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      Prologue: The Old Guy Grills Some Meat

      “Now this is the life...” Zelos said to himself, relaxing as he kept an eye on his meat smoker.

      The smoke carried a tantalizing meaty smell over to him, whetting his appetite. But at his age, it was easy for him to put on weight—and he knew it, so he resisted the urge to sneak a taste. He’d always been the sort to get flabby with ease, even when he wasn’t snacking.

      Zelos was in the middle of trying to make some wyvern jerky. He just wanted to see if he could, for the most part, but he was also hoping to get some preserved food out of it. He’d be screwed if the kids from the church found him, though. They’d eat every last bite.

      The kids had grown even bolder lately. They’d even started barging into his house and rummaging through his fridge without permission.

      Thinking about it reminded Zelos of how Luceris had apologized so profusely afterward. He’d...found it very endearing.

      Why did seeing a beautiful lady panic excite me so much, though? Beats me...

      It seemed like Zelos had some pretty weird fetishes. But he set that aside, for now, to turn his focus back to the meat. He strengthened the fire by adding some treant wood chips.

      He probably could’ve just made ham or sausages or something instead, and it would’ve been easier. But for whatever reason, he’d been reminiscing lately about the taste of beef jerky back on Earth, and it had spurred him to start trying to make some himself without knowing exactly how.

      By this point, he’d racked up seven failed attempts.

      Can’t make the aroma too strong, by the looks of it. Or the spices... I just don’t have a good reference to go off, that’s the problem. Oh, and there was that one batch where I pounded the meat too hard and ended up with ground beef...

      At least the ground beef hadn’t gone to waste, though. It had made for some pretty nice Hamburg steaks.


      Zelos had killed seven wyverns back in the Far-Flung Green Depths. And while he’d sold about half of the loot, he’d gotten so much of it that he couldn’t have sold the rest. Not without risking a market crash, at least.

      Maybe the consumers would’ve appreciated that, but the businesses buying the loot from him obviously wanted to sell it off for the highest price they could. No distributor wanted to deal with a price collapse—that much was true in any world.

      And so, out of consideration for the merchants, Zelos had kept about three wyverns’ worth of loot to himself.

      He’d shared any meat he couldn’t heat himself with his neighbors, so he only had about one wyvern’s worth of meat left. But even that was far too much for one person to get through alone.

      That was why he was smoking it to try to preserve it. Jerky wasn’t exactly the easiest option to start with, though...

      He had to get both the aroma and the flavor right; if either were too strong, the jerky wouldn’t pair well with alcohol.

      I’d love to have some of Mr. Nakanoya’s beef jerky right about now, he mused, staring vacantly into the distance as he thought back to how his favorite jerky had tasted back on Earth.

      “Hmm... That reminds me, I wonder what those two heroes are doing at the moment. Not that it’s my problem, mind you...”

      Perhaps trying to distract himself from his growling stomach, Zelos cast his mind back to the two heroes he’d met just the other day, on his way back to Santor.

      In an attempt to get some information out of them and the priests who’d been accompanying them, he’d told them all sorts of things, mixing fact and fiction, to arouse their suspicions about the Faith of the Four Gods. And it had worked.

      By the time he was done, the heroes’ party hesitated to return to the Holy Land of Metis. As far as Zelos was concerned, though, that was nothing but a plus. He was, after all, putting together a plan to get revenge on the Four Gods someday.

      He’d journeyed alongside the heroes’ party back to Santor, but he wasn’t exactly confident they’d be able to survive on their own. And it was a similar story for the priests who were with them. Now that they’d learned some inconvenient truths, their lives could be at risk when they eventually got back to their homeland.

      “I wonder if they’ll manage by themselves...? Especially that Tanabe boy.”

      Zelos cast his mind back to the events of a week ago...

      *  *  *

      It had happened on the way back from the hunting trip.

      Zelos and the others had turned from the Far-Flung Highway onto the Santor Highway, and they were just about to enter Santor proper.

      Katsuhiko Tanabe, a summoned hero, plodded along, feet heavy and back hunched.“Ugh, I’m beat...” he groaned. “C’mon, let me in the carriage!”
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