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      Chapter 1


      Act 1


      Dear Seika,


      As the cold subsides and the flowers begin to bud, I hope this letter finds you well. Please forgive my delay in writing you. While I heard you made it to Rakana safely, I’ve had my hands full with urgent matters and haven’t had the opportunity to pick up the pen. In all my life, I’ve never experienced such frustrating days as I have recently.


      Yet thanks to those efforts, I’ve put most of my difficulties behind me and managed to find the time to write you this letter. I’m pouring the joy of finally being able to put my thoughts into words into this ink. I think that’s enough preamble. Allow me to say what I’ve wanted to tell you the most.


      Seika, I cannot thank you enough for saving Rakana. In truth, I knew there was a possibility the stampede would occur. A few days after you departed, I began seeing it intermittently in my visions. However, I was unable to secure another safe haven for you. Although I wished to inform you, I found myself under watch from several opposing factions due to the turmoil and was unable to send a letter. 


      I’m not all-powerful, and unforeseen circumstances like this occur on occasion. I sincerely apologize. It doesn’t make up for it, but I’ve included a document you should find useful. Write down whatever sum you like, then take it to any listed companies and they should lend you the money.


      I’m told you’ve begun living as an adventurer. When I heard that Chairman Cyrus tossed you into the city without so much as a proper welcome, I couldn’t help but grimace, but I’m glad you seem to be doing well for yourself. The thought of you as a rugged adventurer intrigues me greatly. I simply must see it for myself one day. 


      Take care of yourself. I’ll write you again.


      Sincerely, your Fiona.


      I silently closed the letter as I sat in my inn room in Rakana. As Fiona mentioned in her opening, the cold had eased considerably. The long winter was over and the country was welcoming spring. In just another month, it would be a full year since we arrived in Rakana. Looking back, it had been quite hectic.


      “Oh, did you get a letter, Master Seika?” Yuki asked, rousing herself from bathing in the sun by the window.


      “Yeah. It’s from Fiona.”


      “Ah, from the princess. Feels a little late now. What did she say?”


      “She thanked me for dealing with the stampede.”


      “Hmph.”


      “She didn’t realize it was going to happen until after I left and couldn’t contact me for various reasons.”


      “Sounds like she’s just trying to smooth things over,” Yuki said, clearly skeptical of Fiona. “I think it’s suspicious. She expects us to believe she couldn’t see that future and just happened to send you to this city? Don’t you think she’s tricking you?”


      “Hmm... Maybe. Then what do you think her true intentions are?” I asked, folding the letter.


      “I think she knew everything and sent you here to deal with the disaster. The city’s leader seems to be cooperating with her. Or maybe she views your strength as a threat and was planning on using the disaster to destroy you along with the city!” Yuki shouted indignantly.


      “That doesn’t seem likely to me,” I replied with an awkward smile. “I’m still alive, so if nothing else, I don’t think she was trying to get me killed. If that was her goal, she would’ve chosen a method where I was actually dead in the future she saw.”


      “Oh, good point.”


      “I’m not convinced she wanted me to put down the stampede either. Keeping quiet about it then sending a letter filled with excuses later just doesn’t seem like a good strategy to me.” The Holy Princess could see the future, excelled at politics, and possessed incredible strength in the form of her holy knights. It was difficult for me to believe this was the best she could come up with.


      From Fiona’s perspective, there was no merit in making me distrust her. She wouldn’t want to deal with the fallout of me causing another major incident. Yet someone who could see the future leading me to a city where a disaster was about to occur was incredibly suspicious—so much so that it raised a red flag even for Yuki of all people. There was no reason for Fiona to deliberately choose such a crude method.


      “So, contrary to how it might seem, I think she’s actually telling the truth in this letter. At the very least, I don’t think she had any ill intent. She was probably just as shocked as we were when she saw the stampede in her visions.”


      Fiona had wanted to warn us of the danger, but she didn’t have anywhere else for us to go. And she couldn’t simply tell us to both bunker down in Rakana and somehow save the city. She had probably been frantically searching for some way to change the future and hadn’t managed to find anything. Then, after worrying herself sick for a while, she had finally just decided to write a letter apologizing. That was how it seemed to me, anyway.


      “Hrm, now that you mention it, you might be right,” Yuki groaned. “But don’t you think it’s possible she even foresaw how you’d respond?”


      “I doubt she’s counting on someone who suddenly ransacked the imperial palace to be that rational.”


      “I’m not really sure what to say to that...” After a brief pause, Yuki asked another question. “Do you trust that princess?”


      “Hmm...” I hesitated for a moment. “I’m not sure I’d say I trust her, but I don’t think she’s our enemy. I’m being naive, aren’t I?” I asked abruptly. I had gotten involved in political conflict in my past life and been assassinated as a result. No matter how much I owed her, or how well she got along with Amyu and the others, it probably wasn’t wise to let my guard down around a princess.


      Yet, contrary to my expectations, Yuki shook her head. “No. I think that’s fine.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Yes.” Yuki nodded.


      I was surprised. I was sure she was gonna scold me.


      “You had friends in our previous world’s imperial family, didn’t you? I think it’s okay for you to live the same way you did in your past life.”


      “The same way, huh?”


      Yuki had said that before. After dying the way I had, I found it hard to be so optimistic. It would be pathetic if living the same way here resulted in me meeting the same fate. Even if I wasn’t fully committed to living more cunningly, I needed to at least be cautious enough to avoid drawing the attention of those in power. Granted, I couldn’t deny that I had been willingly breaking that rule lately. Either way, it wasn’t realistic to distance myself from Fiona at this point. I didn’t want to be scolded, so I would just follow Yuki’s advice for now.


      “In that case, I guess I should try to get along amicably with Fiona.” I smiled, then looked down at the other piece of paper she had included with her letter. “Besides, she even gave us this.”


      “What’s that paper?”


      “A promissory note.” The small, rectangular note was the finest quality piece of paper I had ever seen. It had an intricate design along its border, as well as the bank’s name, Fiona’s signature, and an official seal. However, the amount remained blank. “She said to write any sum I want.”


      “Um, what’s a promissory note?”


      “In essence, it’s a piece of paper you can exchange for money. If I bring it to the bank written here, or a branch of one of the companies Fiona has invested in, I can convert it into money. And I’m apparently free to choose how much.”


      “Wow! Isn’t that amazing?! All the wealth in the world can belong to you!”


      “No, I can’t write a ridiculous sum like that. At the end of the day, Fiona is paying for it. I’ll need to decide on something appropriate.” Still, it seemed like I could ask for a considerable amount. “Fortunately, we aren’t too pressed for money anymore, but it’s never bad to have this in our pocket. It could save us on a rainy day.”


      “That’s wonderful, Master Seika,” Yuki said. “Not only does it give you funds, but her letting you choose the amount means she really trusts you. The princess could face ruin depending on how much you ask for. Being trusted by the imperial family isn’t a bad thing.”


      I blinked for a moment at Yuki’s words, then chuckled. “No, the bank can only pay as much as they have in their possession, so I don’t think she’d be ruined.”


      “O-Oh, is that right?”


      “But I suppose I’ll think of it that way.” With a small smile, I stood up and grabbed my coat.


      “Are you heading out?”


      “Yeah, I need to buy some stationery. I’m a little worried about how Fiona feels about me right now. I should reply as soon as possible. That said...” I furrowed my brow. “I’m not sure what to write.”


      “What are you worried about? Don’t you like writing letters?”


      “I do, but her letter kinda felt like something you would write to a sweetheart. She said, ‘Sincerely, your Fiona,’ and stuff.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Maybe that’s how a princess gets ahead. I’m just not sure how to respond. Truth be told, I don’t know much about the etiquette of this world’s upper class.”


      “Um, Master Seika, I don’t think that’s it.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “No, never mind. There’s no point in telling you,” Yuki said, her tone on the verge of a beleaguered sigh. “You know, I’ve thought this ever since your past life. Be careful, Master Seika.”


      “Seriously, what are you talking about?”


      “Please don’t do anything that’ll make a woman stab you in the back,” Yuki said like she was lecturing a hopeless man.


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      “Adventurer ranks?”


      It was a few days after I responded to Fiona’s letter. As I was having breakfast alone in the guild restaurant, Amyu and the others noticed me and came running over, leaning in eagerly as they asked if I’d heard about adventurer ranks.


      “They’re ratings given to adventurers, right?” I asked, searching through my memory. “What about them?”


      “Our ranks were finally decided!” Amyu said excitedly, sitting down in front of me without ordering anything.


      Not following, I tilted my head. “What do you mean by decided?”


      “Um, adventurers are ranked based on their accomplishments and years of experience,” Yifa said, sitting next to Amyu and keeping her eye on the staff.


      “Right, that’s how it works. And?”


      “We beat a bunch of monsters alongside everyone else during the stampede last year, so the guild was trying to figure out what to do with the ranks of everyone who fought.”


      “The guild ranks you based on the kind of monsters your party has defeated, but since parties weren’t really a thing during the stampede, there was an argument over how much credit people should get,” said Amyu, adding to Yifa’s explanation. “Should they move everyone up to rank two or three because there were high-level monsters involved, should they not count it at all because it was a special situation, or should they split the difference and just make everyone rank four or five. That kind of thing.”


      I sighed. Since I still wasn’t following, I decided to start by asking about the basics. “What exactly are the accomplishments and experience needed to rank up?”


      “Well...” Amyu stared into space as though trying to remember. “You start at ten, and if you defeat a low-level monster, you go up to rank nine. From there, you go up to rank six with each year of experience. But if you defeat a mid-level monster, you go straight to rank five regardless of how many years you have. Then, if you have five or more years of experience, you’ll become rank four. Likewise, if you defeat a high-level monster, you’ll become rank three, and if you have ten or more years of experience, you’ll become rank two.”


      “Hmm, I see.” It was a system that graded people on both accomplishments and experience, but even if someone made it to rank three simply by being strong, they would have to wait ten years before they could become rank two. If someone managed to survive that long while fighting powerful foes, they would certainly be a seasoned veteran.


      “Then what about rank one?”


      “Rank one and junior rank one are both only given out under special authorization by the guild. Mayor Cyrus is supposedly rank one, but I don’t think there are any others in Rakana.”


      So it’s like an honorary position. That means rank two is functionally the highest an adventurer can go.


      “But there are also separate party ranks, and those have a lot of junior rank ones,” Amyu added. “My dad’s party is one, and so are Zamrug’s Crimson Wings and Lloyd’s Grove Alliance. A party has to be pretty famous to get a rank, though.”


      “That’s complicated, but I think I get the gist of it.” Basically, you received party rankings by being famous. I returned to the original subject. “So, they were debating whether to acknowledge accomplishments during the stampede, huh? There were definitely people who really stepped up and took down high-level monsters, but there were probably also people who just hid the whole time. What did the guild end up deciding?”


      “Heh heh heh... Take a look at this!” With a grin, Amyu held out a small medallion. Small enough to be pinched between one’s fingers, it was made from a yellowish metal and had a chain attached so it would be worn around the neck. The number five was engraved on it, alongside Amyu’s name and the Adventurers Guild emblem. “All the adventurers who fought in the stampede are being treated like they defeated a mid-level monster. We’re all rank five now!”


      The tag seemed to authorize her as a rank five adventurer. Upon closer inspection, Yifa and Mabel had them hanging around their necks too.


      “Huh. Can I take a look at that?” I borrowed Amyu’s tag.


      The yellowish metal was most likely brass. The engraving was more intricate than I’d expected. The rank number and guild emblem were to prevent forgery, so they were expected, but they had even included Amyu’s name. That was probably designed to prevent theft or unauthorized trading of the tags. After looking at the engraved five for a moment, I silently handed it back. Amyu immediately pouted in dissatisfaction.


      “What, no reaction? You don’t have any thoughts?”


      “Well...” I had no choice but to explain why I felt conflicted. “Just rank five? You defeated a lesser daimon and a naga, didn’t you? Those are high-level monsters. You should be rank three.”


      “There’s nothing we can do about that,” Amyu said, hanging the tag from her neck. “I wasn’t really adventuring at the time, and I was only twelve. The guild isn’t gonna recognize that.”


      “Oh, right. You have to be fifteen to be officially recognized as an adventurer by the guild.” Amyu had told me before that there were younger adventurers, but you had to be an adult to actually register with the guild.


      “Besides, we can just rank up later!” Amyu said with a wide smile. “Once the dungeons are back, we can defeat a high orc or something. An elder treant would be nice too since I couldn’t beat that other one.” Despite being ranked lower than her abilities would suggest, Amyu seemed to be in a good mood. She had been adventuring since she was a child, but she had never been able to join the guild until now, making this her first ranking. Maybe that was what she was happy about.


      Suddenly, a realization struck me. “Wait, does that mean my accomplishments aren’t gonna be recognized?”


      “Why wouldn’t they be?”


      “I was only fourteen during the stampede. My birthday’s in autumn. I haven’t been in a dungeon since I became an adult, so am I still rank ten?”


      “Look,” Amyu said, clearly annoyed. “Do you really think they wouldn’t acknowledge you for a stupid reason like that after all you did? People fake their age by a year or two all the time.”


      “Oh, good.” I sighed with relief. I didn’t particularly care about my rank, but being the only one stuck at a lower rank wouldn’t look good. Returning my gaze to the table, I mumbled as I ate the rest of my breakfast. “So, we’re rank five, huh? I guess I’ll need to go get my tag. Do I just pick it up from the guild? Is there a fee or anything?”


      Nobody answered me.


      “Uh, guys? What’s wrong?” Looking up from my food, I saw the three of them staring at me silently.


      “Umm, you’re different,” Yifa finally said hesitantly. “You aren’t the same rank as us.”


      “Huh?”


      “Do you have any idea what you did?” Amyu asked.


      “Huh?”


      “Here,” said Mabel, who was sitting across from Yifa. She held out a small wooden box. “They gave us yours too.”


      “This is my tag?” I took the box and found that it was quite well-made. Undoing the metal latch, I opened the lid. Inside was a single certification tag. However, it looked very different from the tags the others had. It was still made from a yellowish metal, but it was much shinier and had a different number engraved in it—one.


      “One? Is this a rank one tag?!”
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      Just as I was wondering who it could belong to, I saw the name Seika engraved in the tag. Although it didn’t have my family name, it was clearly mine. “Wait, the color is different from yours too. Is this gold?”


      “Yeah.” Amyu nodded, looking somewhat fed up. “Tags are usually made from brass, but junior rank one tags are silver, and rank one tags are gold.”


      “I-I’m supposed to go adventuring with something this valuable hanging from my neck?”


      “I hear they rarely ever give them to active adventurers.”


      If it’s an honorary rank, that would certainly make sense.


      “Anyway, the chain isn’t gold, and even if you melted it down, you wouldn’t get enough gold for a single coin. It’s not worth taking someone’s life over.”


      “Yeah, I guess it isn’t that big. Still, why am I the only one who’s rank one?”


      “Are you seriously asking that?”


      “It’s weird that you think it’s weird,” said Yifa.


      “Isn’t it obvious? You basically stopped the stampede by yourself.” Mabel made a good point, and I didn’t have anything to say in return.


      I guess I really did go too far. An uncomfortable expression still on my face, I picked up the gold tag. “I don’t really care, but shouldn’t something like this be given to me personally by a guild branch leader? Party member or not, entrusting it to someone else doesn’t seem smart.”


      “Don’t you think they’re busy? You kinda forced them to write that guidebook.”


      “Oh.” Amyu was right. For the past half a year, I’d been compiling information useful for clearing dungeons in a book. After a lot of effort, I had finally completed the first volume and left the rest to the guild. As far as I was concerned, I was just returning work they should have been doing in the first place, but since the monsters were gradually starting to return, the staff all seemed busy. I could understand if they had a bit of a grudge against me.


      “What? Did you want an award ceremony or something?” Amyu said in annoyance upon seeing my frowning face.


      “No, absolutely not.”


      “Then what’s the problem?”


      “I just feel like the people here have been growing careless in how they treat me lately. They’re getting way too familiar, I guess.”


      “Doesn’t that just mean you’re fitting in? It’s better than the academy where you didn’t have any friends.”


      “Ugh...”


      Ignoring my groan, Amyu continued. “It’s kinda surprising. Rowdy oddballs seem to like you more than well-mannered noble types, even though that’s totally not who you are. Weird.”


      Now that she mentions it, I’m pretty sure the same was true in my past life. Back when I had been an official with the Bureau of Exorcists, I had never really gotten along with the nobles around me. After returning from the West, I had found myself increasingly associating with eccentric samurai, sorcerers, mountain ascetics, merchants, and people of that ilk. I hadn’t had a particularly high-class birth or upbringing in my past life, but perhaps whatever it was that drew them to me hadn’t changed even after I’d reincarnated.


      “Still, I think they’re all grateful to you,” Yifa muttered. “There were a lot of rumors circulating before the stampede, but now nobody says anything bad about you. I’m sure they gave you that because they’re grateful too.”


      “By ‘that,’ do you mean this tag?”


      “Yeah. You refused to have a statue built, right? So they wanted to do something else instead. I think the city council felt the same way as the guild, so they all agreed to acknowledge you as rank one.”


      My gaze drifted down to the golden tag on its own. “I really didn’t want them building that statue. They did this instead, huh?”


      Realistically, they probably should have stopped at junior rank one. Aside from me, Mayor Cyrus was the only rank one adventurer here. No matter how great my achievements, giving someone as young as me the same rank as the well-respected leader of the city ran the risk of straining relations with Rakana. The guild had likely gone back and forth on the decision. Them making me rank one at the same time they ranked up all the other adventurers no doubt meant they had the support of the council and Mayor Cyrus.


      “In that case, I guess I have to accept,” I said with a faint smile. Perhaps risking drawing the attention of politicians and saving Rakana had been worth it. Having a high adventurer rank would almost certainly come in handy in the future. I stared at my name on the tag. “It doesn’t have my family name, though.”


      “That’s just how they are. There aren’t many adventurers with family names to begin with, and a lot of the people who do have them prefer to keep them hidden. There also isn’t any space,” said Amyu.


      “That’s true.”


      “Anyway, good for you, Seika,” Amyu said with a smirk. “Being rank one is pretty crazy. Since you’ve been acknowledged by the guild, people are gonna treat you like someone amazing anywhere you go.”


      “I’d prefer they didn’t.” Still, she had a point. People in this position usually had status and wealth. Despite just having turned sixteen this year, there would no doubt be people who humbled themselves before me just because I was rank one. “Anyway, I doubt I’ll have an opportunity to use it for a while,” I said, storing the tag in my pocket.


      Because of everything I’d done in Rakana, just about everyone here already knew who I was, and I didn’t plan on traveling to any other cities for the time being.


      “I mean, if you wanna make use of it, you can,” Amyu said, a puzzled look on her face. “I’m pretty sure this guild has a request board.”


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      “We could accept a request.”


      “What’s that?”


      “You don’t know? Rakana has so many dungeons it’s less important here, but in other cities, there are a lot of adventurers who get by on requests alone,” Amyu said as she stood up. “Since we’re already here, why not take a look?”


      ◆ ◆ ◆


      Amyu dragged me to a large, aged notice board in the corner of the guild. Light brown pieces of paper were pinned to it here and there.


      “You can submit requests to the guild,” Amyu explained. “They get posted like this, then if an adventurer finds one they like, they can accept it and get a reward from the guild when it’s completed. Of course, you don’t get anything if you fail.”


      “Huh. I had no idea this existed.”


      “There aren’t too many adventurers who accept requests in Rakana. When there are big dungeons nearby, it’s more profitable to just hunt monsters.” No wonder I had never heard anyone talk about the request board. “Dungeons are formed naturally, so unless the guild deems one off-limits, anybody can enter. Requests, on the other hand, are limited by rank. Especially the ones with good rewards. You don’t have to worry about your rank much here in Rakana, but in other cities, it directly affects your quality of life.”


      “So, is rank five good, Amyu?” Mabel asked.


      “I’d say it’s about normal. As long as we aren’t picky, we won’t have trouble finding work.”


      “All right.”


      “What kind of requests are there?” Yifa asked.


      “All kinds. Seriously, just about anything you can think of,” Amyu replied as though reminiscing. “There are simple ones like gathering herbs or ores, then there’s stuff like guarding merchant caravans or finding items lost in unusual places. Those end up being kinda costly, though, since the requester has to prepare rewards for the adventurers and pay the posting fee to the guild.”


      “Come to think of it, beginner adventurers exterminate slimes in the sewers a lot. Is that a request from the city council?” I asked.


      “Yeah. You remember the adventurers who were guarding the academy for a bit after the daimon attack? I bet the academy put in a request with the Lodonea guild branch and hired them.”


      I see. So we’ve had more involvement with the system than I thought.


      “Still, most of the requests are monster exterminations,” Amyu continued.


      “For gathering their materials?”


      “Sometimes, but a lot of it is just periodic culling of monsters in forests so they don’t get too close to roads or villages. It’s usually requested by city or village representatives.”


      “Hmm.”


      “There don’t seem to be many normal requests here,” Amyu said as she looked over the papers pinned to the board. “Maybe it’s because nearby monsters get taken out by adventurers, and herbs and ores already get put up for sale without needing to be requested. All they have are high-reward requests from distant places that are copies of requests posted at other branches. Difficult requests sometimes get posted in other cities too.”


      “Let’s see.” I scanned over the different requests. They did indeed all seem to be for distant locations. We would need a carriage to get to any of them. They offered good pay, but a lot of them seemed to be rather difficult as well. “This part where it says fifth rank or higher means you have to be that rank to accept the request, huh?”


      “Yeah. The guild won’t give you the details of the request if you don’t meet the qualifications.”


      “They don’t care about the number of people or the ranks of the other party members?”


      “People usually assemble a party after taking a request, so the guild doesn’t interfere too much. Most parties are made up of people around the same rank anyway.”


      “I guess that makes sense.”


      “Hey!” Yifa pointed at the request board like she just had a good idea. “How about we take a request?”


      “Let’s give it a try,” Mabel agreed, nodding her head. Despite how they seemed, Yifa and Mabel liked to stay active. We hadn’t gone to any dungeons since the stampede, so they were probably bored of being cooped up in Rakana all the time. I, however, was a little reluctant.


      “Leaving Rakana, huh?” Nothing had come of it for so long that it was easy to forget we were on the run for destroying the imperial palace. Technically, I was the one who had destroyed the palace, and it was only Amyu who was on the run, but it didn’t feel smart to leave the shelter Fiona had worked so hard to prepare for us. While I felt bad for the two of them, I didn’t think it was a good idea.


      “Actually, didn’t you just get a letter from Fiona?” Amyu said before I could express my opposition.


      “Yeah. What about it?”


      “Did she write anything about pursuers?” Amyu asked hesitantly.


      I was confused for a moment, then answered honestly. “No, nothing like that.”


      “Good.” Amyu sounded relieved, then a smile appeared on her face. “Then why not? I’ve been wanting to go adventuring again.”


      I pondered what she meant for a moment. I see. If anyone in the imperial court were trying to send pursuers after us, Fiona would’ve informed us in that letter. Since she didn’t mention it, at the very least they aren’t doing anything noticeable enough for Fiona to catch wind of at the moment. I guess a little adventuring couldn’t hurt.


      “Sure. As long as it isn’t too far away, we can accept a request.”


      Yifa’s face lit up. “Yay! What should we choose, Mabel?”


      “Hmm...”


      I took a step back and watched as they compared and debated the papers posted on the board.


      “We can basically accept any request here since Seika’s rank one,” said Amyu.


      “Then how about this one?” Mabel suggested, pointing at a faded piece of paper in the top left corner. “It says slay a hydra nesting in the Gloom Ore Mountains.” It was a pretty tricky request. Hydras were one of the more dangerous species of dragonkin, and while the distance wasn’t too bad, it was in a relatively unexplored area. “This one has the highest reward.”


      “Wow, you’re right. It says you have to be a rank two adventurer or higher, but Seika could accept it,” said Yifa.


      “We’re not doing something like this,” Amyu said with a frown. “It’s too much for us to handle.”


      “Yeah, that’s true,” Yifa replied.


      “It was just a suggestion,” said Mabel.


      “What’s the problem? I can take it down.” I had wanted to avoid standing out before, but now that I’d put down that enhanced wyrm during the stampede, adding another dragonkin or two to that list didn’t make a difference. However, Amyu looked upset.


      “You’re the one who’s gonna be fighting the hydra and bringing its corpse back to town. What are we supposed to do? Just follow you?”
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