info,” Sierra finished for him.


      It would have been more efficient to gather info first, but considering when they’d arrived in town, they’d decided they should go to the guild first so they’d be in time for quests to be posted. Thus, they’d put off info collection until later.


      “I see. But this is a hunting quest, right? Wouldn’t you two be perfectly fine if you simply went out hunting right now?”


      “Hmm... I suppose it would be fine, but...”


      It was true that the quest they’d accepted consisted of hunting a certain monster. The rank restriction and large monetary reward were the main reasons they’d chosen it, but another significant reason was that they’d judged they were capable enough of handling it. Since they’d heard about the place where the monster appeared, its traits, and what to watch out for when they’d taken the quest, it would probably have been fine if they’d gone out hunting right then.


      However...


      “No absolutes with quests... We have to prepare what we can.”


      “While I believe that Sierra and I would be capable of handling the worst-case scenario or anything that attacks, we may not be able to protect you depending on the situation, Felicia.”


      Felicia was a complete newbie to combat. There would be no such thing as overpreparing for it.


      “That may be the case... But why can’t I wait here while you two go hunting, then?”


      “That would worry me in itself.”


      “Mm-hmm... Don’t know what will happen.”


      “I think you two worry about me too much... You’re rather overprotective of me.”


      “I disagree.”


      If anything, it was their responsibility to be ready for the worst-case scenario.


      “Well, it doesn’t bother me... Why are you only looking for information about the area this time, though? Don’t you typically look for more information than that?”


      “Yes, well, this is quite the large town, so there are a lot of things I would like to know. We’ve already accepted a quest, however. We need to prioritize that.”


      “Mm-hmm... We can do more when we have the money. And we can talk later about what to do next.”


      “I see... So you’re going to find out information related to the quest first and foremost.”


      “Precisely.”


      As they had that conversation, they decided their first priority should be to change locations. They were in front of the guild, after all; it was no place to stand around and talk.


      Usually they wouldn’t have minded things like that. Guilds tended to be near the center of town, but also a bit removed from it, in places that people didn’t typically come.


      However, whether it was unique to this town or a feature of Dement, the guild here appeared to be exactly in the center of town. The main street ran directly in front of it, and there were large trade buildings on either side of the road. It had been easy to find, and they had been surprised to see it at first...but they would be in the way if they stayed here for long. Accompanied by the other two, Soma turned left in front of the guild—and began to walk down the path to the forest where the monster specified in today’s quest was said to appear.


      “Is it okay to go this way?”


      Felicia raised the question probably because she knew where this path headed, but in fact, it was no problem.


      “Well, I intend to go directly to the forest.”


      “Excuse me? Um, weren’t you going to collect information?”


      “Mm-hmm... But on-site.”


      “Huh? Are you...”


      “Kidding? Of course not. What other way would there be to gain information?”


      Felicia would have been right under ordinary circumstances, of course. It would normally have been backward to gather information on location in order to ensure there was nothing unforeseen at that location. But if they had no other way, then they simply had to see for themselves.


      “The basic information-gathering process for adventurers is typically done with fellow adventurers or with the guild. In other words, you should gather information at the guild immediately after receiving a quest.”


      “Mm-hmm... But only for normal quests. You can’t with rank-restricted quests.”


      “Why can’t you?”


      “Restrictions are typically for rank three and above... Basically, those quests are for the guild’s most valued customers, so the guild is willing to put in effort to match.”


      For normal quests, you were only given a summary, a reward amount, and, in the case of requests to hunt specific targets, their location. Rank-restricted quests, however, included more specific information, such as details about the area, what the guild had learned after looking into it themselves, and what they had heard from adventurers. That meant the three of them wouldn’t be able to learn anything more by asking people. They had been spared the effort of asking around.


      “Oh? You mean you already have the minimum information you need?”


      “Yes, at least superficially.”


      “What do you mean...?”


      “It might be wrong,” Sierra replied.


      Circumstances change from moment to moment. What had been correct when the guild looked into it might be different now, and the situation might not remain stable for minutes, let alone days, especially for things that required rank restriction. That meant they had to go see for themselves.


      “I see... So this is more scouting than information collection.”


      “Strictly speaking, it should be called reconnaissance.”


      “Why do I get the feeling that you’re not going to stick to scouting—you’re just going to hunt it down?” Felicia said skeptically.


      “Can’t rule that out...”


      “If we can, I would have no problem with that.”


      Their first goal was to gain more precise information—to ensure Felicia’s safety. If, having that, they decided they could hunt the monster down with no problem, then it would be fine to do so. It was likely that that wouldn’t be the case, however.


      Information gained by hearsay was often lacking in accuracy; for example, Soma wouldn’t have known how many nonhumans lived in this town or that there was a demihuman receptionist without coming here.


      With that in mind, Soma narrowed his eyes toward the people walking around town.


      “Well, I may speak with the air of an expert, but most of what I know about adventurers, I learned from Sierra.”


      “But Soma taught me that it’s important to check whether info is accurate on-site.”


      “I’ve said this but haven’t had a chance to try it in practice. To be honest, this is my first time.”


      “Well, I’m just glad to know I can count on you two,” said Felicia. “Although I knew that from the beginning.”


      Thus, they walked through the completely normal-looking town until finally, they stepped outside of it. Grassy fields spread out before them, and at some distance, they could see the forest in question.


      Soma shrugged, looking at the scenery. “I’ve heard that Dement is nothing but untamed wilderness. This is yet another difference from what I’ve heard.”


      “I see... I also thought I knew what the devils were like, so I was surprised at first. So this is why it’s important to check information for yourself.”


      “Mm-hmm. I realized that when I left the forest...and especially after meeting Soma.”


      “Oh? Did I do something?”


      “A lot...?”


      “Oh, I think I understand that myself,” Felicia mused.


      “I don’t believe I’ve done anything out of the ordinary... Incomprehensible,” Soma muttered as he surveyed the area once more.


      He was left puzzled, because he didn’t see any monsters nor even sense their presence. He’d been told for reference that monsters would show up on the way.


      “Well... I believe there are other adventurer’s guilds, so perhaps they’ve been hunted down.”


      “Even then, there are too few...”


      There was an anti-monster barrier around the town, but it was clear from the posted quests that there were monsters in the surrounding area. Soma hadn’t seen all of them clearly, but several of them had involved reported injuries from monsters. There was also a perpetual quest to hunt down monsters...and no area that didn’t need that could have such a thriving guild.


      That meant there must have been a good number of monsters around normally, but for some reason, he wasn’t seeing any right now.


      “If something unusual had happened, it would have been mentioned in the quest... Perhaps too many were hunted down yesterday.”


      This wasn’t a dungeon, so defeated monsters wouldn’t respawn at set intervals. Even so, there were enough monsters that the hunters hadn’t run out, but it was possible that their population had been severely reduced.


      However...


      “Well, it doesn’t matter for the time being. If something happened, we can find out about it when we come by the guild on the way back.”


      “Mm-hmm... No use thinking about it now.”


      “That’s true.”


      With that settled, the three headed toward the forest. While they remained alert, they continued not to sense any monsters on the way and reached their destination almost too easily. The forest lay in a vast expanse before them, but it somehow felt small due to their frame of mind.


      “Hmm, this is...”


      “Not challenging at all?”


      “It’s a good thing if it’s easy...”


      The three of them tilted their heads in puzzlement, but there was nothing to do except continue in.


      Thinking that there must be monsters farther ahead, Soma refocused, keeping himself from letting his guard down...


      “Hey! C-Calm down! You don’t want to eat Stina! I don’t taste good, promise!”


      And that was when a vaguely familiar voice reached his ears.
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      It had been complete negligence—or perhaps hubris, but that amounted to the same thing. No joke: right now, Stina was in the biggest bind of her life.


      “Why is this thing even here...?! This is stupid!”


      But screaming insults accomplished nothing. She didn’t even know whether this thing understood language.


      She glared at the voidlike thing before her eyes and hit the thing wrapped around her with all her might, but to no effect. If only she could pick up the spear at her feet...


      “But poking around with that thing is what got me into this mess in the first place! How stupid can I be?!”


      Self-deprecating words flew from her mouth, but they wouldn’t improve her situation. She clenched one hand into a fist and swung it up as if to vent her anger...but the instant she went to swing it down again, her feet slipped.


      “Dang it...!”


      She hastily regained her balance, but now she was not only in a weird position, she’d been pulled ever so slightly closer to it. Even if she crouched down, her spear was out of reach now. Maybe if she’d stretched her arm as far as she could, but that wasn’t possible in this situation. Picking it up wouldn’t have helped anyway, but being completely separated from her spear hit her hard—even if poking this giant frog with that spear was the reason this had all happened in the first place.


      As its name suggested, the monster before her appeared to be nothing but a huge frog. However, anything thrown into its now-open mouth would be dissolved instantly, creature or monster; Stina would be lucky to last a few seconds.
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