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      Prologue: Hellhounds, Incoming!


      Sara crouched down in the grass, gathering plants under the spring sun. The gentle wind still carried the chill of winter, but the sunlight warmed her back.


      “It’s so nice not having to worry about monsters—not that I’d drop my barrier, though.”


      She was back in Hydrangea, behind the mansion belonging to Riot, Nelly’s father and the lord of the region. The Apothecary’s Guild wasn’t open today, yet Sara was still out diligently gathering. She laughed at herself a little for being such a workaholic, but she was also always thankful that she had a body that didn’t tire so easily now. It helped that she wasn’t the only one out here working too.


      “Sara! Want to take a break?”


      “Sure! Let’s do it.”


      It was Mona, her apothecary buddy, who’d called out to her with a grin. Heather stood up behind her as well, but the two girls weren’t the only ones out here cheerfully gathering with her.


      “Sounds good. I was getting curious about what’s in that basket,” said a boy whose voice hadn’t changed yet.


      Sara turned in his direction, squinting in the bright light. The blond-haired, blue-eyed boy positively glittered in the spring sun and fresh verdure all around him. Sara sighed surreptitiously. Had Liam looked so cherubic and clever at that age?


      “Can you lay out the blanket, then, Noel?” Heather asked him. Whether she was aware of the thoughts going through Sara’s head or not was anyone’s guess. Though he was younger than them, Noel was the son of a count—the prime minister no less—so he should have been a rather intimidating figure to Mona and Heather, who were commoners, but they’d made friends with him in no time at all.


      “Got it.”


      Noel laid out a blanket and set out the contents of their picnic basket on it so efficiently it was hard to believe he was a pampered noble. He was just a little bit shorter than Sara, which made him feel a bit like a younger brother to her. That only made sense, since Sara had turned fifteen last fall and he, at thirteen, was two years younger than her.


      Though they were now in Hydrangea, Sara felt like she was back in the capital with the four of them sitting around their picnic lunch. She thought back to the fall when she’d just turned fourteen and had been sent to the capital, after she’d just become an apothecary. It had been about a year and a half since then.


      She’d met Mona and Heather there, at the capital Apothecary’s Guild, and they’d become friends after overcoming various trials and tribulations together. But Sara hadn’t really wanted to revisit the capital after all of that, so once she’d returned home, she thought she might never see her new friends again.


      As Sara expected, she hadn’t been called back to the capital the next fall for migrating dragon season, and Hydrangea had sent a different apothecary instead. When that winter ended, however, the apothecary they’d sent didn’t return. Instead, Mona, Heather, and Noel had come to take his place.


      According to the two of them, things at the Apothecary’s Guild had slowly started to improve thanks to some suggestions from Sara. They no longer needlessly called apothecaries to the capital from afar, instead engaging in a sort of personnel exchange so that capital apothecaries could study out in other regions at the same time.


      “Hydrangea was one of the proposed locations, so we volunteered right away. After all, the trip would be paid for, and we’d get to learn from Master Caren, and even see Sara while we were at it.”


      “I was an afterthought, huh?” Sara had smiled wryly at the frank admission, but she was genuinely happy to have friends she could joke around with like this. She’d reacted with a bit more apprehension when she met the new apothecary, Noel, who had been dispatched with the two of them. He hadn’t even had to introduce himself, as he was identical to Liam, who’d been such a persistent thorn in her side.


      Liam’s much younger brother Noel had proposed marriage to Sara the year before. Naturally, she’d turned him down as soon as she was able to. When Sara had been in the capital, Noel hadn’t been at the Apothecary’s Guild, so he hadn’t even been an apprentice at that point. Yet there was a shiny brooch on his lapel marking him as a proper apothecary now. The same brooch it had taken Sara so much effort to earn.


      Sara eyed the brooch surreptitiously while they chatted, and Noel grinned when he noticed. The two brothers did have nice faces and smiles, Sara was forced to admit. Though they were also both shady characters in her opinion.


      “Finally getting curious about me after two weeks, are you?”


      “Nah. Well, maybe,” she responded.


      “Which is it?” he asked with a guileless laugh. She’d been avoiding him for the whole two weeks he’d been here, but she gave up and decided to hear what he had to say for now.


      “I believe Lord Riot received a letter last year,” he began. Sara grimaced when he decided to start with something completely unrelated to being an apothecary, to which he grinned. “I’m a candidate to be your fiancé, Sara. There’s not much I can say about myself before that.”


      “I’ve already rejected your proposal,” Sara said, holding her hand out at him in a gesture to stop. Being ambiguous didn’t work with these brothers. It was best to say exactly what you meant.


      “Which is why I’m still nothing more than a candidate.” He was smiling with ample confidence, but Sara was just as confident that the word “still” was completely unnecessary, as he would never be more than a candidate. “Of course, there’s no point in a child like me making a fuss about who I should be marrying. I just happened to be thinking about my future at the time, and I settled on becoming an apothecary.”


      “So that’s why you came to the Apothecary’s Guild. I guess it was right after Sara went back to Hydrangea, wasn’t it?” Heather nodded to herself.


      “Wait a second. I thought you were engaged to Sir Liam, the knight.” This was Mona. She had an admiration for the knights and had met Liam when they were gathering plants outside the capital, so she was very interested in this topic. Sara hurried to correct her misunderstanding. It was a big problem if rumors like that were still going around the capital.


      “I’m not! I never was engaged to him! I rejected his proposal too!”


      “Unfortunately for the prime minister’s family, and fortunately for me,” Noel added. Just like his brother, he was aggressive to a fault, and all Sara could do was try to keep her distance as much as possible.


      “The seat of prime minister isn’t an inherited position, but my eldest brother is quite brilliant. He’s already considered the next prime minister, and my other brother will likely be the knight commander one day. I was a surprise, and being the third son, I’m somewhat of a spare of a spare. Unlike my brothers, I have a certain amount of freedom where my future is concerned. As such, I thought it might be fun to be an apothecary.”


      It was a bit unsettling to Sara how nonchalantly he called himself a “spare of a spare,” but she was also a bit impressed that he had such a solid grasp of his own position. At the same time, however, she feared a bit for her future. And she was curious about something else too.


      “So, you decided to become an apothecary, err...”


      “Yes, last spring.”


      “And that badge...?”


      “I received it last fall.”


      Sara’s mouth fell open. Even the brilliant and talented Chris hadn’t become an apothecary that quickly.


      “It was really impressive. Not only did he learn everything in no time at all, he made practically no mistakes making potions. He could pretty much do everything just after seeing it once. Everyone was saying it was like the second coming of Master Chris.”


      “It’s silly to compare me to Chris. I’m glad I could learn from him so soon after becoming an apothecary, though.”


      Chris was an idol to many young apothecaries, and most of them called him “Master Chris” out of respect, even though it wasn’t at all rude in this world to simply address people by their names. Sara found this sort of annoying, since, put one way, she was being “strictly trained by him,” and put another way, she was at the mercy of his whims. Noel, however, simply called him Chris, and Sara was forced to admit she liked him a little better because of this.


      Incidentally, it wasn’t just Sara who was exempt from a capital visit this winter. Nelly hadn’t received her usual request either, so she’d been able to stay home as well. Chris had been the only one to make the trip. He’d intended to let the knights handle further experimentation with his dragon repellent, but the Apothecary’s Guild had insisted he handle the experiments himself. They were simply unwilling to hand over the fruits of his labor to the knights as apothecaries themselves, apparently, so Chris had been forced to go back to the capital again this winter to oversee and direct his experiments.


      After much whining and moaning about “not wanting to leave Nef,” he reluctantly made his way to the capital at the start of winter and returned with Mona, Heather, and Noel in tow at the end of it—in other words, two weeks ago.


      Anyway, all this was to say that Noel had become an apothecary in little more than half a year. He’d trained with Chris for a few months in the capital and had headed for Hydrangea immediately afterward.


      “It’s pretty incredible to learn all that and be able to put it into practice in just half a year,” Sara admitted honestly. She didn’t consider him a rival or anything, so she was able to compliment him easily. “As I heard, it wasn’t even that easy for Chris to become an apothecary.”


      Noel shook his head. “I do think I have a better memory than most, but it was only thanks to luck and Chris that I was able to become an apothecary so quickly.”


      “’Cause of Chris, huh?” Sara asked.


      “Yes. It’s thanks to Chris that it’s finally starting to sink in for people that holding talented people back will only harm them in the long run. He’s flipped all sorts of practices that have been common up until now on their heads.”


      Well, that was just like Chris. Sara nodded along.


      “With the precedent he set, it was easy for someone with my family’s standing to become an apothecary.”


      “Oh, now that can’t be true.” Sara casually patted Noel on the knee. “I know how differently people are treated depending on your status in Rosa and in the capital.” She looked Mona and Heather’s way, giving them a nod. If Noel benefited from his status, then the two of them suffered for it as commoners. “But becoming an apothecary isn’t just about social status and knowledge. You have to be able to use your mana skillfully as well, right? It took me a while to master mana elixirs, you know.”


      “That’s not true...”


      Sara, Mona, and Heather all watched warmly as Noel’s ears burned with embarrassment. Whatever excuses he made, he was still a “fiancé candidate” sent by the prime minister’s household, so Sara was more than a little annoyed at his presence. But she also couldn’t help but feel like she had a new younger brother.


      Up until now, Sara and Allen had always been the youngest wherever they went. They’d been through plenty, but they’d also had people looking out for them as well. Even back in Japan, Sara had always had people looking out for her because of her poor health, but now she had someone younger she could fuss over. If they were in a school club, he would have been two years her junior. And she would be the reliable upperclassman.

    

  

  
    [image: insert1]
  

  
    
      “Anyway, let’s eat. This golden trout quiche is good, and you’re still growing.”


      “G-Golden trout...”


      “You too, Mona, Heather.”


      As the three of them trembled before the luxury fish dish, Sara put a hand to her chest proudly. “Don’t worry. I caught plenty of them on the Dark Mountain, so I’ve still got more. And—”


      “Heeey! Sara!”


      Sara turned around with a grin at the voice. “Allen! Kuntz!”


      Allen and Kuntz were jogging down the path from the mansion toward them. They’d grown even more in the last two years, which did frustrate Sara a bit. Allen still had a rascally quality to him, but Kuntz was practically an adult at this point.


      “Better leave the dungeon early if we’re gonna get some golden trout for it!”


      “Man, I haven’t had golden trout in a while!”


      To Sara’s relief, their comments, at least, were still plenty childish. She pursed her lips. “When was the last time I had a day off? You could have just come gathering with me instead of going into the dungeon like you always do.”


      “Well, y’know...”


      “Yeah.”


      They exchanged a look and grinned. The two of them were tried-and-true Hunters of Hydrangea now.


      “Huh? But you’re gathering even on your day off,” Noel interjected as if on reflex.


      Allen gave him an impressed hum. “Looks like you’re fitting in, Noel.”


      Maybe it was rude to talk that way to a noble he didn’t know very well, but Sara had to look away and grin to herself when she saw the little smirk on Allen’s face. I get it! I get it! She understood exactly how he felt. He was happy to have a junior just like she was.


      Allen was fifteen just like her, but although you could register at the Guild at twelve, there weren’t many kids who actually did so. Noel wasn’t a Hunter, but as Sara’s junior, he was basically Allen’s junior too.


      “Man, you really do look exactly like Liam,” Allen said out of nowhere.


      Noel got a bit of a sullen look on his face. “Do I? My brothers and I all look alike. We take after our mother.”


      Sara recalled Liam resembling his father, the prime minister, as well. So his father and mother must have both been attractive people.


      “That’s good, isn’t it? I mean, Liam had a nice face, and he was popular, wasn’t he?”


      “So I’m...”


      Sara cocked her head, wondering how he would have ended that sentence.


      “I mean, my brother’s really nice, and he’s popular with girls. I know that, it’s just that...the way he’s so pleasant all the time kinda rubs me the wrong way...”


      Sara and Allen were completely taken aback by that.


      “I mean, of course I love my brother, and I respect him,” Noel hurried to correct himself. “It’s just that one part of him that I don’t really like. So when someone tells me I look like him, I just...”


      “Ha ha ha! I know exactly what you mean!”


      This time, Sara almost shot up from the ground. Noel was family, so he could say there was something about Liam he didn’t like, but surely it was rude to agree with him.


      “Allen! Don’t you think you should, err...”


      “What?”


      This blithe attitude Allen had had always been a comfort to Sara, but it could get them in trouble sometimes too.


      Allen and Kuntz plopped down onto the ground next to Noel and Allen put his arm around the younger boy’s shoulder, peering into the basket in front of him. Noel froze for a moment, unused to Allen’s friendly attitude, but he quickly smiled bashfully.


      Sara glanced over at Mona and Heather, smirking and whispering, “It’s like Allen’s Noel’s fiancé candidate.”


      “Huh? You say something, Sara?”


      “Nope.” Sara smiled.


      “Now, let’s eat!” On her authority as the eldest, their lakeside lunch began with Mona’s rallying cry.


      Sara thought back to the time they’d spent gathering together in the capital. Back then, Sara had thought of Mona like the president of a school club, and that hadn’t changed. She looked over each person around the basket in turn. Their little club had only been three people then, but they had a new student and two classmates join this year, so it had grown to six. That meant Sara wasn’t the newest member this year. It was fun to imagine things that way.


      “I don’t even get to eat golden trout all that often. It’s delicious!” Noel cut up the quiche on his plate with a fork, while Allen ate with his hands beside him. It might have been impolite, but this was a picnic, so Sara didn’t fault him for it.


      “We’re gonna finish all of it while you’re taking your time with your manners over there.”


      “Well, I don’t want that...” Noel hesitantly picked up a piece of quiche with his hands and tossed it into his mouth. “Ish’s gud.” He chewed and swallowed. “I think it’s been about three years. I remember it ’cause everyone was making such a big deal about how long it’d been since they’d last been able to get ahold of some.”


      Allen glanced over at Sara. “You think it was the stuff you sold to the Guild, Sara?”


      “Oh, back then?”


      It was a bit strange to think that the golden trout Vince had convinced her to sell to the Guild back then had ended up in Liam and his family’s stomachs.


      “Sara, this is amazing!”


      “What is this? What is this?!”


      Mona and Heather were clearly enjoying themselves.


      “See? There’s benefits to knowing an Invited, aren’t there?”


      “There really are. We’re getting special treatment right now for sure.”


      Sara was happy to hear it. Back when she’d told them she was one of the Invited, Mona had playfully told her to give them some special treatment down the line. Sara had found their lighthearted reactions incredibly comforting, and neither of them had changed in the year they’d been apart.


      In addition to the golden trout, they had all sorts of tasty morsels whipped up by the chefs at Ri’s mansion. When they’d finished everything, they put away the empty dishes and took a little postmeal rest.


      “We’re gonna do a little more gathering this afternoon. What about you?” Sara asked Allen and Kuntz.


      Kuntz, who had been tossing stones in the lake, turned back to her. “We’re going back to the dungeon.”


      “Again?”


      They sure were passionate.


      “I mean, yeah. Nelly and Chris are both down there.”


      “Right. The dungeon’s been weird lately or something? She hasn’t been taking many breaks ’cause of that.”


      “Nelly? Well, she is the vice guildmaster.”


      “Kuntz, do you know what’s going on?”


      At times like these, it was best to ask Kuntz. She could just ask Nelly herself, but there was a chance she wouldn’t get much out of her since Nelly was so bad at communicating.


      “Well, there was the thing with the seven-colored swallowtails two years ago, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      Sara had gone into the dungeon herself to help out back then.


      “The habitats of the monsters inside the dungeon have been slowly shifting since then, with monsters that are supposed to live on the lower floors coming up to higher ones. All the veteran Hunters are talking about how they can’t rely on their common sense training anymore.”


      “Huh.”


      Since Nelly and Allen were the standard Sara judged things by, she didn’t have a great sense of what monsters belonged where, but hellhounds, for instance, were supposed to be pretty strong, and they were showing up on the first floor now according to Kuntz.


      “You’ve been to the dungeon, so you remember, right, Sara? Between floors, there’s a safe zone, and it’s safe because monsters can’t get in.”


      “Yeah?”


      “She doesn’t get it...” Kuntz muttered before turning his whole body to face Sara. “So how are the monsters getting to the higher floors? If they’re not just appearing out of thin air, then they’ve got to be getting past the safe zones in between floors, right? But they shouldn’t be able to do that.”


      What if you were resting in a safe zone and a hellhound from a lower floor suddenly came out of nowhere? Sara finally understood the gravity of the situation.


      “So the safe zones are weakening?”


      “We don’t know. At least so far, no Hunters have come across any monsters inside a safe zone.”


      So they knew something that shouldn’t be happening was happening, but they didn’t know why.


      “It’s dangerous right now, so they want...” Kuntz paused there and smirked. “They want stronger Hunters to be in the dungeon as much as possible, culling monsters and observing the situation.”


      When Sara had first met Kuntz, he was only a step or two above being a rookie, but with all that he’d experienced in the last few years, he’d built up quite a bit of confidence.


      “I see. Pretty impressive.”


      “Yeah, I guess so.”


      She left it at that for now. It was impressive. Allen and Kuntz were definitely the strongest of the younger Hunters in Hydrangea.


      With the conversation more or less over, Allen stood up. “So we might not be back in time to pick you up from work for a bit, Sara.”


      He looked apologetic, so she shook her head. “Nothing’s gonna happen to me here in Hydrangea. You don’t need to worry about walking me home.”


      Whenever Nelly and Allen could make it out of the dungeon in time for Sara to get off work, they always walked her home. It made Sara happy, but she was also a little embarrassed about it.


      Allen laughed and shook his own head. “Maybe I said that wrong. It’s not that I’m worried, I just like to pick you up because I want to see you. There’s so much I want to talk to you about every day.”


      “Yet it seems like I’m the one who usually does most of the talking,” Kuntz grumbled as he stood as well.


      Allen ignored him and continued, “I’ll miss you, but I want to do my part as a member of the Hunter’s Guild, you know?”


      “Yeah, I know. Keep up the good work.”


      “I will.”


      The two of them made a congenial exit, waving as they left.


      “I just can’t beat Allen. How frustrating,” Noel murmured with a hand on the tidied picnic basket.


      “I get it.”


      “I so get it.”


      Why were Mona and Heather nodding along so vehemently?


      “I mean, Allen and I are rivals for Sara’s affection, right?”


      “Uhh, no, you’re not,” Sara interjected, but no one was even listening to her.


      “But he just treats me like a little brother. He’s not even letting me stand on the starting line with him.”


      Sara was too scared to ask, “What starting line?”


      “I mean, he says stuff like ‘I just want to see you, Sara’ like it’s no big deal!”


      “That’s like the number one thing you want to hear from the guy you like, right?”


      “That’s because Allen and I are like family.” Sara muttered an excuse to Mona and Heather, who were holding their cheeks dreamily. She had no idea why such a normal exchange between the two of them was being interpreted through such a romantic lens.


      “I see now why my brother had no chance.”


      “That has nothing to do with it.” Sara was just retorting by habit now. She didn’t know what she’d do if this conversation went on any longer, so she hastily stood up and suggested, “Hey, do you want to make some potions with the plants we gathered in the morning?”


      “Good idea!”


      “Let’s do it!”


      Mona and Heather agreed right away, since they knew Sara could brew potions outside.


      “We could do it outside, but the Apothecary’s Guild has a little branch office set up in the knights’ barracks, so let’s go there.”


      To be more accurate, it was a room Chris had pretty much commandeered to produce his dragon repellent. At some point, they’d just decided that the Apothecary’s Guild might as well use it for whatever it wanted.


      Mona’s, Heather’s, and even Noel’s eyes sparkled with excitement and Sara couldn’t help grinning along with them. If your face lit up at the prospect of brewing potions, you were really meant to be an apothecary. That meant Noel truly enjoyed what he did, regardless of the reason he’d started it.


      They headed for the apothecary’s office in the barracks, dodging slightly annoyed looks as they went, and were met with a flowery scent. Migrating dragon season was over, so production of the repellent had stopped for now, but the distinctive odor still lingered.


      “You came all the way here to learn, so Caren said she’d have to teach you how to handle white moonlight mushrooms and silver dragonmint. I haven’t done anything with them yet either, so I asked her to teach me with you guys,” Sara told them, remembering because of the smell.


      “Me too?” Noel asked, surprised.


      “Lucky you,” Sara told him with a grin.


      Noel seemed a little baffled at that. “You’re not frustrated that someone with less experience than you gets to do something like this first, Sara?”


      Sara exchanged a look with Mona and Heather. “Things are more unfair than you might expect. Especially for commoners. I’m an Invited, so I’m treated pretty well because of my mana. I’d expect things would be more frustrating for Mona and Heather.” She posed the statement to them like a question, though she knew how they would answer.


      “This sort of thing happens all the time in the capital. But we were able to become apothecaries even though we’re commoners, and we get to do the work even if it might take a little more time for us than for other people, so it’s more productive to be thankful than to complain about every little thing. Especially this time, since we’re the ones getting the special treatment.”


      Sara was impressed by how practical Heather was.


      “Anyway, let’s use the fresh plants we just picked to make some potions!”


      “Yeah, let’s do it.”


      They all stood at their tables and used their own methods for making potions.


      “Now to sample,” Sara announced to Noel’s bafflement.


      “We did everything how we’re supposed to, so I don’t think we need to sample them.”


      “Mm...maybe, but I still think we should.”


      If she were on her own, she’d just taste whatever was left in the pot or on the spoon, but she couldn’t do that in front of everyone else.


      “Everyone please submit one potion for sampling.”


      Sara tasted one drop from all four potions. Mona’s and Noel’s were textbook, while Heather’s was a little strong and Sara’s was extra strong. She nodded in satisfaction. They’d come out pretty much how she’d expected them to.


      “Huh? Why?! We all made them in the same way, so why do they taste so different?!” Noel cried.


      “Mainly because of the mana you put into them. Personality’s also a factor, I think.” That was Sara’s theory.


      “Personality? What do you mean?” Mona asked.


      “Mona’s potions are textbook, because it’s the most efficient way to make them. In other words, you want to save on healing herbs as much as you can when you make potions.”


      “Well, you’re right about that. That’s my current goal. I’m not sure what that has to do with my personality, though.”


      “You’re surprisingly consistent and economical. Am I wrong?”


      “I guess not...”


      Sara nodded thoughtfully once more. “Heather tries to get as much as she can out of her healing herbs. You want to draw out their full potential. The researcher type.”


      “You’re right. Pretty impressive, Sara.” Heather gave her a grin.


      “Noel’s potions are literally textbook. You don’t do a single thing different from how you were taught.”


      “Well, yeah... Isn’t that how you’re supposed to do it?”


      “Sure. There’s nothing wrong with that.”


      “So why are your potions so strong?”


      Sara chuckled and stirred her spoon in the air. “That’s ’cause of the quality of the mana I put into them is high, and the amount stays consistent the whole time.”


      Mana manipulation had been drilled into her on the Dark Mountain. She’d gone through a ton to be able to make her barrier and keep it active at all times...


      “You tend to put the element you’re good with into the mana you use, so it helps to picture the sort of mana you use when you use physical strengthening, and practicing using your mana regularly will help too. But I guess it doesn’t really matter as long as you’re able to make potions.”


      Sara finally realized that there was no need to teach this kind of stuff to a kid who was talented enough to become an apothecary at thirteen. She just wanted to act like a senior now that she had a junior.


      But Noel didn’t mock her for what she’d said. He picked up his spoon and stared at it frustratedly. “Physical strengthening... I never needed it, since I wasn’t planning on being a knight or a caster. I’ve mastered every other spell, but I’ve never even thought about physical strengthening...”


      “O-Oh, really?” Sara felt like Nelly had told her to learn physical strengthening even if she was going to use other kinds of magic.


      “I have no idea what you mean when you say to ‘picture’ physical strengthening, though... I can’t believe this of all places is where I’d get tripped up.”


      “You’re not tripped up... I just mean you should use the same mana physical strengthening uses—mana without an element attached.”


      “I don’t know what that means,” Noel said, quietly putting away his brewing set. “Umm, do you mind if I head back first? I just remembered something I have to do.”


      “That’s fine. This is our day off, after all.”


      “I’ll see you tomorrow at the Apothecary’s Guild, then.” With a polite nod, Noel trudged out of the room.


      Mona and Heather were staying at Caren’s house, but Noel was staying with Nelly’s brother, the Guild Director. As the prime minister’s son, he should have been staying at the lord’s residence, but as Sara’s “fiancé candidate,” they’d decided he’d stay with Ri’s son instead, since the two of them couldn’t very well stay under the same roof.


      “Looks like you hurt his pride. He’s a good kid, but he’s still a noble, I guess.” Mona shrugged, but Sara wasn’t sure that was what it was. He was incredibly talented, but he still tried hard. Sara thought he was the type to never neglect preparation so he could always perform the best he could.




      That night, Sara went over everything that had happened today with Noel at the dinner table, with Nelly and Chris present.


      “I hope he realized the Guild Director can probably teach him about mana manipulation. Do you think he’s just stressing about it on his own?”


      “You’re awfully concerned for him. That’s rare, since you’re usually so cold to your fiancé candidates.” Ri held a napkin over his mouth, but it didn’t hide the interest on his face at all.


      “Well, he’s younger than me and he’s away from home, working hard all on his own.”


      “That may be so...” Chris had been eating so quietly Sara wasn’t even sure if he was listening to her or not, but he stilled his hands and said, “But thirteen is older than you were when you came to Rosa, Sara. You and Allen were already supporting yourselves then, weren’t you?”


      “Now that you mention it, I guess we were.” Sara thought back to how hard Allen had worked to support himself at twelve. She’d never looked in a mirror back then, so she didn’t really remember how she’d looked, but she could remember Allen.


      “You remember?”


      “Yes.” Sara nodded, feeling nostalgic.


      “Now picture the current Allen.”


      “Umm...” Not only had he grown a lot taller than Sara, there wasn’t even much boyishness left in his features. He even set Sara’s heart fluttering sometimes.


      “That’s how old Noel will be in just two years. If you let your guard down now because he’s cute, he’ll have you in his clutches in no time.”


      “That’s rather salient for you, Chris. I’d thought you had no interest in such things.”


      “Ri, I’m not joking.”


      In what things? Sara wanted to interject, but it was true that Chris didn’t tend to give advice on things like relationships.


      “I know how this sounds coming from me, but to become an apothecary at thirteen, you need not only talent but an incredible amount of effort as well. Do you think a boy capable of that would simply do as his parents say and pursue the fiancée they’ve picked for him?”


      “Err, I’m not really sure, but...I’ll be careful?”


      Chris sighed exasperatedly. “Nef, will you say something to Sara? Nef?”


      “R-Right. What were we talking about?”


      Sara was surprised to see Nelly so out of it. Now that she thought about it, she’d been the only one talking for a while; Nelly and Chris had just been quietly listening to her. Normally, Nelly listened to whatever Sara said with a big smile, like she was genuinely interested, so this was pretty rare.


      “Neffie, are you that worried about the dungeon?” Ri stopped eating as well, looking at Nelly with concern.


      “No...” Nelly shook her head first, then she must have figured there was no point hiding it, so she nodded instead. “Yes. I am.”


      “Monsters from lower floors are appearing on higher ones, yes?”


      “Yes. We’ve stationed Hunters in all the safe zones in shifts, but so far, we haven’t caught any monsters passing through them. Yet monsters that weren’t there yesterday are there today. It’s unclear how they’re getting there, so they could just be appearing spontaneously on those floors, but it doesn’t sit right with me...”


      Nelly wasn’t the only one worrying about this. Many people at the Hunter’s Guild were considering the problem together and they still couldn’t figure it out.


      “All we know is that when something like this happens, it means there’s a possibility monsters could escape from the dungeon. But...”


      Sara had heard about this herself. It was the reason the castle walls in the capital had been built, and the whole reason Nelly had been on the Dark Mountain was to watch the population of monsters there so that they didn’t spill out.


      “The number of monsters in the dungeon isn’t actually increasing, but we don’t know how they’re appearing there, or how they’re moving,” Nelly ruminated.


      “Are there any paths between floors other than the ones in the safe zones?” Sara asked her.


      “There shouldn’t be. But it’s not as if we’ve inspected every wall.”


      Sara thought it would be pretty noticeable if there was a hole somewhere big enough for monsters to get through. She pictured the dungeon back when she’d helped with the seven-colored swallowtail extermination.


      “I might be able to find a hidden path like that in the dungeon with my barrier.” Sara’s barrier would stop when it hit the wall of the dungeon, but it would just pass through any hole that might be there, she explained to Nelly.


      Nelly’s face lit up, as did Chris’s. “Will you come into the dungeon with me, then, Sara? I can’t imagine there are secret passageways like that, but it’d definitely help to make sure.”


      “Okay.”


      Thus, Sara had an unexpected trip to the dungeon planned, and on her own suggestion, no less. She was fine going in to pick medicinal plants, but she didn’t really like being there for anything monster-related.


      “W-Well, I don’t want to see Nelly so stressed out. And there weren’t that many bugs in the dungeon last time,” she told herself. As always, the crux of her entering a dungeon rested on whether or not there were any big bugs to be found inside.


      They all decided there was no time like the present to test Sara’s theory, so she took the next day off of work. Now, she stood in front of the dungeon with Zachary the guildmaster, Nelly the vice guildmaster, Chris, and a few other people.


      “I’m taking the day off from the Apothecary’s Guild, but I’m still working...” she muttered. It was her own idea, so she couldn’t complain, and she had to admit she was happy to hear she’d still be paid for her labor today.


      “Stop grumbling and let’s go into the dungeon already.”


      “I don’t see what you’re so excited about. All I’m going to be doing is pushing my barrier into the wall.”


      Sara sighed at Allen’s eager smile and glanced over at the small figure he and Kuntz would be protecting.


      “It’s fine. Our job today is protecting Noel. I know it’s not hunting with you, Sara.”


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    




















































  


  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Prologue: Hellhounds, Incoming!


    	Chapter 1: Continental Tortoise


    	Chapter 2: Capital Combat


    	Chapter 3: Back Home to Rosa


    	Epilogue: Whenever, Wherever


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Color Illustrations
      

    

  

OEBPS/Images/Insert1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/TOC.jpg
Table of Contents:

Prologue: Hellhounds, Incoming!
Chapter 1: Continental Tortoise
Chapter 2: Capital Combat
Chapter 3: Back Home to Rosa
Epilogue: Whenever, Wherever





