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      Prologue: Soon to Be an Apothecary


      Today was a turning point in Sara’s new life as an apprentice apothecary. As she faced a beaker with a faint yellow liquid inside it, the rest of the Apothecary’s Guild held their breath all around her.


      Some seasons had passed since their arrival in Hydrangea, and Sara was now fourteen. If it were still the fall when Chris had unceremoniously dumped her here, the situation she found herself in now would likely have caused her nothing but anxiety, but after training all this time under the strict, but fair (if eccentric) guildmaster Caren, the gazes of her senior apothecaries now felt warm and encouraging to her. After all, if she proved she could mix a stable mana elixir, she would be able to join their ranks as a fellow full-fledged apothecary.


      Over the last year, Sara had learned how to synthesize potions, poisons, antidotes, paralytics, and antiparalytics, one after another, but the most difficult concoction to create was a mana elixir, and she hadn’t yet succeeded at producing one.


      To finish the potion off, Sara carefully stirred the yellow liquid in the beaker at a steady rate. “Just a bit of mana, steady... There!”


      Whenever she added her mana, potions went from a muddy green to a clear green, and antidotes turned to a clear purple as well. Mana elixirs were a bit different, however.


      “Completely clear... I’d say that’s a success.” Caren, watching from nearby, sighed with relief.


      Mana elixirs were mainly used by casters to replenish their spent magical power. They caused intense drowsiness immediately after consumption, though, so people didn’t tend to use them when they didn’t have to, which meant demand for them wasn’t high. There always would be some demand, however, as casters usually took some with them into a dungeon for peace of mind, if nothing else. That being said, they were difficult to produce and didn’t net much profit, so they were a bit of a pain from an apothecary’s perspective.


      “If you really did succeed, then that’ll be a load off of our shoulders...” Caren sighed. Sara gave her a sidelong glance and she hastily corrected herself. “I mean, it’s always a relief to have a new, talented apothecary on the scene.”


      The revised statement was pretty much the same thing, but Sara figured it was a big step for Caren that she’d considered Sara’s feelings at all. It made Sara a little lightheaded to think back on all that she’d been through in this past year. Caren had definitely learned some things from Chris.


      “Let’s see how it turned out, then.” Caren took the spoon from Sara, dabbed a drop of mana elixir on her hand, and licked it up. Her mouth quirked up into a smile. “It tastes just like it should. Congratulations on the successful mana elixir, Sara.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      Applause and cheers erupted throughout the guild and Sara’s mana elixir and spoon were passed around to all of the senior apothecaries. Some of them nodded and smiled, saying, “Mm-hmm, it’s perfect,” while others groaned in frustration, “That took me five years to do!” Still, everyone was happy, since like Caren had said, more people sharing the work meant less time to get it done and more time to do other things like research. Though Sara liked to think they were simply celebrating her success, of course.


      She felt the tension leaving her shoulders.


      “I would expect nothing less from Master Chris’s favorite student,” said Caren. “You know, Master Chris was acknowledged as a full-fledged apothecary at thirteen. He’d actually mastered everything at twelve, but the thickheaded guildmaster at the time wouldn’t acknowledge him until he was thirteen.”


      “Is that right?”


      It was Caren’s usual excited Master Chris talk, so Sara’s response was somewhat half-hearted, but she enjoyed getting to hear things about him that he probably didn’t remember himself. She was excited to go back to the mansion later and report her success to Nelly too.


      “Well, that’s enough about Master Chris,” said Caren.


      Sara decided not to comment that she was the one who’d brought him up in the first place.


      “We’ve still got a decent stock of mana elixirs, so you’ll be in charge of producing them for us for a little while. Once you’re able to make them consistently, you’ll be officially recognized as an apothecary in Hydrangea.”


      Another cheer went through the guildhall.


      “Pretty lively in here, huh?”


      “We’re back!”


      Kuntz and Allen stuck their heads into the workspace in the back of the guildhall. Sara turned toward the front, realizing that it was already evening. Time flew when you were nervous.


      “Welcome back!”


      Sara had grown a bit in the last year, settling somewhere around the height she’d been before she’d reincarnated, but Allen had grown even more. Kuntz, who was already taller than Allen, still seemed to be growing too, so while the height difference between them hadn’t changed, Sara was having to look farther up at both of them, which she found a little frustrating.


      It had been a year since the outbreak of seven-colored swallowtails as well, and though the adult forms of the monsters could be hunted, it was impossible to eliminate the eggs and cocoons completely, so there were still quite a few of them around, though not as many as at the height of the problem. Thus, there was still demand for antiparalytics, which meant there was demand for the ingredients to make them: white moonlight mushrooms.


      Kuntz and Allen were able to go down pretty deep into the dungeon now, but they still dutifully gathered white moonlight mushrooms, so they were as popular as ever with the Apothecary’s Guild. But that wasn’t the only place they were popular. After coming in first in last year’s seven-colored swallowtail hunting contest, they were immediately thrust into the spotlight as talented young Hunters.


      “Allen, what’s that you’ve got there?”


      “Oh, this?” Allen lifted up his hand like he’d only just realized he was holding something and then tossed it into the storage pouch on his waist like it was completely unimportant. “Just a letter. They gave it to me right in front of the Apothecary’s Guild today, so I ended up just bringing it here.”


      “Today?” That implied that he had gotten other letters.


      “I get them too, you know. Most of my invitations are in person, though.” Kuntz put his arm around Allen’s shoulder and grinned.


      Allen was fourteen like Sara, but Kuntz was sixteen, so maybe he was getting invitations from older groups who were more proactive. In any case, Sara was just curious what Allen had been holding, so she didn’t intend to pry into his personal affairs. She was pretty sure she’d managed to stop herself from smirking too.


      “Oh yeah? You sure are popular.” She left it at that.


      “Come on, you’re not gonna ask them any questions?” someone piped up from the crowd, but Sara ignored them.


      Teenagers didn’t like people butting into their business, Sara recalled from her past life. Of course, she had been more concerned with simply surviving at the time, so she hadn’t exactly had a normal experience of puberty.


      “Anyway, we heard cheering from outside, Sara. Does that mean...?” Allen asked her with stars in his eyes.


      Sara stuck out her chest. “It sure does! I finally made a mana elixir!”


      Allen and Kuntz broke into big grins. Sara preferred these honest expressions on them over the surly looks they wore when they were trying to show off their stuff as Hunters.


      “You did it! Congrats!”


      “You’re only fourteen, right? Exceptional as always.”


      Sara was happy to receive Allen’s heartfelt congratulation and Kuntz’s somewhat sardonic praise.


      “Though Master Chris became an apothecary at thirteen. I suppose it’s only natural, considering Sara is his apprentice.” Caren always had to bring up Chris, but Sara was still happy that she acknowledged her abilities.


      “Well, we should celebrate! Of course, Nelly’s still down in the depths of the dungeon...”


      “Yeah. She always stays for a week when she goes down there.”


      She’d left just two days ago, so she wouldn’t be back for a while still. It was sad to think she wasn’t here when she was the one who’d be happiest to hear the news, but Sara was comforted by the fact that they each knew the other one was fine even when they were apart.


      “Well, let’s celebrate twice, then! Just with us first and then with Nelly when she gets back.”


      “Can we?!” Sara had been planning to wait until Nelly got back, so she leaped up in excitement at Allen’s unexpected suggestion.


      “No, wait. Once with us, then again with the lord, and then a third time when Nelly gets back, right?”


      “Kuntz...” Sara felt her eyes watering at the kindness of her friends.


      “Oh? Well you know we’re going to celebrate here at the Guild as well, Sara. Once now, and again when your promotion is official,” said Caren.


      The apothecaries all cheered.


      “Thank you so much.” Sara was so touched that she couldn’t help bowing her head low.


      One of the apothecaries gave her a curious look. “Oh, that’s a custom of the Invited, isn’t it? It’s the first time I’ve seen it.”


      “Oh, I suppose so.”


      Ever since the hunting contest last year, she’d stopped hiding the fact that she was one of the Invited, and thankfully she was able to get by without being treated differently by anyone else. Sara had really treasured this last year in Hydrangea.


      “Oh, I think they’re already making dinner for me at home, though, so can we celebrate later?”


      Here, “home” meant the mansion of Nelly’s father, the lord of Hydrangea, Riot. As his daughter, it was only natural for Nelly to stay there, but Chris and Sara had ended up taking advantage of his hospitality as well.


      “Sure. Just let me walk you home since it’s been a while. We can buy some sweets or something on the way.”


      “Okay!”


      Sara was able to leave a little early that day, and she walked back home to the mansion in between Kuntz and Allen.


      “Maybe Marcia’s cookies. Ri would like that.”


      Of course, the chefs at the mansion were perfectly capable of baking delicious desserts, but Ri was just as fond of the simple, plain cookies Marcia sold at her store.


      Sara had been calling him “Mr. Riot” last year to be polite until he’d told her, “You can call me ‘father,’ you know?”


      Nelly had responded, “That’s a little shameless, isn’t it? It should be ‘grandfather.’”


      After that savage exchange, she’d settled on calling him “Ri” like Chris and other people who were close to him did.


      “The muffins sell out by noon, but she should still have some cookies left.”


      She was familiar with Marcia’s shop since she and Nelly often stopped there when they went home together. Of course, they usually ate what they bought as soon as they bought it, so it was rare for any of it to actually make it back to Ri.


      As they made their way to Marcia’s shop, the young girls of the town tittered and whispered about them, but this was a common occurrence as of late, so it had stopped bothering Sara.


      “You two really are popular.”


      “Guess so.”


      Kuntz smiled smugly while Allen shrugged his shoulders, his expression neutral.


      “Doesn’t really matter to me.”


      “Yeah, yeah. You always gotta play it cool, Allen.” Kuntz jabbed Allen’s shoulder with his fist behind Sara’s back.


      “I’m not playing it cool. I just know I’m a Hunter, so if I got together with someone and something happened to me, I’d just make them sad. I hate that.”


      Sara was so startled she stopped walking. Not only had Allen lost his parents when he was young, he’d lost his uncle in a dungeon soon after. The pain Allen was describing, of being left behind, was something he’d experienced personally.


      “You say that, but you’re not even going out with anyone right now and you know if something happened to you, you’d still make me and Sara sad. ’Course, that wouldn’t happen as long as you’re teamed up with me.”


      Unlike Sara, who’d been stunned speechless, Kuntz was able to argue with Allen right away.


      “You’d be fine on your own, Kuntz. And Sara...” Allen gave Sara a gentle smile. “You’ve got Nelly. You’d be fine too.”


      Allen was acting like he didn’t have anyone. Sara’s chest felt tight, but she played it off by bumping her shoulder against Allen.


      “Don’t ever push yourself down in the dungeon. Promise me, okay?”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      It was supposed to be a lighthearted conversation about how he was popular with girls, but somehow things had gotten very heavy very quickly. They cheerfully bought their cookies and headed home to try to dispel the sour mood that had settled around them.


      “Oh, I love this smell!”


      Sara sniffed the air after passing through the mansion’s gates. There was a sweet, floral smell almost like jasmine coming from the building used by the southern branch of the knight corps.


      “You think so? I don’t really like it.”


      “Yeah, me neither. I’ve never really liked perfume.”


      Allen and Kuntz wrinkled their noses. It did smell a little like a woman’s perfume.


      “Kinda feel bad for the knights,” Allen commented.


      Sara had to agree. “They never should have given Chris the opportunity.”


      “I dunno. Even if they’d put up more of a fight, do you really think anyone other than Nelly can stop that guy from doing what he wants?”


      “Guess not.”


      The three of them shrugged sympathetically in the direction of the knights’ headquarters.


      Chris, in the last year, had been busy gathering materials in the dungeon and working on developing a new drug. The floral smell was a by-product of this development, and Chris had been borrowing a room in the knights’ building because “it would cause trouble to the Apothecary’s Guild” to do it there. It was indeed important for such strong-smelling work to be done where it wouldn’t affect the brewing of other potions and drugs, but since the knights’ building always smelled like flowers now, it was the knights who had to deal with the smell sticking to their clothes and such.


      When Chris asked them stone-faced, “Is there a problem?” and the only damage they could claim was being done to their dignity, there wasn’t anything they could really say to get him to stop.


      “The people of the town seem to think it’s kinda stylish that the knights all smell like flowers now, though,” Kuntz told them. He was most in tune with the rumors around town of the three of them.


      “Yeah. Chris even said he’d think about actually making perfume once he finishes the drug he’s working on. I guess there are a lot of things that go into potions that are also used to make perfumes.”


      Sara was very interested in the subject herself. You could be an apothecary as long as you could make the six basic kinds of potions, but there were actually a ton of materials that could be used for potions, and when you were on the level of a guildmaster like Chris, there were all sorts of different things you could make with those materials.


      “I wonder if Nelly will really be able to stop going to the capital for that special job once he finishes it, though.”


      “It’d be nice. Personally, I feel like it’d be hard to use even if he does finish it,” Kuntz commented.


      The drug Chris was developing was a dragon repellent. He’d hit upon the idea while deep in the dungeon with Nelly, after hearing that there was a spot where wyverns would apparently never attack. Sara remembered how excited he’d been when he was telling her about it.


      “The fact that wyverns never fly over this area has to mean that there’s something there that they avoid. I searched the area for plants I’m familiar with and found a variety of dragonmint with a color I’ve never seen before.”


      Despite otherwise being carnivores, dragons liked to eat the dragonmint plant. Normally, it was purple, but the dragonmint Chris had found was an almost transparent white.


      “I’m calling it silver dragonmint for now. It was this great, sparkling silver field with a fragrant scent, and though we were in the very depths of the dungeon, it was almost like I was out on a date with Nef—ahem, ahem.”


      Sara would keep to herself how she had almost burst out laughing at the way Nelly glared at Chris as he acted like he hadn’t said what he had.


      “With the number of wyverns down there, it was strange that none of them were flying down to attack us. If anything, it was like they were avoiding the area deliberately. The first thing I tried was the rather primitive method of coating a rock with some of the plant’s nectar and having Nef throw it at a wyvern.”


      “Don’t call it primitive. It’s a normal way for a Hunter who uses physical strengthening to fight.”


      Physical strengthening could improve your throwing power, but whether you hit the target accurately depended on training.


      “The wyvern dodged the rock like it was mocking me, but then it arched its back and flew off really fast.”


      So they had guessed that wyverns really didn’t like the smell of the plant.


      “We confirmed it later with the help of Nef and some other Hunters, so I started wondering if we could use this to deal with the migrating dragons in the capital.”


      If they could deal with the dragons using only the knights and Hunters already in the capital, then they wouldn’t have to call Nelly for help. As always, Chris was thinking first and foremost about Nelly’s happiness.


      Chris had brought the subject to the Apothecary’s Guild and Caren had agreed to a joint research project right away, both out of pure enjoyment of the development process and a desire to spend more time with Chris. The knights had already been letting Chris use a room for his work, so they’d allowed him to work on the project there without asking enough questions about what it was before he started.


      As a result, the knight’s base now always smelled like flowers and the Apothecary’s Guild was more lively than ever.


      Extracting the components of the plant that produced the scent had been difficult at first, but Chris had eventually succeeded with the help of the Apothecary’s Guild and Sara. Sara was proud of her part in the process. She’d suggested lowering the temperature of the water and had spent some time learning ice magic from one of her senior apothecaries. Those days had been a lot of fun for her, and she’d filed the memories of them away in a special album in her heart.


      Of course, just as Kuntz had mentioned, even if they had perfected the drug, they still weren’t quite sure how to use it, so Nelly and Chris were currently down in the depths of the dungeon testing out some of the methods they’d come up with.


      There was no point in standing around talking outside the mansion forever, so Sara and company headed inside. They handed Marcia’s cookies to Ri and all three of them partook of dinner in the mansion that night.


      Kuntz had been reserved around Ri at first, but he had gotten used to dining with the lord of the region by now, and Allen had never been reserved in the first place.


      “Casters are used to their own magic methods, and it’s kind of difficult to implement drugs with those.” Kuntz continued the topic they’d been discussing outside. Of course, they’d told Ri about Sara’s successful mana elixir first, and he’d been thrilled to hear it.


      Sara tried to remember what little she knew about migrating dragons. “I think Nelly said migrating dragons fly low enough that you can see them, so it’s easy to hit them with magic.”


      “That’s the problem.” Ri was commander of the capital knights for a long time, and migrating dragons were a headache for him the whole time. “Naturally, knights train in physical strengthening, but most of them make use of swords, which don’t do much good against flying creatures. There’s an archer unit as well, of course, but the biggest problem for them is that they can’t shoot the dragons down.”


      “They can’t?” Sara had thought the whole point of subduing the migrating dragons was, well, to get rid of them.


      “Dragons are large and heavy, so we try to drive them away from the capital so they don’t do any damage there. We only eliminate the ones we can’t drive away. That’s why it’s such a complex issue. If we culled too many of them, the number of horned rabbits and cotton sheep in the meadows would just become a new problem, after all.”


      Sara thought back to the meadow to the east of Rosa. There had been so many horned rabbits there that the Guild had had to sponsor a hunting event to get rid of them. Sara wondered if migrating dragons had something to do with that. She chased the thought from her head, since that wasn’t what they were discussing right now.


      “That’s why Hunters who are casters are so important,” Kuntz added to what Ri had said. “They use flames, wind, water—whatever they’re good at—and aim at the dragons’ faces, trying to get them to change direction without hurting them. They only finish off the dragons that don’t change direction or that come down to the ground. Nelly says it’s a pain, but as a caster, I’d kinda like to try taking part at least once.”


      Sara’s mouth fell open before she remembered they were eating and hastily closed it. Nelly always acted sick of the process, so she’d thought it was something no one actually wanted to do.


      Ri gave her a wry grin. “There’s a big reward, so it’s not a bad job for a caster. It’s also a good opportunity to show off the level of control you have.”


      “Yes, exactly.”


      Ri and Kuntz were basically on the same wavelength.


      “For the swordsmen who have nothing to do until the dragons come down to the ground, it’s not a very fun job, though. It’s not very glamorous just finishing off a monster squirming on the ground after it’s fallen out of the air.”


      Sara couldn’t help wrinkling her nose, thinking of Liam. He seemed like the type to care about looking good.


      “When I was there, we put out a general request for Hunters, but I was also the one who established the tradition of requesting Neffie’s help specifically. I really feel bad for what I did...” Because of the precedent Ri had set, Nelly had been called to the capital even after he retired like it was tradition.


      “That paralysis agent they used on Neffie was likely developed with migrating dragons in mind as well. I hear they’ve been using it all over, testing it on various monsters.”


      “But if they bring the dragons down by paralyzing them, then they’ll just have to kill them, won’t they?”


      “Right. I have to wonder what the current knight corps is thinking about this.”


      They hadn’t been very successful in Camellia with the poison bog frogs, so Sara wasn’t sure they were thinking anything at all. She shook her head. Surely, they had to be thinking something, right?


      “They messed up in Camellia when the wind changed direction and got themselves paralyzed by their own drug, so I hope they’re not making the same mistake in other places.”


      “Well, I can’t exactly defend that.”


      When even the former knight commander was grimacing at the current state of the knights, Sara had to abandon any expectations she had of them.


      “It’d be nice if Nelly didn’t have to go anymore.”


      “He was nothing but an impudent brat in the past, but looking at him now...maybe I can leave things to Chris from now on.”


      Sara didn’t ask him what (or who) he wanted to leave to Chris.


      “By the way, did you hear that other brat out?” Ri suddenly asked Sara, changing the subject to another “brat.”


      Sara didn’t really want to talk about this, so she might have scowled a little. “Which brat would this be, now?”


      “You know, Andy...whatever his name was, from the southern knights.”


      Andy Whatever-his-name-was was a second son or something of a minor noble family based in Hydrangea, a rarity for the southern branch of the knights who were mostly dispatched here from the capital. Apparently, he’d fallen in love with Sara at first sight during the seven-colored swallowtail hunt last year, and he’d proposed marriage to her. He was eighteen or nineteen, so not too far off from Sara’s age, but whether they were close in age or not, Sara wasn’t interested in getting married yet.


      “Cut it out, Ri.” Allen stepped in for her right away. “You’re just thinking about how Sara would stay in Hydrangea forever if she settled down with a noble from here, aren’t you?”


      “You’re sharp, Allen.” Ri looked a bit taken aback.


      “Sara and I are still just standing at the threshold as a Hunter and an apothecary. We haven’t made anything of ourselves yet. I don’t think marriage or anything should happen until after that.”


      As always, Allen had good stuff to say. Sara looked Ri in the eye as well.


      “Ri, I know you cherish me. I don’t have to worry about most of the proposals from the capital since you turned them down for me. But I don’t want to think about marriage right now. I’ve got enough on my mind with my apothecary training.”


      “I suppose you’re right. I’m sorry I brought it up.”


      “It’s okay. You’re... Well, you’re kind of like my dad in this world, so I’m happy that you worry about me.”


      “‘Dad’...” Ri looked up at the ceiling, overcome with emotion. “See, isn’t that what I said, Neffie?” he muttered to no one. “I said dad. Not grandpa. Do you understand?”


      Sara wanted to take back the bashfulness and affection she’d felt a moment ago, but could you blame her? Still, Sara was very much enjoying her life in Hydrangea, where she always had close friends and family nearby even when Nelly was away.




      In the days after that, Sara went out to celebrate with Allen and Kuntz, and waited for Nelly to return, crafting mana elixirs with everything she had. But even after the usual week they spent in the dungeon, Nelly and Chris still didn’t come back. As Sara fretted about them, someone she wasn’t expecting paid her a visit. It was Zachary.


      “They were real sucked into the little experiments they were doing down in the deep parts of the dungeon. With that dragon repellent or whatever.”


      He hadn’t been given a message or anything; it seemed he’d just come to tell Sara what was happening since she was likely worried. Now that she’d gotten to know him, she’d found that Zachary was awkward but kind. It was silly to her how frightened she’d been of the “Black Reaper” last year.


      “Were they okay?”


      They’d brought a lot of food with them, but Nelly wasn’t exactly the best at looking after herself, and Chris tended to forget to eat or sleep when he got into his work. Sara had to worry about them.


      “Well... They seemed like they were having fun,” Zachary said after a thoughtful pause.


      Sara nodded solemnly. “Okay. I get it.” So they weren’t neglecting their health, but they were so into their experiments that they’d forgotten how long they were supposed to be down there.


      “I think they’re fine. Just looked like they might be getting back late, so I figured I should let you know.”


      “Thank you.”


      Since she knew how Nelly and Chris were doing now, Sara could concentrate on her work without worrying. She seemed to have gotten the hang of making mana elixirs after succeeding at it once, so she hadn’t failed again yet, but she still felt like she had a lot of practicing to do—on mana elixirs and all other kinds of potions as well. While time and stock allowed, she wanted to get in as much practice as she could.




      A few days later, a commotion came from the front of the Apothecary’s Guild while Sara was finishing up her final successful mana elixir of the day, portioning it out into potion bottles.


      “Is that Allen?”


      If it was, she figured he would poke his head in back, but she was a bit curious about the excited squeals coming from out front. Still, she restrained herself until she’d finished portioning out the rest of her mana elixir, and then, giving herself a pat on the back, she turned to the door out to the front of the guildhall.


      “Nelly! And, huh?”


      She could recognize Nelly no matter what state she was in. Even if she was standing in the doorway with her shaggy red hair covered in muck and her clothes and face black with soot. But who was that next to her, who was black as tar from head to foot? Mouth wide-open, Sara looked into the man’s grey eyes when he turned to face her.
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      “Is that...Chris?”


      “Is there any other man worthy of standing beside Nef?” he asked.


      “Yeah, it’s Chris,” Nelly added helpfully.


      They’d known each other long enough that Sara could pick out the offended look on his face, even through the thick layer of grime.


      “Welcome back! But what happened?” Sara ran over to Nelly, intending to hug her, but just before she reached her, she stopped like she’d hit a wall and leaped back. “You stink!”


      Normally, Sara would never say something so rude to someone, especially someone she cared so deeply for, but the smell was so intense that the words spilled out of her mouth before she had time to stop them. Just hunting and sweating without taking a bath for over a week would be one thing, but they also had a stench on them like super concentrated flowers smoked on a bonfire. It was so intense that it hurt Sara’s eyes when she got near them.


      “That bad?” It was cute how Nelly sniffed her sleeve, but what stunk stunk.


      “That bad. I think you two should take a bath first.”


      “But...” Chris took a step forward, so Sara took a step back without thinking. “We figured out that if we burn the repellent on a bonfire, the wyverns will avoid the smoke.”


      “So you kept the bonfire going for your experiments and ended up just as smoked as the repellent yourselves. Just what I would expect from you, Master Chris.”


      “The title is unnecessary.”


      “Right. Chris.”


      Caren could still blush over Chris when he was pitch-black with soot from head to toe. Fans were really something, thought Sara.


      “Still, it will probably feel better to discuss things when you’ve washed off and changed. We have facilities here in the Apothecary’s Guild that you may feel free to make use of.”


      Apothecaries would stay the night when they were busy or when their research was reaching its peak, so they had facilities that could be used at such times.


      “Go ahead and go first, then, Nef.”


      “I’ll take you up on that.”


      She had a change of clothes in her storage pouch, so Nelly let one of the apothecaries direct her to the bath.


      “Why don’t you take a seat while you wait, Chris?”


      “No, I don’t want to make too much of a mess.” So he was aware that he was absolutely filthy. “The repellent itself is complete,” he said. “It’s just finding a way to make use of it on flying dragons that’s the difficult part.”


      “Right.”


      With the nearly limitless magical capabilities Sara had due to her being one of the Invited, she could disperse the repellent wherever she wanted using wind magic. If she did that, however, it would just mean the capital would start relying on her indefinitely instead of Nelly. Chris’s goal was for the knight corps to be able to deal with the dragons by themselves, or at least with the help of some Hunters from the capital.


      “It pained me to imitate those idiotic knights, but we tried their method of throwing bottles of repellent and rupturing them with magic near the wyverns, but that spooked the wyverns so badly that they went on a total rampage and some of our Hunters ended up injured. Definitely not the way to do it.”


      Sara had heard about this from Nelly as well, but all she’d said was that “it was funny how much they freaked out.” Sara hadn’t thought people had actually been injured.


      “Wyverns usually fly high up in the sky, so it’s only natural there would be some confusion with them coming down to lower altitudes and even landing on the ground.”


      “Oh, it’s not a problem for a Hunter who knows their stuff.”


      “You can’t think of Nefertari as an average Hunter. It’s ’cause of you two that the Hunter’s Guild asked us to make a request in writing now when we want to do experiments down in the dungeon,” Caren said somewhat ruefully. Their most recent experiment had been carried out with express permission from the Hunter’s Guild.


      “Our first primitive experiment with the rock was the same way. It’s clear that the repellent works, but if anything, it’s too strong. Even the silver dragonmint on its own, before any processing.”


      “I guess that’s why the wyverns don’t even fly above the area where it grows.”


      Chris nodded his soot-blackened head. “They seem to respond to even the slightest whiff of the scent, even if it’s too faint for a human nose to detect it. Oh, Nef! You’re even more beautiful than usual...” he gasped as she emerged.


      “That’ll happen when you clean yourself off.” Nelly brushed off Chris’s compliment like usual, but Sara got the impression she was warming up to the man a little more recently.


      “I’ll go wash off as well.” Chris left to take a shower next.


      “Your hair’s still wet, Nelly.”


      Nelly plopped down into the seat Chris had refrained from taking earlier and Sara went around behind her, dabbing the bottom of her lazily tied-back hair with a towel she took out of her pouch.


      “Thanks, Sara. If I leave it like this, Chris won’t shut up about drying it off himself. That helps.”


      “Don’t do it ’cause of Chris, do it so you don’t catch a cold. Jeez.”


      It was plain to see that Nelly was, in fact, getting used to Chris’s clinginess.


      “So how far’d Chris get?”


      “He was explaining how your previous experiments failed,” Caren answered in Sara’s place.


      Their first meeting had been antagonistic, but Caren had softened somewhat since the white moonlight mushroom incident, and she and Sara shared something of a mutual respect now.


      “Well, I dunno if I’d be able to give you a good explanation, so I’ll just say that we basically figured out that smoke has a good chance of changing the direction of a wyvern in flight.”


      “So this one was a success?”


      “Yeah. Plus, we didn’t have to use much of the repellent to do it.”


      “Really?” Caren had been standing while Chris was in the room, but she sat down in a chair now, looking relieved.


      “Chris also said we only succeeded ’cause we had the help of a bright apothecary from Hydrangea.”


      “I would have liked to hear that from him directly, but he’s not really the type, is he?” Caren looked a little disappointed, but all of the other apothecaries who had been involved in the production of the repellent were just happy to hear the words, even if they came from Nelly.


      “Now it’s just a question of how to propose this to the knights. It’d be nice if Ri could just make the suggestion to the current commander, but the guy’s got a bit of an inferiority complex. Not sure he would listen.”


      “Inferiority complex?” Sara asked.


      “It tends to happen when you keep hearing about how good the previous guy was at your job.”


      From what Sara knew of the current knight corps, it definitely made sense that the current commander wasn’t as good at his job as the last one.


      “The current guildmaster of the Apothecary’s Guild in the capital is Master Chris’s senior, so maybe we can make a request through the Apothecary’s Guild.”
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