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      Summary of the Previous Volume


      On arriving back in town after my trip to the royal capital, I’d made my way to the Fairy’s Blessing guild to tell my friends I had returned, but imagine my surprise when I heard the mind-boggling piece of news that a party of adventurers had found a set of ruins where you could talk to the dead. These ruins were the creation of Nathew, a renowned scholar considered by many to be the father of alchemy, and naturally, the prospect of exploring the structure was a tantalizing one for every adventurer in the guild. There was a slight issue, however, in that no one knew how to perform the ritual that would summon the dead. As such, they were all forced to sit and wait while the adventurers with knowledge of the ancient tongue set about translating the grimoire that had been retrieved from the ruins.


      Meanwhile, Ninoritch was in the middle of a housing crisis, brought about by an influx of refugees from a neighboring nation, and it was soon abundantly clear that the town simply didn’t have the funds needed to take in so many people all at once. To remedy this situation, I convinced a few deep-pocketed merchants to invest in the town and ended up securing enough money for us to not only build the houses and inns we needed but also entertainment facilities—namely, a casino—a public bathhouse, an auction hall, and a movie theater. Ninoritch had always been somewhat lacking for entertainment, so it came as no surprise that every single one of these was a roaring success. And once the refugees had moved in, Ninoritch officially became a large town.


      After that was all dealt with, the whole summoning-the-dead saga took an interesting turn. It turned out that the ring grandma had given to me allowed me to understand all of this world’s languages, including the ancient tongue, meaning I could read Nathew’s grimoire. As soon as I had recited the tome from cover to cover, we formed a dungeon exploration team composed of me, Patty, the Blue Flash crew, Ney, Eldos, and a bunch of other adventurers, and because of this, that, and the other, Aina, Celes, and Dramom joined our group too. We all ventured to the bottom level of the ruins together, where I performed the ritual to summon the dead, allowing Patty to talk to Eren—her deceased best friend and Karen’s great-great-grandfather—for the first time in over two hundred years. However, when Aina attempted to summon her father, he didn’t show, which could only mean one thing: he hadn’t died in the war like they had always believed.


      Aina’s father was still alive and out there somewhere.








      Chapter One: The Daily Routine


      On that day as on every day, I went through the portal in grandma’s house and emerged in the break room on the second floor of my shop. I headed down to the first floor and found Aina already there.


      “Good morning, Mister Shiro!” she chirruped.


      “Morning, Aina,” I replied.


      A week had passed since the final day of the meteor shower festival. With the housing crisis, the dungeon crawling, and the whole summoning-the-dead ritual, it had been a hectic couple of months, to say the least, especially for a small town like Ninoritch. But thankfully, everything had finally started getting back to normal now that all of it was behind us.


      “I’m going to start cleaning now,” Aina told me.


      “Okay. Thanks, Aina.”


      I started getting the shop ready for the day, while Aina tidied up the place. Okay, I’ve got plenty of change, the shopping bags are fully stocked up, and all the new products are out on the shelves. Yup, everything’s ready.


      “Aina, I’m gonna open the shop now.”


      “Okay!”


      The instant I turned the sign on the door from “Closed” to “Open,” a wave of customers flooded in.


      “Five boxes of matches, please.”


      “I’ve never seen this thing before. Is it a new product? I’ll take one.”


      “My kid loves these snacks.”


      “Gimme some white paper and a pencil, will ya?”


      The items I’d brought from Japan flew off the shelves one after another, and the piles of copper and silver coins on my desk grew higher and higher. The first customers of the day must have told their friends about the new stock I had in, as footfall in the shop surged steadily throughout the morning, leaving Aina and myself very little time to even breathe between customers.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Phew! We can finally take a break,” I said when things had calmed down a little.


      It was 1:42 p.m. and my shop opened at 9 a.m., meaning we had just spent over four and a half hours serving customers without a single break. Not that I was complaining, of course. There was nothing I loved more than the sight of money piling up, and I could easily work all day long if it meant I could revel in the satisfying jingling of coins by closing time. I looked up and saw that Aina was replenishing the shelves while humming a little tune. It felt like this was a good time for us to take our lunch break, so I went over to the door and flipped the sign on it to “Closed.” Only way out in the countryside would you find shops that closed altogether over lunchtime.


      “It’s a bit on the late side, but let’s have some lunch, shall we?” I said to Aina.


      “Okay!” she replied, trotting back over to me when she was done restocking the shelves.


      “It’s nice and sunny outside, so wanna go eat upstairs? We’ll get more sun on our faces up there,” I suggested.


      “Sure!”


      The two of us made our way upstairs to the break room, whereupon I produced two rice bowls topped with fried pork cutlets from my inventory and set them down on the table.


      Aina opened the lid on her bowl and looked up at me with stars in her eyes. “Mister Shiro, what is this?” she asked excitedly.


      “It’s a specialty from my homeland,” I said. “It’s called ‘katsudon.’”


      “Katsudon?” she echoed.


      “Yup, katsudon.”


      And this wasn’t just any katsudon. No, this was grandma’s katsudon. She’d prepared a couple of bowls for me and Aina to have for our lunch and I’d chucked them into my inventory as soon as they were ready, which meant, since time stood still in my inventory, the katsudons were still steaming hot. The smell of the dashi—that is, the bonito soup stock—wafted through the air, whetting my appetite.


      “Katsudon,” Aina repeated again. “What a cute name.”


      “You think so?”


      “Yeah! It sounds like it could be some kind of small animal!”


      “Really?”


      “Really!”


      I prepared some tea for the two of us while we chitchatted about the word “katsudon,” and when I was done, I sat back down on the sofa. I brought my hands together and opened my mouth to say, “Thanks for the food,” like I did before every meal, when I heard a little clap beside me.


      “Hm? Why’d you just put your hands together, Aina?” I asked the little girl.


      She giggled. “I’m imitating you!”


      “Oh, are you now?” I said with a smile. “Do you know what comes next? Should we say it at the same time?”


      “Yeah!”


      “Okay. One, two, three...”


      “Thanks for the food!” the two of us chorused in unison before reaching for our food.


      “All righty! Let’s dig in. Did you want a spoon, Aina?” I asked.


      She shook her head. “Nope! I wanna try eating with chopsticks like you today.”


      “Well, someone’s feeling a little adventurous, huh? Here you go, then,” I said, handing her a pair of disposable chopsticks. “If you find it too hard, you can ask for a spoon at any time.”


      “Okay!”


      She split the chopsticks with a little snap, and gripping them in shaking hands, she thrust them toward the bowl. I couldn’t help feeling extremely anxious watching her. You can do it, Aina! I cheered internally. Almost there... Almost... Yes! You did it! She was holding her chopsticks more like a pen, but she had successfully managed to get a chopstick scoop’s worth of rice and pork into her mouth. I did a discreet fist pump, feeling incredibly proud of the little girl.


      As soon as the food hit her tongue, the sparkling in Aina’s eyes intensified. “Wow, it’sh sho good!” she exclaimed before swallowing it down and looking up at me in amazement. “Mister Shiro, katsudon is so good!”


      Well, she seemed to like it all right. Not that I was too surprised, since grandma’s katsudon was truly scrumptious.


      “Really? That’s good to hear. Have as much of it as you want, okay? If you’re still hungry, I’ll ask grandma to make us some more.”


      “Okay!”


      I watched her shoveling more rice into her mouth for a little while longer before digging into my own bowl. All meal long, she kept saying over and over how delicious it was.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      After being rushed off our feet all morning, I decided we’d earned ourselves a longer lunch break. Usually, Aina would sneak in a little nap after lunch, but on this day, she didn’t.


      “Is that a map?” I said as she opened up a large piece of parchment and spread it across the break room table.


      “Yeah. Mister Rolf gave it to me.”


      She stared at the map, her little brow furrowed in concentration. I spotted the Giruam Kingdom in the east, so I assumed this must have been a map of the continent. Aina silently placed her index finger on the rightmost border of the kingdom—Ninoritch’s location, most likely—then dragged it up and to the left. Her little finger slid its way through several countries before stopping on one in particular.


      “What’s that country?” I asked.


      “The Republic of Aptos,” she replied quietly. She sucked in a short breath, then said in a sad, nostalgic voice, “It’s where I lived when I was little.”


      “I see.”


      When Aina was just four, war broke out in her homeland. Thinking her husband had died in battle, Stella decided to leave the country with Aina and find a new place to call home—a place so remote that she would never have to worry about losing anyone in her family to war again. After a long journey, they arrived in Ninoritch and settled down.


      “I wonder where my papa is,” the little girl mumbled quietly. In fact, she probably hadn’t even realized she’d said it. Aina’s father was alive. We had been given firm proof of that in Nathew’s ruins. The reason she was studying this map so intensely was most likely because she was trying to figure out a way to see him again.


      I didn’t know if I should say something or simply stay silent and keep her company. I ultimately opted for the former. “What would you want your dad to do if he were here?” I asked her.


      I saw tears welling up in her eyes and she remained silent for a few seconds before eventually saying, “I’d want him to give me a big hug.”


      “I see.”


      She nodded and lowered her gaze to the map again. “Mister Shiro,” she said without looking at me.


      “What is it?”


      “Um...”


      She seemed hesitant to say what was on her mind, so I encouraged her with a little, “Yeah?”


      “I... I...” She was gripping the hem of her skirt tightly, and I couldn’t help noticing that her little hands were shaking. “If I told you I wanted to go looking for my papa, what would you say?”


      She finally raised her head and looked me dead in the eye. It was clear to see that the poor mite was on the verge of tears, and I figured she must have been thinking about this nonstop since the final night of the meteor festival.


      “If you wanted to go looking for your father, you say?” I mused aloud. That meant leaving Ninoritch. I gave it some thought before reaching out my hand to pat her on the head. “I’d do everything in my power to help you,” I said.


      “Huh?” The little girl clearly hadn’t been expecting this answer, as her eyes widened in bewilderment.


      “You heard me. So if there’s anything you need me to do, don’t hesitate to ask, you got that?” I said, ruffling her hair gently.


      Her face instantly scrunched up and a few tears spilled down her cheeks.


      “Thank you, Mister Shiro.”








      Chapter Two: Stella and the Adventurers’ Guild


      I eventually reopened the shop when I felt like we’d rested up enough, and fortunately, the shop wasn’t overly busy that afternoon, which was perfect since I had to swing by the Fairy’s Blessing to deliver some ready-made meals to the adventurers there.


      “Aina, do you think you’ll be fine if I head over to the guild now?” I asked the little girl.


      She nodded. “Yup! I’ll look after the shop while you’re away.”


      “Thanks. I’ll get going, then,” I said.


      In the past, I had piled my items onto a handcart and transported them to the guild that way as I hadn’t wanted anyone learning about my Inventory skill, but since pretty much everyone and their mother knew about it by this point, I simply headed over there empty-handed, sipping a canned coffee as I strolled through the streets. It didn’t take me long to reach the guildhall, and the sign reading “Fairy’s Blessing” greeted me as I approached. As always, the place was absolutely teeming with adventurers flitting in and out of the building, but a familiar silhouette leaving the building caught my eye.


      “Is that...” I muttered to myself.


      At first, I thought I must have been mistaken, but after staring at the person’s retreating form for a couple more seconds, I was sure it was her.


      “Stella?” I whispered.


      Yup, that’s right. The person I’d spotted coming out of the guildhall was none other than Stella, Aina’s mother. But what had she been doing in there? She appeared quite disheartened, if her slouching shoulders were any indication. Did she need help with something? I thought about it for a bit, but couldn’t for the life of me figure out why she would have come all the way to the guildhall. I decided the best thing to do was ask her directly.


      “Hey, Ste—” I called out, then stopped. “Oh, she’s gone.”


      I’d spent so long wondering about what she was doing here that by the time I’d resolved to call out to her, she had disappeared into the crowd. If I’d gotten here a little bit earlier, perhaps I would have crossed paths with her inside the guildhall.


      “Oops. Mustn’t forget why I came here in the first place,” I mumbled to myself, remembering the delivery.


      I strode into the guildhall and headed straight for the reception desk. There were four counter positions, and almost immediately, I spied a pair of familiar bunny ears peeking out above the crowd at the rightmost one, so I purposefully stood in the line that was furthest away from that one. But to my dismay...


      “Next! Oh, hiya, mister!”


      For some unknown reason, the receptionist that had been at my counter position had magically transformed into a certain bunny-eared girl when it was my turn.


      “Did you come to see little old me?” she said, and I could almost hear the heart symbol that punctuated her sentence.


      “Emille...” I hissed between gritted teeth. “Weren’t you working at the rightmost counter position until just now?”


      “Trell begged me to swap with her, so I had no choice.”


      I glanced over at the counter position Emille had previously been manning, and sure enough, Trell was standing there in the bunny girl’s stead, looking on the verge of tears. I quickly realized that Emille must have forced the poor girl to change counter positions with her.


      “And just as I got to this position, it was your turn,” Emille continued. “That’s fate, mister! Fate, I tell you! It’s such a coincidence that I’m always the one taking care of your requests. Of course, if you insist, I wouldn’t say no to taking care of you for the rest of my life.”


      “I’d rather you didn’t,” I said, quickly shutting her down.


      “Aw, c’mon. I already told you there’s no need to be so shy around me, mister,” Emille cooed before reaching over the reception desk and giving me a big old slap on the shoulder, and because beastfolk were several times stronger than humans, it hurt like nobody’s business. “Anyway, what brings you here today, mister? Ah, I know!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up. “Did you finally decide to invite me on a date? Aw, you’re hopeless, mister, coming all the way to my workplace to ask me out like this.”


      She clambered over the counter and I hurriedly tried to push her away, but as we’d already established, beastfolk were strong, and I basically stood no chance.


      “I’m so glad you came to see me today, mister,” she said with a giggle, her face edging closer and closer to mine. This was a nightmare—a scene straight out of a horror movie.


      “D-Delivery! I came to deliver food for the guild’s shop!” I squeaked in a desperate attempt to repel her.


      “Food? Oh! Are you saying I can eat you up?” Emille asked.


      “No! Definitely not!” I cried.


      “Oh, mister, you’re so cute. Don’t worry, I won’t leave a single crumb,” she said in what I guessed was an attempt at a seductive tone as she quickly unfastened the first few buttons of her shirt.


      “Don’t start undressing!” I exclaimed.


      She put her hand back on the counter and started crawling toward me, her fingers making indents in the wood of the desk due to the sheer strength of her grip as her face approached mine.


      “Misteeer,” she cooed.


      I let out a pathetic little squeal before grabbing her by the head with both hands and pushing her away with every last ounce of my strength. “Leave me alone!”


      “Misteeer...let meee...eat you...r-right up!” she managed to splutter even though her face was being squished.


      I looked around in a panic and started crying out, “H-Help me, please!”


      Unfortunately, my Blue Flash buddies weren’t here, and the other adventurers simply stared at us from a safe distance, with some even making bets on the outcome. Over the course of the last few months, my interactions with Emille had somehow become one of the guild’s main attractions.
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      “C’mon, mister.” Emille chuckled menacingly. “Let’s go to a nice, dark room, just the two of us.”


      “Noooooo!” I cried out at the top of my lungs.


      Thankfully, Ney came to my rescue just before Emille managed to drag me into the aforementioned “dark room.”


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Here you go, mister. That’s 5 gold coins and 53 silver. That’s what we owe you for today’s delivery,” Emille grumbled with a sour look on her face as she piled the coins up on the reception counter.


      After rescuing me from Emille’s clutches, Ney had grabbed the bunny girl by the scruff of the neck and dragged her off to another room, where I could only imagine she got the scolding of a lifetime. Her face was all swollen, as if she’d been crying.


      “I think we’re good,” I said once I’d finished counting the coins. “Thank you for another successful deal.”


      I started pocketing the coins, but Emille stopped me with a soft slap on the hand. “We’re not done yet,” she said.


      “Huh? What do you mean?” I asked.


      “You haven’t paid your debt yet, so I’ll be taking it from the money we owe you,” she told me.


      My debt? As someone who was a firm believer in the superiority of cash over credit, I had pretty much never been in debt in my whole life. I watched with bewilderment as Emille removed a few dozen silver coins and all of the gold coins from the pile and placed them in the guild’s safe. I’d initially thought she was playing one of her usual games and would try to distract me so she could pocket the coins herself, but it seemed I’d been wrong on that, which made me extra confused.


      “My debt?” I repeated. “Did I have one?”


      “Yep, and it’s a huge one at that.” She paused and glanced pointedly at one particular table in the guild’s drinking hall. I followed her gaze and found Dramom, Celes, and Suama sitting there, having lunch.


      “Hey, you,” Celes said to the waitress. “Bring me seven more plates of this meat dish.”


      “And I will have five more plates of the stir-fried vegetables and six more of the fish meunière,” Dramom ordered, then she turned to her daughter. “Suama, would you like anything else?”


      “Meat!” the little dragon girl squealed.


      “Did you hear, hume?” Dramom said. “Bring seven meat dishes for my daughter.”


      As always, there was a mountain of dishes on their table. Seriously, the three of them could have put competitive eaters to shame.


      “You can thank the two hoes with the huge hooters,” Emille drawled. “They said you would be paying for everything they eat at the guildhall, so you’ve racked yourself up a huge tab.”


      “I-I see.”


      “You’ll probably have to pay even more next month, considering how much they’ve been eating,” Emille added.


      “Well, Suama is a growing child.”


      My gaze drifted back to the drinking hall, and I watched as Suama sank her little teeth into a slab of meat, a huge grin on her face. That sight was priceless, so I absolutely didn’t mind paying whatever it took to keep Suama happy. Celes and Dramom were another matter, though. They were both adults, and I decided it was high time they became a bit more independent and started looking for jobs. I made a mental note to mention it to them later.


      “So I’m gonna have to pay their tab every month, am I? Well, I guess that’s fine for the time being,” I said, tossing the meager eight silver coins still on the counter into my inventory.


      “Good to hear,” Emille said.


      I hadn’t expected to pay out that much money, but I was glad our transaction had been a success once more.


      “Oh, and thank Ney for me,” I said to the bunny girl.


      “I don’t want to, but sure thing. I really don’t want to, though,” she said, pouting like a bratty child. “Make sure the guildmaster isn’t here when you come next time, mister.”


      “I’m impressed you can still say stuff like that after just being scolded by Ney,” I pointed out.


      “What can I say? Nothing can get in the way of a pure maiden’s love. I won’t give up so easily.”


      “I really wish you would give up,” I muttered. “Well, anyway, I should probably head back to—”


      I was about to say, “I should probably head back to the shop,” when all of a sudden, I thought of something.


      “Oh, yeah, right. I had a question for you, Emille.”


      “For me?” she said, her interest instantly piqued. “Are you finally going to ask me out on a da—”


      “No, I’m not,” I said, cutting her off. “Well, you see, I saw Stella coming out of the guildhall earlier, and—”


      This time, it was Emille’s turn to interrupt me. “Stella?” she spat as she grabbed me by the collar of my shirt. “You dare to talk about another woman in front of me?! And who’s this Stella bitch? Well?!”


      She looked absolutely furious. I was terrified.


      “S-Stella is Aina’s mother!” I squeaked.


      “Aina’s mother?” Emille repeated, a blank look on her face. She paused for a few seconds as the cogs whirred, then she at last slammed her fist down into her open palm, seemingly remembering something. “Oh, right. Aina’s mom is called Stella. Yeah, she did come to the guild earlier.”


      So it really had been Stella I’d seen in front of the guildhall.


      “She wanted to send a letter, so I offered to help. Y’know, out of the kindness of my heart,” Emille explained.


      “I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t have forgotten her name so soon if you were as kind as you made out you are,” I pointed out.


      “Oh, puh-lease! I have to deal with, like, a hundred clients every single day. I can’t possibly remember everyone’s name. It just goes in one ear and out the other, to be honest,” she said.


      I was so shocked by how freely she had admitted that, all I could manage to utter was a little “wow.” I was sure Ney would be just thrilled to hear that her most senior receptionist couldn’t remember the names of the guild’s clients.


      “Well, anyway, let’s set aside how you approach your work for now, and—”


      “And who said you could set that aside?” Emille interrupted, puffing her cheeks out in annoyance.


      I decided to simply ignore her and continue. “That letter Stella wanted to send... Was it addressed to someone in the Republic of Aptos?”


      “How’d you know that?” Emille said, blinking in surprise. “Yup, that’s right. But when I told her how much it would cost to send a letter there, she just looked all sad and left.”


      “Hm, is that so? Is it that expensive?”


      “Well, duh. The Republic of Aptos is really far from here, after all, and our kingdom has no diplomatic ties with them,” she explained.


      “I see. And just out of curiosity, how much would it cost to send a letter there?”


      Emille held up her right hand with all of her fingers extended. “It’d be 5 gold coins, at the very least.”


      “What?! Did you say 5 gold coins?” I repeated in shock. That was equivalent to five million yen, and it was about as much as I’d just paid to cover the tab Celes, Dramom, and Suama had racked up. The average monthly salary in Ninoritch was 10 silver coins (about 100,000 yen), so that was way beyond being classed as “a little pricey.”


      “Why do you look so surprised?” Emille asked. “And that’s just the bare minimum. If you were to send a silver-ranked party like Blue Flash to deliver the letter, it’d cost you three times that amount.”


      “Three times...” I breathed, staggered by the kind of numbers we were talking. “Though, well, I suppose that does make some sense.”


      I’d once commissioned the Blue Flash crew to let me tag along on one of their adventures and it had set me back 30 silver coins for a grand total of three days in the forest. And the longer an adventuring party spent on any given mission, the more expensive it got, so I supposed it stood to reason that it would cost so much to send a letter to another country.


      “Stella...” I murmured.


      After learning her husband was still alive, she must have decided to send a letter to where she had formerly called home to ask after him. I didn’t know who exactly she was planning on sending the letter to, but I figured it must have been someone who would have known her husband before the war, and she wanted to know if he had returned.


      “From what I’ve read, the Republic of Aptos was at war up until a few years ago,” Emille said. “Things tend to get messy when countries get involved in wars, whether they win or lose them, so sending adventurers there won’t be cheap.”


      From what I could remember of the map Aina had been looking at earlier that same afternoon, it seemed like there were several nations between the Giruam Kingdom and the Republic of Aptos. In this world, you already had to pay a fee if you wanted to enter a town, so I couldn’t even begin to imagine how expensive it would be to cross the border of a country. On top of the adventurers’ fee, that was probably what hiked up the price. Still, 5 gold coins just to send a single letter... Stella definitely didn’t have that kind of money.


      “Good grief. She could’ve just asked me,” I grumbled. “I would’ve given her the 5 gold coins.”


      As soon as these words left my mouth, gold coins appeared in Emille’s eyes, and she looked at me with renewed interest. “M-M-Mister! I have to send a letter too! I have to send it all the way to the other side of the continent, so I’ll need 10—no, wait, 30—no, let’s say 50 gold coins! You understand, right? Since it’s going to the other side of the continent. Think you could help me out and give me 50 gold coins?” she babbled, grabbing me by the shoulders and shooting me a pleading look.


      “Oh, really?” I asked, thoroughly unimpressed and raising an eyebrow. “And who did you want to send this letter to, exactly?”


      “Um, uh, a friend! Yes, a friend of mine who moved right over to the other side of the continent! That’s why it’s so expensive, you see. Actually, now that I think about it, I might even need 100 gold coins!”


      She treated me to her best puppy dog look, but I completely ignored it. Instead, I had let my gaze wander and my eyes had come to rest on the figure that was standing directly behind Emille.


      “Hey, mister, are you even listening? I need you to give me money so I can—”


      “Psst, Emille. Behind you,” I interrupted, pointing behind her.


      “...send my letter. Huh? What do you mean ‘behind me’?” She spun around in annoyance, and her face fell instantly.


      Ney was standing there with a pleasant smile on her face, though I could see that the vein on her forehead was pulsating. “What were you saying, Emille?” she said, her smile unwavering. “I believe I heard you talking about gold coins just now. But I’m sure you weren’t asking Shiro to lend you money. Were you?”
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